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Wrecks at Mayaguana, Rum 
Cay, Inagua, & Samana Cay

MAYAGUANA is signif-
icant for more than being 
the base for the largest 
ship owners in the archipel-
ago. The island is for many 
vessels bound into the Car-
ibbean via the Windward 
Passage, the first rocks they 
see, and for many leaving 
the islands for points north, 
the last. This can often 
result in shipwreck, as sail-
ing ships, their navigation 
off by many dozens, maybe 
hundreds of miles after 
months at sea, get caught 
in intense local currents, 
are unable to see a low-ly-
ing island with few lights 
on it, and come to grief on 
the reefs and cays. To com-
pound the problem, so few 
people live on Mayaguana 
(277 at last count) that once 
wrecked the people’s fate 
may not be widely known.

Though wreck histori-
ans James Jenney and Dr. 
Michael Pateman track over 
120 vessels to Mayaguana, 
here we look at a dozen 
or so from the past 300 or 
so years – many of them 
involved in the slave trade 
or preventing it. The Royal 
Navy ship HMS Driver 
was built in 1840 and set 
a world record is the first 
steam vessel to circum-
navigate the globe in May, 
1847. Originally armed with 
two 10-inch pivot guns, two 
68-pound guns, and two 
42-pounders, and with a 
crew of 149 men. She was, 
per Colledge and Warlow 
in  Ships of the Royal Navy, 
“wrecked on 3 August 1861 
on Mayaguana …during 
a voyage from Bermuda 
to Jamaica.” This wooden 
paddle sloop of 1,058 tons, 
The Guardian Journal on 
September 6 relates how 
the driver was a “fine roomy 
vessel for her class.” The 
New York Daily Herald 
reports on September 3 that 
following the HMS Driver’s 
wreck “on Mayaguana reef, 
Lieutenant Church, R.N. 
arrived at Grand Turk in 
the ship Alma, on his way 
to Port Royal, Jamaica, for 
the purpose of procuring 
a vessel for conveying the 
men and materials belong-
ing to his ship to that place.” 
He then left on a vessel 
named Clara.

A few months later, “A 
schooner was seen ashore in 
the Mayaguana Passage on 
October 16th, and a large 
steamer (supposed H.M.S. 

Driver, before reported), 
with wreckers alongside by 
the Carlotta” (Liverpool 
Mercury). The wreckers 
were breaking the big ship 
apart. Recently, divers in 
the area observed shack-
le-like items and copper 
nails, totally encrusted in 
coral and rust. The area is 
known for – and named 
after Booby birds and is 
a significant one for bird-
watchers. The same year 
the Vermont Christian Mes-
senger of April 6 records 
under the heading “Pirates 
Among The Bahamas,” that 
“the Dutch galliot Jacabina, 
Legger, master from Jere-
mie, Haiti and bound for 

Gibraltar with a cargo of 
2,050 bags of coffee, was run 
ashore within about four 
miles of Matthew Town on 
23rd  February, in a leaky 
state, having had a wrecker 
in company for some days.”

The article goes on to 
record how the cargo was 
taken off the ship and the 
“vessel set fire to and burnt 
by six o’clock PM of the 
day she was wrecked. Sal-
vage has been settled by 
a mutual agreement (in 
italics), between the cap-
tain and the salvors, at 45 
per cent on dry and 50 
per cent of wet coffee and 
materials.” Apparently the 
Inaguan magistrate went 

to the ship only to discover 
three holes had been bored 
in the bottom of the ship, 
“which probably accounts 
for the milk in the cocoa 
nut.” They conclude that “it 
is a difficult matter to get at 
the facts in such cases.”

Marine archaeologist 
Dr. Michael Pateman has 
documented three wrecks 
of ships carrying enslaved 
humans over 50 years from 
the late 1700s. In 1786 the 
Marechal de Mouchy ran 
aground at Mayaguana 
during a return voyage from 
Africa to Haiti, where the 
African captives were sold, 
prior to the ship wrecking in 
Bahamas and presumably 
while on a voyage to either 
Europe or Africa. Over 
30 years later the Spanish 
slave ship Maria Manuella 
wrecked in  Bahamas in 
1818, and her African cap-
tives were freed there by 
British authorities. Then in 
1826 during the height of 
British intervention in the 
Spanish slave trade with 
Cuba, the French slaver 
named Hyppolite struck 
at Mayaguana, and all her 
African captives were freed.

In 1825 the British 
reported a merchant ship 
from Barcelona, possi-
bly named San Francisco 
de Paula, or Orion, under 
a Captain Puchol as 
having wrecked at “Isla 
Mayaguana, The Baha-
mas.” The ship was of 
19th-century type, and was 
destined to Havana when 
it grounded. While not cer-
tain, it seems likely that this 
vessel was involved in some 
aspect of the Cuban sugar 
plantation and slave trade.

On January 21, 1943 the 
Bahamian pleasure boat 
Paddy Halfready was over-
due at Nassau, having left 

from the lumber camp at 
Cornwall, southern Abaco. 
Several aircraft were sent 
to look for it for a few days, 
until the motorboat was 
located 30 miles west of 
Mayaguana. Proving that 
not every ticking bomb goes 
off, on February 22, 1963 
the Newfoundland, Canada 
cargo ship Okay Service IV 
of 130 tons, ran aground on 
a reef at Mayaguana. The 
ship was owned by the Him-
melman Supply Company 
of St. Johns, and its cargo 
was dynamite. The Royal 
Bahamas Police Force “set 
up a round-the-clock guard 
near the hulk.”

On January 20, 1975 
the Cypriot-flagged 550-
foot tanker ship Lucky 
Era struck an eastern 
reef of Mayaguana, and 
began sending Mayday sig-
nals around dawn. Laden 
with rum and sugar, and 
under the command of 
Capt. Emanuel Patelis, the 
ship “exploded and burst 
into flames.” Authorities 
reported the ship “was 
engulfed in heavy smoke,” 
and the US Coast Guard 
said a Russian ship relayed 
reports of the deteriorat-
ing status of the tanker. 
Injuries included serious 
burns, a broken leg and 
broken arm. The Russian 
ship, Aleksandr Kollon-
tay, immediately went to 
their aid and with a USCG 
helicopter they were able 
to get a burn victim to a 
Miami hospital. The Rus-
sians lowered their own 
boats and got 34 of the 37 
Greek and other mariners 
off the Lucky Era. In total 
two crew were killed and 
three injured. One crew 
was Costas Kourmoulis, 
another William Lee, and 
the vessel was operated by 

Era Marine Corporation 
of Piraeus, Greece; none of 
the rum was salvaged. Cap-
tain Patelis refused to leave 
the ship, and the two dead 
mariners remained as well.

There were 15 years 
of busy strandings on 
Mayaguana, starting in 
1968 with a lighter ship 
named Archie I, which was 
lost off Upper Point on the 
north side, on December 
11. The following August a 
freighter named Pionyr hit 
a coral reef off the island 
and was wrecked. In the 
winter of 1970, on March 
31, the motor freighter 
Vassiliki found itself 
wrecked on the rocks a 
mile off Northwest Point 
Lighthouse. On April 17, 
1976 a smuggling motor-
ship named Alegria No. 1 
grounded and wrecked on 
East Reef.  Then on Feb-
ruary 15 1983, the tanker 
Anthony P. sprung leaks 
and sank in the deep 
waters between Plana Cays 
and Mayaguana, per wreck 
historian James Jenney.

In 1972 the Nicara-
guan-flagged 710-ton 
motorship Patricia R., 
built in 1945, sank between 
Rum Cay and Samana Cay 
when the cargo shifted. 
The Cuban steamer 
Jorge  struck a submerged 
object in 1970 while west 
of Samana Cay and east 
of Rum Cay. While nei-
ther of the last ships sank 
on Mayaguana, that island 
is the last likely place for 
flotsam – which floats free 
– and jetsam – which is jet-
tisoned from a ship or land 
– to end up. It is likely that 
Mayaguanans know a great 
deal more about these 
shipwrecks than the rest of 
us, simply from what has 
washed ashore there.
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AN ARTEFACT found in recent years by recreational divers at Mayaguana.

STEAM paddle sloop HMS DRIVER, January 1846  en route to becoming the first steam vessel 
to circumnavigate the globe, the wooden paddle sloop HMS DRIVER, 1,058 tons, passes through 
Sydney’s Heads to enter Port Jackson. Her circumnavigation was completed on 14 May 1847 on her 
return to Portsmouth.” 
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GREEK OFFICERS and crew of the Cypriot-flagged tanker Lucky Era aboard the Russian merchant 
ship which rescued them at Mayaguana in 1975.


