
19th Century Shipwreck on Nantasket Beach 

     A piece of Hull’s storied maritime past has revealed itself on Nantasket Beach.  

The bones of a long buried 19th 

century shipwreck have emerged 

through the sand, likely due to 

erosion of the beach through 

winter storms.  Local beach goers 

were the first to notice the ribs of 

the ship emerging through the 

sand.  Hull resident Richard Green 

contacted the Hull Lifesaving 

Museum, who shared the news with Vic Mastone, Director of the Massachusetts 

Board of Underwater Archaeological Resources. 

     Vic Mastone and Victoria Stevens, Hull lifesaving Museum Curator, conducted 

a preliminary survey of the site on Thursday, May 7th.  Fortuitously, the Hull 

Lifesaving Museum was expecting a group of United States Coast Guard personnel 

for a community service day the following 

Saturday.  With guidance from Vic 

Mastone, the Coast Guard crew spent the 

morning helping the Hull Lifesaving 

Museum partially excavate the wreck.  

The process revealed several clues to the 

identification of the ship: approximately 

60 feet of side planking was uncovered, as well as 14 feet of an end section 

USCG volunteers excavate shipwreck site. 

A tree nail found at site. 



(whether bow or stern has yet to be determined).  Both the exterior and interior, 

or ceiling, planking of the ship was clearly visible, as were several treenails, the 

wooden pegs used to fasten the planking to the frames. With this preliminary 

evidence to work with, Vic Mastone, Victoria Stevens, and members of the Hull 

Historical Commission are researching 

historic wrecks in the area.       

     The wreck is probably one of the 

ubiquitous coasting schooners that plied Hull 

waters.  When Captain Joshua James was 

Keeper of Point Allerton US Lifesaving 

Station, an average of 150 schooners passed 

through Nantasket Roads each week.  In winter months, the passage into Boston 

Harbor was notoriously treacherous.  Northeast storms drove more than 75 

vessels onto Nantasket Beach, Harding’s Ledge, Toddy Rocks or Point Allerton, all 

well-known hazards to mariners.  

     Several wrecks of historic interest occurred in the area of beach where the 

current wreck has emerged.  One of the earliest was the L’Essai, a French brig that 

came ashore on April 1, 1850.  Joshua James was 

awarded his first medal from the Humane Society of 

the Commonwealth of Massachusetts for his 

“meritorious exertions in rescuing the crew of the 

French Brig L’Essai.”  Decades later, Captain James 

would earn silver medals from both the Humane 

Society and the United States Treasury for the 

Frames and planking. 

Bronze medal awarded to Joshua James. 



courageous rescue of the Ulrica on the same stretch of beach.  Ulrica was driven 

ashore on December 16, 1896.  Knowing that the crew of the three-masted 

schooner was in dire condition, Joshua James ordered lines fired to the schooner, 

so that a beach apparatus rescue could be attempted even while the surfboat 

Nantasket was being hauled to the beach.  The crew of the Ulrica, however, was 

too weak and frostbitten to rig the 

lines to the mast.  As the surfboat 

arrived, Captain James and the crew 

attempted a launch and were driven 

back by the heavy seas.  On the 

second launch, they succeeded to get 

underway, with 70 year old Joshua 

James at the steering oar.  The wave 

struck the oar so hard that Joshua 

James was catapulted from the boat 

into the water. He clung to one of the 

surfmen’s oars as they rowed back to 

the beach.  Launching a third time, 

Captain James and the crew combined rowing with hauling themselves along the 

lines that had been fired to the ship and successfully rescued the desperate crew.   

       Other known wrecks in the area include the Modesty, October 20, 1896, 

Bucephalus, February 1, 1882, and the brig Alice on November 26, 1888.  Vic 

Mastone and the Hull Lifesaving Museum staff are now compiling a list of the 

known wrecks, which they will cross reference with ship registries, US Lifesaving 

Service log entries and wreck reports, newspaper records of the wrecks, and local 

Schooner Ulrica on Nantasket Beach. 



maps of the area.  History buffs who are 

interested in doing their own research can 

visit the Hull Lifesaving Museum’s research 

site: www.bostonshipwrecks.org. 

      Vic Mastone, in partnership with the Hull 

Lifesaving Museum, is currently in the 

planning stages for a more thorough 

investigation of the wreck.  Shipwrecks sites 

are protected by state law as archaeological resources.  Beachgoers are 

encouraged to visit the wreck site respectfully, but are asked to neither disturb 

the wreck nor remove any part of the wreck.  Those interested in volunteering to 

assist Vic Mastone and the Hull Lifesaving Museum in the survey of the wreck can 

contact victoria@hulllifesavingmuseum.org.  Captain Joshua James rowed out to 

dozens of wrecks along the coast during his 60 years of service, from the 1840s 

until his death in 1902.  While we have yet to identify the wreck, there is an 

excellent chance he and his crews may have assisted the shipwrecked sailors of 

this yet to be known vessel. We hope further investigation will reveal the 

fascinating story beneath the sand.  

Silver medal awarded to Joshua James. 
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