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1. Summary  

At a critical moment in the history of Trinidad, Britain took control of the island 

from Spain in 1797. This historic moment is iconically represented by the loss of most 

of the Spanish fleet, set on fire by its admiral, Sebastián Ruiz de Apodaca, to prevent 

its capture by the British.  

A shipwreck , located just off Gaspar Grande Island which has been the subject of 

intermittent salvage over more than a century, is believed to be one of the four ships 

sunk in 1797, possibly the flagship San Vicente.  

The site was recently visited by the Prof. Nigel Nayling, Scientific in charge in 

Nautical Archaeology in the ForSEAdiscovery project (PITN2013-GA607545), to 

assess its potential as a site for the collection of wood samples as part of a scientific 

research project, ForSEAdiscovery (funded by the European Commission) and with 

the assistance of His Excellency, the Ambassador of Spain. 

Observations made during a single dive indicate that structural timbers survive 

and are exposed on the seabed. There is also clear evidence of recent disturbance of 

the site by divers which has led to the displacement of artefactual material including 

pottery and wooden items including barrel staves and possible firewood. 

This report concludes with some reflections on the need for effective heritage 

management of this historically important wreck site. 

2. Introduction. The ForSEAdiscovery project  

The ForSEAdiscovery project, which stands for Forest Resources for Iberian 

Empires: Ecology and Globalization in the Age of Discovery, 16th–18th centuries, is 

an interdisciplinary research programme focusing on study of the history and 

maritime archaeology of the 16th to 18th centuries. It is headed by Dr Ana Crespo 

Solana, Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas (CSIC), a specialist in naval 

history and maritime trade during the centuries of the early modern period. The 

ForSEAdiscovery project is funded through the European Commission’s Marie Curie 

Actions program and comprises a prestigious consortium of universities and research 

organizations.
1
 

The main objective of this multidisciplinary research training programme is to 

increase the background and experience of trainees in the different research areas, and 

to develop their transferable skills for future careers in academia or the private sector, 

whilst advancing the research fields through the integration of research tools, the 

development of reference datasets and new discoveries. This will be achieved by i) 

engaging the recruited fellows in training courses and workshops aimed at developing 

their scientific, communication, management and leadership skills; and ii) reciprocally 

                                                           
1 http://ec.europa.eu/mariecurieactions. 

http://ec.europa.eu/mariecurieactions
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applying methodological techniques of the Historical Sciences, Archaeology and Life 

Sciences, including tree-ring research and geo/dendrochemistry, to the study of 

exploitation of Iberian and other European forest resources for shipbuilding during the 

Age of Discovery and European expansion. The legacy of such a program will be a 

cohort of European researchers with a multi-disciplinary perspective, fostered within a 

trans-national network of academic and commercial, public and private sector 

established researchers: http://forseadiscovery.cchs.csic.es/.  

 

The project has been designed in six Work Packages (WP) (Table B2.1)2. Three 

of these WPs are dedicated to research (WP1, Historical wood supply and dynamic 

trade networks; WP2, Nautical archaeology and shipbuilding; WP3, Wood 

provenancing, including tree-ring research, wood anatomy and geo/dendrochemistry). 

A detailed description of each research WP is provided further on in this section. The 

remaining three WPs involve training activities (WP4), project management (WP5) 

and dissemination and outreach activities (WP6). The ForSEAdiscovery Consortium 

is integrated by the Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas (CSIC), the 

leader institutions in Spain, and universities and private companies from nine 

countries: Universidad de Santiago de Compostela, Archaeonauta (Spain); 

Universiteit Leiden and Rijksuniversiteit Groningen, and Wageningen Universiteit 

(The Netherlands); University of Wales Trinity Saint David (United Kingdom); 

Universidade Nova de Lisboa (Portugal); Universite de Lorraine (France); Texas 

A&M University (United States); Dendro DDK (Denmark) and Nicolaus Copernicus 

University (Poland).  

The ForSEAdiscovery project follows the spirit and the text of the UNESCO 

Convention on the Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage especially in the 

matters detailed in:  

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/underwater-cultural-heritage/2001-

convention/  

 

 This project aims to research timber supply for Iberian shipbuilding in the 16
th

 to 

18
th

 centuries. To meet these objectives, the project has been diving on selected 

shipwreck sites in Europe, including Spanish naval ships, and recovering timber 

samples for scientific analysis including dendrochronological, isotopic and 

geochemical analysis (e.g. Rich et al. 2015, San Claudio 2015). The research 

objectives of the ForSEAdiscovery project; the potential for a sub-project within this 

to assess, and possibly sample the wreck site off Gaspar Grande Island; and the 

historical context of the Apodaca fleet have recently been summarized in a report by 

Dr. Ana Crespo Solana, the ForSEAdiscovery network co-ordinator (Crespo Solana 

2015). Prof. Crespo Solana did visit the island of Trinidad and Tobago in November 

2015 and Prof. Nayling made an archaeological prospection of the Apodaca Site in 

January 2016. Prof. Nayling is a member of the ForSEAdiscovery project, and 

scientist in charge of the work package on nautical archaeology. He has also been a 

http://forseadiscovery.cchs.csic.es/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/underwater-cultural-heritage/2001-convention/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/underwater-cultural-heritage/2001-convention/
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member of the Rockley Bay Research Project, based in Scarborough, Tobago, for 

several years, and has considerable experience in the investigation of historic wooden 

shipwrecks (e.g. Auer and Nayling, 2014; Nayling and Bale, 2014a, 2014b, 2015; 

Nayling and Jones, 2014; Nayling and Susperregi, 2014).  

The Gaspar Grande Island wreck site came to the attention of the 

ForSEAdiscovery project through communications with Derek Chung of Undersea 

Tobago, a representative of the Tobago Museum Trust. He dived on the site in 2013, 

alongside His Excellency the Spanish Ambassador in Trinidad and Tobago, Don José 

María Fernández de Turisio, who logged video of the site showing structural timbers 

exposed on the seabed. Derek Chung also facilitated communications with Trystram 

Alley, a former member of the Trinidad and Tobago Wreck Protection Committee, 

who dived on the site over many years and deposited finds from the wreck at the 

Chaguaramus Military Museum. It is clear that this wreck site has been the subject of 

repeated investigations over many years.  

Historical information and previous finds from the shipwreck site both suggest 

that the surviving hull structure could derive from one of the ships of Apodaca’s 1797 

fleet. As such it would be of considerable research interest to the ForSEAdiscovery 

project. An assessment of the site was proposed which would: 

1. Locate the position and extent of the shipwreck remains whose identity is 

known by oral communication and visits of previous divers.  

2. Assess the current condition of the remains, and the feasibility of undertaking 

controlled archaeological diving operations on the site. 

3. Examine any exposed structural timber and assess the suitability of exposed 

timbers for analysis by ForSEAdiscovery wood scientists including 

dendrochronology, isotopes, geochemistry and potentially DNA. 

3. Apodaca archaeological site. Background  

 

There is earlier evidence that the wrecks located may represent some of the 

wreckage of ships from the military squadron led by Sebastián Ruiz de Apodaca. 

Diving companies in the Gaspar Grande Island area are aware of the existence of this 

wreckage. This island (also known as Gasparee) is part of the Republic of Trinidad 

and Tobago, and is located about 12 kilometres west of Port of Spain. It is one of the 

‘Bocas Islands’, which lie in the so-called Dragon’s Mouth between the island of 

Trinidad and Venezuela. The island also has a natural limestone cave system 

(Gasparee Caves) with a mysterious pool at the base. The archaeological site is 

located on a fine silt slope with limited visibility, at a depth of some 18 metres (60 ft), 

although there is wreckage scattered at different levels. There is a ballast pile at about 

15 metres (50 ft) and wooden debris, probably from the keelson. The wreckage can be 

seen in the video recorded in 2013 by the Spanish Ambassador to Trinidad, Don José 

María Fernández de Turisio. 
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https://www.dropbox.com/home/Apodaca?preview=Apodaca%27s+fleet.mov 

  

The wreckage has not received any attention from the Spanish authorities. 

However, local diving companies and some specialists in underwater archaeology 

have taken an interest in this archaeological site. It appears that these wrecks have 

also been the victim of looting, as there are rumours in the area that the Americans 

recovered the cannons from the Spanish frigates during the time they had a naval base 

at Chaguaramas. The late British archaeologist and conservator Malcolm Brown 

organized the salvage of some artefacts in the 1960s using a rescue plane. One of the 

artefacts recovered is a small cannon currently housed at the National Museum of 

Trinidad & Tobago.  

The site was later explored by Trystram Alley of the Chaguaramus Military 

Museum. He is also a member of the Wreck Protection Committee formed after the 

signing of the UNESCO Convention on the Protection of the Underwater Cultural 

Heritage (Wreck Protection Act). Among other artefacts, Alley found olive jars and 

some silver pieces of eight. These coins date from 1791 and were coined in Mexico. 

They were deformed, presumably from having been subjected to fire, as the ships 

were burnt before they sunk by order of the officers gathered aboard the San Vicente 

Ferrer, the flagship.  

Alley documented these finds with photographs, which can be seen on the 

following website:  

http://tt-wreckdiving.angelfire.com/page11.html  

 

 

4. A rapid assessment of a shipwreck site off Gaspar Grande Island, 
Trinidad, believed to be the San Vicente, lost in 1797  

 

4.1.Methods 

The shipwreck site was examined during a single 45 minute dive on Saturday 23
rd

 

January, 2016. The dive team comprised the author, Derek Chung and His Excellency 

the Spanish Ambassador in Trinidad and Tobago, Don José María Fernández de 

Turisio. Digital video and photographs were collected during the dive but no material 

was recovered. 

Following the dive, the author and Derek Chung visited the National Museum and 

Art Gallery, Port of Spain, to examine material from the shipwreck on display in its 

galleries.  

4.2.Results 

The site was dived on 23
rd

 January 2016 on a single 45 minute dive with a 

maximum depth of 18m, local time 11.00-11.45am. During the dive, underwater 

visibility was acceptable (2-5m) and current was very slight at the start of the dive but 

https://www.dropbox.com/home/Apodaca?preview=Apodaca&apos;s+fleet.mov
http://tt-wreckdiving.angelfire.com/page11.html
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increased towards the end of the dive becoming a significant factor particularly with 

regard to diver recovery. Sea state was slight at the beginning of the dive but some 

swell had developed by the end of the dive. Sea state on return to the launch site on 

the mainland of Trinidad had become rough. 

The site was located in Goodwill Bay directly offshore from a line of mooring 

blocks which breached the surface (Figure 1). The site was defined by a stone ballast 

pile running from the top of a slope at approximately 11m depth down to some 18m 

depth. At the bottom of the slope, freshly exposed and displaced timbers and other 

artefacts were observed where at least three recent hand excavations had been carried 

out (Figure 2 to Figure 7). Timbers included oak barrel staves, some with distinct tree-

rings exhibiting sufficient rings to merit dendrochronological analysis. Other 

displaced timbers appeared to be firewood, exhibiting considerable curvature, and axe 

cut marks at both ends. Numerous ceramics (pottery sherds) were scattered in the 

spoil from these uncontrolled excavations.  

In situ structural timbers were also observed especially at the lowest exposed part 

of the wreck site (Figure 8 and Figure 9). These timbers were observed only by Derek 

Chung but video footage of these timbers has been recorded. The timbers appear to 

comprise a run of planking lying below the ballast pile. It is unclear whether these 

represent deck, ceiling or hull planking, or even framing timbers. The timbers, given 

the degree of marine growth and erosion, appear to have been exposed for a 

considerable period. Additional structural timbers were found displaced at the bottom 

of the slope. Their original function is unclear but they appear to have been displaced 

some time ago and are now fairly degraded. 

During the visit to the National Museum and Art Gallery, Port of Spain, a wide 

range of artefacts labelled as derived from the site were examined. Photographs were 

taken with the permission of museum staff. Two small near identical non-ferrous guns 

were examined. One has an associated plaque claiming the gun was salvaged from the 

site in 1902 (105 years after 1797, Figure 10). Other artefacts labelled as derived from 

the site included pulley blocks and sheaves, and wine and olive jars.  

4.3.Discussion 

During the single assessment dive, the site was successfully located (admittedly 

during good underwater visibility). The GPS co-ordinates of a buoy deployed over the 

concentration of uncontrolled recent excavations at the lower end of the ballast pile 

were recorded by the support boat. The full extent of the site was not clearly defined 

or recorded during the single dive and further survey would be required to clarify the 

full extent and nature of the surviving wreck. The previously described ballast pile 

was observed and timber, apparently still in situ, found protruding beyond the edges 

of the ballast. The site is likely to be complicated in terms of its disposition and level 

of preservation due to the long history of previous investigations, salvage and recent 

disturbance. 
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Structural timbers, potentially suitable for sampling and analysis as part of the 

ForSEAdiscovery project were present and exposed at the lower end of the wreck. 

Species and ring counts were not confirmed as the timbers surfaces were too 

degraded. Whilst the condition of the exposed timbers reflects extended exposure, it 

seems probable that adjacent timbers buried under shallow sediment could readily be 

exposed and sampled. 

The unanticipated observation of recently disturbed wood and other artefacts 

raises a number of issues. The analytical potential of this material is considerable. The 

displaced timber certainly includes oak barrel staves in excellent condition with 

sufficient rings for dendrochronological analysis. These could be of Iberian (but also 

other European) origin. The possible firewood or offcuts could either be material 

loaded onto the ship when it was provisioned in Spain before its departure for 

Trinidad, or locally derived through re-provisioning in Trinidad after its arrival there 

in mid-September 1796. The material displaced by recent uncontrolled excavations is 

under immediate threat from both strong currents and exposure to wood boring 

organisms. Removal of this material from its burial environment has placed it at very 

considerable risk. Given the inevitable deterioration of this material, serious 

consideration should be given to its recovery for recording and selective sampling for 

analysis to address the questions of origin raised above.  

It is clear that this shipwreck site has been subjected to recent uncontrolled 

excavation, presumably motivated by attempts to loot artefacts from the site. This has 

caused significant damage to the site leading to the displacement of artefacts some of 

which (those made from organic material such as wood) are under immediate threat 

from erosion and biological deterioration. It would also appear that these excavations 

have left the wreck more exposed to degradation through the creation of openings into 

the wreck which will allow ingress of oxygenated water and wood boring organisms. 

4.4.Conclusions 

The shipwreck site of at least one of the ships of Apodaca’s fleet sunk in 1797 has 

been located off Gaspar Grande Island, Trinidad. 

The location and depth of the wreck make archaeological diving operations 

feasible. Significant risks include variable, sometimes very limited, underwater 

visibility; significant current at certain states of the tide; and exposure to high winds, 

particularly from the east. 

This historically important wreck has surviving structural and artefactual timber 

which would be accessible and suitable for sampling as part of the ForSEAdiscovery 

project. 

The wreck appears to have recently been subjected to uncontrolled looting through 

hand excavation by divers. This is a matter of considerable concern given the 

historical importance of the shipwreck, and its vulnerability to damage through 

disturbance of its burial environment and the displacement of wooden objects which 

will not survive long lying exposed on the seabed. Consideration needs to be given to 
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how best to protect, manage and understand this wreck through an appropriate range 

of measures. The wreck could be better understood through a combination of 

archaeological survey, selected recovery of recently displaced artefacts for recording 

before they decay away completely, and targeted recovery of wood samples from in 

situ parts of the hull structure. The site’s effective protection and management in the 

longer term may require a combination of measures including active policing of the 

site, usage of national legislation for the designation and protection of wrecks, and a 

program of education in the hope of securing the support of the local population 

(including the diving community) in its protection. 

 

5. Historical context   

 

The organization of the squadron under the command of Sebastián Ruiz de 

Apodaca and its dispatch to the West Indies must be understood in the context of the 

war between Spain and Great Britain (1796–1802). France was involved as an ally of 

Spain within the context of the French Revolutionary Wars, following the outbreak of 

hostilities between the French revolutionary government and Austria in 1792. It 

continued until the signing of the Treaty of Amiens in 1802. With the Second Treaty 

of San Ildefonso in 1796, the Spanish prime minister, Manuel Godoy, entered into an 

alliance with France against Great Britain. In this context, there was a succession of 

naval battles which included the dispatch of a British fleet to the Caribbean in 1797 

with the aim of invading Puerto Rico (which withstood the attack) and Trinidad. The 

latter island had been part of the Captaincy General of Venezuela since 1777 and had 

undergone a significant economic transformation based on sugar plantations, as a 

result of free trade and a population increase. The British fleets also attacked Tenerife, 

Cádiz, Cartagena, Algeciras and Menorca, with the last remaining in British hands 

until 1782. 

 The attack on the island of Trinidad took place on 16–18 February 1797, 

during the governorship of the admiral of the Armada, José María Chacón y Sánchez 

de Soto. He had notified the government in Madrid that Trinidad was defenceless and 

that the British intended to attack the island.
2
 For this reason, in 1796 a fleet under the 

command of the Marquis of Socorro had departed for Cuba with secret orders for a 

squadron of five large ships and one frigate, under the command of Don Sebastián 

Ruiz de Apodaca, to separate from the fleet and set sail for Trinidad with troops and 

additional military provisions. The Spanish squadron could not anticipate the 

encounter with the British squadron made up of 18 combat ships and 880 cannons, 

under the command of Admiral Henry Harvey, governor of the Leeward Islands since 

April 1796. It was escorting a transport fleet for a landing body under the command of 

General Sir Ralph Abercromby. Ruiz de Apodaca’s squadron was anchored at 

Chagüaramas. Seeing the superiority of the British forces, a council of war was held 

                                                           
2
 A significant number of historical documents containing this information have been gathered.  
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that night aboard the flagship, the San Vicente. It was decided not to fight, but instead 

to burn the ships to prevent them from falling into enemy hands and then join the 

resistance on land. The ships began to burn around midnight. The sailors and troops 

on board, a total of approximately 600 men, disembarked at the port of Chagüaramas 

under the command of captain Don Bernardo Escalante. Governor Chacón described 

the burning of the Spanish squadron: ‘On the 17th, the Town of Port of Spain was in 

great consternation, around midnight the 4 Ships of the Line were seen burning. And 

Squadron Leader Don Sebastián Ruiz de Apodaca was seen to arrive with some of his 

equipment. He had had the Squadron burnt and came with the people to Defend the 

Island, together with the Ground troops.’  

 

One of the ships, the San Dámaso, did not burn and was seized by the British 

fleet, which sailed it to Portsmouth. The island of Trinidad was taken on 17 February 

1797 and surrendered the following day. Although the Spanish crown laid claim to it 

several times, Trinidad and Tobago was considered officially British by the Treaty of 

Amiens, signed in March 1802.
3
  

There are a considerable number of historical documents in the archives which 

can be used to reconstruct the history of this squadron (Archivos General de Indias, 

Archivo General de la Marina Álvaro de Bazán, Simancas, Museo Naval de Madrid). 

A large number of these documents have been gathered and processed for study. 

 

 
 

 

                                                           
3
 Archivo General de Indias, Estado, 66.  
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However, from an archaeological point of view, study of the wreckage would be 

vitally important for better knowledge of the history of each one of these ships. It is 

also important from the perspective of Spanish underwater cultural heritage and its 

protection. The wreckage is not well preserved as it was burnt at the time and then 

abandoned for centuries. An archaeological survey would be an added value in 

recovering this chapter in Spanish naval history. In addition, a dendrochronological 

analysis of the surviving structural wood from the wrecks could provide a lot of 

information about the shipbuilding process and origin of forest resources and their use 

in 18th-century Spanish naval policy.  

5.1. Justification  

In the third year of the ForSEAdiscovery project, there will be several campaigns 

aimed at establishing contact with intervention projects involving shipwrecks that 

have already been located and are underway in Spain and Portugal. The vast majority 

of these wrecks are archaeological sites which are undergoing preliminary studies as 

part of other projects, such as wrecks in Galician waters already the subject of 

intervention in 2014 and 2015 by ForSEAdiscovery project researchers in 

collaboration with the project’s partner in Galicia, the company Archaeonauta.
4
 

However, intervention at the fleet of Apodaca site is extremely important as this is the 

first time study of the archaeological remains of Spanish ships located in non-Spanish 

territorial waters has been proposed.  

 

ForSEAdiscovery’s interdisciplinary and empirical approach makes this project an 

innovative initiative, as it connects history, underwater archaeology and 

dendrochronology, with the added use of geographic information sciences (GIS) as a 

tool for integrating data, cartography and visualization.  

Crossing methodologies from the disciplines of history and archaeology produces 

a complementary analysis which can provide answers to certain questions regarding 

whether the forest resources of the Iberian Peninsula could support the increased 

demand for wood between the 15th and 18th centuries, or if it was imported from 

elsewhere. To do this, the ForSEAdiscovery team uses dendroarchaeology techniques 

with the aim of evaluating the wood samples obtained from archaeological 

interventions. Dendroarchaeology makes it possible to date wooden archaeological 

remains to determine the year in which the trees were chopped down, transported and 

used in shipbuilding. This adds value to the historical knowledge of these shipwrecks 

and makes it possible to confirm information drawn from documentary sources.  

Thanks to the fact that we can compare various databases, such as those we have 

at the ForSEAdiscovery project, it is also possible to determine the commercial 

provenance of the majority of the wood used in Spanish shipbuilding.  

                                                           
4
 Information about the ForSEAdiscovery project maritime campaigns can be found at: 

http://forseadiscovery.cchs.csic.es/content/maritime-campaigns  

http://forseadiscovery.cchs.csic.es/content/maritime-campaigns
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Within the context of this research, the justification is viewed from a historical 

perspective. During the centuries of the early modern period (16th–18th), the 

shipbuilding industry was closely linked to the development of empires. Naval 

construction techniques evolved and shipbuilding technology was improved so that 

ships could be used for ocean exploration. The design and equipping of war and 

merchant ships also evolved in a very short time, along with naval organization itself. 

There is an extensive bibliography on this subject which must now be reviewed from 

interdisciplinary perspectives. The studies are noteworthy for their rather strict 

separation between historical/institutional (often from the viewpoint of military 

history) and archaeological analyses (focusing primarily on the locations of shipyards 

and repair yards). There have been regional studies of both aspects which link 

shipbuilding and archaeology in the Spanish context. Generally speaking, very little 

attention has been paid to studying the use of wood as a raw material in this naval 

industry, except in exceptional cases such as the context of 18th-century naval policy. 

Both Portugal and Spain played a pioneering role in these developments. However, 

this has perhaps not been sufficiently stressed or recognized in the existing 

historiography on both the national histories of the Iberian empires and analysis of 

their impact on world history.  

 

Even with this valuable research on the relationship between shipbuilding, 

organization of forest resources and the wood trade, we have yet to learn more details 

about certain important questions which we are working to develop on several 

shipwreck intervention projects within the ForSEAdiscovery project. In 2014 and 

2015, the ForSEAdiscovery archaeological team carried out several campaigns in 

Spain and Portugal, with the permission of the local authorities and the Ferrol 

Maritime Department, following the Shipping Act (Law 14/2014, of 24 July) for the 

protection of underwater cultural heritage. 

 

5.2. Historical documents: the shipwrecks  

We have a lot of information about the wrecked ships based on the historical 

documents available. The squadron was made up of four large ships and one frigate 

under the command of the squadron leader, Sebastián Ruiz de Apodaca. This 

squadron was at the ready in Chaguaramas, having left Cádiz for Havana 

accompanying a larger fleet from which it separated to render aid to the colony. The 

San Vicente Ferrer, with 84 cannons and weighing 1872 tonnes, was the flagship, 

commanded by Jerónimo Mendoza. It was launched in Cartagena in 1778. The 

Gallardo, dedicated to St John of Sahagún and launched at Ferrol’s Esteiro shipyards 

in 1754, was a large ship with 74 cannons. It was built by British shipbuilder Rooth 

using Jorge Juan’s construction system. Shipbuilder José Nicolás de Aizpurua was in 

charge of the building work. It was part of the ‘twelve apostles’ series, with St John of 

Sahagún being its name day. It was detached for important special duties beginning in 
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1760, in the squadron of the Marquis of Vega Florida; in the Canary Islands in 1763; 

in the River Plate in 1765; and in the English Channel and the Azores in 1779. It was 

repaired in Cádiz and sent to Havana in 1780 and to Pensacola in 1781, before 

returning to Spain for repairs at the Cartagena navy yard in July 1782. In 1790, it was 

armed and sent to Ferrol, from where it departed for Cartagena de Indias for special 

duty during the war. It returned to Cádiz, taking the Marquis of Casa Tilly, new 

captain general of the Department of Cádiz, back to Spain. On 4 August 1796 it sailed 

from Cádiz with the fleet of squadron leader Sebastián Ruiz de Apodaca, under the 

command of captain Don Gabriel Sorondo. It was set on fire at the island of Trinidad 

to avoid seizure, in the face of the British attack on the island in February 1797.
5
  

 The ship Arrogante was also launched in Ferrol in 1754, but it was built at the 

Guarnizo shipyard using the English system of Jorge Juan, following plans by David 

Howell. The shipbuilder or supplier was Don Juan Fernández de Isla. It was dedicated 

to St Anthony of Padua.
6
 Between 1754 and early April 1760 it was in Ferrol 

performing various special duties under the command of captain Don Pedro 

Bermúdez. These included patrolling the ria.
7
 In 1761, it was part of the division of 

squadron leader Don Francisco Lastarría, patrolling the English Channel and Bay of 

Biscay. In early December 1761, it set sail from Ferrol for Santo Domingo as part of 

the fleet to carry troops, the second battalions of the Granada and Murcia regiments, 

flour, supplies and ammunition. In January 1762, it reached Santiago de Cuba, with 

the British attack on Havana beginning in June 1762.
8
 After being transferred to Cádiz 

in 1764, it carried Queen Maria Luisa from Genoa to Spain. In June 1779, war having 

broken out with Great Britain, together with other ships, it joined the combined 

Franco–Spanish squadron under the command of Luis de Córdoba for campaigns in 

the English Channel. Between 1780 and 1781 it was dispatched for special duty in 

Havana. In 1782, it took part in the Battle of Cape Spartel. In 1793, while travelling 

from Ferrol to Cádiz, a powerful storm stripped the ship of all its topmasts and broke 

the tiller. When it finally reached Cádiz, it was re-armed, taking part in new missions 

in the Mediterranean until 1796, when it set sail from Cádiz with the squadron under 

the command of lieutenant general José Solano, Marquis of Socorro. On 7 August, the 

division under the command of squadron leader Sebastián Ruiz de Apodaca separated 

from this squadron to carry troops, artillery and ammunition to the island of Trinidad 

and other locations in the Caribbean. The squadron of Apodaca reached its 

                                                           
5
 María Lourdes Odriozola Oyarbide, "La construcción naval en Guipúzcoa. Siglo XVIII"; José 

Quintero González, "La Carraca. El primer arsenal ilustrado español, 1717-1776"; Francisco de Solano 

Pérez-Lila, "La pasión de reformar. Antonio de Ulloa, marino y científico, 1716-1795".  
6
 Nemesio Mercapide Compains, "Crónica de Guarnizo y su real astillero", p. 125.  

7
AGS., Estado, legajo 6090. 

8
 Gustavo Placer Cervera, "Los marinos españoles en la defensa de La Habana en 1762", Revista de 

Historia Naval, April 2006, nº 94, p. 54; Carlos Martínez-Valverde, "Operaciones de ataque y defensa 

de La Habana en 1762", Revista General de Marina, April 1963, pp. 487–503; César García del Pino, 

"Cuba y las guerras navales del siglo XVIII", Arbor, March 1993, n1 567.  
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destination, the island of Trinidad, on 14 September. 740 recruits which had been on 

board the Arrogante and Gallardo disembarked there.
9
  

 The San Damaso, launched in Cartagena in 1776, operated as a privateer in 

the conquest of the Portuguese islands of Santa Catalina and Sacramento. In 1782, it 

took part in the English Channel campaign and the blockade of Gibraltar. After 

transporting troops from Barcelona to Málaga, it joined the Ocean Squadron. This 

ship was sent to Trinidad as part of the squadron of the Marquis of Apodaca. Under 

the command of José Jordán, it was captured by the British in February 1797 and 

sailed to Portsmouth, where it was used as a prison ship. There is another ship, the 

Santa Cecilia, about which we have very little information, except that it had 36 

cannons.  
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7. Appendix 1: Photographs. 

 

 
Figure 1. General view of Goodwill Bay, Gaspar Grande Island, where the 

site is located. Screenshot from video footage taken by Derek Chung 

 

 
Figure 2. Displaced firewood and oak barrel staves. Derek Chung is pointing 

to the croze (rebate) on the barrel stave. Screenshot from video footage taken by 

Derek Chung 
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Figure 3. Uncontrolled excavation in background with oak barrel stave and 

freshly broken pottery sherd in foreground. Screenshot from video footage taken 

by Derek Chung 

 

 

 
Figure 4. Uncontrolled excavation with displaced wood and ceramics in spoil 

on the left. Screenshot from video footage taken by Derek Chung 
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Figure 5. Recent uncontrolled excavation (looting) below ballast pile. 

Displaced timbers include firewood and (upper left) oak barrel staves. 

Screenshot from video footage taken by Derek Chung 

 
Figure 6. Close up view of looting and displaced timbers. Screenshot from 

video footage taken by Derek Chung 
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Figure 7. Uncontrolled excavation examined by His Excellency. Photograph 

Nigel Nayling 

 
Figure 8. In situ structural timbers at lower end of wreck. Screenshot from 

Derek Chung video footage 
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Figure 9. In situ structural timbers at lower end of wreck. Screenshot from 

Derek Chung video footage 



Forest Resources for Iberian Empires: Ecology and 
Globalization in the Age of Discovery, 16th–18th centuries 

 

 21 

 
Figure 10. One of a pair of possible signal guns salvaged in the nineteenth 

century and on display in the National Museum and Art Gallery, Port of Spain. 

Labelled “Bronze cannon from one of the sips of Spanish admiral Apodaca sunk 



Forest Resources for Iberian Empires: Ecology and 
Globalization in the Age of Discovery, 16th–18th centuries 

 

 22 

in 1797 and salvaged 105 years later from Chaguaramas Bay”. Photograph Nigel 

Nayling 

 

8. Appendix 2: English accounts of the loss of the fleet of Apodaca on February 

17
th

, 1797 

 

“Silently the Spaniards set fire to their superb ships; although all their sails were 

bent, as though prepared for escape; the money on board was landed on the opposite 

coast. Apodaca commanded his own three-decker to be burnt, by strewing rosin, 

sulphur. and other combustibles about the deck, and thus signed his own infamy. 

Better had it been for him that his ships had fairly fought, even if they had fallen into 

the hands of the enemy, whose superior force would have obviated disgrace attaching 

itself to his name. The night, as usual in Trinidad, was calm, hence the ships burnt 

tardily; they had been two hours set on fire before Harvey perceived the flames 

bursting from the waist of the San Vincente; At three o’clock in the morning the four 

line-of-battle ships and the frigate were seen in flames, shewing a mournful glare to 

the inhabitants of Port of Spain ……………………………. 

The ships burnt briskly towards the morning—all but the San Damaso, which 

being to windward of the rest, the fire took little hold of it; the flames were 

extinguished by several boats’ crews of the Invincible and Bellona. She was captured, 

not having been materially damaged. The fort of Gaspar Grande was taken possession 

of at daybreak on the 17
th

.” 

 (Joseph 1838, 192-3) 

 

“Official Letter from Rear-Admiral Henry Harvey, Commander in-Chief of his 

Majesty’s Ships and Vessels at Barbados and the Leeward Islands. Dated off Port 

d’Espagne, in the Gulph of Paria, February 21, 1797, to Mr. Napean………….. On 

the 15th, in the morning, I sailed with the squadron and transports, passing between 

Carriacon and Grenada. and on the 16th arrived off Trinidad, and stood off the Gulph 

of Paria; when having passed through the. great Boca channel, at half-past three in the 

afternoon, the Spanish squadron were discovered at anchor at Chaguaramas bay, 

consisting of four sail of the line, under the flag of a rear-admiral, and one frigate. As 

the day was well advanced before I approached the bay, and the enemy appeared in 

strength on the Gasparaux island, which commanded the anchorage, by batteries 

erected for that purpose, I ordered the Arethusa, Thorn, and Zebra to proceed a little 

further up the gulph, and anchor, with all the transports. The Alarm, Favourite, and 

Victorieuse were ordered to keep under sail above the transports during the night, and 

prevent any vessels sailing from Port d’Espagne. In the evening, just before dark, I 

anchored with the ships of the line, in order of battle, opposite to the enemy’s 

squadron, within random shot of their ships and batteries, and in constant readiness to 

prevent their escape during the night, which I suspected they might attempt, as all 
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their sails were bent, and they appeared perfectly ready for sailing. At two o’clock in 

the morning of the 17th, we discovered one of their ships on fire, and soon after three 

others, all of which burnt with great fury until near daylight, when they were entirely 

consumed. One of them having escaped the conflagration, the boats were sent from 

the squadron, and she was brought out without having received any damage.” 

(Joseph 1838, 195-6) 

 

 


