
Introduction

A Dark and Stormy Night

The ship at the core of this book started out as one of many lost off the 
New Jersey coast, long fished and dived, but little understood. Its popular-
ity as a shipwreck dive spot was derived from what could be found on it 
and taken home, rather than for the beauty of the scenery. Even the local 
colloquial name given by a charter boat captain who originally discovered 
the “25 Dollar Wreck” was derived from the amount that he made selling 
the coordinates, rather than a striking characteristic of the wreck. The 25 
Dollar Wreck was not even worth a $100 bill and little appreciated for its 
true story, which was yet to be revealed.
 Back in the early sixties and seventies, wreck locations off the coast of 
New Jersey were hard to come by. Accurate methods of locating shipwrecks 
were few, and many times it was simple luck—traveling over a site and no-
ticing congregations of fish—that led to discovering a hitherto unknown 
wreck. Many times it was a conversation with a commercial fisherman who 
may have “hung up” his gear on a spot that might lead a dive charter captain 
to look for it, knowing it may well be a wreck.
 LORAN, long-range navigation, or using radio signals to triangulate po-
sition, was another of the technological marvels developed during World 
War II that was considered “new” even decades after its development and 
widespread installation by the U.S. Coast Guard. So a secret, less-known 
spot would be an asset for a charter boat skipper who could take a charter 
there and maybe catch more fish, or take divers who could grab themselves 
a few more lobsters. Successful charters meant more customers, more trips, 
and more money for these exploring captains.
 Scuba diving opened up the seafloor and shipwrecks to adventurous 
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folks in the early 1950s, but it was still a new and adventurous pursuit. 
SCUBA, “self-contained underwater breathing apparatus,” transformed ac-
cess to the undersea world. SCUBA, pioneered by Jacques Cousteau and 
Emile Gagnan, was the key to the underwater realm for recreational divers. 
Almost anyone could dive. Soon divers were exploring as many wrecks as 
they could find. Some dived for excitement or lobsters, but a few were in-
terested in the history and started to ask, “How did this shipwreck get here 
and what is its history?”
 This brings us back to the 25 Dollar Wreck, where divers were recover-
ing artifacts as souvenirs and in an attempt to identify the shipwreck. Ce-
ramics, bottles, steam engine components, and other rusty pieces of iron 
surfaced. Among the wreckage, Captain Eddie Boyle found an unusual ar-
tifact, a square porthole, which he brought up for his collection. It would be 
over 50 years before that one artifact helped illuminate the wreck’s identity.
 Divers knew the 25 Dollar Wreck was once a paddle wheel steamship. 
The wreck’s paddle wheel hubs, shafts, and steam machinery were among 
its more prominent features. However, three other shipwrecks in the area 
were also paddle wheelers. Which was which? Although some local divers 
were excellent amateur historians and researchers, no amount of research 
revealed the ship’s name. This wasn’t unusual; thousands of shipwrecks lie 
off the New Jersey coast, most unidentified. Professional archaeological 
investigation of these wrecks was not undertaken. Outside of academic ar-
chaeology, most archaeology in the United States is undertaken as a precur-
sor to development.
 Government agencies focused their archaeological efforts underwater 
to finding wrecks that might lie in the way of harbor dredging, reclama-
tion, or the laying of underwater cables and the placement of oil rigs. Gov-
ernmental organizations also sponsored underwater archaeology in waters 
designated as parks or sanctuaries, which similarly ignored New Jersey’s 
waters. In most of those circumstances, that work was pioneered by the 
National Park Service, which created the first federal underwater archae-
ology program. Other agencies, such as the Army Corps of Engineers or 
the Minerals Management Service, hired private, contract archaeologists to 
survey, identify, and in some cases supervise the removal of shipwrecks.
 In the middle of all of this were wreck divers. Wreck divers, especially 
those who dive out of and off New Jersey, are a typically American breed of 
adventurer. Some, driven by the risks, dared to dive deep, in terms of going 
both to extreme depths and into deteriorating iron and steel shipwrecks. 
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Others, drawn by a sense of history and the thrill of detective work, recov-
ered artifacts, cleaned them, and placed them on display in their homes. 
Mostly spurned by archaeologists and museums as “looters,” wreck divers, 
already a thick-skinned and tightly knit group, viewed the government and 
its archaeologists warily, if not with outright hostility, in return for the hos-
tile attitudes they faced.
 This situation was not unique to New Jersey; it played out across the 
United States and in other countries, as sport and wreck diving expanded 
globally through the last decades of the twentieth century. Legislation, such 
as the United States’ Abandoned Shipwreck Act and the Sunken Military 
Craft Act, Britain’s Protection of Military Remains Act, and state statutes, 
became laws and led to regulations. Some divers defied regulations and 
rules. Government officers boarded vessels, making arrests and seizing ar-
tifacts. When the government proposed creating underwater reserves in 
the U.S. National Marine Sanctuaries, divers were part of the vocal resis-
tance, citing restrictions to access, the need for permits, and actions by 
government officials that they viewed as capricious and harsh.
 In the first decades of the twenty-first century, especially among those 
from the Baby Boom generation that took to the underwater world, strong 
feelings and attitudes continue to polarize. Since then, however, in the 
United States and abroad, divers and archaeologists have gradually real-
ized that perhaps there is no need for “sides.” There is a common ground. 
It is the love of the sea, of diving, and of the thrill of discovery, solving 
mysteries, and connecting to people of the past and their stories through 
the study of artifacts. Archaeologists would not be drawn to their science if 
they accepted all that they were told in school about history, and more than 
a few can identify with divers who don’t like to be told what to do. More 
to the point, there is no reason why the two “sides” cannot work together 
toward a common goal, based on a mutual love of what they dive to find.
 A basic truth to all of this is that you do not need a degree in archaeol-
ogy to learn from a shipwreck. You do need to follow certain procedures, 
which are not dissimilar to basic police detective work. CSI-style forensics 
are a big part of archaeology, both on land and underwater. That starts with 
mapping and photographing the “scene” before you retrieve evidence. It 
means maintaining control of finds—numbering, bagging, and tracking 
them—to keep their context as found intact. It means understanding that 
seemingly “useless” things, from rusted clusters of metal to silt inside a 
jar, can yield important information in the laboratory. It means keeping 
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a collection intact for more study, and sharing it with the public through 
publication and exhibition. Archaeologists are not the only ones who know 
this. Many divers do as well.
 In the 1960s, the first “underwater archaeological” teams, like those led 
in the Aegean by George Bass, one of the “fathers” of underwater archaeol-
ogy, were largely formed from the ranks of skilled divers whose “day jobs” 
were engineers, mechanics, photographers, and artists. It’s also a fact that 
not all archaeologists are technically skilled divers—or sailors. The best 
teams are formed by merging, strengths of some members compensating 
for weakness in others, and working to a common goal.
 Following in that tradition, groups formed in the 1980s, in Great Britain 
and elsewhere, uniting those who had an interest and wanted to work to de-
code the past through shipwrecks. Among them were the Nautical Archae-
ology Society (NAS) in Britain, groups like the Underwater Archaeological 
Society of British Columbia (UASBC) in Canada, and DEGUWA, the Ger-
man Society for the Promotion of Underwater Archaeology. NAS, in par-
ticular, has expanded around the globe, offering training in archaeological 
techniques to interested divers. Most shipwreck discovery, documentation, 
and study is now done by united groups of divers and archaeologists.
 In Canada, the UASBC is the sole, government-licensed group, work-
ing on behalf of the Province of British Columbia to survey, map, create 
underwater dive parks, and even excavate wrecks. They are not alone in the 
world. Among the groups is the New Jersey Historical Divers Association. 
Unlike the UASBC, they are not licensed or associated with the govern-
ment, but they are people you call if a wreck is found in New Jersey. New 
Jersey’s waters are not easy diving, and the local wreck divers are the most 
knowledgeable about what is in their “backyard.”
 Some of them, like diver and historian Gary Gentile, are exceedingly 
knowledgeable and have published volumes on wrecks. Also pertinent to 
this discussion is how much some of those divers, including Gary Gen-
tile, distrust and dislike archaeologists and those in government service. 
One of Gary’s books, NOAA’s Ark: The Rise of the Fourth Reich, documents 
his battles with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) to dive the wreck of USS Monitor and his other ongoing disputes 
with NOAA (Gentile 2013). That’s where we begin this book, at an intersec-
tion of when NOAA officials discovered that the 25 Dollar Wreck was the 
government vessel, Robert J. Walker. The United States Coast Survey, which 
commanded and crewed that steamer for the U.S. Government, is the old-


