Curator’s Choice

Remembering the Maine

ith Memorial Day recently passed

and Independence Day just ahead

of us, a patriotically-themed
Curator’s Choice somehow seemed appropriate
for the month of July. This red, white and
blue rimmed plate commemorates the sinking

of the battleship USS Maine (Figure 1).

Figure 2. The USS Maine after the February 15, 1898 explosion in the Havana harbor. http://www.spanamwar.

com/mainewrk.jpg

he iconography on the plate, which was produced by the Edwin

Bennett Pottery of Baltimore, is both commemorative and patriotic
(Figure 3). The center of the plate contains a postcard style depiction of the
ship with wording about its destruction in Cuba. An eagle clutches a
banner proclaiming “Remember the Maine”, and a stars and bars shield
rests in an “amber field of grain” that masks a sword, anchor and ship spy-
glasses. Rising smoke from the funerary urn contains the number “260”, a
reference to how many men were killed in the explosion (Figure 4). There is
disagreement on the number of casualties, ranging from 260 to 268—almost
two-thirds of the ship’s crew. At least one Maryland resident, ship machinist
John A. Kay from Cecil County, was killed in the explosion (Cecil
Daily.com).
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Figure 3. A complete plate showing the central design.

By: Patricia Samford,
Director, MAC Lab

his plate was recovered from the Queenstown Courthouse Site
T(lSQU124), former location of Queen Anne County’s eighteenth-
century courthouse. At the time of the USS Maine explosion, the property
served as private residence for the Harriett Embert family (Cheek et al

2011).

A n armistice halted fighting in the Spanish American War in August of
1898 and a treaty was signed in December (History.com). While the
explosion on the USS Maine catapulted the United States into war with
Spain, there is strong evidence that the explosion was caused by an internal
coal fire which ignited the ship’s magazines.
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Figure 4. Plate detail of the urn,
showing the number “260” in the
smoke, signifying the number of
casualties.
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The Maryland Archaeological Conservation Laboratory (MAC Lab) is a state-of-the-art archaeological research, conservation, and collections storage facility located at the Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum.
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