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Keeping Everything From Going Adrift
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During a winter storm in 1998, the remains of a 19th-century shipwreck
were exposed along the coast of Assateague Island and reported by local
historian, Paul Van Driessche. The Van Driessche Wreck site was revisited
by the Maryland State Underwater Archaeologist to conduct more com-
prehensive documentation and surveying. Re-excavating the sand buried

wreckage exposed coppered stained wood belonging to a two-masted
schooner from the second half of the 19th century. With the keel, bow,

and stern completely missing, as well as the complete lack of cargo, the
functionality of the vessel is unknown but it may have been a merchant or
whaling ship. The little remnants archaeologists were able to sample in-
cluded caulking (Figure A) and fasteners made of brass and iron, one of
which is a complete drifting bolt (Langley et al. 2002) (Figure B).

planks (Traditional Maritime Skills). Caulking is traditionally made
mostly of oakum, loosely twisted hemp fibers saturated with tar, as

well as other cotton and general rope fibers.

Figure B. Copper alloy drift bolt from the Van Driessche Wreck site. Notice the left end of the
artifact has been shaped into a flattened end for easier driving directly into the beams.

Metal fasteners came in the form of nails, bolt, and rivets

made from wrought or cast iron, steel, copper, bronze, and
brass. Bolts specifically are a fastener cut to length from a rod, most

often made of iron, with the head and tip worked into shape by a
hammer (Leigh Stone 1993: 33, 34).
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A hole, 1/8 inch to 1/16 inch smaller in diameter than the fas-

tener diameter would be bored in the beams and then the
bolt would be hammered obliquely through the seams, creating a
lateral connection between the two pieces (Ritter 1990: 5-132)
(Figure C).

At times referred to as drift pins by the steel shipbuilding com-

munity, pins are headless and sometimes tapered compared
to bolts. Widely used for areas with ample wood or areas that need-
ed strong re-enforcement, drift bolts were prominently used due to
their large size, durability, and the worked flattened head. The
shaped, flat end of the drift bolt made it easier to drive the bolt di-
rectly into the beams (Leigh Stone 1993: 35). They were used to
join rudders and leeboards, as well as broader boat frame features
like the knees, ribs, and hull planking (McCarthy 2005: 180; Sheard
1998: 78).

Figure C. Boats were constructed from the joining of curved timber futtocks usng fasteners, includ-
ing drift bolts, as illustrated above (Schooer Emestine-Morrissey Association 2016).
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