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Down dropt the breeze, the sails dropt down,

’Twas sad as sad could be;

And we did speak only to break

The silence of the sea!

—Samuel Taylor Coleridge,    

The Rime of the Ancient Mariner



Is the ship accursed? Was there ever a voyage which began so fairly and which changed so disastrously?

—Arthur Conan Doyle,      

“J. Habakuk Jephson’s Statement”




Dramatis personae

The crew of the American brigantine Mary Celeste, November 1872





	Benjamin Spooner Briggs
	Captain



	Albert G. Richardson
	First Mate



	Andrew Gilling
	Second Mate



	Edward W. Head
	Steward & Cook



	Gottlieb Goodschaad
	Seaman



	Boz Lorenzen
	Seaman



	Volkert Lorenzen
	Seaman



	Arian Martens
	Seaman



	Sarah Elizabeth Briggs
	Passenger



	Sophia Matilda Briggs
	Passenger




The crew of the Nova Scotia brigantine Dei Gratia, November/December 1872





	David Reed Morehouse
	Captain



	Oliver Deveau
	First Mate



	John Wright
	Second Mate



	Augustus Anderson
	Seaman



	John Johnson
	Seaman



	Charles Lund
	Seaman



	Unknown
	



	Unknown
	




The Briggs Family of Sippican Village

Nathan Briggs m. Sophia Cobb 1830



	Maria Briggs
	b. 1831



	Nathan H. Briggs
	b. 1834



	Benjamin Spooner Briggs
	b. 1835



	Oliver Everson Briggs
	b. 1837



	James C. Briggs
	b. 1839



	Zenas Briggs
	b. 1844







Joshua Dewis—builder of Amazon, later renamed Mary Celeste

Robert McLellan—Amazon’s first captain

George Spicer—a young sailor from Fundy

James Henry Winchester—New York shipping agent, majority shareholder of Mary Celeste

Horatio Jones Sprague—American consul at Gibraltar

Frederick Solly Flood—queen’s advocate and proctor, attorney general of Gibraltar

Hon. James Cochrane—Judge of the Vice Admiralty Court of Gibraltar

Henry Pisani—attorney for the Dei Gratia crew

John Austin—surveyor at Gibraltar

R. W. Shufeldt—U.S. Navy commander and investigator

Arthur Conan Doyle—author of some note, wrote “J. Habakuk Jephson’s Statement”

Gilman C. Parker—final captain of the Mary Celeste

Oliver Cobb—cousin of Benjamin Spooner Briggs, family biographer

Arthur Briggs—orphaned son of Benjamin S. and Sarah Briggs

Clive Cussler—author of some note, founder of National Underwater Marine Agency

Mike Fletcher—Eco-Nova diver, Nova Scotia
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December 4, 1872

The ship drifted restlessly through the whitecaps, like a lost soul wandering among tombstones. There was no hurry or purpose in its movement, no discernible momentum urging it along. Its circuitous path through the North Atlantic suggested nothing beyond mindless, random motion.

It had appeared out of nowhere, very much like the ghost ship sighted by Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s wayward sailor in “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.” In the epic poem, the skeletal vessel that haunted the mariner first emerged from the mist as “a little speck” on the horizon, a ship that “plunged and tacked and veered” with only a hint of sail hanging from its masts. Coleridge hardly could have described the scene better had he been there on that colorless December day when the men of the Nova Scotia freighter Dei Gratia first spotted the ship destined to haunt them forever. The only difference was that, unlike the mariner, the sailors who discovered this wayfaring vessel detected no hint of malevolence—at least not initially.

The men had watched this curious sight from a distance all afternoon, hypnotized by its awkward, almost primitive, rhythm. At first glance, they thought little of the anonymous ship, but later changed course to intercept it when they finally decided it must be in some sort of distress. Something about its gait seemed, well, unnatural.

At the wheel of the Dei Gratia, seaman John Johnson most likely did not know the similarities between the approaching vessel and the ship of doom described in Coleridge’s verse, which by 1872 was already a classic. But then Johnson, a Russian Lutheran, could barely speak the King’s English, much less read it. His knowledge of seafaring lore was limited to whatever his fellow sailors related to him on long, cold deck watches. That afternoon, however, Johnson would join that mythology as he played a small role in an incident destined to become one of the ultimate stories of the sea; for on that day, December 4, 1872, the crew of the Dei Gratia sailed into maritime history after a chance encounter with a small merchant ship called the Mary Celeste.

For nearly an hour after first spying her, the men watched the ship yawing erratically as it lumbered along with only a few sails flying. The Dei Gratia’s captain attempted to signal her crew several times, but received no reply. A cautious man, he could not shake the feeling that something was wrong, and knew he must lend whatever assistance he could—that was the unwritten law of the sea. So, when the two ships passed within a quarter mile of one another, the captain sent three of his men, including Johnson, to investigate.

The sailors rowed over in a small lifeboat and climbed aboard the vessel, where they stumbled onto a chilling scene: an empty deck, a tattered sail hanging from the foremast, the ship’s wheel spinning untended. More than 400 miles from the coast of Portugal, the Mary Celeste was sailing without a soul on board.

Perhaps the oddest thing was that, for the most part, she appeared to be in fine shape—almost eerily so. The Dei Gratia crew found no serious weather damage, no trace of a struggle, or any other sign of trouble that would have made veteran sailors abandon ship in the middle of the ocean. Stranger still, the crew had left behind foul-weather gear, personal belongings, even their pipes—things they almost certainly would have taken, or would have been wearing during a storm.

There were other things that seemed more than a little peculiar: The form of a sleeping child was imprinted in the wet mattress of one bunk, a few barrels of alcohol had broken open or leaked in the hold, and there was a decorative sword in the captain’s cabin, its blade peppered with a reddish stain. The last entry in the Mary Celeste’s logbook was an innocuous notation made ten days earlier that suggested nothing but a routine passage—and placed the ship more than 300 miles west of its current position. The men of the Dei Gratia could not imagine how the ship had traveled so far sailing under so little canvas, nor could they explain where its crew had gone or, just as confounding, why. The brigantine’s captain and crew had simply vanished into the cold salt air.

More than a century later, many sailors and historians still consider the story of the Mary Celeste the greatest maritime mystery of all time. It is a tale that evokes man’s most primordial fears of the sea, of simply vanishing without a trace beneath the waves. It has become one of the most appropriated stories in nautical history, but its legend also resonates with elements of literature written decades before it sailed—not only Coleridge’s “Mariner,” but also Edgar Allan Poe’s Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym. But in the case of the Mary Celeste, the truth is undeniably stranger than fiction.

The Mary Celeste shares a certain kinship with the Flying Dutchman as well; both vessels are routinely called “ghost ships.” When the Mary Celeste sailed in the mid-nineteenth century, fantastic tales of the Dutchman—an apparition said to appear in the stormy waters off Africa’s Cape of Good Hope—were already more than 200 years old. It is said that the Dutchman, hopelessly searching for safe harbor, is doomed to forever haunt the cape, where it was lost during a storm in the fifteenth century.

For the Mary Celeste, the label of ghost ship has a somewhat less supernatural, but arguably as suspenseful, definition. “Ghost ship” is an old mariner’s term for any vessel found sailing without her crew. Abandoning a ship in the middle of the ocean was not an uncommon occurrence in the nineteenth century; every year dozens of vessels were found unoccupied just in the Atlantic. There was almost always a reasonable explanation. Men prematurely left ships they thought were sinking, either taking to lifeboats or flagging down a passing vessel to rescue them. Often an entire crew could be swept overboard in a storm, but the ship they left behind sported enough damage to make their fate obvious. Sometimes, sailors who came upon an abandoned vessel might even find a note or logbook telling why the crew was gone.

On occasion, the disappearance of a ship’s crew could be attributed to violence, not from the sea, but brought on by other men. Mutiny and piracy were still of some concern in the nineteenth century. In those days, entire crews could be shanghaied—abducted and forced to work on other ships. But by the latter years of the century those were, mercifully, relatively rare events.

More than 130 years after the Mary Celeste sailed, no one can say for certain what happened to the ten people who sailed on her. There were a half dozen theories offered in the months after the ship was discovered derelict, and there have been a dozen more advanced since, but there has never been a clear consensus on any one scenario. It is a mystery that has tormented countless people, including the families of the lost sailors and hundreds of others who have tried in vain to solve the riddle. The Ghost Ship may be the best example of the old proverb that the sea never gives up its secrets.

The Mary Celeste sailed at the height of the Industrial Age, a time when men felt they were on the verge of conquering nature. Great advances in science and engineering were opening new worlds to people. Even the ocean seemed less forbidding, as the invention of steamships had made passage from one port to the next easier and quicker—no longer were men at the mercy of the wind. In the wake of this blossoming age of mechanization and discovery, people were slowly abandoning their old superstitions, sometimes with an almost arrogant swagger. Sailors, among the most superstitious of all, were becoming less likely to attribute accidents at sea to unknown evils lurking beneath the waves. But the strange disappearance of the Mary Celeste’s passengers and crew reminded men that the ocean was still a dangerous place.

The historian George S. Bryan said the story of the enigmatic derelict captured America’s imagination because it gave the New World a nautical mythology of its own. Bryan, a biographer of Abraham Lincoln, called the Mary Celeste the most famous ship since the Mayflower, and said that she “took rank alongside that of the Old World’s phantom craft eternally sailing but never making port.” For some time, it became arguably the most infamous ship in the world, inspiring countless stories, radio plays and, eventually, movies. It has taken its place alongside the legend of the Flying Dutchman, but ultimately a comparison of the two ghost ships is not a fair measure: the saga of the Mary Celeste is infinitely more frightening because there is no question that this legend is true.

At the time it sailed, the Mary Celeste was just another anonymous brigantine, one in a fleet of thousands of merchant ships plying the Atlantic. There was nothing remarkable about her; she was small for her day, and carried only a modest amount of cargo. At the time, the brigantine was in danger of being supplanted by the growing number of steamships, which crossed the ocean in much better time than two-masted sailing vessels. As such, running the Mary Celeste was not a particularly profitable way to make a living. Mostly, small firms hired the ship, which was one of a dozen owned by a major New York shipping company.

The Mary Celeste’s captain, Benjamin Spooner Briggs, had just taken command of the ship—it was his first voyage on her. He was hired to deliver a load of alcohol to Italy, carrying a crew of experienced Americans and for-hire foreign sailors. It was supposed to be a routine cruise, nothing out of the ordinary. When the Mary Celeste sailed from New York in November of 1872, Briggs thought it safe enough to take along his wife and two-year-old daughter.

The disappearance of the Mary Celeste’s crew a month later became an international scandal. Captain Briggs was a respectable, veteran sailor—certainly not the sort of man who would panic and recklessly abandon a seaworthy ship, particularly while traveling with his family. But it appeared that was just what had happened, and many people saw a frightening pattern of destiny in his fate. Briggs hailed from a long line of respected sailors, many of whom had been lost at sea, some in similarly bizarre mishaps. The Mary Celeste incident was only the latest in a long series of tragedies to befall the family, and not even the last one of that winter.

On both sides of the Atlantic, the story prompted speculation of foul play, and soon the men of the Dei Gratia grew to regret their decision to salvage the derelict. At the mercy of an overzealous, conspiracy-minded bureaucrat, the sailors very nearly found themselves on trial for the murder of Briggs and the Mary Celeste’s crew. As it was, it took several months for the crew of the Dei Gratia to escape the jurisdiction of the Gibraltar Vice Admiralty Court, and the taint of scandal followed them forever.

For a while, new theories of the crew’s fate were promoted almost monthly, sensationalized by newspapers in America and Europe in a fashion that foreshadowed the tabloid journalism that would proliferate in the next century. Some people believed pirates had abducted the Mary Celeste’s crew and forced them to walk the plank. Others suspected the increasingly common ploy of insurance fraud, as several policies paid off, yet the owners retained the ship. For a while, mutiny was a popular theory, one even endorsed by the ship’s owners. Although there was a maddening lack of evidence to support any of the wild theories, nothing could quell the speculation.

In 1884 the ship became forever cemented in the lore of the sea when a young man named Arthur Conan Doyle tackled the case of the Mary Celeste in one of his first published short stories. The story, which appeared just three years before Doyle introduced the world to a master of deduction named Sherlock Holmes, had an immeasurable impact on the legend of the Mary Celeste. More than a few people thought the unbylined piece of fiction was a true confession, and it sparked investigations by the U.S. and British governments. Soon, clever elements of Doyle’s story—untouched lifeboats, a spool of thread still balanced on a table—became part of the ship’s legend, and survive to this day in many variations of the tale. Later stories, picking up where Doyle left off, claimed there was even a hot meal found on the galley table.

As is often the case with unsolved mysteries, the infamous story was later dredged up by a string of hoaxers, some of whom claimed they had been aboard the ship on that mysterious cruise or knew someone who had survived. In one twenty-year span of the last century, newspapers breathlessly chronicled the elaborate and far-fetched tales of no less than three imposters.

At one point or another, nearly every popular maritime legend has been linked to the Ghost Ship, especially those with some connection to the occult. A few have insisted a giant squid ate the Mary Celeste’s crew, while others point to alien abduction. In the days following the Titanic disaster some folks even believed the Mary Celeste’s crew abandoned ship fearing they were about to hit an iceberg. In the mid-twentieth century, the Ghost Ship helped to establish the Bermuda Triangle legend, even though it sailed nowhere near those waters on its most famous voyage. The particulars mattered little to most storytellers. In a vacuum of answers, some people were willing to believe almost anything.

One of the most exhaustive investigations of the ship and its lost crew was conducted by Charles Edey Fay, an executive with the Atlantic Mutual Insurance Company (Atlantic held a policy on the ship’s cargo at the time of the crew’s disappearance). Fay released his findings and opinions in Mary Celeste: Odyssey of an Abandoned Ship, published in 1942 by the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, Massachusetts. In his fine work of scholarship, Fay collected all the information on the ship that had been uncovered in seventy years, and offered a handful of solutions to the mystery. Since that time, new details of the ship, the people on board and the circumstances leading up to their disappearance have emerged. Fay worked from an incomplete transcript of the Gibraltar salvage hearing, and suspected that something was amiss. In his text he laments the fact that neither the ship’s owner nor the captain of the Dei Gratia testified at the hearing—a curiosity that also perplexed members of the Briggs family for years. In fact, both men did testify, but their words were lost for nearly a century.

In the 1960s, a more complete transcript of the December 1872 “Judge’s notes on evidence, Vice Admiralty Court of Gibraltar” was discovered in Europe by Mrs. Parker Converse, who had the manuscript published in a limited edition by the Sippican Historical Society. The find has an immeasurable impact on the story of the Ghost Ship. Captain David Reed Morehouse’s testimony, in which he recalls encountering the Mary Celeste at sea, is even more chilling than his crew’s account, and reveals for the first time what drew the men to the strange vessel on the horizon. The observations of James H. Winchester, majority shareholder of the ship, fill in some of the blanks in the ship’s background. While neither man delivers the smoking gun that solves the mystery, their testimony adds depth to the story, clears up some misconceptions and answers a few of the seemingly endless nagging questions. Their words add weight and suspense to the story, but also help steer it toward a single, logical explanation.

In the midst of increasingly outlandish theories, there have been various serious attempts to explain the mystery of the Mary Celeste over the years. The most plausible solutions—including water spouts, disappearing islands and problems with the ship’s cargo of alcohol—offer explanations which might clear up the mystery save for the fact that they all depend on extraordinary circumstances; each includes a modicum of freak occurrence to fit the theory into the known facts. The truth is most likely much simpler. Using various elements of these theories, along with details of the case that have come to light only in recent decades, it appears that the loss of the Mary Celeste’s crew was the result of a short series of unfortunate accidents and mistakes. While no one will ever be able to say for certain exactly what happened on board the Mary Celeste in the fall of 1872, it now appears safe to say that the crew’s disappearance was the result of bad luck, poor timing and an unspeakable accident.

One of the most unsettling aspects of the story of the Mary Celeste is that the disappearance of Briggs and his crew is only one chapter in its long, strange history. Built in Nova Scotia in 1861, the ship was originally christened Amazon. After a series of bizarre mishaps on its maiden voyage, it sailed for a half dozen years before it ran aground in a storm and was thought lost forever. Then it turned up in New York, where Briggs bought his interest in her and set a course for his destiny.

For more than a decade after Briggs and his crew went missing, bad luck followed anyone who had the misfortune to buy shares in her or sail aboard her. Many sailors refused to take a job on the ship. One man, interested in buying a bargain freighter, allegedly ran screaming from a New York City dock when he saw the name on her stern. After its discovery in December of 1872, the Mary Celeste passed from one owner to the next in what the British author Macdonald Hastings called “the sad way of orphans.” It consistently lost money for another decade before finally disappearing in yet another scandal.

Over the course of twenty-four years, the Ghost Ship drifted into and out of the lives of dozens of people, leaving bad luck, financial ruin and death in its wake. More than a century later, it remains man’s fear of the sea personified. It is a compelling and unsettling legacy for a modest merchant ship that began this bizarre journey into infamy and the occult on a desolate beach in Nova Scotia more than 140 years ago.
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A Simple, Handsome Ship

For as long as he lived, George Spicer was haunted by the sight of a worried young woman running along the Nova Scotia shore.

It was a summer morning in June of 1861, when Spicer was just a teenager with dreams of going to sea. He had been aboard a skiff sailing into Economy, a small fishing village shrouded by Acadian pines on the Minas Channel. In the town, locals watched the world’s most powerful tides rise and fall as much as fifty-three feet in a matter of hours—a surge that impressed upon them a healthy respect for the sea. The ocean provided a life for many of them, and they knew it could just as easily take one away. And as the tide often did, on that morning George Spicer was carrying bad news.

Mary Ann McLellan had noticed the small boat approaching and, as it drew closer, thought she recognized the boys on board as crew from her husband’s ship. A week earlier, Robert McLellan had sailed as captain of the newly christened Amazon, a cargo ship built by a group of businessmen forty miles down the coast. The Amazon was bound for London hauling a load of timber cut at nearby Five Islands. From there, the ship was to take on more cargo and sail south to Lisbon. They were supposed to be gone for months, probably through the end of the year. Now, oddly, they had returned. The sight of the boys in the boat alarmed Mrs. McLellan. She knew that something was wrong.

She never could have imagined, though, how the approaching boat would impact her life. For on that morning, Spicer and his friends had been assigned the sad and unfortunate task of delivering Captain McLellan’s body to his hometown, and his new bride.

It had all happened so quickly. McLellan took ill almost immediately after setting foot onboard the Amazon. Admittedly, he had been suffering from a cold while the crew loaded the ship, but the captain insisted a good dose of salt air was all he needed—a trusted antidote among sailors. McLellan was eager to set out on the vessel’s first run, and most likely no one thought anything of it at the time. Calling in sick wasn’t a consideration in the nineteenth century.

As the Amazon made its way into the Bay of Fundy, McLellan’s cold quickly escalated into pneumonia. He grew weaker by the hour, and the crew soon realized the ocean air would do their captain no good. Fearing McLellan would not survive a 3,000-mile trip across the Atlantic, they turned back. On its maiden voyage, the Amazon had barely made it to New Brunswick.

It took scarcely a day to circle back to Spencers Island, where the captain was taken to the home of Jacob Spicer—George’s father and a shareholder in Amazon. There, Captain McLellan lingered for two days before quietly dying.

Although he was just fourteen at the time, George Spicer later remembered thinking that McLellan seemed so young—not so much older than himself; certainly not old enough to die. Spicer had planned to be aboard the Amazon for its first sail, but took ill while the ship was being loaded and returned home, not sharing the captain’s confidence in the healing powers of salt air. After McLellan died, Spicer offered to help take his body to Economy. Along with some hands from the Amazon’s crew, he wrapped the captain’s body in a blanket and carefully loaded it on the small boat.

In his long life, George Spicer would see much of the world as mate and master of several oceangoing vessels. But as a retired sea captain in the 1930s, he still counted the trip in that skiff as one of his most memorable because he could not forget the moment Mary Ann McLellan met him on the beach. Years later, he would tell people he could still see that widow, who did not yet know she was a widow, in the moment before her heart was broken.

“I remember,” he recalled, “his young wife came down to the shore to see what was in the boat.”

Thus began the voyages of the ship that would one day be known as the Mary Celeste. It was built with indigenous wood and local labor at Spencers Island, a rural community in northwestern Nova Scotia on the northern shore of the Minas Channel. The basin is the eastern arm of the Bay of Fundy, and it bisects the Nova Scotia countryside with a mighty tidal surge that has carved a craggy coastline into the mountainous region. In the nineteenth century, the area was home to miners, farmers and sailors descended from British Loyalists, many of whom had come north a century earlier when the American colonies declared their independence. There they raised cattle, harvested clams and tended farms of sturdy timber to earn a living. Although technically connected to mainland New Brunswick by an isthmus nearly twenty miles wide, Nova Scotia is in all practical ways an island. And like islanders around the world, Nova Scotians of the day made their living from the sea, either working in fisheries, on fishing boats, or by hiring out as sailors on local freighters. Their ships still flew British flags when the Amazon was launched in 1861, six years before Nova Scotia joined a young band of provinces called Canada.

With the Amazon, Joshua Dewis was attempting not only to build a profitable cargo ship but also to establish a new shipyard. He had been building boats on a smaller scale most of his life. When he was a teenager living in Economy, he designed and constructed rowboats, yawls and skiffs that he sold to local farmers. By the time he was thirty, in 1845, he had built his first schooner. Not long after that, he moved west to a farm at Advocate Harbor that overlooked the wide expanse of the Bay of Fundy. There, at the gateway to the world’s busiest ocean, Dewis grew serious about becoming a shipwright.

It was a good time to get into the business, for Nova Scotia’s maritime industry was booming. The embryonic stages of a global economy created a great demand for cargo ships, and the American Civil War would soon cause a shortage in the market. Nova Scotia, which had long envied the success of New England’s shipping and whaling industries, was more than happy to fill that void. In the nineteenth century, communities in northwestern Nova Scotia alone launched more than 200 ships. The coast was littered with shipyards as a result, any one of which Dewis could have gone to with his plans for a wooden sailing ship. Instead, he chose to start his own.

Most likely, a combination of financial and family interests had spurred Dewis to build his ship (and shipyard) on the crescent-shaped beach of Spencers Island. Two local brothers, Jacob and Isaac Spicer, were shareholders in the ship, which may have been payment for the use of wood from their 2,500-acre timber farm in its construction. Dewis had several ties to the Spicer family: Jacob Spicer was married to Dewis’s sister-in-law Mary (they were George Spicer’s parents), and Dewis’s son was sweet on Isaac Spicer’s daughter. It was, in several ways, a very cozy business arrangement.

Construction began in the fall of 1860 on the beach near the town mill. Using Dewis’s plans, workers laid the keel for a brigantine, a two-masted sailing ship that would be one hundred feet long. Building a wooden ship was—and still is—more art than science. The men had to select the heartiest timbers, but timbers that also could be carefully contorted into the feminine shapes of a sailing vessel. It was tedious, backbreaking work, but slowly the elegant outline of a ship’s hull was formed. By the time harsh weather forced them to retreat indoors, Dewis’s crew had finished the ship’s frame. Through the winter, the skeleton of Amazon, giant ribs sprouting from its keel, lay on the beach like a whale carcass.

The crew resumed work in the spring, piecing together a smooth hull along the ribs of the ship and raising two masts that were nearly as tall as the ship was long. They bought the materials for the rigging—miles of line, blocks and chain—from a new general store that probably opened as a direct result of the ship’s economic impact on the area. The benefits of the shipyard, for the rest of the century, would go well beyond employment opportunities for Spencers Island residents.

By early May, just as the Nova Scotia spring turned pleasant, Dewis finished his ship. Its final measurement put it just inches shy of one hundred feet long. It had a beam of twenty-five feet and a draft of nearly twelve feet. It had been built from the various types of available timber—spruce, pine, birch, beech—and had rock salt packed between its boards to help prevent rot. The craftsmanship was evident in its smooth, hydrodynamic hull, preferable to the overlapping planks common on some ships. It had a squared-off stern and a single deck. The sole nod to ornamentation was a billeted bowsprit arching out above the bow. It was a simple but handsome sailing ship.

Aside from spare quarters for the captain and crew on deck, the brig’s interior looked unfinished, its walls made of unpainted, coarse wood. As most of the cubic footage was reserved for cargo there was no reason to spend time or money making its innards attractive. In almost every way, the ship was built for one purpose: to make money. It had a gross tonnage of about 200 tons, a figure that referred to the total amount of space on board (net tonnage referred to the actual space for cargo, but that statistic for the ship was never recorded). Little of that area was reserved for the crew. The more cargo and fewer sailors a ship’s owners squeezed into that space often meant the difference between profit and loss.

Even the decision to build a brigantine as opposed to a barkentine or schooner—fast becoming the most popular type of sailing ship—was a nod to economy. The brig straddled two eras: Its foremast was square-rigged, like the sailing ships of Captain Cook and Christopher Columbus, while its mainmast carried triangular fore-and-aft sails, like a schooner. By taking advantage of both types of rigging, the ship could carry a smaller crew, as schooner sails were easier to manage than those of a square-rigger. Maritime registries classified Dewis’s ship as a hermaphrodite brig or half brig, because the majority opinion of the day was that a “true” brigantine was meant to carry at least one square sail, if not a full complement, on its mainmast. Dewis rigged the ship’s mainmast to carry only fore-and-aft sails, not bothering to add even a square topsail, most likely because he didn’t see the need. In truth, most brigantines plying the waters of the mid-nineteenth century used the same sail arrangement that Dewis employed on the Amazon. There was nothing unusual or spectacular about it.

Dewis financed the ship by selling shares in it, a common arrangement of the day meant to dilute costs. He kept sixteen of sixty-four shares, retaining 25 percent ownership. The Spicer brothers together held another quarter. Five local businessmen and Robert McLellan, who would be the ship’s captain, owned the rest. The profits of the ship would be divided according to shares.

Although there were only nine shareholders, the entire community felt some sense of pride and ownership in the first major ship built in their little town (and would later resent any notion that it was cursed from the beginning). Many of those people, and some from neighboring communities, gathered at the beach on May 18, 1861, to watch as the ship was slid down greased rails, or ways, and floated in the Minas Channel. The ceremony launched the era of shipbuilding at Spencers Island; more than two dozen sailing vessels would follow before the turn of the century. Dewis christened his ship the Amazon, but no one could ever recall what had prompted that decidedly generic name.

Later, its launch would come to be mired in controversy—like almost everything else concerning the ship—because of conflicting stories and recollections. After the Mary Celeste made international headlines more than a decade later, various newspapers and magazines reported that the ship got stuck on the ways when shipyard workers first attempted to float it. Some even claimed it stubbornly refused to budge for days, a dozen men straining to pry the ship from its perch. Several newspapers repeated the legend on the basis of comments from Dewis’s own son, John.

“This craft seemed possessed of the devil to begin with, but where she got it I don’t know. I am sure it couldn’t have been from any of our good people,” he said.

It was easy to attribute such ominous beginnings to the ship in retrospect. Such foreboding tales were common in Nova Scotia, which—like most seafaring communities—generated its share of maritime legend. More than a century before Amazon was built, a similar brigantine had haunted Fundy waters. In December of 1735, residents of Chebogue awoke one morning to find a silent ship anchored in their harbor. For nearly the entire day, townsfolk stood on the shore watching for signs of life aboard the brig. By that afternoon, when a small boat was launched to investigate, locals were already speculating on the supernatural powers that had steered the empty vessel into their harbor. The ship was called the Baltimore, and the men in the skiff soon discovered evidence to fuel their superstitious notions: the ship’s deck was awash with blood.

The men found no one onboard until they reached the barricaded door of the captain’s cabin. There, they discovered a frightened woman who claimed to be the wife of the ship’s owner. She told them the crew had put into port for fresh water, but were attacked and killed by local Indians; she survived only by hiding. The locals were skeptical; they had seen or heard nothing unusual, but nevertheless allowed the woman to stay. The Baltimore soon came to be known as the “Death Ship.” No one wanted to buy it, sail it, or even go aboard. For seven years it swung at anchor in Chebogue Harbor, until Yarmouth County officials finally ordered it towed to sea and burned. Later, locals learned that the Baltimore was actually a prisoner ship that had sailed from Ireland. The inmates had broken loose, killed the captain and crew, and then each other. Out of sixty inmates, only ten survived. Nine of the men escaped into the Nova Scotia countryside, and the tenth was the woman found in the captain’s cabin. By the time the mystery was unraveled, however, the woman had disappeared.

In the Amazon’s home county, near Parrsboro, locals were wary of “Maiden’s Cave,” a hollow in the rocky shoreline where some people believed they could hear the moaning of a long-dead British girl. According to legend, the young woman had been sailing on her father’s ship when pirates raided it. The pirates, led by an Italian swashbuckler named Deno, forced the captain and crew to walk the plank, but spared the girl. Deno was smitten. Showing uncharacteristic pirate chivalry, he tried without luck to win the girl by conventional methods.

Deno kept the young woman prisoner until a storm drove the pirate ship into the Bay of Fundy. After the gale died, the crew gazed with amazement at the Nova Scotia coast, which sparkled in the morning sun. The pirates went ashore, where they found a beach littered with valuable amethyst, and a cave. There, Deno gave his prisoner-maiden her final choice: marry him or face banishment in the cave. She chose imprisonment over the man who killed her father, and Deno made good on his threat. Years later, when the wind was right, locals swore they could still hear the cries of that imprisoned girl.

As superstitious as they were, Spencers Island residents for decades refuted any suggestion that the launch of Amazon deserved a place among these strange tales. George Spicer, who was there when the ship was launched, was among its staunchest defenders. He claimed that everything went smoothly on that pleasant spring day.

Within a few weeks of Amazon’s launch, Dewis had the ship registered at Parrsboro and contracted to haul a load of timber to England. And then Captain McLellan died. The ship remained docked with its cargo onboard until Dewis hired Jack Parker from Walton—a town across the channel—as its new master. Parker soon had ship and sailors ready to depart. Even though George Spicer was feeling better after his return from the somber trip to Economy, he chose not to rejoin the crew. He had been sailing local ships across the Bay of Fundy for two years and wanted nothing more than to go to sea, but Spicer nevertheless delayed his first transatlantic voyage for a while longer. He never said why.

Even though Spicer later dismissed such notions, to some people it seemed that the new ship was already plagued with bad luck. Robert Dewis, another of Joshua’s sons, said the Amazon stopped in Eastport, Maine, on that first trip and, on its way out of the harbor, hit a row of weirs—stakes set in the water used to help catch fish. It reportedly took several days to repair the damage.

Robert Dewis also claimed that shortly after delivering its load of timber to London, the Amazon rammed another brig in the Strait of Dover, the waterway connecting the English Channel and the North Sea. The collision was serious enough that the other ship sank almost immediately. According to Dewis, the Amazon’s crew had to rescue the sailors from the other ship and limp into port at Dover, England. There, for the second time in two months, the brig was delayed for weeks as it underwent repairs. No one ever explained what caused the two ships to collide or whether the accident cost any lives.

It was a shakedown cruise of the worst kind, but that incident seemed to mark the end of the Amazon’s run of bad luck. The rest of its first voyage was routine, and the ship soon settled into the day-to-day grind of merchant sailing. A few months later, while still in Europe, Captain Parker commissioned the only contemporary painting of the ship. Dated November 1861 in Marseille, it depicts a proud new vessel carrying more than a dozen billowing sails from its two masts. The hull is dark, shown gliding across calm water, and the bowsprit stands proud, but there are few other details. It is an idealized image that conjures nothing but the most benign notions of life at sea. Certainly, it suggests nothing malevolent about the Amazon. She appears to be just another graceful but plain sailing ship.

The Amazon traveled the busiest trade routes in the world through the mid-1860s, crossing in shipping lanes between New England and Europe, sailing up the Mediterranean and down to the Caribbean, carrying coal, corn, fruit and lumber in its belly. The ship was not particularly fast or profitable, but its owners got a fair return on their investment. There were few complaints from Dewis and his partners, at least initially.

A couple of years later, George Spicer finally joined the crew of the Amazon. He was a tall, wiry young man and an enthusiastic, hard worker who was quickly promoted to second mate. During his early days before the mast, Spicer caught his first glimpses of much of the world, of places much different from the red mudflats of his homeland. One day in the spring of 1865, while the ship was in port at Progreso, Mexico, on the Yucatán peninsula, Spicer first heard the news that the American president, Abraham Lincoln, had been assassinated.

For Spicer, who had grown up working on the family farm, his two years aboard the Amazon were enjoyable but uneventful, an apprenticeship that began a long life aboard sailing ships. A few years later he would become the master of a larger brig, the Globe, and he ultimately commanded four other vessels over a career that spanned nearly five decades. Still, as a retired sea captain living near the old family farm at Spencers Island, Spicer spent his final days telling visitors about his short time on board the Amazon, and defending her from charges that she was cursed.

“There was nothing unusual about the ship, she went along very well,” he said.

Joshua Dewis and his partners kept the Amazon at sea almost constantly for nearly seven years. After more than two years as captain, Jack Parker left to become master of another ship and William Thompson, one of the original shareholders, took his place. In the fall of 1867, however, Dewis and the other owners had a falling out with Thompson, perhaps over dwindling profits. The shareholders decided Thompson should be replaced. Dewis sent a new skipper to Halifax, where the Amazon was unloading a shipment of corn from Baltimore.

It was there that George Spicer left the Amazon. He had been sailing aboard her for more than two years and decided that was enough. He quit the crew in Halifax and struck out across land for home, never to sail on the ship again. His timing could not have been better.

When Dewis’s new captain arrived in the Nova Scotia capital, the Amazon had already departed. After its cargo was unloaded, Thompson had taken the empty Amazon to the easternmost reaches of Nova Scotia. At Cape Breton Island, the ship stopped in Big Glace Bay near modern-day Port Morien, an inlet with minimal protection from the harsh nor’easters that regularly sweep through the uppermost reaches of the Atlantic in the fall and winter. The area was considered so dangerous for sailing ships that most insurance companies in the nineteenth century refused to cover damages sustained there after a certain time of the year. November was unquestionably past that cutoff date.

Thompson said he was going to pick up a load of coal to sell farther down the coast, perhaps in New York. But in early November 1867, a gale came barreling up the Gulf Stream and into the North Atlantic, blowing the Amazon onto the rocky shore of Big Glace Bay. Robert Dewis, still a mate on the ship, reported to his father that the ship ran aground near the site of a dock being built by an American company. The crew survived the crash and left the ship stranded on the rocks.

It looked like the end for the Amazon. The damage to the ship was so bad, or reportedly so, that Dewis and his partners could not afford to have it repaired. It was never clear whether she sustained heavy hull damage or the owners just thought it would cost more than the ship was worth to get it off the rocks. Either way, with little hope of salvage, Dewis sold the Amazon to a Cape Breton Island man. Almost immediately, the new owner sold it again.

Years afterward, some people claimed the paperwork surrounding these sales suggested some foul play in the wreck of the Amazon. A new registry was issued for the ship on November 9, 1867, and registries weren’t supposed to be issued until a ship was deemed seaworthy. That meant Thompson had either exaggerated the damage or someone had issued an improper or fraudulent registry on a wrecked ship. Some speculated that Thompson, knowing he was going to be replaced, sold out his partners. Whatever happened, the result was the same: Dewis and the Spicer brothers lost the Amazon. Although his shipyard launched another thirty vessels before shutting down, Dewis himself would never build another ship.

The Amazon essentially disappeared for a year following its change in registry. There was most likely nothing sinister about it. Paperwork was sporadic in those days, notations often lost. More than likely, its new owners spent a good part of that time making the ship seaworthy enough to sell again. But they didn’t do a very good job. A year later, in November 1868, the Amazon resurfaced in New York. It went up for public auction but seemed so rickety that it didn’t attract many bidders. Richard W. Haines bought it for a mere $1,750—about one third what the ship had been valued at when she was launched in 1861.

With his bargain brig, Haines had his work cut out for him. He had to replace the Amazon’s stern, keel—in fact, its entire bottom. He ordered new spars, rigging and sails. Altogether, he spent more than $9,000 on the ship, only to lose it less than a year later when he couldn’t pay off the loans he’d taken out to do the work. It’s not clear how many trips—if any—Haines was able to make with the ship before it was seized. In October 1869, his creditors sold the ship at auction to J.H. Winchester & Co., Ship Owners & Commission Merchants, of New York City.

Although he owned it for only a brief time, Haines made his own indelible mark on the ship. Before he lost the Amazon, Haines obtained a questionable registry from a customhouse broker and changed its name. He reflagged the ship as an American vessel and, without giving any particular reason, rechristened it the Mary Celeste.

More than seventy years later, when its name was known throughout the world, James Franklin Briggs—a nephew of the ship’s doomed captain—said the little half brig had been misnamed. Instead of Mary Celeste, which meant “Heavenly Mary,” Briggs suggested they should have called her Mary Diablesse, or “Mary the She-Devil.”

“For she brought disaster on every man that put his trust in her,” he said.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_016_r1.jpg
FIVE





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_015_r1.jpg
PART II





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_014_r1.jpg
FRANCE

0DD0UOW

NIVdS

AL

PORTUG

of

AL D 4q o

si 0z 4 o€

<€

& SAA0ZYV

0 or
hoqe 1 215312 Cojy.

stods o 191
v

upasg o1






OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_012_r1.jpg
FOUR





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_010_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_019_r1.jpg
SIX





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_018_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_005_r1.jpg
Two





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_004_r1.jpg
ONE





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_003_r1.jpg
Atlantic Ocean






OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_002_r1.jpg
PART I





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_001_r1.jpg
PROLOGUE





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
Il

BALILANTINE BOOIKS






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_008_r1.jpg
MARY CELESTE






OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_007_r1.jpg
THREE





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_033_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_032_r1.jpg
EPILOGUE





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_031_r1.jpg
TWELVE





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_030_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_027_r1.jpg
PART III





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_026_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_025_r1.jpg
NINE





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_024_r1.jpg
EIGHT





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_tp_r1.jpg
GHQST
SHIP

THE MYSTERIOUS TRUE STORY OF
THE MARY CELESTE AND HER MISSING CREW

Brian Hicks

il





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_022_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_021_r1.jpg
SEVEN





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_020_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_029_r1.jpg
ELEVEN





OEBPS/images/Hick_9780345478351_epub_028_r1.jpg
TEN





