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CHRISTOPHER F. AMER

The Malcolm Boat: A Preliminary
Report

Introduction

During the late Colonial Period the Ashley
River, bom in the swamps of South Carolina’s
Low Country and emplying some 30 miles fo
the southesst mto Charleston Harbor, was a busy
highway of iranspomation and communication,
All manoer of craft plied its walers ferrying
goods, supplics and people between the thriving
plantations situated along ils banks and ibe busy
harbor port.  Rice, indigo and agricultural prod-
ucts gz well as lumber were cxporied, while
luxury goods, domestic necessities, and building
supplies, such as bricks and Welsh slate for
constructing and roofing the planiation houses,
were amporied e the growing colony. It was
within this cultural milicu that onc of the hun-
dreds of vesscls owned and Iocally built, having
autlived ils uwsefulness and suffered more than its
share of repairs, was dragged oul of (he main
thoreuphfare and abandoned in s slough on &
tract of land known as Whitchouse (Figure I).

However, before being lell 10 the destructive
influences’ of the river, exposure and biological
degradation, the hull was no doubd sicipped of
all that was vseful. Owver time the vessel’s
upperaorks wene reduced by manmade and natu-
ral influences, sulfering the cyclical drying and
submergence of the lunar tides and biciurbation,
The marsh encroached and closed in over the
vessel, [lling in the slough and hiding it wnder
& lush growth of Spaerdor 50 prevalent along the
wellands of he South.

Mearly 200 vears later (he hulk, hidden for
s0 long, began o become exposed oo the light
of day. The Ashley River had become a popu-
lar walerway for recreational power boaters who
every vear arrived with newer and more powser-
ful crafl, The shoreline of the historic planta-
tions began to change, o be washed away by
e wike of these recreationzl boats, S0, (oo,
the timbers in the stern of this small unoblnusive

vessel began, at first 1o appesr, then w disap-
pear =0 they too succumbed 1o the powerboal
wake,

In 1974, while scarching along the bank of
the rver, a fossil collector looking for sharks!
teeth, a prevalent and colleciable commodity i
e Jower reaches of South Caroling rivers, no-
ticed timbers exposed on the med.  He reporied
the find o underwaler archaeologists ai the
South Caroling Institute of Archzcology and
Anthropolopy. (SCIAAY  Aler visiling the sile
and determining the podentisl significance of the
boat, stafl archicologisis immedialely ook steps
io stabilize the remains.  Within a climate of
preservation plans o prodcct (his Bisioric coer-
dor of the Ashley Hiver with ils historic plan-
tation shorelines disappesring (South Carolina
Coastal Council and South Caroling Department
of Archives and History 19935, the Underwater
Archoeolopy Division of SCIAA, using Institute

FIGURE 1. Flan of tha Selilemands on the Ashley River
o accompany an Ardicle on fna Ashlay  Riser s seals
and seltamanis, Compilad from ofd maps  and desds,
by ooy &M, Emith (Smith 1963:107).
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funds as a match, applied for and received, in
1991, a maiching granl from the South Carolina
Department of Archives and History to assess,
record, and stabilize the vessel known as ihe
Malcolm Boat, afler its discoverer, James
Matcolm.

site Description

The Malcolm Boat site i siluated on the
north bank of the Ashley River approximately
12 miles from Charleston, South Caroling.  The
property on which the vessel lies first appears in
South Caroling records in 1677, 88 @ warrent
isswed to Jobn Jefford (Printed Warrents 1672-
167%:149). The T20—acre lract, known as
Whitchouse, was acquired in about 1716 and
added 1o the original land grant (M.C.0.
Cherleston, BkZ, No. 5:236). Now the propery
of Charleston County Parks, the area where the
site 15 located had previously been the location
of a Boy Scoul camp.

The vpland portions of the sike conlain well
drained soils and a mixture of pincs and hard-
wood irces.  The low areas, including the slough
i which the boat is situated, is made up of
clayey, organic Handsboro mucks and sall resis-
lant flora (Eppinette 1990:138-39, 72)  The site
i= inumdated twice daily with sall water,

Exoavation

The site was excivaled during three weeks
in March/April 1992, Probing revealed that the
starboard side of the hull was beller preserved
and had a greater integrity than the porside
which faced the current of the river and had
appareolly collapsed inward.. Plans were made
o totally excavale (he starboard side of the ves-
sel.  Using this strategy the boat’s shape could
be reconstructed by mirroring the starhoard side
b port. This strategy also left half the sile for
further research and allowed us 1o evaluate the
effectiveness of sile stabilization using the
unexcavated porside a5 8 conirol

Working against time and tides the 14 m
long site was excavated by Division personnel

')

and a host of cager volunleers including students
from a community college and local dive club
members. During the initial excavation phase
harizontal and vertical control on loose finds
was maintained by referemce to extant hull struc-
ture and with a transit. Huoll componenis wene
lagged with sequentially numbered cattle tags
oriented o grid north and loose timbers and ae-
tifacts were recorded in silu, removed, photo-
graphed and drawn (o scale.

Onoce the entire starboand side of (he vessel
was exposed, @ grid consisting of 2-m-square
unils was erccted and leveled over the site.
Using the grid, the feld crew reconded the hull,
making plan (Figure 2), profile, and section
drawings and laking numerous photographs and
phow montages, using & phodo ower, e aid in
the reconstruction of (the vessel,

After the site was recorded the hull was
reburicd a&nd stabilized wsing hundreds of bags
filled with “backmud” end seven cubic yards of
sand donzted by the county. The exposed slope
was held in place with polyethylene Geoweb
confinement fabric 1o prodect the sediments and
serve a8 an anchorage for the relurning (o

Anifacts recovered [rom within the hull and
bilges suggest & provenience of the latler half of
the 18th century for use and abandonment of
the boat.  Artifacts incleded bollle [eagments,
pipe stems, ceramics, slale, a pewter spoon, and
# small cask containing an unidestified resin,
possibly Cypress, Fragments of a small block
weore also reoovered from within the starboarcd
sife of the hull.

Construction

The hull remains have suffered significant
distortion through waterlogging and hioturbation
which caused the wood sireciure o relax and
the botlom timbers 10 conform to the contours
of the slough. The situation was exacerbaled by
burning of the keclson and timbers near the bow
and fracluring of the floor timbers in the stem
along the area of greatest keel and keelson dis-
LOrLan.
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FIGUAE 2. Plan view ol hul remaing excavabod in lhe 19299 field season (Drewing by Christopher Amer and Willam

Harr, SC184)

keael

The 11 m long keel was cut from a single
picce of Southern Yellow Pine (P spp.) and
finished o approximately 23 cm onoa side. lis
upper edges. were champhered (o accept the
garboards and 5 upper surface was dubbed. g
toe Hoor timber attachment.  The forward cnd
of the keel terminates in a flat scarph to facili-
tate stem atachment while iis all end is notched
fo accept the lower end of the post

Stem

The siem assembly survives 1o a height of
approximately 1| m, or half iz cstimated origi-
nal beight, Boilb stem and apron were ool from
naturally curved live oak (Quercus virginiams),
and describe & ogracefully curving stem. The
rabbet in the bow is formed by the angled sur-
faces of the apron and stem, These limbers sre
fastened to cach other and tothe keel with 2.5
cmy treenails and dron bolts,

Shern

The stern assembly & composed of he post,
stern koee, and lromsom.  The post, cul from

straight-grained white oak (Orercis albg), is
morised inlo the notched upper surface of the
keel and rakes aft al a 25 degree angle [rom
vertical, The oxidized remains of a gudgeon
were recorded affixed to the post.. A 1.5 m
long sterm koce, also cul from white oak, is
fustened along the top of the keel with 2.5 cm
trcenails,  Like the apron, the moulded surfaces
of the knee are beveled, and along with ihe
champhered edge of the keel, form the rabbet in
the sterm.

Three tconsom planks all, Southem Yellow
Pine, were recovered aft of the hull. When as-
sembled these planks describe o parrow ransom
which was once fitted high on the stern struc-
fure,

Framing

Twenly-nine frames of frame localions were
recorded - along the hull; 3 cant frames in the
bow, 22 square [rames along the keel, snd 4 -
shaped floor timbers atop the stem knee.  Each
square frame was made up of a floor tmber and
three futbocks,

The floor limbers of the square frames were
seb along the keel on approximately 40 cm o oen-
ters and fastened 1o that timber and the keclson
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with o single ireenail each.  Cotb from both
white oak and live cak slocks, (hese limberss
varied in dimension from %9 em sided and
moulded 7-8 ¢m. Limber holes cul o cither
side of the keel allowed pessupe of bilgewater
along ke lenglh of he vesscl,

Futtocks were cut from similar wodd SIOCKS
and approximated the dimensions of the floor
timbers,  Frames were built up with first ful-
tocks consistently placed against the forward side
of the [loor timber and aliernsting. second - and
third futtocks. The sixth fooe timber aft of the
slem was the amidship frame and would have
been the fimst frame 1o be erected during con-
struction. It also represents the point of maxi-
mum bresith of the boal and served as a guide
for framing fore and aft of that lecation. The
componenis of the amidship frame are fastened
i eech other laterally with 2.5 cm o ireenails, a8
are components of frames al allemale locations
fore and aft.  Elsewhere frame: components ane
fastened only 10 the hull planks and keel.  Ad-
ditionally, frame nine has been so fastencd giv-
ing & sequence of three, fore-snd-aft fastenscd
frames inoa row. This may bove been done to
help define the shape of the hull during con-
seruction and would have strengibened (his Ioad
bearing location in the boat.. To further
strengihen the hull along its cargo carrying arca
the shipwright insericd additional futiocks.
These were installed late in the construciion
sequence or added 1o the vessel during her ca-
reer,

Frames in the bow and stern were canted o
follow the line of planking bul were neither
atlached 1o the apron in the bow nor the V-tim-
bers in the siem,

Plarks

While seven complele strakes were recorded
running from stem to stem, the ovidence sug-
pests thal the boat had up 1o 14 strakes per
side, Hull planks ranged in width from 11-22
cm and were 2.5-3 cm thick. The one wale
nofed had & thickness of 5 cm.  The Cypress
(Tavodivem spp.) garboards and Southern Yellow
Pine planks were fastened to each frame with

T

2.5 cm wedged treenails and  6-8 mm square
iron nails. Plank ends werne fasiened with from
bwer (0 Bree nalls,

Keslzon

The keclson is & single Southern Yellow
Pine timber 835 m loag, 10 cm moulded and
sided 17 cm.  The timber’s lower surface 15
notched to receive the floor timbers o which it
1% [Esiencd @ each frame location with a single
wedged treenail placed along the ocnterline of
the timber.  The shipwright evidently was nol
concerned about the potential for splitting the
line of treenails.

Two redangular mortises at frame 3 and the
amidship frame, evidently masl steps, were oul
into the wpper surface of the keelson. The for-
ward of the two was partially [lied wooden
blocks sugpesting & change in the position of
the mast at some point in (he vessel's carcer.
Hoth morses were cul completely through (he
keelson exposing the floor timbers beneath and
allowing for drainage. A reclangolar culowl
between frames 13 and 14 on the porside of the
keekson allowed placement of & pump o remove
bilgewaler.

Ceiling

Ceiling was recorded froward of the
amidship frame although evidence suggests that
the hemt was fitted with ceiling farther afi. Cut
from Cypress and Sowlbemn Yellow Pine these
1.5 ¢m thick planks retain the marks of the saw
that cut them. Most ceiling planks exhibited
buming on (heir inkoard surfaces and atb least
one plank appears to have been reused,

Shalf Clamp, Knees, and Beams

A length of shelf clamp, iwo lodging knees,
and part of a beam provide the only evidence
for decking on the vessel.  Knees were of white
ouk and Southers Yellow Pine and were notched
over frames and fastened wilh nails, treenails
and fron boliz. The athwartships arms of each
knee had been broken, probably as a resull of
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FIGURE 3. Pralimingy reconslruchion of i Malooim Boat Dranvingg by Willam Judd.
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the beams (bl were once fastened o them tear-
g Away.

Anabysiz of the Hull

The seguence in which the Malcolm Boat
wits constrecied can be dedoced from the pre-
liminary analysis of the preserved remains.
After the hackbone (keel, slem, and stem fssem-
blies) of the bull was laid, the amidehip frame
was erected approximately one-third of the
vessel's length from the bowe The shape of the
other made-frames was determined, amd (hese
were erecled.  ‘The garboards, wales, and possi-
biy planks at the tum of the bilge could then be
installed and the remaining frames finished off
and the planking hung,

Analysis of the remains reveals a round
hulled; kecled wvessel with a transom: stern (Fig-
uré 3). The reconstructed hull is 12 m long
has a beam of approximately 4 m and an csti-
mated depth of hold of 1.7 m. A displacement
of approximately 23 tons is suggested. The
vessel had @ Gairly sharp eniry bebow the water-
lite, She had a full bodied midsection (hal
carried aft to the trapsom.  The constrection
features observed on the hull, numerous msde
frames along the cargo arca of the hull and
fexible end timbers, additional fullocks nstalied
and a keelson notched over and festencd to cach
frame, suggest a bost designed with the abalily
o carry heavy loads. Yel the bull would have
had & graccful shape and was no doubl pleas.
ing Lo the eye,

We have given her a sloop rig a8 this type
of rigging & consistent with the scant evidence
found o the bull and with historcal accounis
of boathuilding in South Carolina during the
latter hall of the 185th century.  During thai
period many European shipwrights and antisans
came 0 Charles Town from Burope bringing
wilh them their boatbuilding traditions and prac-
tices of construction.  From the 1740s 1o the
time of the Hevolutfon the four active Charles

a1

Tevwn shipyards boilt many sloops amd schooners
in the 20 ton renge, which were able (o piy the
coastal wilers of the colonies and to enter 0o
the West Indies trade (Coker 1937:47-493, A
{ransom stern would have enhanced the vesscl's
cargo carrying capacity and seaworthiness [or
offshore voyages and appears 10 have been the
stern of choice of colonial shipwrights in South
Carolina.

Al some point in the wessel’s career (he
owner appears o have changed the mast loca-
tion, possibly converting the rig configuration 1o
that of 3 schooners to take advantage of this
more ecopomical rig which, with it case of han-
dling and smaller crew requirements, was the
most popular rig for locally-buill craftl (Coker
1987:48).

The Malcolm: Boat is significonl o a num-
ber of levels. [is abandonment and location is
helping to confirm an emerging pattem of small
cralt disposal in the many small creeks and
stoughs of the stale’s Low Country when (hose
crafl’s wsefulness was 3l an end (Amer 198875
77: Beard 1991:4:; Judd 1935:81; Mewell
1992:136-37). The boal’s consiruction is con-
sistent with conlemporary boalbuilding praciices
that were imported to the New World from
Europe and developed during the Colonial Pe-
riod while utilizing the abundant oolonial woods
ideally suited for shipbuilding. The boal also
fends 1o confirm, along with Olber vessels inves-
tigated in South Carolina, to the extensive sc
of transoms ned in historical sources.  Also
historically documented is the practice, after
1760, of plantation owners having their own
wvessels budlt that were capable of poing beyond
ihe colonial confines and conducting frade as far
away a5 (he Carlbbean and South America
{Coker 1987:49). The Malcolm Boat is one of
the first vessels studied in South Carolina thal
architecturally demonstrites this capability and,
as such, is opening 8 new chapter in the study
of South Carolina’s maritime Iradition.
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