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War of 1812 ship may be in Patuxent muck  

Remnants of Chesapeake Flotilla flagship Scorpion may be in river muck 
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By E.B. FURGURSON III, Staff Writer 

 

"C.W."  

Those initials, carved on the side of a tin-plated 

grog cup, might be the best clue archaeologists have 

that they have found the resting place of 

Commodore Joshua Barney's War of 1812 flagship, 

the Scorpion. 

That cup was pulled from the muck of the Patuxent 

River in 1980. 

C.W., historians and archaeologists believe, was 

Caesar Wentworth, an African-American cook who 

was transferred to the flotilla's flagship during the 

summer of 1814. He was the only one of the 900 

men serving in the flotilla with those initials. 

Archaeologists and naval historians think they have 

found the remnants of the Chesapeake Flotilla, a 

mosquito navy of barges and small shallow-draft 

boats cobbled together in Maryland to pester the 

mighty British navy in the Chesapeake Bay during 

the war.  

For the past few weeks teams of divers from the U.S. Navy History and Heritage Command and 

a contractor hired by Maryland Historical Trust and State Highway Administration have been 

working from rafted barges slowly sucking up muck to get to what they believe to be the 

Scorpion. 

All they will do - they hope by 

Sunday, when their work is slated to stop for the season - is try to verify if the wreck is indeed 

the Scorpion.  
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Joshua McKerrow ð The Capital U.S. Navy diver 

Bridget Johnson emerges yesterday from the murky 

Patuxent River after an hour-long underwater shift 

trying to uncover the Scorpion. Teams of divers have 

been working 12 hours a day, seven days a week on 

the site in the river near Waysons Corner. 
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If funding comes through, they hope to return to fully investigate the site two years from now, 

making it a centerpiece of the bicentennial celebration of the War of 1812. 

After battling British forces in the Battle of St. Leonard's Creek in the Patuxent River, Barney's 

flotilla moved up the Patuxent as the British gave chase on the water, and quickly approached 

Washington by land. 

Barney gave orders that the remaining 15 or so boats in the flotilla were to be scuttled should the 

British discover them upstream. On Aug. 22, 1814, British troops camped at Pig Point, 

surrounded by today's Jug Bay Wetlands Sanctuary, saw explosions upstream. 

"Like elephants in a row, end to end, they said," state Underwater Archaeologist Susan Langley 

said. "We think the Scorpion was one of them." 

The British commander thought he saw the flagship ahead above Pig Point, but when he came 

closer he saw the boat ablaze, then blown to smithereens. Then the other boats, all ablaze, began 

to blow up. The small flotilla, which had engaged the royal navy for weeks during the summer of 

1814, sank to the bottom. 

Commodore Barney took off to help defend Washington. 

"Making a bold decision following scuttling his flotilla, Barney marched his men to the Battle of 

Bladensburg, the final bastion of resistance prior to the eventual conflagration of Washington on 

Aug. 24, '15," said Adm. Jay DeLoach, director of the Naval History and Heritage Command. 

The British moved on to burn the capital city and the White House. Barney was wounded by a 

bullet in the thigh and captured. The bullet was never removed and he died of complications 

related to the wound four years later. 

Scorpion's story 

And now his flagship, a 49-foot sloop powered by sail and oar, may have been found. 

But today the wreck is resting in 8 to 10 feet of sand and muck under the Patuxent River, north 

of the Route 4 bridge and just offshore of the Patuxent Mobile Home park off Sands Road in 

south county. 

Full archaeological work won't come until the summer of 2012, when the Navy and Maryland 

kick off a 32-month-long series of events commemorating the bicentennial of the War of 1812. 

Then, if funding is available to cover the estimated $4 million cost of the total project, the teams 

will build a cofferdam in the river to allow archaeologists to work in dry conditions to remove 

artifacts and study the boat's remains. This year's efforts cost $200,000, cobbled together from a 

variety of sources. 
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"The archaeological investigation of (Barney's) flagship, Scorpion, provides an unparalleled 

opportunity to reach into the past and bring him in to the 21st century," said J. Rodney Little, 

Maryland's state preservation officer and director of the Maryland Historic Trust. 

The artifacts removed likely will be preserved at the Navy Yard in Washington or Maryland's 

archaeological lab at Jefferson-Patterson Park, downriver and overlooking the site of the Battle 

of St. Leonard's Creek, during which Barney holed up with the flotilla in shallow water so that it 

couldn't be approached by larger British ships. 

"This is what the lab at Jefferson-Patterson was built for," Little said at a brief ceremony held 

yesterday at Mount Calvert Historic Site, across the Patuxent from Pig Point, before guests piled 

onto a pontoon boat for a trip upstream to the archaeological site where divers were working 

their way down to the boat's timbers. 

"This is our third week working 12-hour days. This Sunday is it for this year," said Julie 

Schablitsky, SHA's chief archaeologist. "This is really just the dawn of the story of the Scorpion. 

And we hope the funding will come through so we can continue this work two years from now." 

Check out progress on the Patuxent River site at www.scorpionarchaeology.blogspot.com. 
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Ship remnants found in Patuxent 

An operation is ongoing to uncover a ship found in the muck of the Patuxent 

River near Waysons Corner. The ship is believed to be the Scorpion, Commodore 

Joshua Barney's flagship from the War of 1812. 
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