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decret
spanish shipwreck
yields biggest
emerald

ever found

lohin C. Fine

The story 15 bizarre. Flonda divers, commissioned by a
South Amencan family, direct descendants of the wife of
the congueror of Mexico, Heman Coriés, found a ship-
wreck in deep water somewhere off the East coast of
Florida. The exact location remains a secrel since the find
15 in intemational waters, more than twelve miles off the
coast, and would be up for grabs on the high seas where
piracy s alive and well.
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Golden Aztec effigy

of a bird and the 964 carat
Queen Isabella emerald
with smaller stone.

! think the gueen was still frving to

hushand w0 Mexico on numerous
vavages. Emeralds were ."".Wh'lr.'.l'."\
being sent back to Spain.” Benilous
recounted. For thirty-four vear old
Diego Vallone, this was another great
adventure with the promise of great
wealth, if the shipwreck could be
found

The men teamed up and began resear
ching the archives and de Zuniga
family documents to find clues to the

shipwreck's existence. "The de
Zuniga family were second consing o
the a recel LTy

srcents from the Crown ™, Vic Bentlous

explained, Contés died on December
2, 1547, and much of the history of his
family remains clouded. “We kmow
that a cour came fri Spain to the
New World in 1756, This was more
than rwo hundred vears afrer Cortés
deart Vie added. "We believe the
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could use the gems 1o entice the
Crown to give the family more favors
in land grants,” Benilous said

The cowrrier “was refurning to Spain
with a smal f

the ship’s manij eded
a hundred chests of emeralds,” Vic
recounted. On its way back to Spain
the ship caught fire. Another vessel's
captain reported what he saw. “They
were oul o yea and he oniy informa
tion about ity position way made by
another captain who saw the ship bur
ning and Jr',f'rlr.""a.l' thar it had been a
certain number of hours since they
were in sight of land.” Victor Bemlous
said

From the point where the vague loca
tion of the mystery ship was indicated
by archival research 10 findmg s
exact location, when 1t was discovered
by the divers, is a story so extraordi
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Among the other treasures the divers
brought up is a gold cross studded
with seven cabochon emeralds. “The
biggest stone is 83 millimeters, the
smallest 53 millimeters,” Vic said.
“The emeralds are top gem quality
and the gold is twenty-one almost
mwenty-two carats,” he added. Other
recovered from the shipwreck

d a 17.5 carat emerald set in

g with two small garnets on each

Among the finds were thousands of
rough, uncut emeralds, “We went
through literally thousands and
thousands of emeralds and found a
gem quality stone that was fransl-
cent. It was 42 carats. We kept the
thickness but cutting and polishing it
we lost fifty percent o the weight of
the stone,” Sue Benilous explained,
holding a magnificent green gem
stone they had cut. The gem gliste-
ned in Florida's bright sunshine,
radiating a natural brilliance rarely
found in unadulterated emeralds.
Wiriting in the April 1993, American
Gemcutter bulletin, expert gemolo-
gist Robert A. Silverman said,
“Ninety-nine percent of all emeralds
are dved and oiled, The industry is
trying 1o force if a stone is enhanced,
it be mentioned.” To see a brilliant
natural gem give off such deep green
fire proved the shipwreck stongé's
value and rarity.

A fine mosaic consisting of thou-
sands of little pieces of tiny gems,
some only the thickness of two
human hairs, was also found among
the treasure. “It probably ook
someane eight or mine years to make
something like this,” Vic Benilous
said, holding the small mosaic in the
palm of his hand. “From our resear-

ch, we believe it to be from the neo-
classic period made during the early
1700's. We have information from a
Glasgow museum that they have a
Florentine mosaic plate about eight
by six inches that was made about
1780, he added.

“When this was found it was wrap-
ped up with four inches of materials
around it. The coverings swelled up
over the vears, Apparently, the outsi-
de box broke open and it way inside
another box. In there was the cross
and the Crown ring,"” Benilous said.
The divers are still trying to piece the
evidence from the mystery ship toge-
ther, The ship was a courrier vessel,
not & normal passenﬁ'r ship and car-
ried & maximum of fifleen o twenty
passengers. “Part of the original
manifest shows that the ship carried
a hundred chests of emeralds,”
Victor Benilous said from his office,
holding hundreds of uncut gems in
his hands. “Back then emeralds
didn 't have the grear value they have
today," Vic smiled, knowing that a
top gem guality emerald can bring
§ 15,000 per carat.

The shipwreck site is so deep that it
is at the limits of compressed air
diving. It is located in the Atlaniic
Ocean, some twelve miles off shore
between  Sebastian  and  Cape
Canaveral, Floride. More treasure
remains on the bottom and while the
team remaing Purpmcfu!ly vague
about the wreck’s exact location. it is
certain (hat what they have found
amounts to the most valuable cargo
ever recovered from a sunken ship.
Thal the treasure is associated with
one of the most controversial and
notorious conguistadores of the New
World will only enhance the booty's
value, The story and the evidence
these finds reveal about Hernan
Cortés, conguerer of Mexico, his
greed and accumulation of wealth,
underscores the cruel history of the
conguest of the New World and the
destruction of native cultures whose
advances in science and the arts were
all but lost by religious repression.
The Aztec and Mayan artifacts reco-
vered by the divers are rare examples
saved for history from under the sea.

John C. Fine

UNE
MYSTERIEUSE
EPAVE
ESPAGNOLE

Des plongeurs mandatés par les
descendants directs de Dona
Juana de Zuniga, la seconde épouse du
conquérant espagnol Hemén Cortés(*), ont
découvert I'dpave d'un navire au large de la
chte est de la Floride.
D'aprés les archives et les documents déte-
nus par la famille, un messager parti
d'Espagne pour le Nouveau monde en 1756,
avait pour mission de ramener la foriune du
clan Cortés-de Zuniga sur le vieux continent.
Le navire courrier prit feu et s'abima an mer
sur le chemin du retour, en 1757. ;
Selon les registres, sa cargaison anait,
entre autres richesses, une centaine de
coffres remplis d'émeraudes.
Diego Vallone et Victor Benilous, deux chas-
seurs de lrésors, se sont associés pour mener
les racherches. En mer, ils ont fait appel & des
médiums %ul leur ont permis de situer préci-
sément le lisu du naufrage,
Vic Benilous, sa femme Sue et une petite
équlpa de plnng:um de confiance ont remon-
'épave : un lingot d'argent
pﬂmm la date de 1757 ; I'émeraude Isabelle,
une pierre taillée de 964 carats convoitée par
la reine Isabelle la Catholique mais que
Cortés préféra offrir 4 sa seconde épouse,
Dona..luana de Zuniga ; 'anneau sigillaire de
la famille Cortes-de Zuniga, que ait le
en signe de reconnaissance ; une
croix en of de sept cabochons d'éme-
raude ; des bijoux ; trois crdnes cérémoniaux
aﬂécf:asancristal ; des milliers d'émeraudes
non taillées ; et la plus grosse émeraude
connue & ce jour, une pierre brute, encore pri-
sonniére de sa matrice.
Ce frésor extraordinaire, reflet de 'avidité de
Cortés, rappelle aussi I'histoire cruelle de la
conguéte du Nouveau monds, la destruction
des cultures indi trés avancées dans les
domaines sci ues et artistiques.
ey
p s ges
giquas rares conservés par la mer.
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