DIVERS DISCOVER LIKELY REMAINS OF BLACKBEARD'S SHIP
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Blackbeard, the most ruthless and bloodthirsty pirate ever to sail the high seas, was dealt a rare setback by a summer squall in June 1718. His flagship, the Queen Anne's Revenge, plowed into a sandbar off the North Carolina coast, forcing the buccaneer and his crew to abandon ship.

Though the general location of that wreck has long been known, the precise final resting place of Queen Anne's Revenge - and, with it, part of the Blackbeard legend - was lost to the shifting sands and seas for 278 years.

But after a decade of searching, a private group of archaeologists now says it is almost certain it has found what's left of Blackbeard's 103-foot-long, 200-ton pirate ship, discovered about two miles offshore near Beaufort Inlet.

The team announced its findings this week at a news conference with officials at the state Division of Archives and History. No treasure has been found, nor is any anticipated, for Blackbeard was not one to relinquish his ill-gotten gains under any circumstances. But divers have retrieved several priceless artifacts, including a well-preserved ship's bell, a 24-pound cannonball and a bronze barrel from a short gun called a blunderbuss.

"We've not found the smoking blunderbuss yet," said Jeffrey Crow, director of the state Division of Archives and History. "But we have found enough artifacts so far that we do associate it with Blackbeard."

Because the wreckage was found in state waters, the state will retain legal ownership of the ship and any artifacts that are excavated.

"In my opinion, this may be the most important archaeological site ever found in the New World," said Phil Masters, president of Intersal Inc., the firm of shipwreck hunters that tracked down the vessel. "We don't expect Queen Anne's Revenge to be a major treasure wreck, but historically, we can't think of anything more relevant."

The Queen Anne's Revenge, originally christened the Concorde, was built by the British around 1710. After voyages to South America, Africa and the Caribbean, it changed hands several times among French, Spanish and British merchants.

Blackbeard, an Englishman whose real name was Edward Teach, captured the ship in 1717 and renamed it. Blackbeard commanded Queen Anne's Revenge for only seven months, but during that time he used it to commit some of his most notorious exploits, capturing at least 20 ships and raiding privateers from the Caribbean to New England. In May 1718, Blackbeard and his gang blockaded Charleston, S.C., for a week.

It is said that Blackbeard never actually had to kill anyone in battle, because his victims so feared his reputation that they always surrendered. He often boasted that he was "the Devil's brother," and he looked the part.

A brute of a man, he wore six pistols and six swords strapped to his hulking body and twisted his bushy black beard into pigtails. He would light slow-burning wooden matches and stick them under his hat so that his head looked like it was smoking. In June 1718, Teach was sailing toward Beaufort Inlet when the Queen Anne's Revenge ran aground on a sandbar.

Blackbeard and his crew gathered their treasure and transferred to another pirate sloop, but not before another of his ships, the Adventure, also ran aground and had to be abandoned. The Adventure still has not been found, but it is believed to have sunk within three-quarters of a mile of the Queen Anne's Revenge. Five months after the grounding, two Royal Navy ships commissioned by Virginia's governor caught Blackbeard by surprise off Ocracoke Island. In a bloody fight Blackbeard was killed, but not before he sustained a reported five gunshot wounds and 20 stab wounds. Afterward, he was beheaded.

The search for Blackbeard's ship began a decade ago for Intersal, a group of private investors based in Boca Raton, Fla. The group applied for a permit in 1988 to search six miles of coastline near Beaufort. Using electronic searching instruments, Intersal surveyed the sea bottom and identified more than 30 spots that had the potential to be shipwrecks. A lack of money slowed progress, but one by one, most of the sites were eliminated. Finally, on Nov. 21, 1996, its last scheduled day of operations for the season, Intersal divers found a shipwreck: a mound of rusty cannons in about 20 feet of murky water.

Maritime historians have long suspected that the Queen Anne's Revenge sank near Beaufort Inlet, but finding it was another matter. "I've been expecting somebody to find it for 15 years," said David Moore, a nautical archaeologist for the North Carolina Maritime Museum in Beaufort, who consulted with Intersal on its search.

"It's pretty much in the area where I was expecting it to be, although I would have thought it would have worked its way into the sand more."

Divers spent only an hour examining the site before deciding to leave the wreckage undisturbed until this spring, when better weather will make excavation easier.

They did bring a handful of artifacts to the surface that suggest the ship was in fact the Queen Anne's Revenge. Chief among them is the foot-tall ship's bell, which was forged in bronze and bears the date "1709" and the inscription "IHS MARIA," which state historians believe is a Spanish or Portuguese reference to Jesus and Mary.

Intersal is forming a non-profit company, the Maritime Research Institute, to collaborate with state officials on how to preserve the ship for public display.
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No one believes Blackbeard the pirate left any treasure on his flagship when she sank on a sandbar in 1718, but a pile of rusty cannons, rotted anchors and encrusted artifacts discovered here is proving to be booty worthy of a 20th-century buccaneer.

State archaeologists concede that only "circumstantial evidence" has identified the wreckage as the pirate's vessel, Queen Anne's Revenge. Nonetheless, state officials feel that Blackbeard's aura, already strong along the eastern North Carolina coast, could attract millions of dollars.

Seaside communities are scrambling for a piece of a tourist bonanza. The state has loosened purse strings for its little-known underwater archaeology department. A hard-luck salvage company, backed by new cash, heads back into Beaufort Inlet this week to look for real treasure.

"We want lots more money," said Betty Ray McCain, secretary of the North Carolina Department of Cultural Resources, who led a tour of the site the week before last. "I think they'll spend what it takes" to complete the salvage operation, she said of the state Legislature.

"We already have tourists coming because of this," McCain said.

She announced the creation of a "Pirate's Trail," along eastern North Carolina, where Blackbeard may have spent no more than six months before being slain in a battle with U.S. naval forces in 1718.

For Intersal, the company that found the wreckage on the last day of its state diving permit, the discovery brought new life to an operation suspended three times in the last decade for legal and financial reasons.

"The money problems we had in 1996 are no longer," said its president, Phil Masters. The company has spent $300,000 so far searching for Blackbeard's flagship and a Spanish vessel lost three decades later in a storm in the same area. The ship, El Salvador, was reputed to be carrying 240,000 gold pesos.

Masters said he was quitting his job at Kennedy Electric Supply Corp. in New York City to look full time for Adventure, a sister ship to Queen Anne's Revenge, and El Salvador.

Masters is negotiating a memorandum of understanding with the state for the book and video rights to the Blackbeard wreck, with permission to reproduce and sell replicas of artifacts.

By voluntarily giving all material to North Carolina and cooperating in the diving, Masters said he expected an extension of his permit to search for El Salvador. Intersal's El Salvador permit allows the company to keep 75 percent of everything it finds; the state gets the rest.
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More than three centuries after a fleet of French warships and pirate ships struck a coral reef off Venezuela and sank, an American explorer thinks he has found part of the wreckage and its treasures.

If so, it would be only the second documented discovery of a pirate shipwreck in the world, said the finder, Barry Clifford, of Cape Cod, Mass.

Clifford said he found the wreckage of two ships under 30 feet of water on a four-day expedition this week. The team included Maxwell Kennedy, son of the late Robert F. Kennedy, and two of his college chums - the sons of authors Norman Mailer and Stanley Karnow, both named Michael.

"We weren't sure we were going to find anything at all, and when I got to the other side of the reef it was like a shipwreck graveyard," said Clifford, a full-time salvager with a special interest in pirate ships. "Cannons were lying all over the place."

Clifford thinks the wrecks were part of a fleet of 35 French warships and pirate ships sailing past Las Aves Islands off Venezuela's coast in May 1678 on a mission to conquer the Dutch island of Curacao.

He said one probably is a French warship and might even be the flagship Le Terrible that was commanded by a French count. It was surrounded by bronze cannons, jars, buttons and tangled pieces of ornate bronze that might be from the count's cabin.

The identity of the other vessel is unclear, although Clifford thinks it may be a pirate ship because it was surrounded by iron cannons.

Kenneth Kinkor, an expert on pirates who works with Clifford, said the disaster occurred when the count's ship hit a coral reef in heavy seas and fired cannons as a warning.

The other captains mistakenly thought it was a signal that the Dutch were attacking and rushed toward Le Terrible, crashing into the reefs themselves.

Up to 18 ships laden with bronze cannons, swords, gold and silver sank and about 500 men drowned.

Ten of the ships that sank probably were French warships, three or four were pirate ships and the identity of the others is not clear from historical records, Kinkor said.

About 1,200 men made it to bug-infested Las Aves Islands. Over the next three months, about half died from hunger and disease. The rest were taken prisoner by the Dutch and exchanged for Dutch prisoners.

Clifford said there is little doubt the ships belong to the fleet because there are no historical records of another major sinking in the area other than a 17th-century pearl ship from nearby Margarita Island, two modern freighters and a modern sailboat.

He said he expects to be able to find the other ships in the fleet fairly easily because they sank within a half-mile of one another. He plans to return to Venezuela in August with large research vessels.

"It would be very exciting" if the wreckages were from the fleet, David Cordingly, one of the top pirate experts in the world, said in a telephone interview from London. "All these wrecks that involve ships of that period tend to be accompanied by a considerable amount of treasure."

Clifford was led to the wreck site by Venezuelan explorer Charles Brewer Carias, who said he first saw some of the ships 32 years ago. A Venezuelan conch fisherman who told Clifford he has seen hundreds of "pipes" - probably cannons - on the sea floor also helped guide him.

The exploration dive itself nearly ended in disaster when Clifford, Kennedy, the fisherman and Venezuelan explorer Charles Brewer-Carias were battered by strong currents when they swam over razor-sharp coral reefs in shallow water to reach the wrecks.

The waters also were infested with sharks and barracudas, including one that bit part of the wood stairs off the stern of one of their boats, Clifford said.

Clifford found the first documented wreckage of a pirate ship in 1984, when he discovered the Whydah off Cape Cod.

Last year, explorers claimed they found the wreck of Blackbeard's ship off the coast of North Carolina. But Clifford and other shipwreck-hunters doubt the vessel is the Queen Anne's Revenge.
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