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Enrico Cappelletti & 
Gianluca Mirto reports

The incredible and neverending ballad of the

wrecks

This incredible tale is not just about a 
dramatic shipwreck in which one of 
the two colliding steamboats sinks in 
the matter of minutes off the island 
of Elba in the Mediterranean tak-
ing along with it tothe bottom of the 
sea a huge treasure—although this 
aspect of the wreck alone would be 
dramatic story in its own right. The 
story isn’t complete either by includ-
ing the following inquiries and legal 
proceedings, which took place in 

Livorno (Leghorn) in the years 1842 to 
1846, right in the middle of a turbu-
lent period of history when European 
nationalism flaired up and new 
states were born or unified includ-
ing modern Italy. We have spanned 
one and a half centuries to include a 
clandestine excavation of the wreck 
and illegal removal of the treasure 
in the 21st century as well as an 
international scandal and a police 
matter which reached into several 
European countries. 

Rise of nationalism
In 1841, every little kingdom, 
duchy or territory in the 
politically fragmented area 
around the Tyrrhenian Sea 
seemed to, maybe not sur-
prisingly, have some stake or 
claim on this wreck and it’s 
precious cargo. In that day 
and age, there were no such 
notions as territorial waters or 
international treaties govern-

Lost 1841

Like every grand tale 
of shipwreck and lost 
treasure, the story about 
the Polluce has it all. 
A paddlewheel steam-
boat shipwrecked in 
1841, it is the cen-
trepiece of a drama  
spanning more than 
one and a half centuries 
and has all the neces-
sary ingredients: drama 
and tragedy, greed and 
crime, passion and poli-
tics. And it is still ongo-
ing—Polluce is about 
to be excavated once 
more as this story goes 
to press.
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ing legal matters pertaining 
to the seas. A ship’s owner 
had little or no protection 
nor was there a supporting 
legal framework in regards 
to salvaging a lost ship or 
its cargo. Indeed, this was 
also the case of the Polluce 
and it’s owner, one de Luchi 
Rubattino from Genoa. 

First attempts
Following the loss of his ves-
sel, de Luchi Rubattino des-
perately staged several sal-
vage attempts. However, the 
wreck was lying far deeper 
than any previous salvage 
work. Attempting to salvage 

the wreck of the Polluce was 
an unbelievable enterprise at the time—it 
was the first time anyone had tried to go 
so deep. After two failed attempts, de 
Luchi Rubattino predictably ran out of 
money a gave up. He spent 500,000 lire 
to buy a brand new boat and salvaging 

attempts cost up to 
470,000 lire. 
 Also as an interested 
parties we have the 
king of Sardinia for 
whom it was its most 
important trading ves-
sel and the king of 
France who supplied 
some of the equip-
ment for the salvage 
attempts including 
some heavy lifting 

chains which can now be found at the 
naval base of Toulon in southern France. 
A report of these recovery attempts, in 
the form of a 48-page booklet dated 
1841, is then passed down history from a 
colonel serving the archduke of Tuscany.

21st century visitors
It is armed with these historical records, 
obtained from a Parisian investigator 
of historical documents named Pascal 
Kainic, a group of eight English divers 
from East Anglia (a county in eastern 
England also known as Norfolk) arrive 
in Genoa in the spring of 2000 - David 
Dixon, Jerry Sullivan, Kerr Sinclair and 
Nicholas Pearson and some others. None 
of them had any previ-
ous experience with sal-
vage work and only two 
had previously worked 
at sea at all. They did, 
however, seem to know 
exactly where the wreck 
of  Polluce is located and 
how to get there. One 
of them also seemed to 
be the manager of a sal-
vage company, curiously 
enough. 
 In Genoa the group 
charters a supply ves-
sel with a crane and an 
excavator bucket from 
the Genoese company 
Technospamec and hire 
in an Italian crew. The 
charter is for three weeks 
against a fee of €190,000.  

They set sail and head right for the des-
ignated area where they set out their 
marker buoys. Using a ROV (Remotely 
Operated Vehicle) with a videolink they 
search the bottom and try to steer the 
excavating bucket onto the wreck. With 
this crude tool they break up the wreck 
to get to the cargo and the treasure. 
During their 21 days at sea they manage 
to bring up and onto the deck of their 
vessel 1400 tons of mud and scrap iron. 
 Meanwhile the Italian crew were kept 
completely in the dark. Their access were 
restricted to the foredeck and they were 
forbidden to see or interfere with what 
was going on with the excavation and 
what was loaded onto the aft deck.  

Polluce Wreck

An 18 ct gold mounted closed back 
emerald set. 18th century cross pendant 
with central square collet., emeralds set 
to eight arms and pear-shaped drop. 
Spanish c. 1759. Estimated value £2000- 
3000 at auction

40 tons of Lead 
On March 1. they returned to Genoa. 
Here they unloaded 40 tons of recovered 
lead, gave the crew some silver coins 
and disembarked to return to England 
without a hint about any treasure to 
anybody. Nobody knew what really hap-
pened.  
 Back in England, however, the English 
divers celebrated their amazing adven-
ture and gave interviews to the local 
daily paper of Great Yarmouth. Once 
in the headlines of the newspaper the 
cat was out of the sack as it would soon 
enough come back to haunt them. 
Another interesting chapter in the Polluce 
story was about to begin. 

Gold or silver coins on what  left of the ship

Video
Click here to play video 

2 Mb -  2:30 min

Video
Click here to play video 

691 k -  0:55 min Lifting system of 1000 meter of chains -  using 6 sailing ship to 
get her up. Polluce was lifted up in September 1841 about 3 
meter and moved  toward the island for less then 50 meters

Video
Click here to play video 

895 k -  1:10 min

http://www.xray-mag.com/pdfs/xray07/videos/x_ray_257.wmv
http://www.xray-mag.com/pdfs/xray07/videos/x_ray_bb_clip.wmv
http://www.xray-mag.com/pdfs/xray07/videos/x_ray_cc_clip.wmv
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However, it did never come to anything 
of the sort. On the day before, on June 
20, the Metropolitan Police’s department 
of antiquities arrived on the premises 
and put a halt the auction after being 
informed by the Italian police. In the fol-
lowing statement to the press the police 
said they have received information that 
the artefacts has been illegally recov-
ered from Italian waters and taken to 
England. The police seized the collection 
while the astounded producers insisted 
that their permission certificates from 
the Italian authorities were in order. In a 
sense they were. 
 The permissions were indeed issued 
to their company but as the policemen 
soon enough pointed out the permis-
sion referred to another wreck, the Glen 
Logan, and to the recovery of aluminium 
ingots.  Furthermore as the Glen Logan 
was sunk in 1916 by a German u-boat 
off the island of Stromboli near Sicily no 
less than some 460 miles away this was 
certainly no small error. Everything was 
subsequently taken into custody and 
the four adventurers were first charged 

and then released. According to 
Scotland Yard they have not paid a 
single fine at this point in time. 

Returning the treasure 
On 10th October  2002, Vernon Rap-
ley, the Scotland Yard detective who 
seized the treasure handed it over 
to police officers from the Protection 
Patrimony of Florence. But was it all 
of the treasure or was it only a small 
part of it?  Subsequent attempts to 
locate the four for further question-
ing has been unsuccessful, their 
telephones were not answered and 
they no longer lived at their known 
addresses. The local press were con-
vinced that the group had a finan-
cier as the divers were unskilled. One 
of them, David Dixon, has previously 
been associated with offshore jobs 
but the others, from what is known, 
have never carried out work with 
wrecks.

Comex
May 8. 2003. The world renowned 
French salvage company Comex’ ves-
sel Janus arrives at Porto Azzurro on Elba 
to search for Polluce. The owner leg-

endary Henri Delauze is aboard. 
During searches 
in a darkened 
room behind the 
shoulders of the 
helmsman four 
men are seated 
along a wall of 
blue screens. 
Sophisticated 
equipment control 
the ship with mil-
limetres’ precision 
and enabe the 
men to home in on 
the exact location 
where the Polluce is 

Polluce Wreck

Italy and its neighbours in 1841. The line is 
Pulluce’s route
- a: Kindom of France
- b: Switzerland
- c: Empire of Austria-Hungary
- 1: Kingdom of Sardinia
- 2: Kingdom of Lombardi and Venetia
- 3: Duchy of Parma
- 4: Duchy of Modena
- 5: Vatican State
- 6: Kingdom of the Two Sicilies

found. It is on the opaque sonar 
screen the site is first visible. First 
small, then the location spreads 
across the monitor.

On edge
Delauze stands up nervously. 
Takes a close look at the screen. 
Walks around agitated. Then sits 
down. The previous visitors have 
disintegrated and destroyed the 
wreck and left nothing it seems. 
The question springs mind: How 
could the English possibly know 
about the wreck? Backtracing 
events the first scan of the wreck 
was dated June 1995, when 
Delauze identified it for the first 
time. On this scan the classic 
silhouette emerges clearly. The 

Old map of Tuscany. The big island in 
the lower left corner is Elba and the strait 
seperating it from mainland Italy is called  
Channel of Piombino. It was here Polluce 

collided with the steamer Mongibello and 
sank in 10 minutes on June 17 1841 

Roll of coins. These are French silver coins kept inside a small 
metal tube to protect them from corrosion. This is the system 

they probably used to transfer money

A selection of the seized treasure 
from Polluce as they were about to 
be auctioned off

Auction catalogue.  Notice that 
the treasure is referred to as com-
ing from “Santa Lucia”

 
Who and when? 
But how did they know about the con-
tent of the Polluce in the first place? And 
who supplied the position coordinates?  
 Who made the necessary investiga-
tions in order to locate the wreck again 
after so long time – and when? Polluce 
was just a single wooden hull 50 meters 
long lying at a depth of 103 meters and 
there was no mention of this ship in the 
national and international nautical books 
or databases.

The auction 
The treasure was put up for sale at an 
auction held on June 21 2001. at the auc-
tion house of Noonan Webb in London. 
It was a precious collection of 2000 silver 
coins, 311 gold coins, diamonds and jew-
els and silverware as well as a cup from 
a cabinet were meant to be put up for 
sale . If they had sold all they would have 
realised more than €400,000. 



56 X-RAY MAG :  / : 2005   EDITORIAL     FEATURES     TRAVEL     NEWS     EQUIPMENT     BOOKS     SCIENCE & ECOLOGY     EDUCATION     PROFILES     PORTFOLIO     CLASSIFIED

A wellplanned action
This is what I have been able to put 
together:  David Dixon, Jerry Sullivan, 
Kerr Sinclair and Nicholas Pearson arrives 
from Norfolk, England, to Puerto Azurra 
on Elba to have the adventure of their 
lifetime. They knew perfectly well what 
they were doing and where they were 
heading even though they tried to give 
a different impression. They clearly knew 
that they were in the territorial waters of 
Italy carrying out an illegal excavation 
but they have prepared well. 
 Apparently all seemed to be clear and 
papers in order. The authorities just never 
checked them properly. Usually the 
Coast Guard takes months to evaluate 
documents and issue excavation permits. 
But in this case an excavation permit was 
issued within a couple of days. How was 

Polluce Wreck

An 
18ct gold 
brooch of cres-
cent shape with rectan-
gular and triangular terminals, 
wire work clapsed coral hand drop, 
snake manchette holding gold chain- 
Italian, c. 1835, 5,7 cm, 14,5 gr.

hull are easily reconised and it is even 
possible to locate the deep gash in the 
flank produced by the bowsprit of the 
Neapolitan steamboat Mongibello which 
rapidly sent it to bottom. This scan and a 
report was sent to the Italian authorities, 
presumably the Coast Guard in 1995.

Not on the records
After studying the case for many months, 
I now know nearly everything about 
this shipwreck and I have a good idea 
what might have happened. When Henri 
Delauze  filed his report on the find with 
the Coast Guard 1995 it is not duly proc-
essed. Consequently there are never any 
information about Polluce on their record 
and it is af it doesn’t exist. How the 
English group is able to obtain this infor-
mation is a question open to speculation. 

this possible?  Nor did they seem to won-
der, as the local press pointed out after-
wards, that the chartered supply vessel 
was anchored in a completely different 
position and was equipped for a com-
pletely different sort of excavation than 
the one they had permission to do.  

Possible explanations 
The Polluce was already a famous 
treasure wreck for many treasure hunt-
ers in Europe. But the authorities had no 
knowledge of it and for them it was a 
ship that did not exist. Nigel Pickford lists 
it as the treasure of Pollux in his authori-
tative Treasure Altas, so it is well known. 
However there has been much confu-
sion about the names Pollux and Polluce. 
Pollux has to a large extent been the one 
that got stuck in the minds of people but 

wrongly so. The Pollux is a vessel that 
were lost in the beginning of the 1800’s. 
One reference tells that Ferdinand 
IV, King of the Two Sicilies, fleeing 
Napoleon’s advancing forces as they 
were invading Naples, loaded his treas-
ures aboard an English sailing ship, and 
sent it northwards, towards a friendly 
port. But when the sailing ship passed 
Elba and was seized by French ships, it 
preferred to sink itself sending the gold 
of the king to the bottom. According to 
legend this is a shipwreck of great rich-
es, gold and pearls and one carriage 
of gold. The legend also places the 
shipwreck between 1804 and 1806, but 
the dates are certainly mistaken as the 
king of the two Sicilies were not allied 
to Naples in those years.
 This legend in combination with errors 

This is a model, not of the 
Polluce but of a sister ship 

very much like her

Letter from the King of 
Sardinia in Livorno announc-
ing the Polluce incident to 
the Foreign Ministry in Turin



57 X-RAY MAG :  / : 2005   EDITORIAL     FEATURES     TRAVEL     NEWS     EQUIPMENT     BOOKS     SCIENCE & ECOLOGY     EDUCATION     PROFILES     PORTFOLIO     CLASSIFIED

AD

The treasure
A newsclip from the French daily paper 
Semaphore of Marseilles dated June 23rd 
1841, five days after the shipwreck, which 
happened on the 17th at 11.30 pm, 
states quite specifically that onboard 
were 70,000 coins in silver and 100,000 
coins in gold which was the property of 
four rich passengers. The contessa de la 
Rocca even brought a golden carriage. 
The French media covered the event 
quite intensely for more than 15 days 
whereas the Genoese daily hardly men-
tioned it – a 10 line note on the first day 
was about all the mention the Italian 

media cared for. 
The head steward 

in dates and plac-
es is what upsets 
the searches that 
the Italian police 
carried out at sea 
after Scotland 
Yard had returned 
the precious mate-
rial. After one 
long such search 
the police offic-
ers locate the 
remains of the 
wreck which they 
investigate with a 
ROV and hastily 
establish that it 
is a Spanish ship 
with sails.

Misidentification
But there are some details 
that doesn’t ring true to 
me. Among the artefacts 
seen on bottom are for 
example a jar of mustard 
which raises a red flag. This 
particular jar of mustard 
was a very particular and 
expensive brand - one 
that would very unlikely have 
been aboard any Spanish sail-
ing vessel at the time. But very 
possibly on a vessel fleeing 
with a treasure. Going over 
the other artefacts on the 
bottom including the large 
quantities of iron soon made it 
clear that this was no sailing ship.  
In addition, the list of artefacts 
given back from the Metropolitan 
police made it perfectly clear 
that the wreck had to be young-
er.  Of the 2311 coins on that 
list, a few silver coins were from 
1799, but the others were coined 
between 1800 and 1830, so the 
shipwreck must at least be younger 
than 1830

Coins on the rest of the ship

Different lifting systems that 
Rubattino though to use for a future 
salvaging that never happened

aboard the Polluce was a gentleman by 
the name J. Jacques Thevenot. He was 
from Marseilles and together with others 
8 sailors were repatriated with the help 
of the French Consul in Livorno. And this 
head steward knew very well what was 
on board as he had witnessed the turn 
of events firsthand and gave a detailed 
account that was entered into the 
records of the time. 

The preparations
The treasure hunters therefore knew 
that this wreck had an indeed precious 
cargo. All they had to do was obtaining 
the right documents from an historical 

investigator. But first the quartet 
made another operation. Thanks 

to a backer they first recon-
structed Reasdom Beazley a 
once world famous salvage 
company which closed 
down in 1981. 
  Before they went out 
of business they had suc-

cessfully performed over 80 
challenging salvage opera-

tions retrieving commercially 
important materials. Their last 

job was retrieving aluminium 
from the holds of the 
Glenartney which were 
sunk by an u-boat in 
1916 in the Channel of 
Sicily. Then the business 
was first sold to a Dutch 
then a German compa-
ny before it finally was 
closed.  

Picture of the German U-boat U21 which sunk 
the Glen Logan om Oct. 10 1916. The U21 was 
found by Clive Cussler, the American writer, in 

the English channel a few years ago

Polluce Wreck

http://www.sarawaktourism.com
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Destroying the wreck
The excavator bucket is guided by their 
ROV.  The Polluce, a steamboat of wood 
49 meters long, 7,30 wide and 3,5 tall 
lied delicately laid out in the sandy bot-
tom as a small and tender structure. They 
must have assumed that the bucket 
would simply be able to grab all the 

the wreck itself who is owned by another 
salvaging company, the Blue Water 
Recovery, for £ 2,000. Now the group 
owns both the wreck and it’s cargo. 
 Being the formal owners they now 
want to claim their right to salvage their 
possessions and they file an application 
for a salvaging permit referring to inter-
national maritime law. This is forwarded 
through the British consulate in Florence. 
The application is then forwarded 
through the various bureaucratic chan-
nels to the Coast Guard on Elba which 
then transfers it back to Florence this time 
to the Archeological Authority. 
 Nobody notices that the enclosed 
documents - which is about a salvage 
permit for the Glen Logan – never men-

tions the position of the wreck – and 
the Glen Logan is located down in the 
central Mediterranean. Nobody notices 
that attached is a seachart of the waters 
off Elba with a mark that very clearly 
points to a location three miles from the 
coast. The island of Elba is found in the 
Tyrrhenean Sea and not in the central 
Mediterranean. And nobody connected 
the dots in so far that the supply ship was 
equipped with berthing chains only 250 
meters long whereas the Glen Logan 
rests at a depth exceeding 1,500 meters.
 The time tool to Coast Guard to proc-
ess the papers was remarkably short, only 
a few days. In this short time it was not 
possible to check all facts and process 
the papers properly. We can only surmise 
that they didn’t even read them but just 
rubberstamped the application. 
 Before founding their Society and 
acquiring the Glen Logan, Pearson and 
his associates purchased from Pascal 
Kainic - the historical investigator in Paris 
- the historical documentation about the 
wreck. The operation Columbia, as they 
called it, began the first days of February 
2000. But things do not go according to 
plan. There are mechanical problems to 
the bucket that end up almost destroy-
ing the wreck smashing everything 
around the large motor to dust. There are 
days of bad weather and the ship had to 
returns to port in Genoa for some repairs. 
In a month they work perhaps seven to 
eight days. 

Short list of 
the money on 
board. There 
are 3000 sil-
ver coin due 
to Rotshild 
(Rosschild) 
coming from 
Naples plus 
others

Excavating 
Polluce with a 
heavy excavator 
bucket was not 
exactly a deli-
cate operation 
and the wreck 
was badly dam-
aged

“The gold from 
Elba”.  The authors 
has also written 
a book about 
Polluce and fatal 
attraction of her 
treasures

From the drawings 
of the ship, the 

view from above

valuables and haul them safely back to 
the surface. How wrong were they. In a 
excavator bucket the jaws can’t close 
properly around objects so most of con-
tents are spilt on the way up as the water 
run out and the objects just fall back to 
the bottom.

Buying the rights to a wreck
Nicholas Pearson resurrected Reasdon 
Beazley.after which the group buys 
the cargo of the Glen Logan from Her 
Majesty’s Treasure. The Glen Logan being 
another wreck in the Mediterranean. 
The cargo consists of tea, rubber and 
aluminium and is bought for £1,500. 
Subsequently the groups also acquires 

Polluce Wreck
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 The booty was carefully logged in a 
booklet which reveals that the quantity 
of coins collected was less than 2500. This 
is in contrast to the 170,000 coins that the 
French newspaper claimed was brought 
aboard Polluce in Naples. However, 
a French diplomatic document from 
1841 mentions the number 70,000 which 
indeed casts doubt where there was 
another 100,000.

Paid in coins of gold
When the group returned to England 
in March 2000 they didn’t settle the 
account with the off-shore company 
Tecnospamech of Genoa from which 
they chartered the supply vessel. They 
did not have any money and instead 
offered settling the balance with coins 

of gold. By law the Technospamech 
was obligated to report to the authori-
ties what they have recovered. Some 
plates, a couple of silver coins and 
some bottles were mentioned and the 
Technospamech also reported that they 
didn’t find any gold on the Glen Logan. 
 Nobody ever seemed to question 
why they apparently recovered so little 
after seeing them working intensely for a 
month just 2,9 miles off the coast with an 
excavator bucket going constantly up 
and down.  

Back in Great Yarmouth, the two 
Pearsons, father and son, boast about 
their fortunate adventure to the local 
daily paper. They explain that while 
they were searching for the Glen Logan 
(which is in fact located hundreds of 
miles further south of Polluce) when they 
came across another ship that turned 
out to be holding quite a treasure when 
they looked it over with a ROV.  
 Consequently they stopped, recovered 
the treasure and returned home rich 
- end of story, at least according to the 
divers. And at first their stories were to be 
believed at face value.

Incredulous
But there is someone else out 
there who knows that this 
cannot be the full truth and 
informs the Receiver of Wreck 
in Southampton that this treas-
ure must have been removed 
illegally. The Receiver of Wreck 
doesn’t quite know what to 
make of the matter and passes 
on the information to the Italian 
embassy in London, which in 
turn informs the Italian foreign 
ministry in Rome. 
 Ultimately in ends up on 
the desk of the police 
commander of the 
Protection Patrimony in 
Florence who takes inter-
est in the case and initi-
ates an investigation into 
the case. Appropriating 
archaeological artefacts 
in Italy and exporting 
them illegally is a very seri-
ous matter and one that 
usually comes with a jail sen-
tence. 
 The police in Florence con-
tacts the London police. The auc-
tion house Noonan Webb are then 
asked to produce documents authen-
ticated by the Receiver of Wreck. Ni-
cholas Pearson and associates do not 
have them. In the UK the law states that 
when something is found at sea it must 
be reported to the Receiver of Wreck. 
This is the authority dealing with all reports 
of wreck from around the UK. It is based 
within the Maritime and Coastguard 
Agency headquarters in Southampton, 
with assistance from Coastguard person-
nel around the coast. 
 Pearson protests –  and with some 
reason -  that the recovery hadn’t taken 
place in UK waters and within the Receiv-
er of Wreck’s jurisdiction but in interna-
tional waters. However, that doesn’t stop 
the Metropolitan police from arresting the 
group. 

Seal of the 
Rubattino 
shipping 
company, 
to which 
Polluce 
belonged.

Mistaken identities? The Glen Logan was a big steelhulled wreck that in every aspect 
was different from Polluce, a woodenhulled paddlewheel streamer from the early 1800s

 During the follow-
ing interviews the 
divers claim that 
the vessel they had 
found was a ship 
they first called Sea 
Lion, then changes 
their explanation 
calling it the Nos-
tralino - a wreck 
that possibly is ficti-
tious. 
  Curiously Nostral-
ino was the also the 
name of the brand 
of wine aboard.

Screenshots from the video that the ROV took of 
the wreck.  Gold coins are everywhere it seems

Blueprint of 
Polluce’s engine

Polluce Wreck
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Conceding defeat 
But rather than facing years of legal 
wrangle and even possible imprisonment, 
they decide to return the booty to Italy 
and to pay a fine of £2,500 for not having 
properly declared the finds to the Receiv-
er of Wreck. 
 And that could have been the end of 
it. If only if we haven’t uncovered that 
not all of the treasure were given back. 
 
Who backed it? 
However the British authorities refused to 
reopen the case and when we asked the 
auction house, Noonan Webb of Lon-
don, for a copy of their catalogue they 
refused too stating that this was now a 
police matter. In this auction catalogue 
was the full, but untrue, story as the divers 
had told the police along with pictures of 
the treasure. Also there were pictures and 
names of all those who had participated 
in shipping the treasure out of Italy. We 
then went to visit EDP24, the local news-
paper in Norwich where we managed 
to find pictures of the group along with 
some others.  
 Also we corresponded with the daily 
paper of Great Yarmouth who related 
to us that it was probably a local who 
had financed the operation a person of 
such influence that the reporters could 
not speak openly about it. Collecting 
information in England was not easy. Not 
only did we meet with a lot of reluctance 
but we were also being deliberately put 
on false leads to wrong addresses and 
telephone numbers that didn’t exits. But 
that is all part of the game. 

On June 17, 1841, the night was calm. 
The sea, which was smooth and beauti-
ful, was surpassed only by a black sky 
that was punctuated by a swarm of 
stars. The Polluce steamed ahead at a 
cruising speed of over 10 knots, pow-
ered by the 160 horsepower engines 
that drove the two great paddlewheels. 
It left behind a luminescent wake, glow-

ing from the bio-phosphorescence 
that was typical of the spring sea-
son. The light afternoon breeze 
was pleasant as they passed the 
island of Montecristo. The shipping 
company Rubattino of Genoa had 
been informed that Polluce loaded 
its cargo in early afternoon in the 
port of Civitavecchia. At half past 
four, it had cast off and headed 
north towards Livorno from where it 
would have continued for Genoa 

and Marseilles following its usual route. 
Everything was fine. 
 At 11 pm, the island of Elba was 
sighted. The captain noted in the ship’s 
log that everything was normal and the 
weather calm and clear. The coasts of 
the island were wrapped in fog, and 
its black silhouette stood out without a 

An accord of what passed on that 
beautiful night of June 17, 1841

 
The Breakthrough 
Then, in December 2004, the ship’s bell 
from Polluce is found in Paris. In a joint 
operation between the Italian and 
French police parts of the treasure that 
are still missing are traced to a house 
owned by the very same Pascal Kainic 
who sold the English divers the histori-
cal documents about Polluce in the 
first place. Searching the premises the 
police also find other documents and 
inventory lists implicating both English 
and Italian citizens who will later have 
to stand trial.  Their offences carries 
significant punishments but had they 
at least cooperated and returned the 
artefacts willingly they would  most likely 
have gotten away with just a fine. But 
they refused and now have to face the 
consequences. The trials are set to take 
place next year. 
 

Sidescan sonar picture of the 
Polluce made from May 2004. 
Clearly visible on the wreck is 
the hole done by the crane.

October 2005
As this magazine goes to press 
around October 1 another 
excavation of the Polluce 
is going to take place. This 
time a legal one conducted 
by the Italian off-shore com-
pany Marine Consulting Diving 
Contractor n  Ravenna on 
behalf of The Historical Diving 
Society of Italy from ito salvage 
what is left from those modern 
pirates. The excavation will 
take place in Archaeological 
Authority to which has offered 

their consultancy for free. The operation 
will cost € 500,000.

During the operation there will be vide-
oclips from the excavation of Polluce 
on www.xray-mag.com. ■

Logo for the new 
Polluce excava-

tion project

The supply vessel 
Surama used by the 
English to recoverer the 
gold on February 2000

Polluce Wreck
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light in sight. Polluce had to stay a 
couple of miles clear of the coast 
to head straight down the danger-
ous strait, Channel of Piombino, that 
separates Elba from Tuscany on the 
Italian mainland. There are danger-
ous waters here with lots of rocks 
and currents.

The Collission
What then transpired can be read 
out of the following account from 
the daily paper, the Gazette of 
France, in the issue of 28 June 1841. 
  At around eleven at night, the 
outlook observed two lights on 
starboard, and the course was 
changed to avoid a vessel under 
sail. In the same moment, another 
outlook shouted, “There is a light 
to port ahead!” The captain and 
the first officer rushed up from their 
quarters to the bridge where they 
immediately saw the lanterns from 
a steamer bearing right down on 
them. The captain ordered the first 
officer to port the helm.  

 The Polluce was cruis-
ing at a speed of 12 knots 
and the Mongibello, the 
steamboat coming in the 
opposite direction, was 
travelling at 10 knots. The 
distance between them 
quickly closed and the 
seamen on duty ran to 
the foredeck yelling “Stop, 
stop!” in English, Italian and 
French to the other vessel. 
Meanwhile, the captain 
tried to turn east but it was 
too late and the two ships 
collided violently.  
 
Panic 
The prow of the Mongibello 
ploughed straight into the 
port side of Polluce, right 
behind the paddlewheel 
wounding her mortally. 
Scenes of confusion and 
panic ensued. The helms-
man of the Polluce was the 

first one to jump on the Mongibello, 
but panic broke out among the 
passengers. Other sailors and pas-
sagers were then guided by the 
captain and three other seamen 
to climb on board the Mongibello. 
Believing that they had saved all, 
they followed suit and abandoned 
Polluce, which was sinking fast. 
But then cries for help were heard, 
and the captain sailed back in a 
sloop to Polluce, which now had its 
stern and port side under water, to 
rescue seven passagers that had 
become trapped. Unfortunately, 
on the bridge, a person, an old 
captain, had been killed. The seven 
French sailors on board the Polluce 
did their duty. Jean Jacques 
Theveneau, the head steward, 
acted with great courage to save 
all lives onbard.  
 
Taken by the sea 
Polluce sank in less than 10 minutes. 

Everything on board was lost—per-
sonal letters, mail, effects and the 
documents. The maritime enquiry 
into the incident was held at the 
court of Livorno. It was ruled an 
accident and noted that nothing 
could possibly have been done to 
save the Polluce following the colli-
sion. 
 In other documents, Captain 
Lazzola of the Polluce explains that 
when he jumped onto the deck of 
the Mongibello, he only found a 
single sailor, completely paralysed 
with shock, at the helm. Everyone 
else onboard was asleep. One of 
the first people to rush up the stair-
case, was a finely dressed officer, 
which Captain Lazzola assumed 
was the captain of the Mognibello 
and started discussing the situa-
tion with him. Little did he realise 
that the gentlemen before him was 
not the captain, but the count of 
Canino, Napoleon’s grandson.  
 On Polluce, the water now stood 
up to the bridge, and there was 
no time to even save the mail. The 
ship would soon succumb to the 
waves and become forever lost  
in the deep sea. All of the 52 sur-
vivors had by now been taken to 
the Mongibello by her sloops when 
Captain Lazzola found himself 
standing in water on the bridge. 
It was only a matter of moments 
then; there was nothing he could 
do to save his vessel, and in the 
last moment, he jumped aboard 
the Mongibello and watched the 
darkness and boiling phosphores-
cent foam close over his steam-
boat.   
 On June 17, 1841, shortly before 
midnight, the beautiful Polluce 
came to rest on the seabed at a 
depth of 63 fathoms (103m) await-
ing her rediscovery on another day 
in another era. ■

Old chart of Elba showing where 
the collision happened (X)

Picturesque Porto Azurro on Elba. It ‘s old name 
was Porto Longone which can be found on the 
old map on the left.

Found after two years of research: An 
thorough documentation on the inci-

dent with all the trial papers. However 
the cargo list is still unknown

http://www.oceanrealmjournal.com

