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 Deanna Groom is the Projects Manager for Wessex Archaeology, a charity based at Salisbury. She explained that,
originally, they specialised in terrestrial archaeology but in the last five years had built up a team of twenty people
to do offshore work. This included investigating sites of windfarms and other developments, coastal surveys for
English Heritage and monitoring and reporting on historical wreck sites for the Government.

As far as she was aware this was the first marine developer funded excavation of a wreck site in Britain and it had
only been possible thanks to funding from the PLA.

The PLA had a need to deepen Princes Channel, one of the deep-water channels in the Thames Estuary used by
deep-draught ships entering the rivers Thames and Medway. It had been whilst carrying out a pre-dredge
magnetometer survey in 2003 that the PLA had discovered parts of the wreck. It had been thought originally to be
the wreck of a barge from the nineteenth or twentieth centuries. It had not been until an anchor, cannon and timbers
had been recovered that the PLA had realised how old it was and the archaeologists had been called in to record it.
Divers had gone down to inspect it and the PLA’s Hydrographic Department had carried out a side scan sonar
survey and the image displayed showed the ribs.

The PLA were leading the way in developing a marine mitigation strategy, which had to be different from terrestrial
strategies. It was, however, very costly. The wreck had had to be removed as it was in an estuary which saw in the
region of 40 thousand shipping movements a year, and the Princes Channel was comparable to a runway at
Heathrow. It had been between 6 and 15 metres deep with only one metre clearance below the deepest ships. It was
therefore a rescue situation and the choice had to be made relocate or bury. It had been decided to excavate and
relocate. Some items might, it was currently thought, come to the Museum in Docklands in due course.

From software modelling it had been seen it was in a dip in the seabed. It had been lying on the surface of the sea
bed and had not been half a ship like the Mary Rose. It had been reasonable to lift it in sections using the PLA’s
Hookness lifting barge, operated by the PLA’s Marine Service crew, who were used to carrying out salvage work.

The ship thought to be a merchantman which had been leaving the Thames. It had a wooden stock which dated it
as pre-nineteenth century. Divers had surveyed the wreck and dendrochronological sampling had been carried out
from the hull timbers which had shown that they dated from 1574 AD and were probably from Essex or East
Anglia. Deanna went on to show an illustration of a merchant ship called the Griffen of 1588 which was also
English built.

There had been two phases of recovery. In November 2003 after the wreck site was found the weather was rough
and so only short dives had been possible. The second phase had taken place in the summer of 2004. They had used
the PLA’s Hydrographic vessel Verifier and the PLA’s tug Impulse. The latter had been used as a diving platform.
It had been a difficult site to dive as the tide came in and out there like an express train and so they had had only
one hour on the seabed when the tide was slack and additionally visibility had been very bad. Everything had had
to be found by touch.

Deanna then showed a picture of a section of the hull raised by Hookness which she said had equalled the maximum
load for the crane and had been raised just as it had been getting dark. They had been very anxious but it had been
raised safely and in one piece. It was not until the timber had been unloaded at Denton Wharf, Gravesend, that they
had been able to see its curvature. Even more exciting was that they had recovered the first Tudor bow section seen
in this country. Only two others had been found, so far as she was aware, and of these one, which was at a site in
Canada, was only part of a sixteenth century bow.



This wreck had opened like a book and the bow had fallen forward. It was 30 tons, in five sections of waterlogged
wood. As soon as the wood started to dry out you would lose detail. They had had to record the sealing, tool marks,
etc immediately it was landed at Denton Wharf. The surveyors had produced a three-dimensional image at Denton
Wharf, which had been fed into the CAD system. They now had graphics of the ship, showing the fastenings.
Mostly wood fastenings had been found with just a few iron ones. Most exciting about the joints had been the
discovery of a dog tail joint of English oak on an English built ship. This type of joint had previously been
associated with Spanish built ships and was thought to be the way ships were built in Spain not northern Europe.
This assumption had had to be revised, as clearly they were used here too.

Deanna then showed Matthew Baker’s image of a small merchantman which it was thought was similar to the
wreck. The wreck had had three masts. It had had gunports, plus 8 to 10 guns and was 17 metres wide and the keel
was 20 to 20 metres long. 110 artefacts had been recovered. Two or three lumps were still so concreted they had
still to be opened although a spoon could be seen in one of them. A leather jerkin had been found, folded up, and
a pewter candle stick. Deanna joked that there was probably a candle lit dinner for two in one of the concreted
lumps! Olive oil trading jars had been recovered containing residues of oil.

The anchor which was recovered had one of its flukes lost. There was no rigging. This may have been because the
wreck would have been above the water and the rigging would have been salvageable. There was no certainty as
to why she had sunk. Deanna showed a slide of a chart of the Thames estuary at that time, showing that there were
plenty of sand banks. There were small repairs on her side and a long split tacked together and it was thought from
this that she was probably an oldish ship. She might have taken in water or, more likely, she might have run aground.

The cargo included three lead ingots and what had excited the British Museum was that they were marked, which
was rare. The lead was possibly from Derbyshire. It did not have merchant marks, so it must have reached the ship
straight from the producer. There were also tin ingots on board. There were two types of iron bars on board,
probably from the Weald iron industry, and transported in barrels.

Eight to ten guns were wrought iron and dated between 1450 and 1550, there were also three which were cast iron.
(The first were cast iron guns were cast in England in 1543.) One of the cannons found had been manufactured by
Thomas Gresham. The Gresham cannon was lifted in September and is with the Royal Armouries. It carried his
grasshopper motif and initials “TG”. (Interestingly the size of the initials varied depending on whether it was
Thomas or his wife Anne who had manufactured the cannon.)

Sir Thomas Gresham was an entrepreneur and merchant. In 1551/2 he was appointed the Royal Agent in Antwerp
and manipulated the rates of exchange to assist in clearing the Crown’s European debts run up by Henry VIII. He
worked closely with Edward VI. He was one of Queen Elizabeth I’s closest advisers. He also worked closely with
William Cecil, First Baron Burghley. Thomas Gresham in 1568 formed two companies for lead and copper mining.
He was a member of the Muscovy Company and involved in the Baltic trades of rope, tar and hemp for the Navy.
He it was who established the Royal Exchange. Although not the original building the current Royal Exchange still
exhibits a grasshopper on its weathervane. In his will he stipulated that, Gresham College, from which emerged
The Royal Society, be founded on revenue from the Royal Exchange.

Thomas Gresham had many residencies around England. In 1562 he acquired Osterley House, which is now owned
by the National Trust In 1570 he bought Mayfield Palace in Sussex from the Archbishop of Canterbury and set up
one of his finest country houses there. The value of its furniture was estimated at £8,000. He also set up a smelting
works on the estate at Mayfield. He could then ship iron along the river Rother to Rye or by road to the Medway
and down to Rochester. He also had a furnace at Frant. He was clearly no common merchant as he was allowed a
four-pound reduction in tax.

He had an export licence to export guns to Denmark. Deanna explained that in 1559 Philip of Spain had claimed
he had the right to the Danish Crown and the English were anxious to support Danish rebellion. Thomas Gresham
and Sir Thomas Parry had smuggled weapons and ammunition out of Antwerp back to England. She went on to
talk about the attempt to make Denmark an international trading centre. In 1574 Frederick II had revised the market
and charged the Muscovy Company higher taxes. No doubt Thomas Gresham had found many trading opportuni-
ties there.



A few other guns made by Thomas Gresham have been found. One of his guns turned up in Holland. One gun had
been found in Nevis Island, in the West Indies and may have been exported there during the 1570s, when England
was at war with Spain. At this time the Navy was after Spanish Galleons and Drake came back in 1573 with a train
of silver. The West Indies were also on the way to the colony in Virginia. Ship building expanded with the war and
Thomas Gresham’s fortune grew.

The archaeologists hope to look further at the evidence regarding lost ships to see if there is any information as to
why the ship had one of Thomas Gresham’s guns on board. They have been examining the Calendar of State Papers
for wrecks. In the National Monuments Record, there are records from the Lord Warden of Cinque Ports covering
reports of salvage. Iron guns of a very ancient date, stone shot, ingots of lead, iron and tin, casks of oil and pottery
were reported to have been recovered in 1835, could it be from the same wreck?

The Dean brothers were known as the Whitstable Sweepers. They and the Bell family were involved in the recovery
of anchors. They were divers and carried out salvage. In the 1830’s John Dean financed a new diving helmet. He
was involved in demonstrating new diving equipment in March 1832. Might they have found the wreck reported
in 1835?

The timbers have been deposited in a lake in Portsmouth in the care of the Nautical Archaeological Society and are
being used for underwater training purposes. As the best method of conserving huge artefacts of this sort is still not
satisfactorily resolved, it is sensible that they be preserved in this way until it is. A lot of information has been
provided by the students who are doing the monitoring of the remains. Other finds are in their own tanks and
information is gradually being obtained from them. The ownership of artefacts is still to be resolved and the
Receiver of Wrecks has to decide the matter.

In short, the finding of this wreck has opened a window onto the Tudor world.
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