hidden somewhere on the island?
We had only two weeks in which
to find some of the answers.

Y team ©Of Australians
were the only divers in
the expedition with un-

derwater archaeological experience.
Some had worked with me on the
wreck of the Pandora, Others, like
Scote ""Slippery" Sledge, had exten-
sive experience on wrecks in Aus-
tralian waters and elsewhere. Scott
would co-supervise the underwater
work with Alain Conan, President
of the Association Salomon. John
Keopo, field archacologist with
the Sclomons National Museum,
was with us as an observer and to
supervise the study of the survivors'
campsite and the surrounding arca.
Chris, cldest son of Ben Tua, the
paramount chief of Vanikoro, repre-
sented the islanders and liaised be-
tween us and them. On 14 April
1986, two days after the Mantaray
reached Vanikoro, the Parenthese
arrived, We were ready to begin.
The wreck site opposite Peu lies
mastly in a narrow straight-sided
gutter on the outer edge of the reef
and virtually in the breaking surf.
At its shallow end the floor of the

“The Australian diving
team’s medical gfficer,
Anne-Marve G of

ishane, hold
frome a Fry
‘s bearskin hal
n the gutter

56 m

gutter, which is strewn with can-
nons, anchors, lead and copper Using air from his scuba tank,

sheets and iron bars encrusted with ¢ r fills a lift-bag attached to &
sand and coral, lies in 10 m of water. ‘ ey wheel found at 4G .
From there it slopes down to adepth this si:
of 18 m at the face of the reef, which | to careen a ship - pull if ont
drops steeply to a broad ledge 60 m
below the surface. Beyond that is
black nothingness.

Across the mouth of the gutter we
stretched a heavy chain to which we
could moor our Zodiac inflatable
dinghies and then the divers got
to work, First they laid a graduated
survey line down the centre of the
wreckage to a depth of 42 m. The
position of each find would be re-
corded in relation to this base-linc
so that we could create a maodel of
the wreck site vn our shipboard
computer. Next a water dredge,
linked to a pump on a Zodiac, began
to gently vacuum the coral rubble
and sand from a likely spot near
a large anchor. Within minutes
broken china, silver Spanish pieces
of cight, bronze medallions, a silver
candlestick, multi-coloured glass
trade beads, shoe buckles and many
other exciting relics were uncov-
cred. I was on Mantaray and when

¢ were generally

o Dollom cou
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Mantaray's skipper. Dirk Selderyk, marks the
location of retics on o areck site plan. This enabled
resvarciiers o aee clearly how the maferial wae dis-
tributed and veées how the phips were wracked.

AUSTRALLAN GEOCRARHIE

the fnds cane aboand 1 was thrilied

Broause we weren't the first to ex-
plore the site, 1 hadn't expecred sa
many relics of this kind to be Jelt,
Buz [ was thankiul that the average
diver concentrates on the more im-
pressive remains, such as cannons
and anchors, and leaves the smaller
detgils of histary for people like me.
As far as U'm concerned, they are
much more impartant.

S the days went by, the small
Auem:h we were digging yiekl-
¢d more and more marvel-
lous material. & ceremonial brass
helmer wormn by Prench dragoons
and once festooned with a cocks-
camb of feathers was brought tothe
surface, It bad taken Scout pearly
three painstaking hours to extricate
it from the coral. The French divers
wers ecstatic, They insisted on
speading more and maore time he-
low, sometimes staying down for
iouf hm:rs at 2 time and often aac
returning from the reef unnl sfter
dark. When vou stay dowmn thae long
sou lose a lot of body heat and if
you're doing it seven days a week
vou begln to suffer serious fatigoe,
1 hegan o worey that they werc
overdoing i1, but unnecessarily, as
it tuzned out.

The evenings on board were spent
registering and packing the day's
finds, filling scuba tanks, viewing
the underwater videotape of the
day's work, updating notes and
records snd planning for the next

Vacuuming with extreme care o
auaid sucking up tiny relics, Brooke
Batley, un archueologiala gasiatans
with the Queensiond Museum, wsvs
the water dredge, dubbed the Vani
karo Exprees, (o expose wreckage.
The dredge is operated by a pump
on o Zodiae and depogite the sedi-
ment (above) pome I0m away.

Q5



Expedition leader Ron Coleman
examines a fragment of porcelain

recovered from the gutter site. Hun-
dreds of such shards were collected.

Relics found in the gutter site
inelude (clockwise from top lefl)

a dragoon’s brass helmet, a silver
plate, Spanish pieces of eight, the
brass shield from a French marings
hat and a brass sextant frame.

day. At firse light cach morning, the
French divers would join us on
Mantaray for a briefing and we'd
sLart again.

Then carme the most exciting dis-
caveries of all: some of the mineral,
fossil and botanical specimens
gathered by the La Pérouse scien-
tists, and a small cask containing
a seashell collection. Since 1788
these collections had been thought
irretrievably lost. The French divers
couldn’t understand my excitement
over these finds at first but when 1
explained their significance they
began toshare my elation, The cask
gave us food for thought. It was
found on top of a human skeleton
and might have heen the cause of
thie unfortunate sailor’s deach.

Not long afterwards the French
divers, who bad heen working far-
ther down the site, found the re-
mains of 2 second skeleton, We tried
to imagine the violence that could
pound a ship to pieces with her crew
trapped inside.

Jacques van Alphen and Riguet
Goiran, whe had both worked with
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Jacques Coustean, and Raymond
Proner, a professional diver from
Noumea, formed a unit of heavy-
duty divers we nicknamed the Swat
Team. Their task was to explore the
deep end of the site, down to 60 m,
clearing away blocks of coral weigh-
ingup toa tonne ahead of the other
divers and raising heavier relics
with air-filled lifting bags.

Ashore John Keopo explored the
site of the survivors' camp at Peu.
Helped by a group of islanders, he
dug a number of trenches where we
surmised the small boat might have
been built. In the walls of twoof the
trenches John found the remains
of a row of logs. Were these part of
the palisade the survivors built, as
they did at Botany Bay, to protect
themselves from the islanders?

OWARDS the cnd of our

I time at Vanikoro some of
the divers were sent farther

north to explore the second wreck
site, We had lefe this until last
because we really didn't expect to
find much there. The site is inside

AUSTRALIN GEOGRAPHIC

Porcelain and potter
fragments are left
soaking in water, If
relice immersed in
secuwader for a long e
dry out quickly, the
salt that has permeates
ther crystallises and
might damage them.

a shallow break in the reef called
False Pass, through which v

concentrations of small relics
many of which related to the liste
trade goods loaded in Brest. The
included pewter plates and mug
glass beads, cut-glass “gemstones
from cheap jewellery, more brof
medallions and brass gorgets, ¢
throat armour. A brass compas
housing and parts of navig
and sciencific instruments gl
came to light, but there was norhs
that rclated to the collec
specimens. Two heavy mi
used for grinding grain on they
age, were raised with the airh
and towed 4 km back to Mang
where they were winched on b
We would soon have &
Vanikoro but slready the
tion we had gathered was beg
to {all into place. The wree
gutter was producing mat
might expect to have been
La Pérouse's flagship. If this
rect and these are the ren
Boussole, La Pérouse p
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THE GUTTER:
Rich source of clues
to a 200-year-old mystery

The gutter, the first of the two sites on Vanikoro's reef that

Ron Coleman’s expedition explored, yielded a rich harvest of
artefacts and wreckage supporting the theory that this is where X
Boussole, La Pérouse’s flagship, foundered. Even though others had
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Whan civing began. u sy chwn mas

ki aorcsa e mouth of the guierbotwoen
1w ANCHoes 10 provichs s mo ing for e

Zodiac Inflatabie boats. Than a groduaad
wurety liows was Ind along the Bonem of
the gutier and ot 1o a capth ol 42m. As
anch *eic mas cund, its positon wak
MOsrERd 0 iR 12 the 2asding o
tha: an accurale reconsy uction of e
#iecodd be madecn s camputer abcand
the Mardar=y Burisd rel cs mers

Wi A wdle Credge A dnd of underwaner

vaouum cloaner, tha: sacked up corsl
rubibie and sand and dapasied it fadher
ovay, Mioknomed 1 Yantkons Express,
the dredge was poweied by a pamg oo
aZodacand conseted of alength of 4re
hose ot and of wbich wasa ¥ juraicn,
Wit pumped down hom the Zedacime
one arm ol 90 ¥ sasaad weder and crsdasd
maerial in from the cmer am through
animerny nozzie,



RELICS THAT BRING
HISTORY TO LIFE

The effects of violent shipwreck and
nearly 200 vears under the sea have
not tarnished the significance of these
relics. cach of which elis its own story,
The study of such material, whatever
its condition, can bring history to life.
We only have to see them to realise that
they were actually touched and used
by real people who hitherto were known
10 us only through lifeless words ondry
pages. Many of the items recovered were
gifts and trade goods loaded aboard
Bowussole and Astrolabe in France; others
were specimens that the expedition’s
scientists collected around the Pacific.

GORGET Moep than 100 of thess bisss

FLINTS Fints wees (he maacnas
Of e T8N Cantiary Caliin strikes
alghis, they wern ollen uied

5 gifs and trade goods

CHEEXBONE Was (nece & woman
aporrd Boussor?® Forensic scientists
bebeve this human cheskbone,
secovered om tha guthal, js
fomale. Women often masquerased
A5 man on ships
In 108 TTID and 1630 centunies,
which might explain thes
MUNGUNG Mystary

DAGGER AND ARROWHEAD These
180 Coppe: ilems. wiich La
Parouse describes in his ourmal,
were made by Thingit Indians in
Alxskir. L2 Parocse chaited the
Alasan coast in 9798 and spent
a month & Liuys By where
ho st 29 S0rs i Meavy s9as
A PUNCISO YRars e an
Amencan aEhrooologs:
ECoVErad that the
Magedy NAC COCoImS PRIt
of 1he Tingt akdore

BOTTLE OF MERCURY
Thu mezoury in this boitie
Jght Doan FHANCRd OF (epRILNG
SCIONTIEC INGRILNEAE. In e 18t Certury
marcaty wiss also usoed to treat venoroal
Ais2330. CATHNON EMONG 53400

SHELLS Part of a collecton
ol sea-shells in & wonden
Zask found roaling on &
numan shalolon. Wias the
snie treppec Dsiow decks
000 Crusihd by e caskin
the 1ernfying chaos of
the shipwieck? 8

HELMET Filty-two of 1hese dragoon hakmats,
ONGH SA0MO0 WA 15aINETs and horsetads,
Were intendad as gilts 1or nathve chivls

FOSSIL The jooalisec molus:
was probanty cobectnd by Jean
Homore ¢o Lamanoa. the

0o On's naturabat

COINS These Chinesy cons
MG be thase montioned oy
L3 Parduse as having been

taken from a dunal St on tho
Chnese coast in 1797, and the




Dugout canocs are «4ill Vanikore'y snicly: moens
af trensport. These fragiie crafy, whoes destgn
hue nokt chaiged for conduries, are used for inter-
estand tripy that .mmr.'um eross kundreds of

rauticol mides of o gaa.

not survive. He often complained
ahout the condition of his ship’s
tiRging in his yournals. The diseribu-
tion of the wreckage supgests the
ship struck the eeef stern-first. In &
cyclone & ship with cotten rigging
could easily have boen dismasted,
Just 3ts sails or otherwise beea dis-
abledd In such a situation the nor-
mal procadure was ta drop anchor
and hope the ship woukd he hrought
0 & 5t0p before polng onto the recf
However the reef face at Vanikoro
is too stevp for an anchor to grip
Nevercheless the drag of the anchor
and its huge hemp cable woeld have
swung the ship's bow arouad intw
the wind sa that she was carried
anto the resf hackwards.

The second ship, secing the firse
in trouble, would natucally have
atternpted 2o eive aid. Sheappears 1o
have tried to penetrate the reef (0
Eelp from che calmer watees of (he
lsgoon. False Pass bas every appoar-
ance of a safe entrance but in fic
the borzom siopes steeply and i
not deep enough fora farge ship fes
name 35 appropridie

The second ship ran sgroand on
the coral buctor of the pass and
stayed there, The archacological
evidence indicates chat she catenal
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the passage intentivnally and did
not soffer the ravages of the sea a8
the other did. This gave the survi-
vurs tine 10 salvage mose things
they needad for thielr escaps fram
the island

Further recomstructlon of cthe
events will be possible with more
extensive study ar Vantkoro, 185 like
piecing pages ©f a book together
from fumbled words Once that's
deae, the pages have to he put in
urddez, Even if 1t's not possidle to put
wgether 3 full sccount of the evens,
the study of the relics, 16 the context
af a late 18th-century scicntific ex-
pedition, has coermous potentsal.

E left Vanikoro for Bris-
Whane shaard rhe Mantaray
on 27 April, haping to re-

turo i 1988, the bicentenary of
hoth the foundiag of Australis and
the disappuarance of La Bérouse Afl
the human remaing we recovered
woere retarned o Prance whese they
were intensively studied by the
Acsdemies of Science amd Medi-
cine. They wers 10 he buriad near
the La Pérouse monument ar Alki,
La Pérouse's birthplsee,

The other relics are undergoing
conservasion Lrestaeent and study

MUSTRALN O s
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nitede of :bc lu'ss
be panged by the b
La Prouse hase
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previcusly possible
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Helped by istarders, John Keopo (for right), field
archoenlogist with the Solomons National Museum,
exoavates the gite of the Prench suryivors’ camp.
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The La Pérouse monument of Peu was built in 19568
by members of Roece Discombe’s second expedition.

Melancstan charm shings from the face of this pretty
girl. She was one of the Peu villagers who regularky
peddled their dugonts fo the expedition boats witk grifix
ar to trade.




