


thromgh archives in Pariz, Madrid, Am- |
sterdam, Seville, even the Valican, for in-
[ormation on the clues to the ship's histo-

¥ Their work was fmanced Iy the
French petrolenm company's Fendation
ELF, in cooperation with the National Mu-
seum of the Philippines. For a while (heir
only lends amounted to “seribbles in 1t
hlack books, some electronic research,’-
reports Goddio, “You starl o wun-
der whether the wreck really ex-

ists or nol, Maybe it's only a fairy

tale, And then, when you see it for

the first time, everything falls into
place."

Like warlare, reasure hunting inter-
sperses long periods of waiting and bore-
dom with moments of high excitément
and sometimes sheer terror, “[t's ool the
romantic siluation that moest people
think,” says Greg Stemm, one of the
founders of the deep-water recovery com-
pany Seahawk. “We work our tails ofl and
don’t fine that many shipwrecks.” When
they do, it's usnally afler hundreds of
hours of painstaking teamwork, with crew
members workimg shifts to scan (he sea- |
bed.al a level of vigilance worthy of an
antisnbmarine operalion.

After months of tedlous searching, a
flash of exvitement early in Fisher's ca-
reer nearly cosl him his dive boat and his
life. He had myvenled o device called the
“muilbox," which fummels the plwerful
wash of a-ship's propeller straight down lo | in  international waiers, &7
the sand, therely Masting away hundreds | "They're about to open o SiErSe
of years of sediment In minutes. The very | real Pandota's box,” says
Livst time he wsed it he pecalls, il uncov- | TS maritime lawver Peler Gt
ered 4 carpel of gold doubloons, "1 came | Hess. "Instead of resolving is-
up aned yelled, and everyone jumped over- | sues, It would creale dispules ™
hoard,” recalls Fisher, “Tl was amazing: | between nations, indigenous people and
Peaple were picking ap doubloons like | commercial interests."
chickens eating corn.” Then triumph | Likewise, new environmental reguin-
turnesd to lerror when Fisher surfaced and | Uuns (o protect delicate seabeds may vield
sawe i giant funnel clowd beiring down on | all sords of consequences for (reasire
Lheir boat.”l hammered on the laddeér to | hunters, Some of the richest wreek sites
gel people out of the water, The storm bt | around Florida's Keve have been designat-
usanid almost sank the boat.” ed g murine sanctuary by the Nuattonal

Given the risks, It [s-all the more gall- | Oceanic and Atmospheric  Adminlsira-
ing when treasure soekers lose in court | ton. “It really seems o he conspiracy
whinl [hey won atsea. Fisher and his 1,200 | against treasure salvors.” @ayvy Stemm,
investors spent millions of dollars searoh- | who is salvaging o vessel in 457-m waters
ing for the Alecha; as soon s his tenm | off the Dry Tortugas, “If yon look low
started] finding teaces of lreasure, the | Noas drew their lines, there's this little
gtate of Florida began suggesting that the | Hnger that dips down that looks like it was
wreok was an Cunderwater resonree,” | specifically drmam to include owr ship,!
part of the publle's cultural heritage. By Governments find themselves in &
hig count, it took Fisher more than 100 | quandary; if the laws are stricl, they ere-
fedoral oot I|eu1'i|1gh'. throo nppedlate | we g black marfet, particularly in poar
court oral argumenis and a Supreme | eounlries wheie erime rings run busy
Court deeision to establish his right to | smuggling ‘oades. "They will destroy
keep what he found more histary than (hey Knew to exist”

[he latest legal showdown involved one | warns Dovid Paul Horan, (he lawyver who
af the riches| prizes ever uneovered in the | secused Fisher's elaims to the Atecha, *be-
LLS. It took all the combined power ofarchi- | raose no one will do it right anymore
val regearch, computers and high lechnol- | They'll go in af night, piliage, oot and melt
oy to Al vogether e jigsaw puzzlaihal led | down stufl” I*nrrugm-u:-' olfieinls were
Thomas Thompsan and his team tothe 5.5, | concerned (hal their existing lnw goveri-
Camtral Ameried. I'he shilp had plied the | ing snlvage was increasingly inndequate
e York-Panama route in the 1850 often | as more and more hunleérs expressed in

carrying passengers home from gold-hunl-
ing expeditions in California. Itsank in 1557
in & hurricane 260 ki off the coast of South
Carvlina, with more than three tons of gold
aboard
Thompeon’s team found the wreck
2185 m down —and has spenl more than six
yeurs fighting in foderal courts agains! sal-
vage groups and nsurance oompanies (ry-
ing to claim (he Geasore. Some insur-
oFs paid ofl claiims 136 years agn and
thus fee] enfitlad (o at least a part of
the find. A T13. distriet court ruled
¢ thal Thompson's Columbus-America
Discovery Group had sole claim to the
| treasure; onky fo be reversed by appeflate
court, The latest ruling is expocied laler (his
yearand is sure o setan important precedent
in the ever changing field of maritime law:

Mupny Leear Warens

=tich legal battles highlight the dilemma
sabmrs confront, ne matler how cavefully
and scientifically they go abont thelr work
Under intermational kaw, laid down by the
Brussels Consvention of 1910, anything that
sinks on the high seas is fir game for who-
ever finds it. But as fhe stakes rise, individ-
ual counliies have moved to tighten the laws
governing ownership rights within territori-
al waters. Divers and maritime kwvers are
also deeply concerned with United Nations
plans o consider o convention that would
allos eountries lo claim wrecks o
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Recovered from a 1757 wreck by
salvager Victor Benilous
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