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The purpose of this thesis is an historical and archaeological investigation
of the Spanish Plate fleet vessel El Salvador. The packetboat was one of four
vessels of the 1750 Fleet that was lost in a hurricane which struck the mid-
Atlantic region of North America in August 1750. Historical accounts indicate

- that EI Salvador was lost in the vicinity of Topsail Inlet, North Carolina. Because
the surviving rémains were buried by shifting sands in a matter of days salvage
operations were negligible and the vessel was quickly forgotten. Over time the
exact position of the wreck has become clouded. Historical records provide little
information beyond “lost in the vicinity of Topsail Inlet.” Historical accounts

and geographical coincidence suggest two possible locations for EI Sﬁlvador:

Modém New Topsail Inlet and Beaufort Inlet, also known as Topsail during that

period. Research and material recovered near New Topsail Inlet in the twentieth
century have led the focus of this investigation to that inlet.

Due to the conditions of its wrecking, EI Salvador may represent one of the

few instances in which virtually the entire archaeological record of a Spanish

Plate Fleet vessel survives intact. As such, it may provide important clues to |

eighteenth century ship construction and shipboard life. Prior to initiation of
field work a rigorous methodology was developed to guide research in
mvenng that information.

k - The methodology employed included developing criteria, based on

ative studies of period shipwrecks and archaeological assemblages,

direction of Dr. Gordon P. Watts Jr.) Department of History, November 2000. .~




useful in identifying wreck sites in the archaeological record. A magnetometer
and side scan sonar survey was then conducted in a six-mile-square area
centered on the inlet. That survey identified two groups of anomalies which may
represent shipwreck material. Diver investigation of those sites located the
remains of a late nineteenth to early twentieth century sailing vessel. Though EIl
Salvador was not located additional research is planned for the future, first
concentrating on survey blocks north and south of the current one and should
that prove negative considerations will be given to shifting efforts to potential

but unlicensed areas in the vicinity of Beaufort Inlet.
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Chapter 1

Historical Overview of the Fleet System

The discovery of the New World in 1492 ushered in a period of European
expansion which culminated in the colonization and exploitation of much of the
Western Hemisphere, Asia, and Africa. Spain took a leading role in this
expansion and within a generation developed a vast empire spanning North,
Central, and South America. The primary goal of that empire was the
exploitation of the mineral wealth of the newly conquered lands. A complex
system of laws were established to guide the mode of production, trade, and the
transportation of this wealth. The resulting Plate Fleets which developed from
these policies became one of the largest trans-oceanic trading system in the
western world and formed the economic lifeline of Spain. The development of
the Indies trade, however, was an irregular process. The prosperity of the trade
often coincided with the health of the Spanish state. The trade flourished during
the sixteenth century, a period in which Spain was one of the most powerful
nations in Europe. As Spanish power and influence declined during the
seventeenth century so did its commercial networks. Constant warfare and the
economic collapse of Spain brought the fleet system to near dissolution. The
reforms initiated by the Bourbon dynasty in the eighteenth century revitalized
the trade and yet, instituted policies which eventually led to the dismantlement

of the system. For over 200 years the fleet system survived numerous challenges




and provided Spain with the revenues necessary to maintain its standing in

Europe.

Development of the Fleet System

The Spanish conquest of the Indies was inspired by the quest for precious
metals. Early exploratory ventures in the New World were initially oriented
towards locating a passage to the Far East, but when the potential wealth of the
Indies was realized efforts quickly shifted toward colonization and exploitation.
The Crown originally intended to establish a royal monopoly based on the
Portuguese experience in India and the Far East.! When it became apparent that
the developing trade would become too large to be controlled solely by the
Crown the focus changed to private speculation under royal supervision.2 To
regulate this trade the Crown established the Casa de Contratacién de las Indias
in Seville in 1503.2

The Casa regulated the transportation of goods and people to and from
the Indies. It received and stored all the materials derived from the Indies trade;

collected the averia and other duties; and housed all transcripts, receipts, official

IKing Manoel of Portugal established a system which restricted trade and communication to
India and the Malabar coast to ships traveling under royal charter. A Casa da Indias was
established to organize all shipping. Returning cargoes were sold only after being released by
the king. Portuguese subjects, as well as some foreign merchants, were allowed limited
participation, but all prices for purchasing and selling spices were set by the king. Clarence H.
Haring, Trade and Navigation Between Spain and the Indies in the Times of the Habsburgs
(Gloucester, MA: Harvard University Press, 1964), 23.

| 2Trade with the Indies was initially a privilege reserved only for residents of Castile. For a brief

; | time during the rule of Charles I the trade was open to all subjects within the empire. This open

. system was withdrawn after protest from Seville’s merchants and did not reopen again until the
advent of comercio libre in 1765.

—4————a




communications, and correspondence concerning the trade.# The Casa also
selected the captains for each ship and ensured that each was adequately
provisioned. All ships participating in the trade were required to load and
unload at Seville and have their cargoes registered with the Casa.5 Clerks
recorded all merchandise being transported on each ship and the captains of

each vessel verified its contents. Similar lists were prepared for vessels returning
from the Indies. These lists were sent to the king for inspection once a year.
These minutia of regulations affirmed the Crown’s desire to maintain a tight
control over the trade.

Additional regulations were added periodically. Important rules were
issued in 1534, 1536, and 1543. Once the administration of the Casa had been
defined these later rules focused on refining the character of shipping materials
to the Indies. They dealt with such matters as arming the fleets and manning
and provisioning of the ships. In 1552, all the rules and regulations were collated
into a single volume, which served as a master document from which future
works concerning the laws of the Indies trade were copied.®

The volume of trade increased dramatically during the first half of the

sixteenth century. The number of ships sailing to and from the Indies grew from

3[n 1524, the Crown put the Casa under the control of the Council of the Indies, one of the many
advisory committees to the royal court. Its main functions were to provide the king with advice
concerning the Indies and pass the king’s decrees along to the Casa for enactment.

4 H. Parry, Spanish Seaborne Empire (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1974), 56; Clarence H.
Haring, The Spanish Empire in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1947), 318.

5Due to the hazardous bar at the mouth of the Guadalquivir ships were allowed after 1508 to load
at Cadiz. In 1717, the Bourbons transferred all the major functions of the Casa to Cadiz.

6This document covered the entire administrative functions of the Casa de Contratacién. It also
included the duties and qualifications of merchants, passengers, masters, sailors, bankers, and all
other persons and organizations connected with the trade. Haring, Trade and Navigation, 32.




35 vessels in 1504 to 215 by 1550.7 This expansion was made possible by the
rapid colonization of the Americas by Spaniards instilled with a crusading spirit
acquired during the reconquest of the Iberian peninsula. During its early years,
the Indies trade was operated at a loss for Spain. The small surface deposits of
gold on Hispaniola did not offset the costs of sending men, food, animals, and
building materials to the island. As the other islands of the Antilles were settled,
the balance of trade began to shift as new deposits of gold were located and
sugar was introduced as an export commodity. The trade finally became a
profitable enterprise after the colonization of the American mainland and the
discovery of large silver deposits in Peru (1545) and Mexico (1547).

As the trade grew, the size of the ships participating in it increased. Small
caravels and large naos were common during the early phases of the trade. In
1522, external threats induced the Crown to pass a decree stating that only ships
larger than 80 tons could travel to the Indies.8 This limit was raised to 200 tons
by 1609.° By the late sixteenth century galleons, frigates, and urcas replaced
caravels and naos. These vessels carried larger loads and offered better defensive
capabilities than their smaller predecessors.

The organization of the Indies trade was shaped by the nearly continuous

state of war that existed between Spain and France during the first half of the

7John Lynch, Spain under the Habsburgs, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964), 1:159.
8Mendel Peterson, The Funnel of Gold (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1975), 69.

%The bar at the mouth of the Guadalquivir limited the size of the ships sailing to Seville to 400
tons. The Casa later eased this restriction to allow vessels as large as 550 tons to make the voyage

to the city. Tobid.




sixteenth century.’® This warfare brought pressure on the maturing trade,
forcing it to evolve along the dimensions that would eventually lead to the well-
known Plate Fleets. Because French military efforts were directed toward
operations on the European continent, the challenge on the seas came mainly
from corsair activity. Realizing the value of the Indies trade to Spain and the
inadequacy of its own naval forces, France fully supported this private effort.
The interception of part of the spoils from the conquest of the Aztec Empire in
1522 underscored the threat posed by these corsairs.

Spain’s Indies policy during this period consisted of mainly defensive
measures. Initially, a small squadron of ships cruised the waters off Cape St.
Vincent at the southwestern tip of Portugal to protect returning vessels as they
neared the Spanish mainland. The Crown instituted a new tax, the averia, to
cover the expenses of maintaining this fleet.!! Increased corsair activity spurred
the Crown in 1526 to order all vessels traveling to the Indies to sail in CONVvoys.
When the French shifted their operations to the Caribbean, Spain reacted by
sending a warship with the merchant vessels to serve as an escort. Warships
provided these services in 1537, 1540, and 1542. In 1543, the Crown made escort
duty permanent.

To maximize efficiency, the trade was restricted to vessels 100 tons or

larger and fleets were to be comprised of no less than 10 merchantmen under the

10Spain.and France fought a series of wars from 1521-1526, 1526-1529, 15361538, 1542-1547, and
1551-1556. These conflicts arose out of the rivalry between the nations two rulers. The
inheritance of Charles I created the spark for the initiation of the conflict. Charles’ inheritance
included territories within northern, central, and southern Europe which surrounded France and
was perceived by France as a threat to its sovereignty.

UThis tax was paid from a percentage of the value of the goods derived from the trade.




protection of an escort vessel.2 In addition, the fleets operated according to a set
schedule, with sailings in March and September.1? Once in the Caribbean the
warship sailed to Havana, re-provisioned, and cruised for corsairs. The warship
and merchantmen later rendezvoused at Havana for the return voyage to Spain.
The averia was retained to pay the operating expenses of the escort.

Continued French presence in the Caribbean induced the Crown to
initiate further defensive measures.!4 Extensive fortifications were constructed at
the main ports of call of the fleets. St. Augustine was establish in northern
Florida to discourage foreign colonization and to protect the northern end of the
fleet route. In addition, naval patrols, stationed at Santo Domingo and off the
southwestern coast of Spain, periodically cruised both sides of the Atlantic to
protect shipping as they approached their destinations. Funding constraints,
however, hindered efforts to construct further fortifications and establish a
permanent Caribbean based naval squadron.

By 1664, a permanent two fleet system had been established with separate
squadrons of warships sailing in company with merchant vessels to New Spain

and Panama in times of peace as well as war (Figure 1). The New Spain fleet,

RJrregularities, which were typical throughout the existence of the Plate Fleet system, began with
the very first sailing. This fleet was reinforced in America by three additional warships which
also carried additional ordnance to outfit another two. Ibid., 61; Haring, Trade and Navigation,
201-202.

135hips sailing to Hispaniola and Puerto Rico constituted an exception to the system. These ships
could sail without an escort, but only if they sailed in a fleet of 10 ships with the most heavily
armed and lightest laden ship serving as the flagship. Peterson, 61.

WThe brief period of peace prior 1550 persuaded the Crown to abolish both the fleets and the
averia. Merchant vessels were instead ordered to carry enough armament, provided at the
owners expense, to protect themselves while at sea. The Crown quickly re-instituted the fleets
when warfare with France erupted again in 1551.
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also called the flota, sailed in April. Ships bound for Mexico, Honduras,
Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, and Cuba accompanied the fleet, which was guarded by
three warships. The Tierra Firme fleet, also known as the galeones, sailed in
August and consisted of ships bound for Panama, Cartagena, and other ports on
the Spanish Main. Six vessels provided escorts for the galeones. During periods
of war, the fleets often sailed as a single unit for mutual protection. During the
conflicts of the last quarter of the sixteenth century a squadron of warships, the
Armadas de la Guardia de la Carrera de las Indies, accompanied the Tierra Firme
fleet to transport the silver mined at Potosi.’®

Both fleets consisted of a capitana (flagship) and an almiranta (admirals
ship) as well as a number of lesser warships.6 The capitana and almiranta were
required to be at least 300 tons, carry 8 large brass guns, 4 iron guns, 24 smaller
pieces and swivels, and have a complement of 200 men, including crew and
soldiers.” These warships could not carry any treasure or goods unless they
were salvaged from the sea or wrecks.

The fleets typically carried supplies and manufactured goods on their
outbound journey and transported bullion and tropical goods back to Spain.
When the Armadas de la Guardia de la Carrera de las Indies began sailing it only
carried mercury for the mines at Potosf and returned with silver. Sailing times

varied. The New Spain fleet took approximately two to four months to reach

15Haring, Spanish Empire, 325; Peterson, 64.

16The New Spain fleet also included a patacha or dispatch boat while the Tierra Firme fleet was
reinforced by a large warship called the governo, two smaller ships of 50 guns and an advice
frigate of 40 guns. John Campbell, The Spanish Empire in America (London: Printed for M.
Cooper in Pater-noster Row, 1747), 281-282.




Vera Cruz. The Tierra Firme fleet took four to six weeks to cross the Atlantic
making stops at Cartagena to collect gold from Columbia and pearls and other
goods along the Spanish Main and at Nombre de Dios (later Porto Bello) on the
isthmus to collect silver from Peru. Both fleets wintered in the Indies, the New
Spain in Vera Cruz and the Tierra Firme in the protected harbor at Cartagena.
The fleets rendezvoused in Havana the following year to obtain fresh supplies
and make repairs. From Havana, they traveled along the northern coast of Cuba
and exited the Gulf of Mexico through the Florida Straits, following the Gulf F
Stream up the North American coastline to about the outer banks of North
Carolina where they turned east, passing near Bermuda. The fleets were met at
the Azores by the Armada of the Ocean Sea to provide an escort for the final leg

to Spain.18

The periods of warfare with France affected the growth of the trade.
Shippers were reluctant to risk cargoes during the periods of instability and the
volume of shipping dropped as a result. In 1550, when Spain and France were at
peace 133 vessels sailed to the Indies, but four years later, when the two
countries were at war, only 23 vessels sailed.!” Peace in the late 1550s

reinvigorated the trade. Between 1576 and 1586 the number of ships sailing to

7These rules, instituted in 1565, first applied only to the capitana. The almiranta received the
same classification the following year. Haring, Trade and Navigation, 209; Peterson, 62.

184 flotilla of small ships were sent ahead of the main fleet. These vessels delivered the invoices
of the returning vessels so that the amount of tax to be assessed could be prepared. Also, the
information provided by these ships was used to determine whether the Armada of the Ocean
Sea should be sent out to provide additional protection as the fleet neared Spanish waters.
Campbell, 284,

191ynch, Hapsburgs, 1:61.
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and from the Indies increased from 114 to 213.20 This expansion was
characterized by an increase in the variety of exports to America: textiles,
weapons, household utensils, glass, paper, and books. The galleon became the
ship of choice in the trade and Spain’s maritime fleet was enlarged by the
acquisition of Portugal in 1580.2! The introduction of the amalgamation process
of silver refinement into America in the 1560s further stimulated trade by

increasing the amount of silver being mined and remitted to Spain.

Seventeenth Century Decline

The seventeenth century marked a period of crisis for the Spanish
monarchy. In the early decades of the century Spain entered a period of decline
which greatly impacted it’s capacity to conduct and protect its Indies trade.
Among the forces fueling this decline, the collapse of the Spanish economy,
increased warfare, and a growing independence of the colonies provided the
greatest influence in the erosion of trade. However, despite being besieged from
every direction, the Plate Fleets survived, often battered, but at a level sufficient
to sustain Spain through its century-long period of crisis.

Spain’s economic collapse destabilized the fleet system by opening the
Indies to foreign competition. This collapse stemmed from social and economic

traditions within Spain. Industrial and commercial activities were abhorred by

Dbid., 163.

21Designed by Alvaro de Bazan in the 1550s, galleons usually averaged 100 feet in length and 30
feet in width, contained 3 to 4 decks, and had four masts rigged with a combination of square and
lateen sails. They sat high in the water, making them hard to board, but provided excellent
platforms for firing down on enemy ships. They had a capacity of 500 - 600 tons and could carry

o -4
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the higher segments of Spanish society.?? In addition, Spanish production was
based on guilds. Inherently conservative, guilds discouraged the expansion of
production and the use of new techniques. Without strong €conomic
foundations and the motive to adapt, Spanish production could not keep up with |
demands placed upon it by the Indies trade. The government further

exasperated the situation by adopting a decree which banned native export and

encouraged foreign imports.?? The resulting outcome squashed any incentive to |
invest in native production. It allowed foreign merchants, operating through
native middlemen, to penetrate the Spanish and Indies markets. Asa result of a
tradition of neglect and the introduction of cheap, high quality goods from
Northern Europe, Spanish goods slowly disappeared from the market place in
Spain and the Indies.

Spain’s shipbuilding industry also suffered by the economic collapse. The
general rise in prices made building materials and labor more expensive in Spain
than in other shipbuilding nations. The Baltic region, the source of much of
Spain’s naval stores, was cut off due to the continuous state of war, which further

drove up costs. The construction of small and medium size ships, which were

200 - 300 men. Timothy R. Walton, The Spanish Treasure Fleets (Sarasota, FL: Pineapple Press, i
Inc., 1994), 57-58. |
2 For example, in 1530, the Council of the Indies forbade royal officials from taking part in the

trade because such trade was “oficio vil,” a menial occupation which would cause a gentleman to

lose caste. Commerce and industry were typically viewed as only being fit for peasants and the

ethnic minorities. These trades, however, were often used as a means to obtain wealth, but once

achieved they were abandoned for a life of entitlement and aristocracy. As a result, wealth was

always re-invested in land while commercial or industrial development stagnated. R. Trevor

Davies, The Golden Century of Spain: 1501-1621 (London: Macmillan and Co., 1937), 75.

BThis decree, adopted in 1548, was viewed as a cure to the rising prices in Spain. The rise in

prices was not seen as a result of an over abundance of bullion and declining production, as was

the real case, but as the result of over exportation and excessive demand. Lynch, Hapsburgs,

1:120.
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crucial to Spain’s northern carrying trade, were virtually abandoned as expenses
rose. This trade was taken over by foreign-built vessels which were cheaper and
better designed. Furthermore, the Spanish government encouraged builders to
construct large, ocean-going vessels to service the Indies trade by offering
subsidies# When the Indies trade began to contract during the seventeenth
century the northern shipbuilding centers underwent a protracted period of
decline.

Economic difficulties and the government’s practice of seizing Indies
vessels for wartime use, often without compensation, dissuaded builders from
investing in further vessel construction. Foreign vessels, immune from seizure,
took their place. As a result, Spanish-built ships, which comprised
approximately 80% of the vessels employed in the Indies trade in the waning
decades of the sixteenth century, dropped to less than one third by 1650.2 The
remaining number were either of American or European (Dutch or English)
origin.

Excessive taxation took a further toll on the Plate Fleets. Spain’s internal
tax system hindered industrial growth by taxing goods each time they
exchanged hands. The resulting high rates made goods more expensive to
produce and sell and deterred merchants from investing in industrial

production. Goods moving to the Indies were further taxed with custom duties

24Haring, Trade and Navigation, 269-270; Vives, Jaime Vicens, An Economic History of Spain
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1969), 308.

BBetween 1579-1587 foreign vessels comprised about 5.9% of the ships involved in the trade; by
1590 this number had risen to 21.3%. James Lang, Conquest and Commerce: Spain and England
in the Americas (New York: Academic Press, 1975), 50.
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and the averia. Being based on the volume of goods shipped, the averia was very
sensitive to the state of the trade. The decline in production produced a

corresponding decrease in shipping and royal revenues.? The Crown

v compensated for the loss in revenue by raising the tax. The averia, which was

' normally assessed at 1 to 2%, grew to 35% by the 1630s.7

L The high tax rate either drove local merchants out of the export trade or
induced them into fraudulent practices. A variety of methods were employed to
avoid taxes: merchants bribed officials to falsify the registers, merchandise was
assessed at a declared value rather than at a verified value, or goods were
declared in generalized categories to hide items of higher value?® The most
popular method of avoiding taxation, however, was non-register of goods.
Merchants, captains, and even the crew devised methods to hide merchandise.
Gold, silver, and other precious goods were hidden within ships, in false-
bott