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On November 21, 2000, Richard Lawrence, Nathan Henry, Julep Gillman-Bryan, and Rob Smith of the Underwater Archaeology Unit (UAU), and volunteer Jim Dugan and intern Chris Holler visited the Iron Steamer Pier in Pine Knoll Shores, North Carolina. The purpose of the visit was to meet with pier owner Sam McConkey and to make an assessment dive on the “Iron Steamer” that gives the pier its name. Local tradition has long identified the shipwreck as the Civil War blockade-runner Pevensey, which was lost June 9, 1864. Historical accounts state that the Pevensey was chased ashore by the Union supply ship New Bern. The UAU historic shipwreck files give the following specifications on the Pevensey: 

Iron-hull, side-wheel steamer, 543.07 gross tons, length-210.4 feet, breadth-24.5 feet, depth-14.225 feet, average draft-10 feet, one deck, two masts, schooner rig, deck house, round stern, bow-straight stem, five bulkheads. Built by Charles Lungley of Deptford (London) 1863/64. Machinery by Northam Iron Works, Southampton, 130 N.H.P., two oscillating engines 46 inches by 52 inches, 22 R.P.M., two tubular boilers 12 feet long, 16feet inches wide, 11 feet 2 inches high, four furnaces each. Side wheels: feathering type 25 feet diameter by 8 feet wide.


The UAU dive team met with Mr. McConkey, inspected the wreck site from the current end of the pier (which has been damaged by recent hurricanes), and discussed the history of the Pevensey and the pier. According to Mr. McConkey, there is local interest in maintaining the pier as a means of public access to viewing the shipwreck.


After the meeting, the UAU team made preparations for a beach dive to the shipwreck, which is located approximately 100 yards offshore on the east side of the pier. At the time of the dive, air temperature was in the upper 40s, water temperature in the mid 60s, wind out of the northwest 15 to 20 mph, with 3 to 4-foot (and occasionally higher) seas. The tide was rising, with high tide about 3 hours away. Although the water temperature was comfortable, the rough seas, long-shore current, and considerable surge made diving conditions difficult. Visibility on the site ranged from 1 to 4 feet.

Due to the poor diving conditions, the divers made only a cursory examination of the site but made the following observations. The shipwreck lies almost parallel to the beach, with the eastern end a little farther offshore.  The highest structure on the wreck is the remains of the paddle wheel shaft, with the offshore paddle wheel hub visible out of the water at low tide. The shaft is broken in places. Also visible in the machinery area were support stanchions for the paddle wheel shaft and portions of steam cylinders and piston rods protruding out of the sand. Traveling from the machinery area towards the pier, the divers encountered the damaged remains of the boilers and funnel. From the machinery area, divers were able to follow fragments of the hull structure 60 to 80 feet toward the pier (west) before the wreckage disappeared below the sand bottom. In the opposite direction, east of the machinery area, the hull structure could not be followed for any appreciable distance. Since a thorough reconnaissance was not made beyond the exposed area around the steam machinery, it is possible that additional structure is exposed above the bottom both to the east and west of the machinery area. Along the northern side of the shipwreck divers observed the remains of pier pilings from the observation/fishing pier that formerly extended to the east from the main pier. 

Although the examination of the Pevensey site was brief, it is possible to make comparisons of the site to other Civil War blockade-runner shipwrecks in the Cape Fear vicinity. Environmentally, the Pevensey site is similar to the wrecks of the Beauregaurd at Carolina Beach or the Ranger at Holdens Beach. As on those sites, under calm diving conditions it would be possible document the remains of the Pevensey through site mapping and underwater video. It is also possible that under favorable conditions, the Pevensey could prove to be an enjoyable and educational recreational dive. All diving on the site, however, is effected by fishing activities on the pier and would have to be coordinated with the pier operator and local regulations. Structurally, the remains of the Pevensey are not nearly as well preserved as other blockade-runners of similar design, specifically the Condor off Fort Fisher, the Ella at the mouth of the Cape Fear River, or the Virginius off Frying Pan Shoals. This difference in preservation is due to the near-shore location of the Pevensey compared to the location of the other shipwrecks.

Finally, it is recommended that further investigations be conducted at the Pevensey site to include site mapping of exposed structure and video documentation.  To that end, the local archaeological diving organization, Surface Interval Diving Company (SIDCO), has expressed an interest in investigating this site. It is recommended that the UAU, the pier owner, and any other parties of local interest meet with the executive board of SIDCO to discuss this possibility, as well as project scheduling, expected results, and any areas of concern.

