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R E M O T E  SENSING F O R  S H I P W R E C K  L O C A T I O N  

Or, all your problems solved 

Jenny J .  B. Cave and J i m  Stockton 

Abstract 

A rou t ine  s i t e  inspec t ion  of a proposed shipwreck sa lvage  
excavation revealed a technique wi th  important r a m i f i c a t i o n s  f o r  
survey archaeology. Its p o t e n t i a l  may prove d i s a s t r o u s  t o  t h e  
present  job market f o r  f i e l d  a rchaeo log i s t s .  

Following a l o c a l  a u t h o r i t y  r e p o r t  t o  t h e  Southland Museum 
of I n v e r c a r g i l l ,  New Zealand t h a t  a s h i p  wrecked i n  1881 was t o  
be salvaged, a s tandard check of t h e  s i t e  was made on 3.2.79 f o r  
the  purpose of recording t h e  f ind ings .  The wreck was l o c a t e d  on 
the  Waikawa Estuary,  Southland, New Zealand. 

Once the  v i c i n i t y  of t h e  wreck was reached, t h e  a c t u a l  s i t e  
was located by t h e  authors  from t h e  n o i s e  of heavy machinery. I n  
operat ion were two l a r g e  earthmoving machines - an H i t a c h i  Himac 
excavator,  f i t t e d  wi th  a 0. 5m3 bucket,  and a D7 C a t e r p i l l a r  b u l l -  
dozer. A t  l e a s t  one of us  approved of t h e  choice of machinery 
(Stockton 1974). Delicacy of opera t ion  d i d  not  seem t o  be of 
concern t o  the  excavation team. In  any case ,  t h e  wreck was only  
98 years  o ld ,  and a s  t h e  New Zealand H i s t o r i c  P l a c e s  Amendment Act 
1975 says ,  t h i s  age does not  count a s  h i s t o r i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t .  
Why muck around? 

Their  choice of wreck was e x c e l l e n t .  Not only  had they managed 
t o  f i n d  one of no h i s t o r i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  they a l s o  chose one which 
was buried 5m down i n  the  foredunes of a beach - none of t h i s  n a s t y  
mucking around i n  water .  I f  t h e  Creat ion S p i r i t  had meant good 
archaeologis ts  t o  work underwater s / h e  would have given them g i l l s .  

On our a r r i v a l ,  t h e  excavator was s t and ing  on t h e  edge of t h e  
dunes bes ide  an enormous ho le  about 3 X JBJC's deep (met r i c  
equivalent  5m) and 12m wide. The excavat ion crew were faced w i t h  
a problem o r  two: t h e  bul ldozer  had broken down and t h e  Himac's 
boom could not  reach any deeper. A s  w e l l ,  t h e  s i d e s  of t h e  h o l e  
were col lapsing.  Time out  f o r  a cup of t e a .  

Being j u s t  a l i t t l e  naive  and new t o  t h e  game of f i e l d  archaeo- 
logy, and not  seeing any v i s i b l e  s i g n s  of t h e  wreck, we asked how 
they knew the  wreck was the re .  It was r e a l l y  very  simple.  To 
those of us who were slow i t  was c a r e f u l l y  expla ined.  

The scheme a l l  began wi th  a photograph. Th i s  was taken s i x  
yea r s  ago of another wreck which was probably t h e  b r i g a n t i n e  
SeaguZZ (1886). She was wrecked on t h e  same beach a few hundred 
metres away and a c t u a l l y  became bur ied i n  the  foredune. I n  1972, 
dur ing a severe storm, t h e  duneface migrated in land ,  exposing t h e  
wooden s i d e s  of t h e  ship .  A c la i rvoyan t  lady saw a n  a r t i c l e  and 
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photograph abou t  t h i s  i n  a l o c a l  newspaper and w h i l s t  looking  a t  
t h e  photograph f e l t  a  s t r a n g e  s e n s a t i o n  connected wi th  a  s p o t  no t  
f a r  away a l o n g  t h e  beach.  It d i d  not  t ake  much r e sea rch  t o  l e a r n  
t h a t  ano the r  s h i p ,  t h e  EZiza McPhee, a l o c a l l y  b u i l t  schooner had 
gone a sho re  i n  t h e  v i c i n i t y  i n  1881. Bypassing a  few l o g i c a l  
s t e p s ,  t h e  c l a i r v o y a n t  expe r i ence  was d i r e c t l y  a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  
t h e  E l i z a  McPhee . 

The problem now was t o  a c c u r a t e l y  l o c a t e  t h e  second s h i p .  
T h i s  was done by t h e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  new method of a r chaeo log ica l  
remote s e n s i n g  - s h e  moved h e r  hands over  an  inch  t o  t h e  mi l e  map 
o f  t h e  a r e a  and c l a i r v o y a n t l y  sensed  the  p r e c i s e  l o c a t i o n  of t h e  
wreck. The p o s i t i o n  was ground t r u t h e d  by t r a v e r s i n g  on f o o t ,  
s e a r c h i n g  f o r  v e r i f i c a t i o n  by s e n s a t i o n ,  of  t h e  exac t  s i t e .  The 
s p o t  was p i n p o i n t e d  by t h e  l ady  and a  co l l eague  who s h a r e s  t h e  
same s k i l l s .  They agreed  on many p o i n t s ,  i nc lud ing  t h e  depth  of 
t h e  wreck, t ype  o f  ca rgo  ( t i n ,  i r o n  and l e a d ,  no t  t o  mention gold 
doubloons) and t h e  s h i p ' s  l eng th .  

Some ha rd  ev idence  was provided by numerous auger  h o l e s  which 
s t r u c k  o b s t a c l e s  s e v e r a l  me t r e s  down. One of t h e s e  produced wood, 
t h i s  must be  t h e  s h i p .  Another s t r u c k  something ve ry  hard ,  t h i s  
h a s  t o  be  m e t a l ,  t h e  cargo! Arrangements were then  made t o  buy a  
b u l l d o z e r ,  a  c o n t r a c t  d i g g e r  was brought i n ,  and t h e  s a lvage  r i g h t s  
ob t a ined .  Work commenced. 

Alas ,  sand i s  a  f i c k l e  medium, un l ike  wa te r  i n  which o b j e c t s  
can  be l o c a t e d  t o  w i t h i n  t h e  inch.  By t h e  time of our  d e p a r t u r e  
l a t e  t h a t  a f t e r n o o n ,  no p o s i t i v e  s i g n  of t h e  wreck had been found. 
The wood was d r i f t  m a t e r i a l ,  pos s ib ly  shaped, t h e  meta l  was a  
g r a v e l  ha rd  pan. Perhaps  t hen  t h e r e  i s  an u n c e r t a i n  f u t u r e  f o r  
t h i s  t ype  o f  su rvey  archaeology.  W e  can cease  ho ld ing  ou r  b r e a t h .  
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