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Flotsam and jetsam or an oyster full 
of pearls? Fifty years of participative 

underwater archaeology in the Western 
Wadden Sea, Texel county, 

the Netherlands

by Michiel H. Bartels, Hoorn

Introduction

As the owner of the archaeological record of the 
Wadden Sea, the Municipality of Texel started to 
actively involve itself in the archaeological affairs of the 
island and its surrounding waters in 2016. At the time, 
collections from various wrecks were being managed 
completely at random by a colourful parade of divers, 
diving teams and others. Some objects and (parts of) 
whole collections were being gifted to third parties, sold, 
traded and shared out between team members, or simply 
discarded or left to decay. There were precious few 
attempts to deal systematically with finds or archiving 
data, with the purpose of studying the time capsules. 
Objects found near Texel were not only being spread out 
over the island, but even found their way to the mainland 
and sometimes beyond national borders. This process 
was accelerated by the discovery, by several island 
diving teams, of the so-called Palmwood Wreck in 2015 
– which was partially emptied out. The astounding and 
eye-catching 17th-century contents of this wreck revealed 
the wounds that had been left to fester. Governmental 
institutions, the museum and diving teams saw no 
option but to join forces to unveil the discovery to the 
world while setting out a road map to a sensible seabed 
policy (Vos 2019). The triangular relationship between 
diving groups, governmental institutions and the wreck 
museum is central to this story, with a focus on public 
archaeology and the heritage communication that is part 
of this turbulent process.

The ship graveyard of the Texel Roads

The development of the cities of Holland and 
West Frisia in the 16th century led to a shipping boom 

between the North Sea and the Zuiderzee, but reaching 
far beyond it as well. The prevailing (north-)westerly 
winds complicated any attempt to reach the North Sea 
from the Wadden Sea area to the east of Texel. Ships 
had little choice but to wait for a rare easterly wind – 
which could take days, weeks or even months (Fig. 1). 
Crews were expected to be ready at all times, should 
the wind suddenly turn. It was not unheard of that 
dozens or even up to a 100 ships would be anchored on 
these ‘Texel Roads’. There was always a risk of being 
hit by other ships, while storms could wreak havoc by 
casting vessels adrift, crashing them into each other 
or simply sinking them. The infamous ‘Tesselschade’ 
storm of 24 December 1593 led to demise of at least 
40 of the 140 anchored merchantmen in a single night. 
Large numbers of ships would sink near Texel over the 
next two centuries, with both incoming and outgoing 
ships among the losses (Fig. 2). Island inhabitants often 
tried to help the shipwrecked crew, while the salvaging 
of all usual parts and cargo was commonplace – so-
called beachcombing. The logistical challenge caused 
by the prevailing winds was solved by the construction 
of the North Holland Canal in 1824 and the advent 
of steamships, causing the Roads to lose its primary 
purpose.

The island feeling and beachcombing

Dutch island inhabitants are not alone in their 
conviction that their home is truly ‘their’ island, and 
that higher authorities and their laws and regulations 
encroach upon their ‘island affairs’. This conviction 
is commonplace in many geographically-isolated 
communities. Anything that sinks near the island, or 
washes up on any of its beaches, is also included in 
‘our affairs’ (Manders 2017, 94). Many inhabitants 
therefore see any wrecks and their cargo located in the 
island’s vicinity as their intrinsic property. This is not a 
modern notion born during the last 50 or so years, but 
seems to be part of their DNA. Both a centuries-old 
disdain for authorities – especially those situated on the 
mainland – and a habit of settling affairs within their 
own community are deeply rooted. Many inhabitants 
from all islands are strongly drawn towards any cargo 
that washes up on the beach, or is found within a nearby 
wreck. Up to about a century ago, beachcombing was 
seen as a practical tool improving one’s life. Usable 
goods found on the beach were given a second purpose 
inside the home, shed, household or even a business. 
Until recently, it was not seen as strange to house any 
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finds not directly usable on one’s own property – even in 
the front garden. Increased diving activity has changed 
these practices somewhat, with spectacular finds 
replacing flowers and shrubberies as garden decorations. 
These objects are even seen as a source of prestige 
on the islands, which has encouraged many divers to 
house a colourful collection of cannons, anchors and 
other maritime discoveries in their gardens. The size of 
the objects, or the collection as a whole, even affects 
the individual’s standing within their groups.1 New 
beach finds, especially wood and commercial goods, 
are also shared within the groups and visibly displayed. 
As a result, numerous island homes have become 

1 As experienced by the author on the Dutch islands of Texel, 
Vlieland and Terschelling. 

truly interactive open-air 
museums that teach us 
as much about the sea 
as about the inhabitant’s 
sense of liberty. This is a 
participative expression 
of an emotional process, 
which connects history, 
island heritage and 
individual prestige. As 
most col lections are 
housed away from tourist 
hotspots and the (often 
home-made) curiosities 
sold there, no link with 
the ever-growing tourism 
sector seems to exist.

1970-1977, Scuba 
diving and salvaging 
wrecks

Individual scuba 
diving, with oxygen 
tanks carried on divers’ 
backs, first appeared 
around 1970. It opened 
up a new world beneath 
the surface of the water 
for individual divers, 
and quickly led to diving 
on newly discovered 
wrecks – and the 
salvaging of anything 

found in them. As all unclaimed wrecks were legally 
owned by the Dutch Government, and the Dienst der 
Domeinen in particular, it was up to the government 
to determine what to do with them. This was approved 
by the seabed’s custodian, Rijkswaterstaat (RWS, 
the Directorate-General for Public Works and Water 
Management). As a result, Domeinen and the RWS 
provided sport divers with requested permits for 
removing items from these wrecks. The first permit 
for Texel’s Wadden Sea was provided in 1971, which 
permitted the removal of both items and parts of the 
ship con struction (Fig. 3). The first two divers did so 
in their free time and at their own expense, purely out 
of their own personal interests. They also kept journals 
of their diving activities and object lists from various 
wrecks, while also photographing the majority of their 

Fig. 1  Historical map of the isle of Texel by Metius-Zoutman, 1664. The ships on the right side 
of the island are anchored in the channel to wait for a favourable eastern wind (Image: National 
Archive, The Hague, Netherlands).
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Fig. 2  The roads of the island of Texel with merchant ships and fishing boats painted by Ludolf Bakhuizen, 1665 (Image: 
National Maritime Museum Greenwich).

Fig. 3  Finds from the 1975 dive from the galley of the ‘Oude Wrak’ dated late 16th-century. Bronze cauldrons, Iberic amphora, 
stoneware bottles, pewter spoons, Dutch redware bowl and a skimmer (photo: Archeologie West-Friesland).
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finds. Only particular items that caught their eye ended 
up in personal display cases. Other objects were sold 
to cover their expenses. Among others, this occurred 
with the many lead bars stamped with ‘1591’ (Fig. 4). 
At the time, some divers already felt that these special 
bars from the ‘Old Wreck’ needed to be saved from the 
smelter and instead belonged in a museum. 2 

Not all divers active at the time sought permits and, 
instead, explored the same wrecks without permission, 
control, purpose or administrative efforts of any kind. 
This regularly led to clashes, both out at sea and back 
on land. 

2  Letter J. de Boer dated 30-5-1978. Only in 2019 was the last 
survivor, saved from furnace, added to the collection of Museum 
Kaap Skil. For the contents of the Old Wreck, see: Bartels & 
Stellingwerf 2021. 

1977-1991. An attempt at structured participation 
in maritime archaeology

During the late seventies, various parties came to 
realise that these finds actually constituted precious 
cultural heritage and that ‘something’ had to be done. At 
the same time, archaeological parties across the country 
became aware of the invaluable time capsules that were 
waiting on the seabed – while slowly washing away 
and being targeted by local divers. Yet national policy 
remained unchanged: hand out permits, let private 
parties dive on the wrecks and share in the profits. The 
first initiative for change on Texel came from members 
of Diving Club Texel – founded back in 1973. They 
shared concerns about the loss of precious heritage, and 
engaged in local political efforts to raise awareness.3 In 
particular, they were looking for a location to store - and 
possibly exhibit – large finds such as keels, capstans, 
windlasses, and deck constructions. The Texel Museum 
was not enthusiastic, in part due to the illegal efforts 
through which the objects were salvaged (Fig. 5). 
After all, divers regularly failed to report finds at the 
Rijksdienst voor het Oudheidkundig Bodemonder zoek 
(ROB), even though they were required to do so. 
Minutes from the seventies reveal a stand-off that 
has gone unresolved to this day: The municipality 
had a clear wish to realise tourist-oriented heritage 
initiatives, funded by income derived from the tourist 
industry. At the same time, the Diving Club wished to 
start collaborating with professional archaeologists and 
thereby ending what, practically speaking, were illegal 
diving activities. The absence of both storage space and 
conservation capacity for vulnerable objects was another 
issue. Finally, the fear of impossibly high conservation 
expenses, and of any legal consequences that would 
follow the acceptance of illegally-obtained artefacts, 
felt by the Texel Museum needed to be mitigated.

A compromise solution was devised in 1979: objects 
could be stored in an old eelgrass shed in the village of 
Oudeschild, a municipal lobby would help the Diving 
Club to obtain a formal diving permit, while a plan for 
the development of a maritime archaeological museum 
was devised. 4 The necessary goodwill for an historical 

3  Notitie betreffende geborgen voorwerpen door de Duikclub 
Texel (Note regarding items salvaged by Diving Club Texel), by 
Alderman J. C. M. Nauta, 16-7-1979.

4 Minutes meeting Municipal Council, Diving Club Texel and 
Texel Museum Foundation, 8-8-1979.

Fig. 4  Detail of a lead bar from the ‘Oude Wrak’ with 
stamped marks and the date 1591, total weight 71 kg (photo: 
Archeologie West-Friesland).
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Fig. 5  Lifting a bronze cannon from the sea bottom in 1985 on the Texel roads (photo: Texel Historical Society).

Fig. 6  Museum staff and divers together place the bronze cannon in the museum gallery, 1985 (photo: Texel 
Historical Society).
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maritime and shipping museum located on the milling 
compound in Oudeschild, the current location of 
Museum Kaap Skil, was found on all sides.5 After all, 
most diving expeditions docked in Oudeschild, home 
to the only fishing and trading harbour of the island. 
The connectedness that Texelaars felt with regard to 
salvaged objects also manifested itself, as there was a 
clear wish that that all local finds should be permanently 
housed on the island. The Diving Club also needed to 
acquire a legal and visible role. These fair requests were 
forwarded to the Ministry, and would result in finger-
pointing over the next four decades. 6

For the first time, governmental efforts to turn the 
tide manifested itself at a national level. Maritime 
archaeologist Thijs Maarleveld, appointed as staff 
member for maritime archaeology within the Dutch 
Government, approached the director of the Texel 
museum for a meeting and sought to impose some 
discipline on the island affairs. Going against the flow, 
the Maritime Museum did open its doors in the summer 
of 1980, with an exhibition on maritime archaeology 
included (Fig. 6). The responsible minister conveyed 
his surprise about the decision of the ROB and his own 
ministry to outlaw the archaeological efforts organised 
by the divers of Texel. The municipality rightly pointed 
out that wrecks were increasingly easy to access as a 
consequence of the blossoming beam trawl fishing 
industry, which was regularly damaging any wrecks 
that were laid bare by the current. The increasingly 
harsh methods used by local divers to remove sand 
from partially covered wrecks – including explosive 
charges – were also reported to the minister. Both points 
underlined the necessity for a structured archaeological 
programme with a strict permit system that dealt with 
malicious divers and the illegal trade in artefacts, 
allowing the municipality to get to grips with maritime 
archaeological efforts.7

Efforts were apparently successful, as the Diving 
Club was given a permit for the 1981-1984 period, with 

5 The Municipality had budgeted Fl. 25.000,00 for the removal of 
the seaweed barn of Oudeschild. Diving civilians campaigned to use 
the same funds to save the structure and build exhibitions inside. 

6 Letter from STM to the CRM Ministry, directors for Museums, 
Monuments and Archives dated 13-11-1979, concerning meetings 
between the local municipality, the Diving Club and the Museum. 

7 Letter Texel Municipality 5/42211 dated 27-8-1980, to CRM 
Ministry.

permission to ‘dig up and fish up objects from the Wadden 
Sea.’8 Separate salvage contracts were required should 
wrecks from the Dutch West India Company (WIC), the 
Dutch East India Company (VOC) or the Admiralty be 
involved – all other wrecks needed to be reported to the 
mayor.9 Practically speaking, it meant that the divers 
sent written reports of their discoveries and handed 
over at least a portion of their finds to the Maritime 
Museum.10 Thijs Maarleveld’s influence on all diving 
activities was also being felt, especially through the lists 
of found objects that he had the divers write up (Fig. 7). 
This was partly the result of Maarleveld’s own thesis 
project, for which he assembled a team of professionals, 
students and sport divers (Maarleveld 1984). As is the 
case today, some private diving teams continued with 
their own expeditions despite the arrangements made 
with the organised diving teams. A lot of eyebrows were 
raised. Despite this, the Ministry sought to continue its 
collaboration with the municipality, the museum and 
the Diving Club when the period covered by the permits 
expired. Significantly, the new collaboration sought to 
only allow for recreational diving, end the removal of 
objects, restrict diving to a single wreck, and to develop 
a more structured approach.11 The 1981 ‘salvaging 
contract’ with RWS and Domains was not renewed.

Meanwhile, professionalisation efforts were being 
substantively and politically prepared behind the scenes. 
A suggestion by the Texel Museum to set up depot for 
maritime archaeology and a conservation unit on the 
island was sent to the Ministry via the Municipality 
in 1985.12 The necessity and benefits were already 
obvious at the time. Preparations for a new Monuments 
and Historical Buildings Act were already underway 
at both the ROB in Amersfoort and at the Ministry, 
which was passed in 1988. For the first time, the 
role played by excavating parties was clarified. Both 

8 ‘Bergingscontract’ (Salvage Contract) Letter RWS Directie 
Noord-Holland, 12157 dated 2-4-1981 and Domains in Haarlem 
1981, nr. 23/81/0527.

9 Salvaging contract article 14-3, and Monuments Act article 24-
1. 

10 Many of these inventories appeared from Diving Club Texel’s 
archives during the summer of 2020. 

11 Letter WVC MMA/MO-6980 dated 31-7-1984. 

12 Letter Municipality Texel nr. 5/68680 to CRM Ministry dated 
30-8-1985.
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permits and academic context were now required for 
their work and any discoveries, while those finds were 
required to be catalogued and housed properly. Texel 
was preparing for these changes as well. In 1985, the 
Minister informed the commission of the ROB, as part 
of the new Ministery of Health, Welfare and Culture 
(WVC) that the salvaging of wrecks would no longer 
be allowed by the government. It was also noted that 
divers from Texel were auctioning off objects found 
in national waters. The minister further suggested a 
framework for the development of an archaeological 
depot on Texel, and asked the commission for advice.13

Initiatives were diligently prepared. According to 
the governmental institutions, the actions by the island 
divers had also started to escalate. As a result, various 
governmental levels were working towards an archae-
ological unit on the island, with a depot as their first 

13 Letter WVC Ministry MMA/MO-U-2603 dated 16-12-1985. 

priority. That priority was picked up, with the Project 
Group Maritime Archaeological Depot Texel coming 
forward with the plan ‘Project Archaeological Regional 
Assessment Western Wadden Sea’ in 1989 – just a year 
after the new law was adopted. The initiative was a 
perfect fit within the contemporary approach of on-site 
reconnaissance, which would be translated into archae-
ological value charts and subsequent archaeological 
policies. The western Wadden Sea, home to the largest 
concentration of wrecks and itself a critical situation, 
was selected as the first site. The three main goals were: 
assess the value of each wreck for research purposes; 
(de-)selection and possible protection; and subsequent 
assessment of objects retrieved from the wrecks. 
Finally (and still on the agenda), rival divers and diving 
teams were to be involved to develop overviews of all 
finds and to better coordinate their actions in the future. 
It also aimed to reduce the number of diving violations. 

14 The ‘Regional Assessment’ was implemented by a 
professional archaeologist, who was himself a diver, 
and completed in 1991 (Fig. 8). It received no follow-
up.15 A special exhibition was dedicated to the ‘Polish 
Cannon Wreck’ (BZN II), while a ‘voluminous and 
prestigious’ publication was due in 1993. Meanwhile, 
preparations for a Field Team Maritime Archaeology 
that could operate with or without any help from local 
teams were being made at a national level. The ROB 
also attempted to appoint a municipal archaeologist on 
the island, or one operating within a regional setting. 
However, the Municipality refused to cooperate and 
provide financing without assurances that the depot 
would also be located on the island. A long impasse 
followed when plans for an island depot were dropped 
by the ROB in 1993.16

1991-2007. Rise, greatness and fall of professional 
maritime archaeology, and the island response

Legally speaking, the 1985 ministerial declaration 
that the Monuments and Historical Buildings Act 
would also apply underneath the surface of the water 
– and its subsequent codification in 1988 – was a big 

14 Document ‘Werkgroep Scheepsarcheologisch Depot Texel’, 
June 1989.

15 Kleij 1991. This concerns a report sample; the full report has 
never been published.

16 Gemeente Texel, Jim le Roux, Notitie Onderwaterarcheologie 
6-9-2000.

Fig. 7  Thijs Maarleveld (centre) and two of the foremost 
Texel divers discuss the day‘s work at a research vessel, 
around 1985 (photo: Texel Historical Society).
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step. A new department for maritime archaeology 
was also set up within the ministry, with Maarleveld 
appointed as its head (Vos 2009, 27). At the same 
time, the Department for Ship Archaeology of 
the Rijksdienst IJsselmeerpolders in Ketelhaven, 
headed by Reinder Reinders, continued to operate. 
Both locations attracted motivated divers and 
foreign trainees, as the Dutch professional approach 
became an international example for innovative 
research in submerged regions. The 1994 ‘Diving 
Decision’ brought some unwanted changes with it. 
All maritime archaeologists were now required to 
possess a professional diving certificate. As a result 
of this labour law, many new and costly degrees were 
suddenly required. As many were unable to meet the 
health and safety requirements, cooperation between 
amateurs and professionals was suddenly impossible. 
Unlike other countries, the Dutch government also 
failed to distinguish between the marine labour in the 
offshore industry and the scientific pursuits of marine 
biologists and mari time archaeologists. While other 
countries provided for a relatively light ‘scientific 
diver’ certificate, allowing amateurs to stay involved 
after a brief practical course (Nautical Archaeological 

Society), Dutch divers were faced with a very strict 
regime. The consequences were obvious, with 
large numbers of archeologically in clined amateurs 
joining the new Landelijke Werkgroep Archeologie 
Onder Water (LWAOW) in 1994 – which operated 
as a point of contact for the professionals (Vos 2009, 
27). Meanwhile, organised and unorganised diving 
expeditions in Wadden Sea continued.

In 1995, both national maritime departments fused 
into a single organisation: the Netherlands Institute 
for Ship and Maritime Archaeology (NISA), bringing 
diving archaeologists and wreck specialists from the 
Flevoland polders together (Vos 2009, 27). On the 
proudly autonomous island of Texel, divers continued 
as they saw fit. Various wrecks were dived upon, with 
incidental discoveries reported by some divers. Most 
finds found their way to private homes, though team 
evenings were organised for cleaning and describing 
materials – and puzzling shards together.17

17 This applied to the cannons, among others, see Brinck 2020. 

Fig. 8  Map of the known shipwrecks around Texel, from collected data 1991-2016 (Image: RCE).



105

While the fusion of the two departments was 
viewed internally as a forced marriage, 1996 did go 
down as an excellent diving year with most of the 
13 professional divers regularly diving near Texel. 
The success was, however, short-lived. In 1997 the 
department ‘Netherlands Overseas’ was created 
within the NISA, for which Maarleveld was to direct 
policy, administration and international affairs. The 
remaining section of the organisation became a diving 
team focussed on research and processing. The new 
legislation and the professionalisation it brought forth 
did produce one advantage: larger ships equipped with 
decompression units became available. This greatly 
increased the duration of working schedules and 
allowed for more practical diving hours in the Wadden 
Sea and elsewhere (Vos 2009, 29). At the same time, 
the relations with the local diving community further 
deteriorated, convincing the Texelaars to continue 
going down their own road. Ironically, the amateurs 
did become more proficient at presenting the fruits 
of their labour to the Oudeschild Museum, while the 
governmental results were largely unseen. As usual, 
the professionals produced dense standardised reports 
and specialist articles which made their maritime work 
even less visible than that done by their traditional 
archaeological counterparts.18 

The integration of the NISA was completed in 
1998 with the opening of a new headquarters in 
Lelystad, the capital of the new Flevoland province. 
State Secretary Rick van der Ploeg officially unveiled 
the building on 28 January 1999, dubbing it ‘the 
only full-fledged maritime archaeological institute of 
the Netherlands’. Luxuriously equipped, it featured 
offices, a library, a large warehouse, extensive storage 
space, a diving basin for training exercises and 
restoration and conservation facilities. Finally, the 
facilities for maritime archaeology matched the stature 
of Dutch maritime heritage, and could be compared 
to international partners. With fashion outlet centre 
Batavia Stad, the Batavia Docks, Museum Newland 
and the KPN telecom-tower as it neighbours, the 
headquarters seemed to be at the heart of a lively, up-
and-coming maritime neighbourhood. The only caveat 
was its impractical, elongated white warehouse with an 
oval room structure. Climatologically, it was deemed 
disastrous – even when the leakage was overlooked. 

18 As an example, a collection of not-very-accessible articles 
on the seabed within Texel’s Municipality has been bundled as a 
dissertation, see Manders 2017.

In the light of the new legislation, the ROB arranged 
for a triangular bureaucratic meeting structure aimed 
at disciplining Texel’s runaway amateur archaeologists 
and putting an end to the lawlessness, improving the 
management of their collections and enabling object 
conservation through government resources, promoting 
heritage tourism, and responsibly managing objects on 
loan from the diving groups. To the best of the author’s 
knowledge, however, the four involved parties – the 
municipality of Texel, the ROB, the museum and the 
‘united’ divers – never signed the 1998 agreement 
‘Archaeology in the Wadden Sea’.19 The concept for 
this statement of intent does, however, bear a striking 
resemblance to the 2015 ‘Pilot’ that was signed.

During the decade of 1995-2005, the Western 
Wadden Sea did play host to a lot of successful research 
projects. This cultivated a close-knit and cooperative 
diving team. The five most valued and vulnerable 
wrecks were wrapped in sandbags and plastic wire mesh 
to halt further erosion. The NISA’s golden age suddenly 
ended in 2003, however, when the national government 
opted for reorganisations and cutbacks in the ROB (and 
their successors RACM and RCE). Archaeological 
bureaucracy increased under the government’s 
influence, while free market thinking – and the notion 
that commercial parties would be cheaper and more effi-
cient – gained traction. Together, these changes slowly 
brought the non-profit maritime research machine 
to a standstill. In 2006, the NISA diving team was 
scrapped altogether, ending the government’s research 
capabilities (Vos 2009, 29). The public image and the 
reach of their publications and exhibitions were deemed 
insufficient; maritime archaeologists were mainly 
capable of expertly describing construction methods 
of certain ships and the technical characteristics of 
the wrecks (Gawronski et al., 2017). The important 
narrative of maritime archaeology – sharing inspiring 
stories about shipping, international trade, exploration 
and wars, and their importance for the modern world – 
was lacking (Dessens 2014, 156f.).

Collaboration between professionals and amateurs 
was not deemed a priority, and relations with the 
LWAOW were strained. As the government receded 
from view, the decreasing scope for cooperation and 
the increasing numbers of amateur divers created 
unintended opportunities. One individual tried to 

19 Concept Declaration of Intent ‘Archeologie in de Waddenzee’ 
19-11-1998.
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create a legal framework 
for the research of, and 
the salvaging of, wreck 
fragments through the 
municipality.20 The 
response that followed 
from diving teams who 
deemed themselves 
‘legal’ only underlined 
internal divisions21 
(Fig. 9). Neither the 
municipality, nor the 
ROB or Province 
of North-Holland, 
undertook further 
steps.22 Many divers felt 
vindicated and unlimited 
diving sprees followed 
without oversight. Many 
wrecks were discovered 
during this period, often 
named after the prime 
cargo found within. This 
included the ‘Shards’ 
Wreck’, the ‘Mortar 
Wreck’ and the ‘Leather 
Wreck’ (Bartels 2019; 2020; 2021). Tragically, the total 
lack of coordination between the various diving teams 
meant that individual whims determined which objects 
were salvaged and taken home – the so-called ‘NFTM’ 
or Nice for the Mantlepiece. Some objects were 
transferred to the increasingly popular wreck museum, 
while others were lost in various ways. Windowsills in 
all island villages, home to divers’ friends and family, 
began housing archaeological treasures. Seventeenth-
century Spanish amphorae also made excellent gifts for 
birthdays, anniversaries and going-away presents for 
officials.23 

20 Letter Hans Eelman to Texel Municipality dated 20-12-2000, 
representing  Stichting Behoud Erfgoed Texel i.o. Briefnr. 011489.

21 Letter Diving Club Texel 3102001 to Texel’s mayor, briefnr. 
100092. DCT believes to hold a RWS diving permit that is still valid. 
This permit expired in 1985, removing the legal framework through 
which items could be salvaged by the Club. 

22 Diving permits for both clubs were denied, Texel briefnr. 
8-100754 en 8-100753 van 31-1-2001. Also see: Gemeente Texel, 
Jim le Roux, Notitie Onderwaterarcheologie 6-9-2000. 

23 This tradition was kept alive until at least 2018, as seen by the 
author.

2007-2015, the neo-liberal approach to maritime 
archaeology

In 2007 the national government almost fully 
transferred archaeological and heritage responsibility 
to the municipalities – without the funds or staff 
necessary to take that responsibility on land or out at sea. 
Decentralisation only seemed to increase the challenges 
faced on Texel. In September 2007, the government 
implemented a new heritage act in which in situ preservation 
was key. Texel was suddenly faced with a new situation 
after national archaeologists abandoned island projects 
that had been running for 30 years. In March 2007, the 
congress ‘Malta [Valletta Convention] Archaeology in 
the Future’ brought together representatives from the 
national government, the municipality and the Maritime 
and Beachcombing Museum. Together, they sought to set 
up a shared management and archaeology policy which 
would safeguard the maritime interests. At the same 
time, the project sought to increase the public’s access 
to, and their support of, maritime archaeology.24 Texel 

24 Representatives from the RACM, Municipality Texel and 
the Province of North-Holland met in September 2007, which 
resulted in the mentioned Advice. Advies College Burgemeester & 

Fig. 9  A splash in the Wadden Sea by Diving Club Texel from the research vessel ‘RP 42’ 
(photo: Diving Club Texel).
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was to join an international system for in situ wreck 
maintenance, while the entire Western Wadden Sea was 
to be periodically scanned with sonar equipment. What 
is more, a digital catalogue of all wreck finds was to be 
established, while the local historical society was to be 
involved in historical research into the loss of ships in 
the area. Of course the Texel diving teams would also 
be integrated into the project. However, their experience 
was questioned and the municipality requested that they 
receive training from the NISA.25 This project also failed 
to launch. The national government’s refusal to involve 
itself with the Wadden Sea left parties gobsmacked, while 
the Rijksdienst voor Archeologie, Cultuurlandschap 
en Monumenten (RACM) produced a map of local 
wrecks and called it a day (Fig. 10). The Maritime and 
Beachcombing Museum did take steps to improve the 
housing and exhibition of diving team collections, which 
led to the current Museum Kaap Skil  (Figs. 11 and 12).

Wethouders, 11 oktober 2007, ‘Maritiem Archeologische waarden in 
de Waddenzee’, 6. 

25 Advies College Burgemeester & Wethouders, 11 Oktober 2007, 
8, 13. 

The academics 
representing Dutch 
maritime archaeology 
gathered for a symposium 
in the Royal Academy of 
Sciences in Amsterdam 
in March 2014, to discuss 
the current state of their 
field. The professors 
in attendance brought 
forth the usual points, 
but it was the Head 
of Collections of the 
Amsterdam Maritime 
Museum Henk Dessens 
who truly analysed 
the situation (Dessens 
2014). He was asked 
to explain the lack of 
interest, particularly the 
political interest, faced 
by maritime archaeology 
in the Netherlands. The 
starting point was the 
question as to whether 
maritime archaeology 

really had reached a low ebb (Dessens 2014, 141)? 
More than 50 Dutch museums maintain maritime 
collections, totalling 1.2 million objects, while more 
than 6000 historic sailing vessels are maintained, 
and countless societies and groups are involved in 
maritime history. Public interest for maritime heritage 
clearly exists, though the same cannot be said for its 
archaeological branch. The research carried out by 
Dessens concluded that the way the Government of the 
Netherlands implemented the Malta Conven tion ‘has 
been detrimental to maritime archaeology’. He stated 
that preservation in situ as proposed by the State would 
not work because ships are ‘disintegrating in the water 
on the sea bed until all the material has been eaten or 
rusted away’. The Government of the Netherlands had 
made a crucial error (…) with disastrous and irreversible 
effects (Dessens 2014, 148). This had led to a particular 
problem in coastal waters with strong tides such as 
the Wadden Sea. The ‘illegal’ efforts by scuba divers 
and amateur archaeologists can be excused, because 
their professional counterparts are almost always late 
in comparison. What is more, very few professionals 
even exist, while they have very little means available 
to them. Dessens therefore argued that, while emptying 
out wrecks is illegal, preventively salvaging items that 

Fig. 10  The deserted building of the National Institute for Maritime Archaeology in Lelystad, 
2017 (photo: Archeologie West-Friesland).
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Fig. 11  Front view of Museum Kaap Skil in Oudeschild, Texel, 2015. The wooden beams of the facade are made of 
‘flotsam & jetsam’, driftwood collected from the beaches of Texel (photo: Museum Kaap Stil).

Fig. 12  The finds gallery of Kaap Skil Museum, 2015 (photo: T. Wolzak).
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would almost certainly be lost when the next storm 
hits could be excused. This cannot be considered a de 
jure violation of the law. Of course oversight, let alone 
implementation of the law by police or municipality, is 
not realistic (Dessens 2014, 151).

Dessens perfectly highlighted the duality still faced 
by ‘participative’ maritime archaeology today.26 When 
faced with amateur divers who truly worry about 
the wrecks, professionals who lack the means to do 
their work, and this harsh labour law reality, real and 
engaging collaboration is impossible. The biggest loser 
is the maritime heritage, which only incentivises those 
amateur diving expeditions that professionals have 
deemed illegal. Dessens concluded by stating that 
no long-term maritime research agenda really exists, 
and any steps are arbitrarily decided upon. Finally, he 
added that the Netherlands was further hamstrung by 
the absence of an integrated education programme for 
maritime archaeologists. No programme that brings 
both the theoretical and practical aspects of maritime 
archae ology together currently exists – neither at 
university, nor applied sciences, level.27

The Cultural Heritage Agency (RCE) did take some 
steps. On 12 December 2013, a seabed area within 
the Texel municipality officially became the first 
submerged national monument of the Netherlands.28 
(Fig. 13). The 73 ha zone is home to the majority of 
Texel’s shipwrecks, and the likelihood that more 
wrecks will be found within the area is deemed high. 
While only constituting 1.7 % of Texel’s waters, 
governmental oversight is very limited. What is more, 
the same government opened the monument up to the 
Zeeland shellfish industry, allowing that industry to 
annually ram hundreds of steel beams into the seabed. 
The beams act as scaffolding for mussel seed nets.29

26 See for example the co-signed letter from diving amateur 
archaeologists from AWN-LWAOW and Stimon to the OCW 
Minister dated 31-1-2017. In it, they requested that amateurs were 
given an exemption from the certification guidelines for those cases 
in which natural processes are the disturbing party on the sea bed, 
allowing them to preventively salvage goods through contact with 
the authorities. 

27 Dessens 2014, 152-153. The situation has remained unresolved 
as of 2020, and has even deteriorated further. 

28 Rijksmonumentnummer 532120. Burgzand Noord, gemeente 
Texel. Besluitnr. MS-2012-1549 van 12-12-2013.

29 These are the so-called MZI’s, short for Mussel Seed Net 
Installations. Until 2019, these large steel beams were placed every 

2015-2020, turning the tide, moving forward 
together?

Events surrounding the so-called ‘Palmwood Wreck’ 
in 2015 turned the tide. Amateur archaeologists first 
spotted the wreck in 1996, while it was first reported to 
the RCE in 2010. It was subsequently ‘rediscovered’ in 
2014. Diving Club Texel’s members, and others, were 
secretly active in the monumental zone – although 
all wrecks within enjoyed a protective status. After 
removing the bulk of sand that covered it, a modest 
amount of objects were removed by hand and through 
airlifts. Included were more than 200 boxwood trunks, 
which lent their name to the ship. Again, the objects 
were shared among the group and partially stashed in 
the Oudeschild clubhouse. As islands know no secrets, 
word reached staff members of Museum Kaap Skil. 
The location director was therefore invited to come 
and take a look. Upon arrival, she found a stunning red 
silk dress on a coat hanger, as well as other remarkable 
objects. She subsequently reported her findings to the 
legal owner and manager of all of Texel’s archaeology 
– the Province of North-Holland. The municipality, and 
the RCE as keeper of the monument, also got involved 
in subsequent events. As fate would have it, provincial 
politicians visited the museum in March 2015. They 
immediately realised the value of the objects, and that 
their survival for Texel could only be achieved through 
conservation measures and extensive research.30 

During coalition discussions in Haarlem in 2016 
archaeologist and politician Tom Buijtendorp argued 
that the province should find a budget for training 
amateur diving archaeologists and that the maritime 
collection needed to be safeguarded by the Province 
of North-Holland.31 After extensive discussions the 
five involved parties – the municipality of Texel, 
Diving Club Texel, Museum Kaap Skil, the Province 
of North-Holland and with the RCE representing the 
Minister of Culture – signed a collaborative agreement 
in November 2016. Their goal was to catalogue all 
finds, protect the wreck in situ and to work towards 
an improved seabed policy. The Pilot project was 

year, leading to thousands of holes in the seabed.

30 Letter Museum Kaap Skil to the deputy, requesting political 
action and financing, 18-3-2015. 

31 This resulted in the allocation of €1.2 million during the tenure 
of the States’ College 2016-2020, intended for the maintenance and 
exhibition of items from the Palmwood Wreck.
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envisaged to last for a year, but it lasted for four.32 The 
period saw increased cooperation and understanding, 
but also a fair share of misunderstanding and 
insufficient transparency. The Diving Club’s promise 
to hand over all salvaged items hit emotional barriers. 
With the Club’s stellar success in local, national and 
international media, maintaining the functionality of 
internal and external communication became very 
challenging (Hatcher 2017). What’s more, experts 
in the field of 17th-century objects started involving 
themselves in the project – with or without invitations. 
Even before the project was properly defined and 
before a command structure and a set of clear goals 
were established, a research group of more than 50 
people was formed almost organically – involving 
specialists from various disciplines, institutes, and 
universities, speaking various languages and hailing 
from various countries (Vos 2019).

At the same time, one essential question was raised 
in political corridors: how could this have gone so 

32 Protocol Onderwaterarcheologie Texel, signed 20 November 
2015.

wrong? Surely a state monument is protected? Had 
the professionals lost all touch with the amateurs? 
Would these objects truly have been lost if it wasn’t 
for this local diving team? Museum and municipality 
could not afford to stay behind, and found funds 
for exhibitions and directing policy. The RCE in 
Amersfoort, which up to now was mostly focused 
on those Dutch ships that had been rediscovered in 
foreign and international waters, realised that those 
wrecks in Dutch waters required urgent attention 
– even though the political assignment for active 
management and research was still forthcoming. 
Staff were designated to streamline the collaboration 
process and the renewal of policy on various levels. 
The government also provided Texel’s divers with a 
flowchart to help them determine what objects could 
and could not be removed from wrecks. The chart 
never found practical implementation, because it was 
only applicable to ideal diving conditions without 
tides, currents and human factors (Fig. 14). The 
chart required divers to submit photos of objects to 
the RCE via the municipality, which would be used 
to determine whether or not they could be removed. 
With currents moving 3m per second, sight often 

Fig. 13  The perfectly-clear ‘Vijzelwrak/Mortar Wreck’, seen here on a side-scan sonar/multibeam scan in 2019, sank after 
1632 in the Wadden Sea off the coast of Texel (Image: Periplus/RCE). 
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being very poor, and the chances of an object still 
being present upon the diver’s return being almost 
non-existent, it was simply not practical.33 What’s 
more, responses to reported objects were slow.

In July 2016, the Texel municipality began working 
with the regional archaeological service ‘Archeologie 
West Friesland’. It was tasked with bringing order 
to local affairs, determining the locations of the 
wrecks, recording their state and finding out what 
objects from which wrecks were currently housed in 
private collec tions. Divers were also presented with 
a seemingly simple system for logging diving reports 
and systematically ordering their finds. Professional 
archaeologists struggled to understand the level of the 
methods and the mentality behind this ‘citizen science’. 
Though most local divers and professionals could not 

33 RCE 21-8-2017, Evaluatie Protocol Onderwaterarcheologie.

always understand the other’s logic, patience and 
mutual communication did create possibilities. After 
one-to-two years, the process was yielding results and 
began to lead to a cultural shift within this branch of 
amateur archaeology.

Starting in 2015, Museum Kaap Skil became 
actively involved in the affairs of the Palmwood 
Wreck collection. The national publicity it garnered, 
and the praise that reached the divers, led to increasing 
visitor numbers as well. During the years that followed 
several items from the wreck, including some results of 
the conservation process as soon they were completed, 
were exhibited. These exhibitions were also used to 
keep local and provincial political eyes fixed on the 
project, and acted as stepping stones for the planning 
which surrounded the complete refurbishment, 
expansion and reorientation of the museum (Zandstra 
et al., 2019).

Fig. 14  Scheme provided in 2017 by the Dutch state authority promoting appropriate conduct by amateur divers when retrieving 
finds from the seabed. It proved non-functional for tidal areas (Image: RCE). 
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The maritime archaeologists of the RCE were 
also involved, through their work on the maritime 
and shipping history of the region and through their 
focus on the dynamic processes that were affecting 
the wrecks (Manders et al., 2014). With their efforts, 
monitoring improved while the most important zones 
were revisited with side-scan sonar and multibeam 
equipment (Van den Brenk, Opdebeeck & Muis 
2019. Coenen & Opdebeeck 2020. Van den Brenk 
2018). Between 2016 and 2017, governmental divers 
inspected the Palmwood Wreck personally, where 
they made some new discoveries and subsequently 
covered the wreck with wire mesh (Opdebeeck et al., 
2018). In an at tempt to keep all parties involved and 
focused, the Province and the museum hosted several 
contact days where politicians, scientists, policy 
makers and divers were brought together and even 
undertook a party boat tour of the Wadden Sea. The 
informal atmos phere proved helpful.

Dutch maritime archaeology also received 
extensive coverage on a national level between 2016 
and 2016, even in the House of Representatives.34 
Deputies from the concerned ‘maritime provinces’ 
and especially those representing provinces whose 
waters were home to large numbers of wrecks, co-
signed a cry for help directed at the minister – pleading 
for more attention to the maintenance and research 
of the wrecks.35 Practically, this led to increased 
involvement by departmental officers in RCE efforts 
to set up a maritime programme for Dutch waters. The 
Convention of Municipal Archaeologists was also 
involved in the process. Some governmental funds 
– though too little when the scale of the situation is 
surveyed – were also made available for research and 
management in the Zeeland and Texel regions. Diving 
teams from Stimon, the LWAOW and others were also 
invited to visit the lion’s den – the RCE headquarters 
in Amersfoort – for an annual symposium and even 
for giving lectures. The cold war relationship was 
clearly being to thaw. During these meetings, the RCE 
provided insight into policy changes and was receptive 
to known criticism about their slow and insufficient 

34 Among others for the loosening of labour law legislation affecting 
amateur divers in archaeology, see answer Tweede Kamer der Staten 
Generaal to the LWAOW (briefnr. 2018Z09488/2018D32023, in 
which the party was fobbed off). 

35 Letter from the colleges of the Deputized States of the North Sea 
Provinces to Minister Bussemaker van OCW, 10 mei 2017, Provincie 
Noord Holland briefnr. 913537/943724. 

progress. After all, it takes time for change to navigate 
its way through governmental bureaucracy.36

 Texel’s treasure vault with an eye on the world

Iconic salvaged wrecks that belonged to monarchs 
abroad – such as Henry VIII’s warship the Mary 
Rose that sank in 1545 and Swedish king Gustav II’s 
Vasa, lost during its 1628 maiden voyage – receive 
a lot of attention. The museums that house them are 
also highly successful tourist attractions. Inevitably, 
these museums also house research and conservation 
departments. Ironically, the Dutch maritime nation 
does not have a wreck to match these icons. While 
large numbers of Dutch wrecks are scattered through 
the world’s seas, some belonging to the famous 
Dutch trading companies or its admiralties, they are 
deemed as too large and therefore too expensive to 
salvage and conserve – such as the VOC vessel the 
Amsterdam. The pristine frigate Huis te Warmelo, 
found in the Finnish Gulf, is located in such deep 
waters that a regular salvaging operation is not 
feasible. Other candidates have been so extensively 
targeted by diving teams that they are thought to no 
longer contain enough interesting items – such as the 
VOC ship Rooswijk.37 

The search for a wreck with an iconic cargo is 
therefore still ongoing. A number of wrecks in Dutch 
waters, and especially within the former Texel Roads, 
are especially interesting because although they have 
not been identified (yet), their cargoes can be called 
extraordinary. An opportunity to catch the public’s 
eye with a wreck that is not deemed iconic should 
not be overlooked. The Palmwood Wreck is a prime 
example. It attracted wild historical speculation about 
the origins of its cargo and the identity of its passengers, 
especially of possibly ‘English’ nobles, although the 
only thing that can be said with any certainty is that 
it was likely to have been a Levanter merchantman 
carrying goods hailing from the Mediterranean as 
well as having some chests filled with remarkable 
personal belongings. The latter especially caught the 

36  Letter Minister OCW and Defence to LWAOW and STIMON, 
dated 2-7-2018 (briefnr. 1353638) which highlighted bureaucratic 
hurdles but also featured a positive statement of intent for further 
collaboration. 

37 https://www.zja.nl/nl/Docking-the-Amsterdam, https://www.
fregathuistewarmelo.nl, http://rooswijk.huygens.knaw.nl.



113

eye, as they were highly luxurious. The stunning red 
silk dress mentioned above, decorated with silver 
thread, became the cargo’s main icon. Its owner 
doubtlessly had expensive tastes, as gold filigree 
pomanders or buttons (Fig. 15) were found in between 
the folds. This object, together with the other textiles, 
a collection of book covers, luxurious silverware 
including a gilt silver cup, pearls, Wan Li porcelain, 
an incense burner featuring cardan suspension, a 
silver snuffbox depicting a scene from Leda and the 
Swan, a water jug encased in silver, and hundreds 
of other remarkable objects showcase the merchant 
shipping and prosperity of the Dutch Golden Age (Vos 
2019). At the same time, some divers considered the 
boxwood to be of less value, resulting in some trunks 
to mysteriously disappear on the island – ending up 
as sculptures, mirror frames, umbrella stands and 
lanterns38 (Figs. 16 and 17). 

Another unnamed ship, which sank in or shortly 
after 1734, goes by the local name Leather Wreck and 
was found near the former shoal Vogelzand. Texel 
diving teams first discovered it in 1980 and salvaged its 
cargo during a series of expeditions. The premier cargo 
of this ship, likely a fluyt, was flax, wheat or rye – most 
of which had washed away when the ship foundered. 
What remained were large numbers of cowhides, rolled 
up and tied into bundles of six or seven. When opened 
and during the desalination process, divers noticed a 

38 https://www.hendrieninbeeld.nl. Photo’s featuring the use of 
boxwood have since been removed. 

remarkable scent emanating from the hides. Further 
investigation revealed that these were hides of Russian 
leather, the so-called Cuir de Russie, recognisable 

Fig. 15  Five of the filigree golden pomanders found in the dresses discovered in the ‘Palmhout Wreck’ in 2014/2015, dated 
after 1660 (photo: Diving Club Texel).

Fig. 16  Stack of eastern Mediterranean boxwood stems from 
the ‘Palmhout Wreck’ as stored in Kaap Skil Museum in 2020 
(photo: Archeologie West-Friesland).
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by a fine diamond pattern stamped into the exterior 
(Fig. 18). These luxurious hides, tanned with birch 
oil and birch pitch, were known as the finest quality 
leather of the early modern period. It was used in the 
bindings of Dutch States’ 
Bibles, but also in household 
goods. Dutch merchantmen 
transported large amounts of 
this leather from Archangelsk 
and St Petersburg, and took 
much of it to Mediterranean 
ports where it was used for 
wall coverings in prosperous 
homes but also for the 
upholstering of carriages. The 
leather trade underlines the 
close relations that the Dutch 
Republic enjoyed with the 
Russian tsar and the Russian 
state. In the late 19th century 
perfume manufacturers 
discovered the masculine 
scent emanating from the 
hides and recognised it as an 
aphrodisiac that could attract 
the opposite sex. Large 
brands, including Chanel, 
began marketing gentleman’s 

perfumes based on the scent. The tanning process, 
which had since been lost, was also ‘reinvented’ and 
applied to the production of shoes, purses and suitcases 

Fig. 17  A boxwood stem shaped into a work of art by a sculptor at Texel, 2018 (photo: www.hendrieninbeeld.nl (now removed).

Fig. 18  Some of the unrolled hides of Russia Leather (Cuir de Russie) dated 1732-1733 
from the ‘Leather Wreck’ during research in 2018 (photo: Archeologie West-Friesland).
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of luxurious brands including Hérmes and Purdy 
(Bartels 2021. Mouquin 2017). 

Many of the Leather Wreck’s hides ended up in 
a workshop in Den Burg, where local craftsmen 
transformed the hides into western-style bags, belts, 
smartphone cases and key chains without documenting 
their work or doing any research into the material.39 Of 
the whole cargo that was salvaged, only a few dozen 
hides remain available for research (Bartels 2021).

A third wreck that caught the eye goes by the local 
label ‘Shards Wreck’. Likely the Pieter Anthony that 
sank in late 1822, it was headed to the long-neglected 
Surinam colony after the Napoleonic Wars and loaded 
with goods that could reinvigorate the plantation 
system. Leaving from Amsterdam, it appeared to carry 
a wide range of goods that were in demand in Surinam. 
Found near De Bollen, local diving teams started their 
work on this wreck in 2005 and salvaged a large part of 

39 http://www.leerbewerken-texel.nl

its cargo without initially knowing how remarkable the 
historical era from which their finds hailed was (Van 
Dijk 2017). When an inventory of salvaged goods was 
drawn up over the period 2017-2019, it became clear 
that the cargo could be sharply divided into two groups. 
The first includes highly luxurious objects, including 
Blue and White Printed Pottery from industrial 
England, bottles of wine and gin, decorated walking 
canes, a two-wheeled carriage, sabres and parasols. 
The second consists of agricultural tools, including 
axes, machetes to be used for sugarcane production, 
shovels and hoes. The two groups underline the sharp 
divide between the lives of the plantation owners and 
their families, enjoying the comforts of tea-sets and the 
shade provided by parasols, while the enslaved worked 
to cultivate the jungle and produce colonial goods. The 
wreck also contained necessities for cooking sugar cane, 
including brickwork to make a stove, coal as a fuel 
source and two sugar cane kettles –for molasses – for 
boiling the cane juice (Fig. 19). This dangerous work 
was left to the enslaved (Bartels 2020). The discussion 
about the Dutch colonial past and the role of Dutch 
merchants in slavery is very much on-going here and 

Fig. 19  The ‘kapa’ found in the ‘Shard Wreck’ (1822). The copper plate kapa was a part of the cargo bound for the Dutch 
colony of Surinam (South America), to be used in boiling molasses syrup for cane sugar production. Diameter: 124 cm, height 
55 cm (photo: Archeologie West-Friesland).
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in western society, although Dutch archaeology has not 
shown much attention to it thus far. This despite the fact 
that the Dutch economy relied heavily on slavery from 
at least the Golden Age until late in the 19th century. 
People have looked away for a long time. Finds such as 
these from the Shards Wreck enable realisation that the 
Dutch also benefited from the exploitation of enslaved 
peoples. That salvaged heritage can show this truth so 
painfully and clearly should be seen as an opportunity 
for archaeologists and museums.40 

These three wrecks from the Texel area can thus add 
an historical dimension to themes that are very much 
alive in contemporary society: the Dutch Golden Age, 
relations between Russia and the west, and slavery. 
They provide an opportunity to share diverse and 
inclusive stories about the past, and their meaning for 
the present.

Epilogue

The above shows that participative archaeology 
involving Texel’s diving teams has been a fairly constant 
factor for the last 50 years. The divers gave the initial 
impetus to public awareness through the Maritime 
Museum that later became Museum Kaap Skil. The 
municipal heritage policy of Texel, as far as it regards 
the island’s maritime heritage, has seen a conjunction 
of ambitious plans and relative invisibility. However, 
the last five years have brought a positive change in 
municipal attitudes, with responsibility being taken for 
archaeological processes and with those processes being 
embedded in a municipal advisory and implementation 
structure, while local divers are provided with guidance 
from archaeologists. This proactive approach is 
already yielding many new insights and encourages 
the development of knowledge. The provincial role in 
heritage management has also been clearly defined in 
the wake of the Palmwood Wreck discovery, and one 
hopes that care for archaeological objects – in terms of 
public education, accessibility, storage and publications 
– will continue to be safeguarded at this governmental 
level for decades to come. Museum Kaap Skil should 
be a constant factor in public outreach, despite a large 

40 Objects from this wreck were on display in the successful 
Surinam exhibition in Amsterdam’s Nieuwe Kerk in 2019, 
https://www.nieuwekerk.nl/tentoonstellingen/de-grote-suriname-
tentoonstelling/. Museum Kaap Skil has chosen not to put the main 
focus of their current exhibition on discussions surrounding slavery, 
inclusiveness and ethnicity.

proportion of displayed items being on loan from 
individual divers, and loan structures with private 
parties coming with a number of risks. A solution to 
this situation is desirable. The conjuncture and weather-
dependent nature of visitor numbers is also a constant 
factor in safeguarding ambitions for the near future. 
Nonethe less, the museum is the cornerstone of Texel’s 
maritime history and an energetic storyteller.

The national government’s role could be typified as 
‘two steps forward, one step back’. Much has changed 
during the last 50 years, with wreck finds now being 
recognised for the cultural heritage they are instead of 
simply treasures with value, although the relations with 
the maritime branch of archaeology remain frosty.

Neo-liberal policies and prices influenced by labour 
laws have not done the Dutch maritime-archaeological 
cause any favours. The gradual introduction of 
market mechanisms, certification practices and the 
development of complex governmental protocols have 
contributed to the situation faced today: a country 
with a grandiose maritime history, languishing on the 
bottom rungs of the world’s maritime-archaeological 
scene. Continuity, preservation of knowledge, and the 
proactive and financially responsible management of 
heri tage on the seabed are all very difficult to achieve 
with this framework. It could again lead to loss of 
focus and therefore costly neglect and loss of cultural 
heritage. The ominous warning of Henk Dessens is 
applicable: 

‘Dutch maritime archaeology has no ‘corporate 
story’. The Government of the Netherlands is certainly 
implicated in this situation. It has taken advantage 
of a divided and isolated sector by opportunistically 
implementing cuts as a reaction to a sector that is 
incapable of clearly formulating what is its right to 
exist’ (Dessens 2014, 156).

That different routes are viable, can be understood 
by looking at another wreck museum on the North Sea 
coast: the Strandingsmuseet St. George in Denmark’s 
Thorsminde, on the sandy coast of Jutland. The HMS 
St. George, the Royal Navy’s largest ship of the line, 
was lost here during a furious storm in 1811. The 
story of this colossal warship’s demise, the rescuing 
of its survivors and the eventual salvaging process that 
followed are shared in the museum in a remarkable 
fashion. The close collaboration with local fishermen 
and diving teams, and the existence of a diving unit 
and conservation and storage facility in a far-off Danish 
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fishing village, clearly has its benefits. Furthermore, the 
museum has ensured the financial backing of sponsors 
who identify with the important role played by Danes 
in international shipping. In Denmark, as in Kaap Skil, 
beach-going tourists can take in maritime heritage 
while amateur archaeologists participate in research 
and appreciate the role they can play (Jespen 2019).

If the lobby for the cultural heritage of Dutch waters 
can organise itself, and present itself, as strongly as the 
Wadden Sea’s nature and agricultural lobbies, a future 
filled with heritage management, research, conservation 
and the sharing of polyphonic stories about and derived 
from shipwrecks is viable (Egberts 2018, 315-316, 
323). If that doesn’t happen, Texel’s divers will head 
out again. In that future, the waves surrounding Texel 
will not continue to be a source of tranquillity, but will 
instead make a huge splash.
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Zusammenfassung

Das westliche Wattenmeer ist mit Schiffswracks 
übersät. Viele sind seitdem weggespült worden, wäh-
rend einige überdeckt und so für die Nachwelt erhalten 
blieben. Hin und wieder tauchen neben den bekannten 
auch neue Wracks auf dem Meeresboden auf. In den 
letzten 50 Jahren stieg das Interesse der Inselbewoh-
ner an den Wracks. In den 1970er Jahren ermöglich-
te die niederländische Regierung ihre Ausbeutung, 
indem sie Tauchern erlaubte, Gegenstände von ihnen 
zu retten. Dieser Schritt war das erste Kapitel in einem 
jahrzehntelangen Kampf zwischen Amateur-Tauchern, 
Strandräubern, Wissenschaftlern (einschließlich ma-
ritimer Archäologen) und Parteien, die Artefakte aus-
stellen wollten. Die Ambitionen und politischen Ziele 
verschiedener nationaler, provinzieller und lokaler Re-
gierungen sowie von Museen kollidierten regelmäßig. 

Versuche, das maritime Erbe nachhaltig zu pflegen, 
um dem gemeinsamen Interesse öffentlich zu dienen, 
scheiterten an den Felsen der internen Spaltung, der 
Haushaltsdefizite und der schwierigen Umsetzung der 
neuen Politik. Der Bau eines neuen Museums in Oude-
schild im Jahr 2012 schien die Sackgasse zu überwin-
den. Dies war leider nicht der Fall.
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