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This is a short summary of research notes to assist with interpreting a research file. As such, it is in an unpolished
form and not intended to read as a formal report.

Selection of the Old Hull Research Project
The Old Hull resting in Mount Pleasant’s harbor has been an object of much curiosity and affection for
nearly one century. On November 15, 2010, journalist Robert Behre published an article in the Post and
Courier titled, “Vessels Enduring Lowcountry History” that introduced the ship’s name and history to a
new generation of residents. Interested in the Old Hull since childhood, Town Councilmember Craig
Rhyne asked Town Administrator Eric DeMoura to conduct research and to potentially erect a historical
marker for this harbor treasure often called “The Archibald Butt.” Mr. DeMoura assigned the project to
the Historical Commission.
Dates of Research
February 2011—March 2012
I began the project in consultation with Mary Julia Royall, Robert Behre, and Kiera Reinertsen in
February 2011. After gathering information about the person Archibald Butt and both vessels by cross
referencing modern newspaper articles, a few primary source newspaper articles, and a primary source
vessel document (provided technical details of both army quartermaster vessels), I targeted effective dates
for more intensive research. Next, I spent numerous hours reviewing News and Courier microfilm at the
College of Charleston. During this process, I was surprised to find that the sunken Old Hull was referred
to as the Col J. E. Sawyer in a June 22, 1929 article. This information presented a new problem and
research direction.
Research Question
Which of these twin army quartermaster vessels do we have in the Mount Pleasant, S.C. harbor, the Butt
or Sawyer?
The Col. J. E. Sawyer or the Maj. Archibald Butt?
I contacted Charleston Archive Archivist Nic Butler to share this information and discuss possibilities. He
immediately reviewed the old Port Utilities Commission (P.U.C.) minutes. In March I contacted an Army
Quartermaster Historian and one month later had a response providing some guidance. I pursued a few
other avenues, spoke to a handful of archivists, and then set the project aside to meet other deadlines.
After a few months, two commissioners shared that they had recently read a newspaper story that merely
mentioned the Archibald Butt, and this prompted the commission to request that I prioritize this research
project and publish a corrective story. After additional research, I contacted Robert Behre to share that I
now believed we had the “other ship” in our harbor. Robert agreed to publish a story based upon the new
research.
Research Process Comments
In one of the early June 1929 News and Courier articles, it is noted that local officials were waiting on
War Department approval to dispose of the hull in Mount Pleasant waters. That approval was received

sometime between June 3 and June 22, 1929. I recovered some important historical documents from the
National Archives, but I do not have that particular “disposal correspondence.” I was told that it might be
located in a box of 10,000 papers (see research folder for NA correspondence). Given the hurdle presented
in retrieving that document, I relied instead on local lore that “the other” boat was sold to a Miami
businessman. I contacted the HistoryMiami organization.
On Jan. 12, 2012, Dawn Hugh (of HistoryMiami) communicated that their archive held copies of the bills
of sale for the Maj. Archibald Butt tracing its location from Charleston, S.C. to Miami, FL. Interestingly,
the Maj. Archibald Butt was ultimately sold to the first Miami Aquarium.
The Historical Commission now had the requisite documentation to prove that the Old Hull located in
Mount Pleasant, S.C. is not the Maj. Archibald Butt. Therefore, our town has the other ship or the Col. J.
E. Sawyer. The commission voted to approve a Historical Marker about the Old Hull for Memorial
Waterfront Park.
Selected History: Twin Ships Came to Charleston
The Maj. Archibald Butt and the Col. J. E. Sawyer are two of nine concrete passenger ships that were built
for the Transportation Division of the United States Quartermaster Department by the Newport
Shipbuilding Corporation, Ltd. in New Bern, North Carolina. All nine ships were named for deceased men
of the army quartermaster corps. Four of the nine were of equal tonnage and the second one was
scheduled for launch two weeks after the Sawyer. 2 The last vessel of this series to be built was the BrigGen Charles L. Wilson launched on May 20, 1920, at 3:30 in the afternoon. 3
East Carolina University’s “John B. Green Collection” has a few scrapbook newspaper clippings about
these concrete ships that were built in New Bern from 1919-1920.
The Col J. E. Sawyer was the first concrete passenger vessel built in America. The 700 ton ship,
capable of carrying 500 passengers, was launched on Oct. 18, 1919 with army officers and others present.
Miss Bernice Arnold (the daughter of the general manager of the shipbuilding company) crashed the
champagne bottle against the hull as the crowd of 1,000 cheered. 4
Unknown to most of those present, during this ceremonial launch, six workers miraculously escaped death
by crushing/drowning. The steamer suddenly gave way from its cradle while 24 workers knocked the
support blocks out and six men were swept into the water. 5

2

New Bern Sees Ship Launched, Charlotte Observer, 10/19/1919.
New Concrete Ship at Newbern, NC, The Miami News (AP Newswire), 5/20/20.
4
New Bern Sees Ship Launched, Charlotte Observer, 10/19/1919. There were 24 (12 were built) concrete ships
ordered by Woodrow Wilson’s Emergency Fleet Corporation before the end of WWI. These were a mix of steamers
and oil tankers, but no concrete passenger steamers. That set of boats is different than the New Bern concrete boats.
In terms of the date built, the first concrete passenger vessel Sawyer still comes in earlier than most of those 12.
5
New Bern Sees Ship Launched, Charlotte Observer, 10/19/1919.
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Specifications
1) Col. J. E. Sawyer
a. Rig: Ga.a
b. Gross: …….
c. Net: ……..
d. Length: 128.5
e. Breadth: 28
f. Depth: 12
g. Built (under contract): 1919
h. Where built: New Bern, NC
i. Material: concrete
6
j. Complement: Officers (3); Crew (6)
2) Maj. Archibald Butt
a. Rig: Ga.a
b. Gross: …….
c. Net: ……..
d. Length: 128.5
e. Breadth: 28
f. Depth: 12
g. Built (under contract): 1920
h. Where built: New Bern, NC
i. Material: concrete
7
j. Complement: Officers (3); Crew (6)

Army Quartermaster J. E. Sawyer (person)
James Estcourt Sawyer, U.S. Army (SAR member record #3438). Son of Horace B. And Roxalana
(Wadsworth) Sawyer; Grandson of James (and Lydia Foster) Sawyer, Ensign Eight Mass. Regt; greatgrandson of Ephraim Sawyer, Lt. Col. Whitcombs Mass Regt. 8
New York Times Newspaper Clipping: The United Service (Army, Navy et al).
Major J. Estcourt Sawyer, Quartermaster upon the dissolution of board of officers appointed Aug. 28,
1900 will proceed to San Francisco, and report to Major Oscar F. Long, Quartermaster General
Superintendent of the Army Transport Service in that city, for assignment to duty as Quartermaster and
Acting Commissary on the Transport Ohio. 9

6

Annual List of Merchant Vessels of the United States, Series Set, vol. 53 no. 8057; Report H, Doc. 234, Vessels of
the Quartermaster Corps, United States Army, p. 536.
7
Annual List of Merchant Vessels of the United States, Series Set, vol. 53 no. 8057; Report H, Doc. 234, Vessels of
the Quartermaster Corps, United States Army, p. 536.
8
National Register Sons of the American Revolution.
9
United Service: Army, New York Times, Mar. 30, 1901.

Gravestone:
Birth: Jul. 3, 1846, Washington D.C., USA
Death: May 29, 1914, Hudson Falls, Washington County, New York, USA
Buried: Lakeview Cemetery; Burlington; Chittendon County, Vermont
“US Army General. He served in the Navy from 1865 to 1866, was appointed a Second Lieutenant in the
Army’s 5th Artillery Regiment in 1867, and attained rank of Captain before transferring to the
Quartermaster Department in 1893. From 1886 to 1888 he was Aide de Camp to General John M.
Schofield when Schofield commanded the Department of the Atlantic. During the Spanish-American War
he served at Camp Wyckoff, New York and Camp Meade, Pennsylvania, was a special disbursing officer
for the US Philippine Commission, and later served as a member of the Spanish War Claims Board.
Sawyer was Chief Quartermaster of the Department of Dakota when he was promoted to Colonel in April
1910, and he retired as Brigadier General in July of that year.” 10
Married to Elizabeth Owen Sawyer (b. 1851, d. 1916).
New York Times Newspaper Clipping (posted at Find a Grave)
“Retired Officer Succumbs at His Home, in Glenn Fall, Aged 67.”
Notes from clipping: One of the best known military men of Northern New York. He retired in 1910 rank
Brigadier General. He was Chief Quartermaster at Dakota when he retired. Gen. Sawyer was of
distinguished ancestry. His great-grandfather was in Gen. Abercrombie’s army at Ticonderoga in 1758,
and another ancestor was at Bunker Hill. Gen. Sawyer was appointed a Second Lieutenant in 1867,
graduated from artillery school in 1871; He was Acting Judge Advocate of the Division of the Atlantic
and Department of the East in 1884. Afterward, he served as Aide de Camp to General John M. Schofield
when that officer commanded the Department of the Atlantic from 1886-1888. Sawyer was promoted to
Major in 1901, Lt. Col. in 1904, and Col. in 1910. He served as Chief Quartermaster at Camp Wyckoff
and Meade and Augusta, GA, and was Special Disbursing Officer to the Philippine Commission from
Dec. 1898 until Oct. 1899. He later went to Washington as a member of the Spanish War Claims Board. 11
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11

Find a Grave Memorial, sv James Estcourt Sawyer, http://findagrave.com (accessed 12/20/11).
Retired Officer Succumbs at His Home, in Glenn Fall, Aged 67, New York Times, May 30, 1914.

Vessels Evaluated for Commercial Sale
1922 Army Documents: Notes about assessing the vessels for sale (National Archives documents in
research folder)
 Doc. 1: April 8, 1922 ~ Board of officers meets at Fort Caswell, NC to survey surplus floating
equipment. The Col. J. E. Sawyer Con F & P cost the gov’t to make:
o $235, 384
 Doc. 2: May 2, 1922 ~ Concrete F & P boat Col. J. E. Sawyer ~ quartermaster office rec’d
information that this boat was tied up to the dock at Fort Caswell, NC since November 21, 1920
and sand had accumulated in considerable quantity around the boat and is now extending beyond
the dock in the channel approach … soon will have to dredge … (paraphrase). It was
recommended that early action be taken for the disposal of Sawyer.
o On April 22, 1922 Sawyer appraised at $30,000
 Doc. 3: Oct. 3, 1922 ~ Bids rec’d on surplus floating equipment: offers considered and clearance
sought and approved.
o James B. Fox offered $760 for the Col. J. E. Sawyer
o Other boats listed on document
o Mr. I. Blank offered $ $2,600 for the Maj. Archibald Butt
 Doc. 4: Oct. 3, 1922 ~ Clearance for Sawyer bid at $760
 Doc. 5: Oct 17, 1922 ~ To Asst. Sec. of War, Attn: Dir. Of Sales ~ History of bid process. Point
2 states that earlier bids for the Sawyer and Butt were unsuccessful because too low. By Oct. 3,
they requested to accept bids at lower than 90% of the minimum sales price fixed on July 29, 1922.
This request was made because these were least desirable of surplus on hand. Since the appraisal
on various dates these boats had deteriorated, due to the period of disuse and location. There is a
special note about the Col. J. E. Sawyer being aground. They are also undesirable for commercial
pleasure craft. Staff gave up on higher prices and concluded that value had been over estimated by
the Appraisal Board.
 Doc. 6: Oct. 30, 1922 ~ From Quartermaster General to Assistant Secretary of War, Attn: Dir. Of
Sales
o Request for approval to sell 8 130’ Concrete River Steamers, Gasoline Burners listed at:
 $1,750 each (what happened to #9?)
HistoryMiami Archives
Documents trace Archibald Butt from New York to Charleston to Miami
Department of Commerce Bureau of Navigation Records (see research folder)
1. Consolidated Certificate of Enrollment and License: Butt
2. Bills of Sale: Butt
a. From army to John W. Sullivan Co. (N.Y.) Nov. 23, 1922
b. From Sullivan to Joseph Sabel (N.Y.) May 16, 1923

c. From Sabel to E. L. Pryer (S.C.) Sept. 4, 1925
d. From Pryer to Miami Aquarium (sunken in Biscayne Bay) Feb. 16, 1934
Charleston Port Utilities Commission (P.U.C.) minutes from 1924-1927
See brief email correspondence of Mar 1 – 2, 2011 (research folder)
Research Question Remaining: What happened w/boats while in Charleston?
I have target dates for local research but did not explore those details for the historical marker. We do
know that these F & P concrete vessels were built after WW I and decommissioned in 1922, and then
Sabel purchased the Maj. Archibald Butt on May 16, 1923. He brought the boat to Charleston in the early
summer and likely used this vessel for commercial purposes, and anecdotal evidence supports use of these
boats as ferries before the installation of the Cooper River Bridge. Sabel sold the Maj. Archibald Butt to E.
L. Pryer on Sept. 4, 1925. That boat was relocated to Miami, FL.
I do not have the bills of sale or certificates for the Col. J. E. Sawyer, but assume that both boats were
purchased at the same time. Thus, the Sawyer likely arrived in 1923. In fact according to Nic Butler’s
search of the P.U.C. minutes, the vessel sunk during the time that the Oil Marine Company leased Adger’s
Wharf. This lease started at some point in 1923. So, the vessel sunk between 1923 and July, 1926 when it
became an irritation to the city. Actually, it probably sunk twice in that time period, the first time off Fort
Sumter Hotel, the second time near Adger’s Wharf. Based on statements in the June 1929 articles and
P.U.C. notes, it likely sunk the second time either in June or July, 1926.
Areas noted for further research include Sabel’s use of both boats, and how the Col. J. E. Sawyer sunk
(probably twice, and how it was raised up the first time). It would be interesting to learn when this Mount
Pleasant hull was first wrongly called the Maj. Archibald Butt. These details can probably only be learned
through the News and Courier microfilm. Further, it would be good to obtain the Miami history of the
Maj. Archibald Butt: How did Pryer use the vessel? How did it sink and was it raised from the Biscayne
Bay? How was the vessel used by the original Miami Aquarium?
The Col. J. E. Sawyer: According to the P.U.C. minutes, this “old sunken hull” was a real sore point
between the city and Sabel, and the nuisance is mentioned from July, 1926 through the spring of 1927.
The minutes of the July 1929 meeting state that the old hull had been raised and removed. The
commission decided to charge the cost of this effort to the account of “profits and loss” for previous years.
News and Courier Articles of June 2, 1929 through June 22, 1929 tell a great story
It's important to read these articles to understand what a major undertaking it was to raise the Col. J. E.
Sawyer. The contractors thought the prepped vessel would surface without an issue on Sunday, June 2. In
the beginning of the month a crowd of nearly 50 had gathered around. By mid-month, the series of articles
reads like a situation comedy. The old hull finally surfaced to rousing cheers near the end of the month
with thousands of people missing work time to watch the spectacle.

In summary: Nothing short of calamity
Unlike the well-documented 12 concrete ships that were built as a result of Woodrow Wilson’s Emergency Fleet
Corporation just before WWI ended, the history of these lesser-known concrete river steamers has yet to be
written. 12

The army’s experimentation with concrete river steamers is a case of nautical engineering gone way off
beam. Built in 1919, the Col. J. E. Sawyer was the first concrete passenger vessel made in America. The
price tag for this government river steamer came in at a hefty $235,384. On Oct. 18, 1919, she was
launched under the spray of celebratory champagne in a moment that nearly killed six men who were
tending to her cradle. The Sawyer’s usefulness to the army is unknown and short-lived. On November 21,
1920, the boat had already been abandoned at a Fort Caswell, N.C. dock, creating a costly sandbar
buildup, until it was unloaded as worthless surplus one year later. Once in Charleston, the steamer spent
most of its years under water and port authorities dubbed her “the old sunken hull.” On June 22, 1929, the
vessel was raised and towed to Mount Pleasant waters and dumped in an approved place. Given her
propensity to descend and rest, the Col. J. E. Sawyer was destined to become our town’s old sunken hull
inspiring a century of comforting memories and legendary tales. 13

12

For a 1922 primary source document pertaining to concrete ships of this experimental era, see Sea Going and Other Concrete
Ships by N. K. Foughner, C.E. M.amsoc, Medlem Norsk Jngenieur, Forening, Assoc Inst. N.A. (London: Henry Frowde and
Hodder & Stoughton, 1922),
http://www.archive.org/stream/seagoingothercon00fougrich/seagoingothercon00fougrich_djvu.txt. Note on the well-known
12 concrete ships: There were 24 boats to be built but only 12 were finished before the war ended. Of the river steamers, all
were ordered during the war, but the war ended before these were built.
13

I have a folder of clippings and communications to accompany these research field notes.

Justification for a Historical Marker
A general National Park Service guideline for qualifying a landmark, property, or story (etc.) of historical
or cultural importance as historically significant is fifty years or older.
After studying Mt. Pleasant’s Old Hull, I realized its importance on several levels:
1. This hull is a historic object that will be 100 years old in 7 years.
2. It is the very first concrete passenger vessel (& river steamer) EVER built in America.
3. It has military significance in that it is one of only nine in our nation built and named after very
prominent deceased quartermasters (dead before boats were contracted, built, and commissioned).
a. Thus, the boat is historic, from the army's perspective, both as an object and as a namesake.
In this case, Sawyer was from a prominent military family (Son of Am. Revolution, etc.),
lifetime service, died a Brig. General.
b. The vessel is representative of the WW I generation of military watercraft
c. It’s both of unique material (concrete F & P) and experimental design.
4. From a regional perspective, as carried in numerous testimonies and local lore, the old hull is
woven into the lives and memories of several generations of Lowcountry families.
a. Interestingly, it has a sister-vessel that was significant in Miami, FL, so it creates a link to
another state.
Surely, a historical marker is warranted if an object can fulfill any one qualification as historic, and even
more as a corrective history to enduring lore.
Victoria Musheff
Chair Town of Mount Pleasant Historical Commission
February 09, 2012
CC: Early research file to Robert Behre and Town of Mount Pleasant Planning Department

Old Hull Historical Marker Approved Text
Side A;
Old Sunken Hull

Commissioned on Oct 18, 1919, the Army Quartermaster
River Steamer Col. J. E. Sawyer was the first
concrete passenger vessel made in America. The 700ton, 128.5-foot ship, able to carry 500 people, was
one of nine built from 1919-1920 by the Newport
Shipbuilding Corp. of New Bern, N.C. Made of steel
and ferrocement, these vessels were named after
esteemed deceased army quartermasters. In 1923,
Joseph Sabel brought the decommissioned Sawyer and an
identical ship the Maj. Archibald Butt to Charleston
for commercial use. In 1926, the Sawyer sank near
Adger’s Wharf creating long-term problems for port
authorities who dubbed her the “old sunken hull.” As
thousands cheered, the Sawyer was raised on June 22,
1929, after weeks of frustrating yet amusing
attempts. The old hull was towed to this site and
remains an iconic fixture. Local lore named this
steamer the Archibald Butt; however, that vessel was
relocated to Miami in 1925.
Erected 2012
(See Reverse)

Old Hull Historical Marker Approved Text
Side B;
BG James Estcourt Sawyer

Brigadier General James Estcourt Sawyer, born in New
York in 1846, was of distinguished military lineage.
His ancestors served at Ticonderoga in 1758 and
Bunker Hill in 1775. Sawyer entered the military at
age 19. By 1884, he was Acting Judge Advocate of the
Division of the Atlantic and Department of the East.
Sawyer served as Aide de Camp to Gen. Schofield who
commanded the Department of the Atlantic. Sawyer
transferred to the Quartermaster Department in 1893.
During the Spanish-American War, he was Chief
Quartermaster at Camp Wyckoff, N.Y., Camp Meade,
PA., and Augusta, GA. Sawyer served as Special
Disbursing Officer to the Philippine Commission and
as a member of the Spanish War Claims Board in
Washington, D.C. Promoted quickly, he retired as
Brigadier General and Chief Quartermaster at the
Department of Dakota in 1910. He died on May 29,
1914, in New York and is buried at Lakeview Cemetery
in Burlington, VT.

Erected 2012
(See Reverse)

APPENDIX
Historical Image: Col. J. E. Sawyer
I discovered this image in East Carolina University archives, identified and confirmed its content, and
secured rights for its use (see research folder). The Col. J. E. Sawyer was the first of the four completed
and launched.
First Four Ships under Construction (image one is front of photograph; image two back of photograph)
Manuscripts and Rare Books Department: Joseph B. Green Collection (Addition #3). The call number is:
#380.2.b.
J. Y. Joyner Library Room #4014; East Carolina University; Greenville, N.C. 27858-4353

Images below from Historical Architecture of New Hanover County, North
Carolina (Publication online)

Below: Typical area River steamer

Potential Placement of Historical Marker at Waterfront Memorial Park

Old Sunken Hull Historical Marker Dedication & Press
The Old Sunken Hull Historical Marker dedication took place at Memorial Waterfront Park on
August 21, 2012 at 11:00 am. Present: Son of contractor who moved the boat to Mt. Pleasant;
daughters of a man who rode the boat when it was used as ferry; Town Administrator Eric
DeMoura; Town Communications Officer Martine Wolf-Miller; Town Planners Kiera
Reinertsen and Chris Haynes; Mayor Billy Swails; Mayor Pro Tem Thomasena Stokes-Marshall;
Council Members Dr. Craig Rhyne, Chris Nickles, Chris O’Neal; Historical Commissioners
Victoria Musheff Chair, Carol Poplin, Jose Hernandez.

Post and Courier, The (Charleston, S.C.)
September 4, 2012
Section: Metro
Page: 10

Concrete passenger ship hull to get historic marker
Prentiss Findlay
pfindlay@postandcourier.com
MOUNT PLEASANT - The long slab of concrete that sits just offshore in Charleston Harbor between

Memorial Waterfront Park pier and the Yorktown has earned its own historical marker. The nearly
century-old remains are those of the first concrete passenger vessel made in America, according to
the town.
The hull, all that's left from the ship's glory days, barely rises above the water. The 128-foot-long river
steamer weighed 700 tons and could carry 500 passengers. It was named for Brig. Gen. James
Sawyer, who was chief quartermaster at the Army Department of Dakota when he retired in 1910.
Officials marked the brief history of the vessel in August, when Mayor Billy Swails, the Historical
Commission and Town Council unveiled a plaque that tells its story. The marker is located just past
the pier snack shop.
"Old Sunken Hull" is the headline on the historical marker. One side tells the tale of the ship. The
other side has a biography of Sawyer. A second marker about the vessel is planned for a walking trail
at the Bridgeside II development.
The ship was the first of nine vessels of its type built from 1919 to 1920 by Newport Shipbuilding
Corp. of New Bern, N.C. They were made of steel and ferro cement and named for deceased
members of the Army quartermaster corps. The Sawyer, a government supply boat, was
decommissioned in 1923 and put into commercial use.
In 1926, the Sawyer sank near Adger's Wharf in Charleston creating long-term problems for port
authorities who dubbed her "old sunken hull." Thousands cheered as the Sawyer was raised in 1929
and towed to its current resting place.

Copyright, 2012, The Post and Courier. All Rights Reserved.
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'Old Hull' Gets Marker on Tuesday
Ship with storied past getting historical marker in Tuesday ceremony.
•

By Adam Crisp

•

August 20, 2012

The Col J. E. Sawyer was the first concrete passenger vessel built in America. The 700 ton ship,
capable of carrying 500 passengers, was launched on Oct. 18, 1919. The vessel sunk between 1923
and 1926 in Charleston Harbor and was towed to its current location. Courtesy of East Carolina
University

Photos

Credit Courtesy of East Carolina University

Credit Town of Mount Pleasant
http://mountpleasant-sc.patch.com/articles/old-hull-gets-marker-ontuesday/media_attachments/edit?upload_started=1348275406
A piece of Lowcountry lore, that until recently had little documentation to back up its history, will on
Tuesday get proper recognition.
Mount Pleasant Billy Swails, the Mount Pleasant Historical Commission and town council will hold a
historical marker unveiling ceremony at 11 a.m. on Tuesday, at Memorial Waterfront Park for the
remains of the 130-foot Col. J.E. Sawyer, a cement ship that sunk in Charleston Harbor in the
1920s.
Most folks know of the vessel as the concrete ship or the "Old Hull," but recent research proves the
ship is one of nine cement passenger ships launched in 1919.

IF YOU GO
Who: The public is invited to join the mayor, town council and historical commission.
What: Historical marker unveiling for the "Old Hull."
When: 11 a.m. Tuesday
Where: Mount Pleasant Memorial Waterfront Park
The Sawyer was the first concrete passenger vessel built in the U.S., according to research
performed by Victoria Musheff, chair of the Town of Mount Pleasant Historical Commission. It was
operated by the U.S. government for roughly three years before being sold as surplus.
It came to Charleston along with an identical ship, the Maj. Archibald Butt, and was likely used as a
commercial vessel, Musheff writes. But sometime between 1923 and 1926, the Sawyer sunk in
Charleston Harbor.
For some time, the ship was a navigational hazard near Adger's Wharf. In 1929, It took nearly a
month to raise the 700-ton vessel from the river's floor, according to newspaper archives. The ship
was towed to the Mount Pleasant side of the harbor where it rests today.
Boaters had shared stories and lore about the ship's hull for years, but few knew its true history.
Most thought the ship was the Archibald Butt, according to a Post and Courier story, but that might
be simply because Butt was a more interesting figure, an Augusta, Ga., native who died aboard the
Titanic.
The Butt actually survived and was on display at an aquarium in Miami.
Tuesday's ceremony will be the first time the ship's hull will get official recognition of its history. The
town will place a marker at the park on Tuesday.
A second marker will go up along a walking trail at the planned Bridgeside II development, the 40acre hotel-retail-residential project planned for the land between Patriots Point and the Ravenel
Bridge.
Victoria Musheff
10:08 pm on Monday, August 20, 2012
Thank you Adam for the wonderful announcement and article: The Historical Commission is
appreciative. There are so many details that it’s tough to keep it all straight: The Col. J. E. Sawyer
was an Army Quartermaster Transportation Division river steamer that was bought as surplus and
brought to Charleston. Vessel Records are kept by the U.S. Department of Commerce Bureau of

Navigation. The Old Hull was a navigational hazard by Adger's Wharf, raised, and disposed of in Mt.
Pleasant. Hope to see you there!
..
…………….

Mount Pleasant Historical Commission unveils historical marker for 'old
sunken hull'
Tuesday, August 21, 2012

By Tyler Heffernan

Victoria Musheff, chairwoman of the Historical Commission for the Town of Mount Pleasant, wants Charleston area
residents to know that there is history in Mount Pleasant, and you don’t have to look very far to find it. The large,
concrete hull resting near the USS Yorktown and the base of the Ravenel Bridge was celebrated Tuesday afternoon
with the unveiling of a historical marker at Mount Pleasant Memorial Waterfront Park.
“I think we’ve lived in the shadow of Charleston for a very long time, and we’re just beginning to scope out here and
really see we have some great historical sites and objects,” Musheff said, just before the marker was uncovered by a
brown sheet. “We’re looking forward to continue to bring that more into the public eye.”
Musheff is starting to get her wish with the publicity from the hull, also known as the “old sunken hull.” When the
sheet was pulled off, four media members fixated their cameras on the marker and town residents stopped to snap
photos of their own and talk to the council members on hand, including mayor Billy Swails.
Below is the text found on the front on the sign, and beneath that is the text on the back of the sign:
Old Sunken Hull
Commissioned on Oct 18, 1919, the Army Quartermaster River Steamer Col. J. E. Sawyer was the first concrete
passenger vessel made in America. The 700-ton, 128.5-foot ship, able to carry 500 people, was one of nine built from
1919-1920 by the Newport Shipbuilding Corp. of New Bern, N.C. Made of steel and ferrocement, these vessels were
named after esteemed deceased army quartermasters. In 1923, Joseph Sabel brought the decommissioned Sawyer
and an identical ship the Maj. Archibald Butt to Charleston for commercial use. In 1926, the Sawyer sank near
Adger’s Wharf creating long-term problems for port authorities who dubbed her the “old sunken hull.” As thousands
cheered, the Sawyer was raised on June 22, 1929, after weeks of frustrating yet amusing attempts. The old hull was
towed to this site and remains an iconic fixture. Local lore named this steamer the Archibald Butt; however, that
vessel was relocated to Miami in 1925.
Erected 2012
BG James Estcourt Sawyer
Brigadier General James Estcourt Sawyer, born in New York in 1846, was of distinguished military lineage. His
ancestors served at Ticonderoga in 1758 and Bunker Hill in 1775. Sawyer entered the military at age 19. By 1884, he
was Acting Judge Advocate of the Division of the Atlantic and Department of the East. Sawyer served as Aide de
Camp to Gen. Schofield who commanded the Department of the Atlantic. Sawyer transferred to the Quartermaster
Department in 1893. During the Spanish-American War, he was Chief Quartermaster at Camp Wyckoff, N.Y., Camp
Meade, PA, and Augusta, GA. Sawyer served as Special Disbursing Officer to the Philippine Commission and as a
member of the Spanish War Claims Board in Washington, D.C. Promoted quickly, he retired as Brigadier General
and Chief Quartermaster at the Department of Dakota in 1910. He died on May 29, 1914, in New York and is buried
at Lakeview Cemetery in Burlington, VT.
Erected 2012

Mount Pleasant marker commemorates Lowcountry history
Posted: Aug 21, 2012 8:49 PM EDT Tuesday, August 21, 2012 8:49 PM
MOUNT PLEASEANT, S.C. (WCIV) - Leaders gathered in Mount Pleasant to unveil a marker, which
officials hope will educate the community on the city's history.
The marker commemorates the final resting place of the J-E Sawyer. The hull of the ship was towed to
Mount Pleasant in 1929, three years after it sunk.
"This old hull is America's very first concrete passenger vessel, so just in terms of an accomplishment for our
nation and engineering and experimental design, it's important," said Victoria Musheff of the Mount Pleasant
Historical Commission.
The Sawyer was one of nine built in New Bern, North Carolina and could transport as many as 500 people.
Officials say the marker is part of a larger effort to educate the Mount Pleasant community of its history.

Vessels Enduring Lowcountry History by Post and Courier’s Robert Behre

Vessel's enduring Lowcountry history
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Robert Behre /The Archibald Butt is perhaps more visible than ever since the opening of the Arthur
Ravenel Jr. Bridge, which has a pedestrian lane that offers a good view of the abandoned vessel. Some
have joked that it is 'the oldest boat at Patriots Point.' It's true
MOUNT PLEASANT -- Long before Charleston had an imposing concrete span across the Cooper River,
another big piece of concrete shuttled people and goods between the city and East Cooper.

And it survives to this day, stranded in shallow water near the base of the Arthur Ravenel Jr. Bridge.
It's been there for 80 years and could last another 80.
Most everyone hopes it will.
The now-abandoned vessel was named to honor Major Archibald Butt, an Augusta, Ga., native who served
as a top military aide to two U.S. presidents. In fact, President Howard Taft ordered Butt to get some rest
in 1912, so he vacationed in Europe and booked passage back to the United States aboard the Titanic.

Butt didn't survive, and his namesake vessel began its life as a steamer for the U.S. Army's quartermaster
department.

Made of ferrocement, the ship ferried soldiers and goods between Charleston and Fort Moultrie on
Sullivan's Island.

The military no longer needed it after World War I and auctioned it off for about $3,000. Its new owner,

Joseph Sabel, used it as a floating gas station in the Ashley River and then briefly as his family home after
his Cole Island home burned down.

The legend -- repeated in old newspaper accounts -- says Sabel's wife soured on the houseboat after one

of their children fell overboard and almost drowned.

In any case, Sabel eventually agreed to sell it to a Miami man, but that deal fell through when the

Archibald Butt fell through the Cooper River near South Adgers Wharf. It remained there for about three
years until the city decided it was clogging up its working waterfront and had to go.
Ted Yeager of West Ashley knows what happens next.
He was looking on as an infant as his father and uncle scrambled to raise the ship so it could be towed off.
The Michigan natives needed two tries but eventually raised it on June 21, 1929.
"They had a crowd of around 4,000 people watching this thing," he says, citing an old newspaper account.
"It was quite a story."

Yeager says their salvage contract was $5,000, about $62,000 in today's dollars, but the Archibald Butt
was not a money-maker for them. "My mother told me after the six weeks, they spent everything," he
says. "They probably lost a little money."

It was then towed across the river and left in its current spot, perhaps the first boat left at what's now
Patriots Point.

John Murden, 55, remembers seeing the vessel there when he was growing up as a young boy in
Charleston.

He moved away but returned 22 years ago and is now an associate professor of civil and environmental
engineering at The Citadel.

"That boat was one of the things that steered me toward what I did," he says. "It was just interesting. I
remember after talking with my dad about it."

Murden says it is constructed of ferrocement, a thin, steel-enforced composite developed in the mid-19th
century. As a material, it could produce durable boats in a hurry.

Murden chuckles at those who are surprised that a boat could be made of reinforced concrete.
"People say it's a stupid material for boats because it's heavy," he says, "but steel weighs three times what
concrete does, and nobody worries about getting on a steel ship."

Unlike steel or wood, concrete thrives in water. While Murden says the ship's steel reinforcement

eventually will rust and break the ship down, he doesn't expect that to happen much before the 22nd
century.

"My kids will be reading in the holographic version of The Post and Courier when the next person asks, 'I
wonder how long this hull is going to last?' "

Like any building or oak tree, the longer the Archibald Butt survives, the more it's beloved.
As local municipalities scramble to remove abandoned boats from their waters, the Archibald Butt seems
safe.

No one has complained about it to the state, according to Dan Burger, a spokesman for the Department of
Health and Environmental Control's Office of Coastal Resource Management.

"It currently does not pose a significant navigational hazard for commercial or recreational vessels," he
says. "Removing (it) would likely cause undue harm to the surrounding marsh and riverbed."

Mount Pleasant stormwater manager Hillary Repik says it's not on the town's list of abandoned vessels,
partly because it has no gas or septic tank, and partly because some revere it as a fishing spot.
"The Archibald Butt is sort of considered a landmark and part of our urban legend," she says.
Murden says he doubts anyone would attempt removing it for less than $150,000 because it's not falling
apart. "You would be hauling away large chunks of a recognizable boat," he says.
Yeager counts himself among those who want to see it stay put.
"I've got some nieces and nephews who also want to see it stay there," he says. "It's like a family heritage
thing."

Reach Robert Behre at 937-5771 or at rbehre@postandcourier.com or by mail at 134 Columbus St.,
Charleston S.C. 29403.
……….

Robert Behre breaks story on historical commission’s new research

No ifs, ands or Butts, it's Sawyer
Robert Behre
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Some have joked that the so-called Archibald Butt is "the oldest boat at Patriot's Point."
MOUNT PLEASANT -- For decades, people talking about the abandoned concrete hull stranded here near
the base of the Ravenel Bridge have called it the Archibald Butt.

And no one questioned the name after I wrote a column about this rather odd maritime ruin in this spot
on Nov. 15, 2010.

At least not at first.
The column did prompt Town Councilman Craig Rhyne to suggest that the concrete hull deserved a

historical marker somewhere along the shore, and that idea led the town's historical commission chair
Victoria Musheff to begin research on what such a marker should say.

Musheff began by reading the 1929 News and Courier stories that tracked the month-long saga of raising
the hull from the shoreline along downtown Charleston and hauling it across the Cooper River to its
present resting place.

When Musheff read a June 22, 1929 story that referred to it as "the hull of the Col. J.E. Sawyer, an old
government supply boat," she stopped in her tracks.

"I'm confident I'm not the first person who has read that in the modern era, but I'm sure I'm the first
person to do the research," she says.

Musheff eventually would spend a year, off and on, tracking down the puzzle of the hull. She didn't rest

until she obtained a copy of the Feb. 16, 1934, bill of sale in which the Butt was sold for $25 to the Miami

Aquarium. According to the document, the Butt "now lies under water in Biscayne Bay, near Miami."
Hmmm.

"I didn't set out to do this," Musheff says of her discovery.
The only question Musheff didn't pin down was how the names got juxtaposed in the first place.
A 1968 "Do You Know Your Charleston" piece in this newspaper cautioned that the Butt's history "is made
up from conflicting tales and color legends (that) couldn't all be true," and it mentions the "General

Sawyer" was sent to Miami while Butt remained here. That piece echoed a 1967 News and Courier story
that also said the Sawyer went to Miami.

It's still unclear how the name got changed between the hull's raising and relocation in 1929 and those
newspaper articles almost 60 years later.

Perhaps the Butt name stuck because he was a more interesting historical figure than Sawyer. An Augusta,
Ga. native, Butt served as a top military aide to two U.S. presidents and died in the Titanic's sinking after
heroically helping to rescue others.

Their namesake ships were two of nine concrete passenger vessels manufactured in New Bern, N.C. All
nine were named for deceased members of the Army's quartermasters corps.

Both the Sawyer and Butt had equal tonnage, and both ended up in Charleston's waters for a time.
None of these vessels proved particularly useful. They can be considered a sort of an experiment in
military technology that seemed promising enough at the time but didn't really pan out.

Musheff notes that the Oct. 18, 1919, dedication of the Col. J.E. Sawyer proved to be a harbinger of things
to come. After champagne was crashed against its hull, the ship suddenly slipped from its cradle as two
dozen men knocked out its supports. Six were swept into the water but managed to survive.

Musheff says her research also led to one bit of consolation for those who will miss calling the hull by its
previous Butt incorrect name: The Col. J.E. Sawyer actually was the first of the nine ships launched.
"Maybe we don't have the Major Archibald Butt," she says, "but we do have America's first concrete
passenger vessel."

Reach Robert Behre at 937-5771 or rbehre@post andcourier.com

