Raising a Legend
A critical evaluation of the excavation of the Queen Anne’s Revenge

The Queen Discovered
In June of 1718, the dread pirate Blackbeard made a decision that was devastating to his crew. His 200-ton, filly rigged shop and its up to 300 strong crew ran aground near the Beaufort Inlet in North Carolina. With its crew disbanded and its captain killed just 5 months later, the immense Queen Anne’s Revenge was left undisturbed for the next 278 years, thought lost to history until Intersal Inc. rediscovered her remains. In the following essay, I will be examining the process of excavating her, from identifying the site analysis of the materials found as well as critically evaluating the methods used with reference to other studies and critiques of the process. (Childs, 2017) (Minister, 2019)
	I will note that some stages happened in conjunction with one another, such as the conservation and excavation stages. Many of these stages happened in conjunction with one another due to the still ongoing efforts in the Queen Anne’s Revenge Project (QAR Project). I will be considering these stages individually in order to best evaluate their effectiveness, though I will at points compare older with newer processes.
	The excavation was overseen by the North Carolina Division of Archives and History’s Office of State Archaeology, and conducted by a team of archaeologists and conservators, many from the University of East Carolina.
Stage 1: Survey
	The first stage of the process was surveying the site. The team employed a number of different methods for this, from high tech sonar equipment to simply doing so by hand. (Lusardi, 2000)
	The survey was conducted first with the use of the SHARPs system. This system, used for 2 days in 1997, posed a number of issues for the team during surveying. The majority of the issues occurred on the first day, with the team finding that, when the system was set to a trigger that was controlled manually by a diver, the points it recorded did not match up with those recorded by hand. Comparatively, when SHARPs was used on the 2nd day with the settings adjusted to constant transmission fed back far more accurate results. Being that they were restricted to two days there was no chance for the team to retake their measurements. An issue with SHARPS was also found in the limitations of analysis technology for the time, requiring many hours of work despite purpose-built software. (Cantelas, 1997)
	I do not consider this an efficient or effective portion of the excavation, though the second day of work did produce an outline of the site. Cantelas (1997) makes it clear that a careful benefit/cost analysis would have to be undertaken before it was employed again. I would further this opinion however, in that I believe the hand recording the team were using provided a more accurate and time efficient method, despite its heightened cost/time spent in the water and potential for error. There were much more effective means of surveying developed later, such as the sonar and diver analysis used in a later report by the team. (Wilde-Ramsing, 2007)
	Later, after the 2004 hurricane Charlie, the team conducted a series of dives in order to construct a photo mosaic. This was not the first attempt by the team, as in 2003 two attempts had been cancelled due to weather conditions. This necessity for multiple dives shows one of the issues with constructing photo mosaics with underwater sites. A photo mosaic can be invaluable for mapping out a site, but the strong tides and winds would move the reference grid used in the process. This would compromise the accuracy of the mosaic. Poor visibility would also be a hampering factor, as the team found towards the end of the week. While they were able to complete most of their work that point, on the final day they were unable to capture any more images and had to simply collect their equipment and finish the project for the week.
	Overall this was a successful stage, however a distinct issue that was found was that over time the site was realised to be larger than initially thought. The area of the site widened over and over again, but the initial failure to identify the full extent of the site resulted in potential cross contamination issues, as water dredges had been discharged into the area over time.
Stage 2: Digging
Once initial surveying was complete, Stage 2 came in the form of excavation. The team used standard practices for this stage, including water dredges. (Butler, 2000)
	The QAR Project field team at first concentrated their efforts in excavation on the larger area of the deposit. This was done because of the relative ease with which the items could be recovered from the larger area. This proved to be an efficient way to conduct the excavation. It was decided that a full recovery of the site needed to be conducted. The rational behind this was largely to do with the likelihood of losing the site given the weather of the area. This was not the most financially sound decision that the team could have made. It could be argued that a partial recovery would have been a better idea, as then there would be more resources available to other sites in North Carolina. However, the QAR project has a lot more to be gained than most archaeological sites, given the potential for increased tourism. This in turn will feed money back into the economy and allow for further archaeological investigations. It will also increase interest in the work of archaeologists and conservation which will again contribute to future investigations. Because of this,	 full recovery becomes a good, if more labour intensive and expensive option.
	In 2013 the decision was made to focus on the main pile, a large concretion on the site comprised of a number of iron objects and ballast rocks. This decision was made in part due to the concern for the safety of the divers, as the main pile contributed highly to increased incidents of eddies in the water. It was also decided on as there was a large section of the hull trapped beneath it. In the interest of preserving as much of the original vessel as possible, it became necessary to save the hull. A final reason behind the concretion’s complete removal was because of the conservation efforts taking place on land. The lab was becoming overwhelmed by the wealth of artefacts that the dive team was sending to them. The objects in the pile was more difficult to excavate thanks to the concretion that joined them. This slowed the process of recovering the artefacts, allowing them to process the backlog of artefacts before the next high importance artefact came through.
	The decision was not without its issues. There was an ecological concern with extracting the main pile. In the 300 years of submersion, the pile had become a site for the local sea life, contributing to their eco system. There is no mention of this in their decision-making process, but there were no endangered species that were part of the ecosystem around it. While not an ideal situation, the benefits of recovering the hull and concretion outweighed disruption to the sea life that would need to adapt.
	Pneumatic tools were decided as the most efficient way of excavating the pile. The tools used had the ability to cause serious damage to the concretion if the team failed to use them properly. Because of this risk, several precautions were taken, the most notable of them being the use of three-person teams. This requires more divers, which can be argued as being a waste when there were other tasks that could have been completed. However, it was an important compromise to make, as the three-person team ensured that there was no damage to the artefacts within the concretion through the use of someone able to give precise instructions to the person operating the tool.
	They also utilised a water dredge in this part of the excavation. A water dredge had been used previously to clear sediment. This time however, due to the nature of the concretion, the team decided to use a 6.4mm sluice screen as part of the process. This was designed to ensure that none of the smaller artefacts were lost during the process. This proved to be an effective method of keeping the water clear of the sediment, but also of preventing small items being lost. The size of the screen could be criticised, as any items smaller than 6.4mm, such as leather fragments or smaller pieces of glass, would escape. In anticipation of this, the dredge contained a length of carpet. This carpet was designed to catch the smaller but denser items brought through. It proved itself to be effective in the case of mercury spheres that were discovered. Between each section the dredge was used it, the carpet would be removed and rinsed multiple times. Anything collected from this would be used as a saved and examined later. The concern of cross contamination remained however, as there was no way to ensure that the carpet was completely free of sediment before reuse. (Price, 2016)
	The decision to excavate the main pile is one that is very well considered, and all necessary precautions appear to have been taken. Instigating this tactic sooner might have been an improvement for the team, but overall it did not compromise the effectiveness of the excavation. (Morris, 2018)
Stage 3: Keeping it Together
	Stage 3 started the conservation efforts. The first of the QAR Project lab reports was published in August 2002 and continue to 2012. This gives us a 10 year window into their efforts to preserve the hundreds of items sent to them by the field team. Sarah Watkins-Kenney currently leads the lab and conservation efforts.
	A key part of conservation was identification. The team used X-ray in order to identify some artefacts of interest in the near 7000 concretion examples found (Welsh & Wilde-Ramsing, 2008). This was a very effective method of dedicating time and priority to the areas of the most interesting or degradable finds. The use of x-ray was one of the best ways to understand what was hiding within the concretion, as it was a non-destructive technique. The non-destructive aspect of this continued to be a priority for the team, shown through the research conducted by them. The dedication to advancing techniques is an important part of the conservation process, and has been done very effectively in the case of the chemical characterisation research that was done on pottery sherds. The report published on the matter was by no means definitive, however the research done did open up the potential for more work. Given the planned full recovery of the ship, the methods used would make reconstruction of the sherds in their original form a far easier task. This is a part of conservation that can be overlooked, but the team of the QAR project made a concerted effort to advance their knowledge  (Schleicher, et al., 2008). (Welsh, et al., 2012)
	Part of the conservation of objects from the QAR site is the storage of them. Textiles in archaeology and rare and hard to store, made more so when the textiles have been in marine environments with iron around them. Initially, a number of fragments of textile found at the site were stored in the same container, which resulted in damage through friction against one another, and distortion through laying against one another. This could easily have irreparably compromised the samples. The QAR conservation team have been very introspective about the issues they have faced in conserving the textiles however. Focht (2008) not only brought attention to this issue, she named a handful of other incidents and made numerous suggestions to help remedy the problems with textile storage.
	The initial attempt at conservation seemed to be a victim of its time, with advances not having been made enough to truly do the artefacts justice. The concretion that surrounded many artefacts, despite slowing down the processing of the artefacts, actually helped in some sense, as it delayed the process and gave technology the chance to catch up. The team have also maximised them opportunities since the start of the investigation, using their current resources, as in the inventive way the team used to process fabric without touching it in Focht 2008, to achieve what was best for the artefacts they were dealing with.
Stage 4: Information Dissemination
Stage 4 became the dissemination of information related to the QAR project. Here the team has excelled. The full range of their reports can be found on their website, as well as a list of publications that relate to it. This Is a tactic that cannot be faulted, as it serves several purposes. 
	Publishing the data on their website makes it freely available to all that want it. Rather than hiding the information away from all but those in an academic setting, or those that can afford to pay for it. This gives an unfettered view of how nautical archaeology is conducted and how conservation works. The next generation of archaeologists could find their passion through reading it.
	The freely available data will help stimulate more research into both pirates and shipwrecks. This in turn will lead to better techniques when it comes to future parts of the excavation and conservation. By using the techniques described as a starting point, companies may see a niche that needs to be filled, and thus produce exciting and useful technologies that could revolutionise the industry. (Crette, et al., 2013)
	Finally, it sets a standard for future excavations and the information gathered during them. This will hopefully encourage far more openness and public access to the process of archaeology and conservation.
	The project offers tours of their lab for fees. This could be seen as a method of profiting from the archaeology of the site. However, the profitability of the site is a hugely important factor in the initial excavation and the present conservation of it. If there was no interest in the site initially, be it for monetary gain or otherwise, it would be hard to convince people to become involved or finance the project. The revenue gained from the tours are an important source of income for the project. Using this income, the project can conduct further excavations and conservation.
	The dissemination of information is one of the strongest parts of the excavation. It is a model of how it should be conducted, and how information should be freely available for everyone, but also of how letting people into the lab can be beneficial to both the visitors and those involved with the project.
Conclusions
	Overall, the excavation was a successful demonstration of archaeological methodology in underwater environments. While there were issues, the QAR Project team took every precaution possible to maintain the integrity of the excavation and conservation of the Queen Anne’s Revenge. This is a very good indicator of the future of the QAR Project, and with the correct funding a fully recovered ship is a real possibility.
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