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The Dreaded Shipworm—Scourge of the Sea

In 1634, a great three-masted ship named the Dove set sail from England, transporting colonists and supplies to a new settlement on the Chesapeake Bay in North America.  Docked there for several months, many of the crew began to note mysterious damage to the hull of the vessel.  Despite the fact that the Dove was leaking badly, the ship finally set sail for its return to England.  Soon thereafter, the great ship vanished in the North Atlantic.  There were no survivors.

“Termite of the Sea”

Nearly 400 years later, no one can say for certain what disaster befell the Dove.  But maritime historians believe that an amazingly destructive little creature known as the “shipworm” was probably to blame.  Also referred to by sailors as the “termite of the sea”, this organism, Teredo navalis, is neither a worm nor an insect.  It is, in fact, a member of the mollusk family –an unusual type of clam—that has plagued seafarers since man began sailing the oceans, thousands of years ago.

A destructive appetite

Teredo navalis is a thin, worm-like creature that can measure from a few inches to two feet in length.  Unlike its more familiar cousin, the clam, its shell does not provide a habitat or offer protection.  Instead, the shell –only about one-third of an inch long—is used strictly as a digging and scraping tool that allows the shipworm to bore its way into unprotected wood.

Harry Alden, a microbiologist with the Smithsonian Institution, explains the damaging effect:

“Once the teredo navalis attaches  itself to a wooden structure, it begins burrowing its way into the timbers, living there, and eating the organic material in the wood.  This creates long, narrow tunnels in the structure, roughly the diameter of a pencil.  As more and more shipworms attach themselves, the wood becomes so riddled with tunnels that it becomes sponge-like, until it finally collapses.”
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Lost history

In the last two centuries, mariners and shipbuilders have used copper sheeting and special paints on the wooden hulls of ships to combat the destructive effects of teredo navalis.  But for underwater archaeologist Paul Johnston, it’s the loss of important artifacts beneath the waves that continues to be a problem.

“So much of our history lies at the bottom of the ocean in the form of shipwrecks and their remains.  There’s no estimating how much we’ve lost already, and to lose any of it is regrettable.”

Sunken treasure

As Curator of Maritime History for the Smithsonian, Paul Johnston headed up an expedition to find the wreckage of the first deepwater yacht –a luxurious and expensive ship—built in the United States.  Constructed in Salem, Massachusetts in 1816, it was sold four years later to the royal family of Hawaii.  On April 5, 1824, the vessel hit an offshore coral reef and was destroyed.

Johnston’s first recovery attempt in 1995 yielded many artifacts that had been onboard the ship.  It appeared, though, that all the timbers of the hull had been destroyed by time and teredo navalis.  But two years later, a second expedition produced some additional exciting discoveries, as Johnston explains:

“Fortunately, the portions of the shipwreck that were buried in the ocean bed  were protected from the teredo, so we were able to salvage some of the hull.  But with so much of the yacht lost, it is impossible to determine many of the innovative ideas that were developed for this ship and passed on to others as a result of this showcase vessel.  It’s an important part of maritime history that is lost forever.”

Abandon ship

The shipworm also proved to be a formidable enemy to the world’s most famous explorer, Christopher Columbus.  We’re all familiar with his journey to the New World in 1492.  But on a later voyage, two of his ships were stranded in Jamaica due to damage caused by teredo navalis.  It’s hard to believe that the European discovery of the Americas might have been delayed by such a little creature!
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<optional sidebar>

Some additional facts about the destructive shipworm:

· It takes just five weeks for Teredo navalis to mature from egg to adulthood.  On average, the new adult swims freely for just four days before attaching to a wooden structure.
· Shipworms have destroyed brand new harbor piers in only six months’ time.
· There are more ancient shipwrecks undamaged by teredo navalis in the Baltic Sea (Sweden, Finland, Denmark) than anywhere else in the world.  The ocean water there is lower in salinity (salt), which the shipworm needs to survive.
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<Suggestions for art:  Artist’s rendering or color plate of Teredo navalis.  Photos of shipwrecks, close-ups of shipworm damage to wood.>
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