


they change course and head for Britain.
A fierce battle ensued and minutes later
the Mercedes sank with its entire crew
and cargo in the Atlantic Ocean near
Portugal. Soon after, Spain declared war
on Britain.

The location of the wreck remained
a mystery for more than 200 years,
despite amateur divers’ efforts. Then,
in March 2007, an American salvage
company called Odyssey Marine Ex-
ploration announced that it had located
an unidentified shipwreck bearing mil-
lions of dollars worth of gold and silver
in international waters off the coast of
Spain. The find made headlines. Details
of the wreck’s exact location were kept
secret to deter potential looters—to this
day, Odyssey has referred to the site
only by its codename: “Black Swan”.
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identified, Odyssey’s super-detective
Zeus—a 200-horsepower, tank-size
ROV—swings into action. The eight-ton
robot circles the seabed, sometimes
thousands of feet down, linked to a re-
search trawler from where Stemm’s
team controls its operations.

“Proper archaeological excavation is
a lengthy, painstaking process,” admits
Stemm. “Zeus acts as the archaeologists’
hands and eyes. It’s equipped with lights
to illuminate pitch-black wreck sites
and enables high-definition still and
video cameras to transmit images live
from the seabed.” Its lenses can pinpoint
an object smaller than a grape: onboard
ship, archaeologists analyse thousands
of on-screen images of every object.
Zeus’s articulated arms and giant claws,
as well as a silicone limpet for handling
fragile objects, allow it to retrieve any-
thing from a 42lb cannon to a glass
statue without damage.

But such methods take huge amounts
of time and money. Stemm’s team can
spend years uncovering a valuable
wreck, and running costs for his two
research trawlers are £1.3 million a
month: in 2008, Odyssey’s operations
totalled £14 million.

dyssey celebrated its first
major find in 2003. The
210-foot steamship SS
Republic, carrying cargo
from New York to New
Orleans, went down in a violent hur-
ricane on October 25, 1865. According
to reports, “some $400,000 in treasure”
was lost. Stemm’s team located the
Republic 100 miles off the Georgia
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At that time, Stemm also announced
he had located 80-gun British warship
HMS Sussex, which sank off Gibraltar
in a storm in 1694. It was reportedly
carrying £1 million in gold coins to sup-
port the Duke of Savoy during the war
against Louis XIV: experts valued the
haul at up to £3.3 billion.

Aware that this might be his most
lucrative project, Stemm acted fast. Al-
though the site was in non-territorial
waters, the Sussex belongs to Britain:
under the 1982 UN Convention on the
Law of the Sea, all sunken warships,
wherever buried, retain sovereign im-
munity. Odyssey entered negotiations
with the British government and agreed
a salvage deal with the Disposal Services
Authority, a division of the Ministry of
Defence that collects and sells surplus
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