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EDWARD WILSON-LEE
The Catalogue of Shipwrecked Books. 
Christopher Columbus, His Son, and the 
Quest to Build the World’s Greatest Library
Scribner, New York, 2020
416 pages, paperback, $17.00

Where Columbus was a giant of the age of 
discovery, Edward Wilson-Lee’s The Cata-
logue of Shipwrecked Books brilliantly re-

discovers his son, Hernando, as “one of the first and 
greatest visionaries of the age of print.” This book 
is no dry tome, it’s a majestic tour de force that 
explores the mind of a Renaissance great against 
the flow of Empire. Wilson-Lee presents a fitting 
tribute to the man behind the legend, impeccably 
researched, stunningly woven together and as epic 
in delivery as the West’s most famous explorer. 

As in life so in death, image was everything to the 

Columbus family. In the will of the Admiral’s son, the 
main heir to Hernando’s fortune was not a person but 
a fantastic creation, the largest library collection in 
the world. This mausoleum of universal knowledge 
was planned to forever entomb the legacy that justi-
fied the voyages of Christopher Columbus. 

While the Admiral of the Ocean conquered the 
world, curating the family image fell on Hernan-
do’s shoulders. The modern image of the explorer 
was fashioned and immortalised in his son’s Life and 
Deeds of the Admiral. From living with the royal court 
of Spain as a youth, being educated by the land’s fin-
est minds, such as the humanist Peter Martyr, one 
of the first historians of the New World, Hernando 
the eyewitness listened and watched history unfold 
at the heart of the most powerful superpower of 
the age. He collected public accounts of his father’s 
Americas’ discoveries, had access to his lost diary 
and letters and, aged 13, accompanied the Admiral 
on his Fourth Voyage to the New World in 1502. 

From a critical distance Hernando saw the blood, 
sweat and tears his father shed chasing his dream and 
family honour. He’d watched the Admiral’s rebuffed 
petition for royal patronage in 1487 and in 1491 the 
growing complaints about his, and his brother Bart-
holomew’s, high-handed treatment of Spanish set-
tlers in Hispaniola. After the disgruntled logged their 
complaints directly with the monarch, Hernando too 
ended up in the line of fire. 

At the gate to the Alhambra the mob peppered 
him with complaints about how Columbus had ruined 
them. The mob leered at the 11-year-old Hernando 
shouting, “Look at the Sons of the Admiral of Mos-
quitoes, of him who discovered the Land of Vanity 
and the Land of Deceit, to be the sepulchre and 
the misery of the Gentlemen of Castile!” When 
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the Admiral returned to Spain in November 1500, 
it wasn’t as a gift-laden conjurer but stripped of his 
governorship, his hands and feet bound in chains as 
he was led to a show trial.

It was to the family fixer that the fight fell to se-
cure his father’s estate and the royal promise of 1 to 
2 million maravedis in annual rent, a fortune reserved 
for the nobility. Hernando also had to sort out his 
older brother’s sordid titillation after King Fer-
dinand appointed Diego governor of Hispaniola 
and Admiral of the Indies. The case of Isabel de 
Gamboa against Diego, asserting the legitimacy of 
their son – a bastard who might someday become 
Viceroy of the Indies – rumbled up to Europe’s ulti-
mate supreme court, the Vatican. 

Discovery of the Americas was but a launchpad to 
wider planetary exploration. Colum-
bus wanted to prove he could sail to 
the East and round the world. Fol-
lowing the Italian geographer Paolo 
dal Pozzo Toscanelli’s ‘narrow Atlan-
tic’ theory, the Admiral calculated 
the distance from Lisbon to Cathay 
(China) at 6,500 miles.

The so-foreign ways of the New 
World were hard to grasp. Even 
the Admiral’s mind struggled to 
order the flood of new informa-
tion he discovered. It was simpler 
to believe his mission was divine-
ly inspired. Like Noah’s ‘colom-
bo’, the dove, Christopher had 
brought back evidence of land as 
a covenant between God and his people. The end. 

Hernando didn’t think this take on destiny would 
survive the test of time. So he started packaging his 
father’s meandering thoughts into a revised order, 
The Book of Prophecies, to break the family chains. 
He watered down his father’s millenarian theories to 
turn Columbus into the first figure in a new world. 
The pages that didn’t fit the makeover were ripped 
out.

Rather than down to God, in the Life and Deeds of 
the Admiral Hernando attributed his father’s success-
es to “his superhuman discipline, endurance, and 
self-control.” These works also erased the unpalat-
able: the visions the Admiral saw from 1498 and the 
divine revelations that guided father and son on the 

Fourth Voyage. Hernando cut out his father’s attempt 
to profit from the trade in Arawak Indian slaves.

To immortalize the Admiral’s legacy in a universal 
empire, Hernando built a universal library, “a memory 
bank in which the thought of the world was stored… 
capable of making connections through the fog of 
the printed world, of forming a single picture of the 
world...” The son travelled widely to Italy, Belgium, 
England and Germany, devoured works like Thomas 
More’s Utopia, and met the good and the great from 
royalty to the Dutch humanist Erasmus.

The Columbian legacy took the form of 4,200 
books bought in the Low Countries, Germany 
and England, topped up with 1,674 acquired in 
Venice. By the age of 33, Hernando owned one 
of the greatest private libraries in Europe. To 

house his monument, he bought 
a dung heap outside the city 
walls of Seville at the Gate of 
Hercules along the Guadalquivir 
river. From this powerful place 
where Spanish treasure ships 
sailed to and from the Ameri-
cas, visitors could stare across 
the water to the Cartuja de las 
Cuevas, where Columbus’s body 
rested in his tomb in the Capilla 
de Santa Ana. Next to his bones 
were the iron chains that once 
bound him in 1500. The setting 
of Hernando’s library was metic-
ulously symbolic. 

No matter that the edifice was 
not open to the great unwashed. The collection 
was “a doomsday vault that would prevent human 
culture from being lost again on the scale it had at 
the end of the classical period.” It was also the Big 
Data hard-drive of perhaps Hernando’s greatest 
long-term achievement: the compilation of three 
great catalogue guides to the collections, the 
Book of Epitomes, the Book of Materials and the 
Table of Authors and Sciences. With these works 
of synthesis to hand, readers anywhere in the 
world could navigate through the library’s collec-
tions remotely. Hernando had created the world’s 
first networked search engine.

Unlike Columbus’s reputation, the universal library 
– little known until now – had a less glorious end. 
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STEVE MENTZ
Ocean
Bloomsbury Academic, 2020
192 pages, paperback, £8.99

Ocean re-casts humanity not from the land, 
but from the sea. Thoroughly original and 
thought provoking, it bears the hallmarks 

of a classic. Steve Mentz, Professor of English at St 
John’s University in the USA, shows how the oceans 
bring both life and destruction. 80% of us live within 
60 miles of a coast and have needed the sea since 
the very start. Excavations at Pinnacle Point in South 
Africa revealed how maritime resources, including 
fatty acids in fish and shellfish, supported brain devel-
opment before humans walked out of Africa 50,000 
years ago. Only when humankind reached the sea 
did the homo sapien brain evolve to its present 
dimensions. Maybe the idea of the Garden of 
Eden needs replacing by a seacoast of Eden, a 
human diaspora along a Kelp Highway?

At the other extreme of how we engage with 
the ocean, the Martiniquian poet and philosopher 
Édouard Glissant sees the ocean as a site of human 
crimes and imagined retribution, the Atlantic floor 

In 1544 María de Toledo transferred the books 
to the monastery of San Pablo in Seville, where 
Bartolomé de Las Casas used them to write his 
monumental histories of the New World and the 
brutal genocide of its native inhabitants. Then 
in 1552 the library was moved to the Cathedral 
of Seville, where many volumes fell prey to the 
Inquisition as auctor damnatus, condemned au-
thors. Of the original 20,000 volumes, fewer 
than 4,000 survive today. Hernando’s drawings, 
the greatest of the Renaissance, have complete-
ly gone, destroyed by water damage or thrown 
away. The originals of Columbus’s logs are the 
most painful loss. 

Longer term, Hernando’s own vision inspired the 
English philosopher Francis Bacon’s idea of univer-
sal knowledge in his utopian novel New Atlantis, 
while his library served as a blueprint for London’s 
Royal Society. Ultimately, Hernando made sure 
that even if his father was mocked and derided in 
life, the Admiral had the last laugh thanks to his 
creative literary spin. 

sedimented by the drowned human bodies of 
the colonial Middle Passage. And so the Age of 
Man began as the Age of Death with the first Europe-
ans exporting their viruses, wiping out 50-75 million 
people and about 10% of all humans on the planet 
between 1493 and 1650. Out of the slave ship 
emerged the crucible of the global economy 
and ecology that defined the modern era. Ste-
ve Mentz prefers to call this era “wet globaliza-
tion”, rather than Columbian Exchange, because 
“No single mariner, nation, or community fuelled 
those voyages by themselves.”

Chapters hop from classical myths like Odysseus 
building his ship on Calypso’s island to the Pillars 
of Hercules as a boundary and gateway to civilisa-
tion. Emily Dickinson’s poems float alongside the 
birth of swimming, Everard Digbe’s De Arte Natan-
di of 1587, translated as A Short Introduction for to 
Learne to Swimme in 1595, explaining how the art 
preserves men’s lives and purges their skin from 
pollution and uncleanness. 

Ocean is a small title bursting with big ideas about 
the blue mind and blue humanities. Vanessa Daw’s 
enlightening illustrations equally charm and inspire. 
The readers mind is left to wonder wherever it will 
across the deep blue.
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MATTHEW FLINDERS, 
PHILIPPA SANDALL, 
GILLIAN DOOLEY
Trim, the Cartographer’s 
Cat. The Ship’s Cat Who 
Helped Flinders Map 
Australia
Adlard Coles, 
London, 2019
128 pages, 
hardback, £11.69

T he Royal Navy’s 
fervently stiff up-
per lip gave it the 

detached skill to make 
epoch-changing deci-
sions in the blink of a 
cannonball fire. Matthew 
Flinders was just such a 
leader, sailing with Bligh 
after the mutiny on the Bounty in search of breadfruit 
on Tahiti and later finding fame leading three voyag-
es to the southern ocean between 1791 and 1810 
and circumnavigating Australia.

Flinders’s playful out-of-hours soul shines through 
in Trim, the Cartographer’s Cat, a refreshing gem of 
an insight into life at sea in His Majesty’s Navy. The 
good-natured feline was born on HMS Roundabout 
in 1799 on a passage from the Cape of Good Hope 
to Botany Bay and “was consequently an Indian by 
birth”. He remained a trusted friend to Flinders, 
wrecked with him on HMS Porpoise in 1803 and held 
captive together in December by French forces on 
the Isle de France, now Mauritius. There, Trim went 
walkabout in 1804 and never returned.

It was during confinement to the backdrop of the 
first salvos of the Napoleonic Wars that Flinders start-
ed writing his Biographical Tribute to the Memory of 
Trim. The completed manuscript, today preserved in 
the National maritime Museum in Greenwich, dates 
to December 1809. Much loved by captain and 
crews, Trim and his memory clearly soothed Flinders’ 
sanity in captivity. The feline became a supercat or, as 
the book’s authors put it, the original Seafurrer. 

And so this rarest of cats lives on today, remem-
bered for his “signs of superior intelligence” picked 
up by “an education beyond what is usually bestowed 

upon the individuals of his tribe… I 
doubt whether Whittington’s cat, 
of which so much has been said 
and written, was to be compared 
to him.” His only blemish, “I am 
sorry to say it” was that Trim was 
“excessively vain of his person, par-
ticularly of his snow-white feet.”

In an epitaph Flinders fond-
ly describes Trim as “the best 
and most illustrious of his Race, 
– the most affectionate of friends, 
– faithful of servants, and best of 
creatures. He made the Tour of the 
Globe, and a voyage to Australia, 
which he circumnavigated; and was 
ever the delight and pleasure of 
his fellow voyagers… Many a time 

have I beheld his little merriments with delight… 
Never will his like be seen again!” Perhaps Matthew 
Flinders’s joyful spirit shouldn’t come as a surprise. 
He was, after all, inspired to go to sea in the first 
place when he read Robinson Crusoe. 

Most of us would admit never having heard of Mr 
Trim before. Today he has a large fanbase and takes 
his place among the pantheon of famous animals 
alongside the remains of the Mary Rose’s dog and 
Paddington Bear. There are six memorials to Flinders 
and Trim in Australia, Britain and Mauritius from the 
State Library of New South Wales to Euston Sta-
tion in London. Not far from St James’s Churchyard, 
where Matthew Flinders was buried, Mark Richards’ 
memorial was unveiled by Prince William in 2014, no 
doubt with Harry Potter quizzically peering on. 

Trim, the Cartographer’s Cat is a brave hit of a 
book that dares break genres. It is part history, 
part biography of cat and owner and part fiction. 
In ‘My Seafurring Adventures with Matt Flinders’, the 
authors graciously let Trim speak for himself, turning 
the tables on his master by adding his own ‘catog-
raphy’. This joyful book will be enjoyed by anyone 
interested in marine exploration but also, I hope, 
by mother, father and child sharing the joy of an 
intrepid soul mapping Australia as Britain reached 
the peak of Industrial Revolution and Empire. 
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BUDDY LEVY
Labyrinth of Ice. The Triumphant 
& Tragic Greely Polar Expedition
St Martin’s Press, New York, 2019
400 pages, hardback, £13.99

O f all the world’s hills, 
seas and deserts, in 
the second half of the 

19th century the northern Arctic 
Ocean still refused to give up its 
secrets. A stream of British, Euro-
pean and American missions had 
searched and failed, at worst wrecked, marooned 
and forced to cannibalism. Labyrinth of Ice is less 
a story of an ice race and more of an almost dia-
ry-detail account of Adolphus Greely’s mission to-
wards the North Pole for the sake of science. As ever 
in the Arctic, chaos ensues. The bleakness of this 
pursuit of science and waning human lifeforce is 
impressively captured by Buddy Levy, as harsh as 
it can be to read. 

The Lady Franklin Bay Expedition, command-
ed by Lieutenant Greely aboard the 467-ton 
steamship Proteus, had unusual aims. Greely was 
in charge of 200 scientific instruments to be set 
up as the northernmost network of 14 circumpo-
lar research stations encircling the Arctic. What 
must have been one of the first global interdisci-
plinary projects, the brainchild of Austrian explor-
er and physicist Karl Weyprecht, sought to make 
sense of the region’s brutal weather, frozen seas, 
magnetic fields and the aurora borealis, the north-
ern lights. The expeditionary force was internation-
al and included a French-Creole physician, two na-
tive Greenlanders, a Canadian-born photographer 
and a 19-year-old meteorologist. 

The mission was meticulously planned and 
at first all looked hopeful. They had food for 
three years stay, from pork and canned salm-
on to beans, rice, preserved peaches, cranber-
ry sauce and casks of rum to restore body and 
mind. The mission started on a high. On 4 May 
1882, snow blind and exhausted, three of Greely’s 

team, Lieutenant Lockwood, 
Sergeant Brainard and Eskimo 
Fred reached Cape Britannia. 
Four miles closer to the North 
Pole than any man had ever 
been, they planted an American 
flag at the northernmost known 
point of Greenland. Britain had 
been pushed off the map. 

The mission soon splintered 
when Commander Greely set 
off to show his colours and 
head to Cape Sabine, on to 
Ellesmere Island and the uncer-
tain limits of the Arctic Ocean. 
The team travelled 352 miles in 
two weeks, climbed 4,200 feet-

high mountains and excavated two ancient Inuit 
houses, uncovering arrowheads, skinning knives, 
sledge runners and bears’ teeth. Then the ice set 
in, trapping the explorers’ escape and forcing 
them to live off blossoms, seaweed and shrimp. 

The scientists had made it to the desolate 
wasteland between Ellesmere Island and Green-
land having been attacked by wolves, lashed by 
hurricane-force winds, sailed through tempera-
tures 100 degrees below zero and navigating in 
total darkness. The breathing ice groaned to the 
tune of what explorers called the devil’s symphony.

The mission ultimately ended up losing their 
research boat when an iceberg rammed the men, 
throwing the Lady Greely boat in the air against the 
iceberg’s wall, suspended high and dry. The expe-
dition doctor wrote in his journal how the snow, 
fog and dark felt “like a nightmare in one of Edgar 
Allan Poe’s stories.” By May 1884 the men were 
forced to cut strips of sealskin off their clothes and 
boot soles to cook up a thick, gelatinous gruel. 
Others ate caterpillars. 

By the time Lieutenant Colwell’s search and recov-
er mission steamed round the rocky coast of Cape 
Sabine aboard the Bear, 19 men had died; only sev-
en were left. Upon his salvation, Greely whispered, 
“here we are, dying like men. Did what I came to 
do - beat the record” and collapsed. 

Greely’s rescue was a global sensation. Nearly 
every major newspaper in the United States ran 
stories celebrating the courage and devastating 
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tragedy. The New York Herald praised Greely’s 
heroic achievement, with Sir George Nares calling 
his achievement “the longest stride yet toward a 
knowledge of the Arctic mysteries.” Queen Victo-
ria cabled her congratulations to President Arthur. 

The survivors were regaled with a banquet, pa-
rade and welcome-home rally, while the rescuers 
received a patriotic 21-gun salute at Fort Colum-
bus. Then the mood darkened when the papers 
turned to scandal and the accusation that at Camp 
Clay some members of the Greely Expedition had 
turned to cannibalism. 

Only in later life was Greely acknowledged as 
an American hero. On his 91st birthday in 1935, 
he was tucking into cake at his Georgetown home 
when a military band appeared and George H. 
Dern, the Secretary of War, marched in and pinned 
on his lapel the Congressional Medal of Honor 
“For conspicuous gallantry and intre-
pidity in actions, at the risk of his own 
life above and beyond the call of duty, 
and a life of splendid public service.” 
Seven decades after joining the 
army, Major General Greely was 
a national treasure.

Karl Weyprecht’s revolution-
ary aim for the Lady Franklin 
Bay Expedition was to set up 
the International Polar Year, 
an international cooperative 
of a dozen weather stations 
“around the entire Arctic re-
gion to record simultaneously 
observations relating to var-
ious branches of physics and 
meteorology, and also botany, 
zoology, and geology.” Despite 
its tragedy, the Greely expedi-
tion led to a two-volume report 
of 1,300 pages stuffed with 
scientific data. It featured dra-
matic photographs, meticulous sketches, maps 
of the expedition’s discoveries on Ellesmere Is-
land and Greenland, and hundreds of charts and 
records. 

The contributions of Greely and his team still 
have a lasting impact today having created a pre-
cise baseline for scientists to consult and compare 

GARETH RUSSELL
Ship of Dreams. The Sinking of the Titanic 
and the End of the Edwardian Era
William Collins, London, 2020
464 pages, paperback, £9.99

I f you prefer romance to fact, turn 
away now as Gareth Russell rubbish-
es the “exceptionalism of the Titan-

ic”. The ship of dreams may outstrip in 
fame Cleopatra’s barge, the Mayflow-
er, Lusitania and maybe Noah’s Ark, 

but in the harsh light of day 
Titanic was neither the only 
great seafaring tragedy of the 
Edwardian era, nor arguably 
the most important. After all, 
two years later the Empress of 
Ireland sank with the loss of over 
a thousand lives, while the torpe-
doing of the Lusitania in 1915 off 
Ireland had a far deeper political 
impact.

So how has Titanic bewitched 
us for over a century? “There is 
an enduring sense that what hap-
pened to the Titanic in April 1912 
was somehow totemic… woven 
into a political debate over the 
future of the United Kingdom. 
The Titanic, like her sister ships, 

was a child of Anglo-American capitalism,” Ship of 
Dreams argues. Instead, as a cultural touchstone and 
looking glass Gareth Russell plunges into the world 
of privilege. The book looks at the Titanic’s sinking 
“as a fin de siècle, with a deliberate exploration of 
the voyage as a microcosm of the unsettled world of 
the Edwardian upper classes.”

against hourly and daily records for 1881-1883, 
proving the existence and fear of global warm-
ing. Fort Conger, where most of Greeley’s scien-
tific work took place is now part of Quttinirpaaq 
National Park of Canada, Nunavat, and a Cana-
dian Federal Heritage building. This is a fitting 
legacy for the price of progress and the pain of 
a commander who held many of his men in his 
arms as they whispered their last words
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Ship of Dreams sets Titanic 
amidst a changing era. The new 
wealth created by the Industri-
al Revolution and expansion of 
the British Empire and American 
economy was not keeping stride 
with changing class systems. To 
understand the social sunset play-
ing out across the Atlantic in 1912, 
Gareth Russell deep dives into the 
biographies of six first-class pas-
sengers and their families: a British 
aristocrat (Noëlle Leslie, countess 
of Rothes), a patriotic maritime ar-
chitect (Thomas Andrews, manag-
ing director of Harland and Wolff 
in Belfast), an American plutocrat 
(John Thayer, vice president of the 
Pennsylvania Railroad) and his son, a 
first-generation American philanthro-
pist (Ida Straus) and one of the first 
movie stars (Dorothy Gibson). 

Ultimately, most of the high and mighty were out 
of step with the social changes afoot, so that some 
passengers “belatedly guessed that a crisis was 
looming when they realized that some of the people 
standing next to them on the Promenade Deck were 
from Third Class.” The equality of death on Titanic 
and low, middle and upper class forced to share des-
perate lifeboats, was a great equalizer. As Dr Charles 
Pankhurst put it, “Grand men, charming women, 
beautiful babies, all became horrible in the midst of 
the glittering splendor of a ten million dollar casket!” 

Titanic’s plight, the haunting image of steerage 
passengers blocked from a fair chance of escape, 
fuelled a conspiracy-heavy view of society on the 
eve of World War I. The new British Seafarers’ 
trade union saw in the sinking proof that “the rul-
ing class rob and plunder the people all the time, 
and the Inquiry has shown that they have no scru-
ples in taking advantage of death and disaster. 
Who needs sharks?” 

Ship of Dreams rolls back time to give an often 
intimate, gritty, cinematic look into personal views of 
the Titanic’s last days as witnessed by a select cast. 
Gareth Russell’s excellent research does not gloss. 
There is no need. The facts are more compelling than 
any fiction.  

JO FRANCES PENN
The Dark Queen
 Curl Up Press, 2019
14 pages, ebook, $0.99

Can’t sleep, need distrac-
tion? The Dark Queen by 
Jo Frances Penn will trans-

port you to a stormy Alexandria in 
Egypt. As a season’s underwater 
excavation comes to a close, Lara 
is desperate for one last dive be-
fore silt blankets the seabed and 
what lies below. 

Into the murky water she dives 
with Khalid to a world layered by 
myth and brutal history, a mystical 
force pulling her towards a sunken 

temple and cemetery. Thonis-Heraklion 
doesn’t just hide stunning ancient dis-
coveries, it is also said to be haunted by 
a powerful queen, to this day trapped 

inside a statue and flooded “to keep her eternal rage 
captive.”

What will Lara discover? Are the unknown shallows 
more threatening than Khalid’s ulterior motives for 
joining her?

This is a very short dark thriller, at 14 pages suited 
to a late night story for the brave of heart and adults 
only. The Dark Queen, blending travel, psychology 
and the supernatural, showcases how marine archae-
ology transcends science to inspire art and literature: 
Jo Frances Penn’s tale is based on the Sunken Egypt 
exhibition held at the British Museum in 2016. 

ANDREW MAYNE
The Girl Beneath the Sea
Thomas & Mercer, 2020
328 pages, paperback, $7.99

M agician, illusion designer, author and film-
maker Andrew Mayne’s latest crime thriller 
is set amidst Florida’s Treasure Coast. Trou-

ble stalks Sloan McPherson. On paper she may look 
like a crack diver working for the Lauderdale Shores 
PD to recover corpses and sunken forensics from Flor-
ida’s waters, but she’s labelled as trouble. 

Or rather her treasure hunting family, obsessed with 
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BEN FORD, JESSI HALLIGAN 
& ALEXIS CATSAMBIS
Our Blue Planet. An Introduction 
to Maritime and Underwater Archaeology
Oxford University Press, 2020
454 pages, 160 illustrations, hardback £81

O ur Blue Planet is a mighty ambitious text-
book that seeks to “introduce basic archae-
ological terms and concepts” and to offer 

“an avenue into the professional literature through… 
major research themes pursued by modern maritime 
and underwater archaeologists.” 

To help readers make sense of how maritime ar-
chaeology writes knowledge about the past and the 
world around us, the authors put forward ten Big 
Questions. These range from when and how mari-
time societies emerged to what types of sites exist 
and how they differ in what they can teach us about 
the past? Other key questions include what informa-
tion can be gained from inundated landscapes and 
submerged terrestrial sites, what kind of information 
ship and aircraft wrecks hold and how maritime peo-
ple shape world history? To cover this giant roadm-
ap, Our Blue Planet is subdivided into four parts: 
Studying the Watery World; Archaeological Methods 
Underwater; Human Adaptations to Watery Worlds; 
and Preserving our Maritime Heritage. 

There is much to admire in scope and coralling a 
rich and diverse field under one cover. This is a per-
fect vehicle for undergraduates looking for a thor-
ough guide 
to the 
what, why 
and how of 
m a r i t i m e 
archaeolo-
gy. Current, 

the 1622 Spanish 
fleet, is branded 
as dubious. Sloan 
first snorkelled 
over a wreck, the 
Copenhagen, at 
the age of six off 
Pompano Beach. 
Growing up was a 
helter-skelter ride 
thanks to her lousy 
businessman of a 
treasure hunting 
father “who spent 
our last dime in 
his crazy pursuit”. 

Growing up, the 
brother’s Mustang 
was repossessed 

to pay the bills. Sloan walks the line of respecting 
where she came from, while rejecting the lure of 
gold in favour of science and the PhD in archaeol-
ogy she’s writing. 

Diving off Palm Beach can turn up anything from 
dinosaur fossils and mammoth bones to remains of 
Native American Tequesta Indians and dead people. 
After finding a woman’s body, Sloan finds herself a 
chief witness in a murder hunt. With her McPherson 
family hot temper and profiled as a loner who chooses 
to dive solo, Sloan is centre stage in a homicide inves-
tigation. But something smells fishy. Why have legions 
of DEA, Customs, FBI, BSO and PBSO crawled out of 
the woodwork? 

To prove her innocence and solve a high-stakes 
political crime, Sloan is forced to team up with odd 
bedfellows from George Solar, an enforcement con-
sultant and most-hated in the McPherson family for 
sending Uncle Karl to prison, to her flaky father. Div-
ing as the Underwater Investigation Unit from his re-
search boat, Fortunes Fool, a powerful consortium is 
exposed linking drugs, cartels, dodgy politicians and 
half a billion dollars lost somewhere off Florida that 
could put judges and politicians behind bars. 

Only if tropical Storm Baker doesn’t sink their plans 
first and if her father can stay distracted from chasing 
the sterncastle of the Spanish fleet’s Atocha, where he 
thinks over a billion dollars of Muzo emeralds mined in 
Colombia await discovery. 
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knowledgeable and peppered with a creative set of 
iconic images, this book is a perfect launchpad for 
students’ tentative first steps. It successfully demys-
tifies the complexities about finding, surveying, 
excavating and interpreting prehistoric camps, 
wrecks and ports below and above the waterline.  

Sections on the art of surveying for sites, from 
swimline surveys to harnessing the power of Autono-
mous Underwater Vehicles and multibeams, are spot 
on. A chapter on Exploration, Colonalization, Trade, 
and Extraction, with a postmodern leap between 
Plato’s frogs and 9/11, ranges widely from Mersa 
Gawasis in Egypt c. 2500 BC to the Basque whaling 
galleon the San Juan in 16th-century Canada. The 25 
panels of personal testimonies, written by the likes of 
George Bass, Pilar Luna Erreguerena, Dolores Elkin, 
Aniruddh Gaur and Ehud Galili, are smart additions 
that lend human colour and invaluable experience. 
Would-be maritime archaeologists are left with much 
to ponder.

Our Blue Planet has its quirks. Because of the 
authors’ passion, the facemask can be too close to 
the seabed. For instance, a section on Document-
ing and Excavating Underwater Sites tells us that 
“A fundamental aspect of maritime archaeology is 
to understand how maritime people perceived and 
interact with the water. Yet, we all see water in our 
own way – a way influenced by our personal interac-
tions with water, and, more powerfully, through how 
our culture and subculture interacts with water. Think 
about all of the stories you have read about water 
and seafaring, all of the warnings you received about 
water (‘don’t swim for at least 30 minutes after you 
eat, or…’), and all of the other subtle and not-so-sub-
tle ways that the people around you have influenced 
your perception of different types of water bodies.” 
Is this personal meandering especially useful?  

Our Blue Planet is to be applauded for stepping 
away from dry approaches about what we do, but 
some areas are sacred for good reason. All students 
need to learn how George Bass kickstarted the disci-
pline through his excavation in 1960 of a Late Bronze 
Age trader off Cape Gelidonya in Turkey and how 
the full excavation in 1969-1972 of a late 4th-century 
BC Hellenistic trader off Kyrenia in northern Cyprus 
set key scientific standards. 

Here these steppingstones are whitewashed from 
time. Instead, maritime archaeology starts in 2007 

with Odyssey Marine Exploration recovering the 
Spanish frigate the Mercedes, blown up by the Eng-
lish Navy off southern Portugal in 1804. The wreck’s 
modern salvage, we are told, “left large areas of very 
obvious damage to the vessel, severely limiting the 
research potential of the vessel.” While ethics is in-
creasingly central to the discipline, objective influ-
encers needs to be wary of indoctrination and play-
ing to the political gallery. Fresh waves of students 
should to be allowed to think for themselves. 

Overall, Our Blue Planet is a mighty feast – albeit 
wordy – of a treatment of the wonders of the seas. 
From the prehistory of the Great Lakes to Neolith-
ic Atlit in Israel, site formation analysis to shanties 
and tattooing, Roman Caesarea to medieval Bergen 
and early modern San Francisco and Bronislaw Mal-
inowski to Clive Cussler, this book is the exact go-to 
tome Wreckwatch wishes existed when its team were 
undergraduates. It informs, educates and inspires, 
always emphasizing that it is not the doing but the 
understanding and making sense of artefacts, sites 
and history – “from things to behavior” – that is the 
ultimate goal of what we do. 
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