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1. INTRODUCTION:  ARCHAEOLOGY AND ARCHAEOLOGISTS  IN ARGENTINA

For a better understanding of the context of underwater archaeology in Argentina I believe it will be useful to provide some general information about the discipline of archaeology in the country, together with clarifying the meaning of terms that will be frequently used in this chapter. 

Except for a couple of universities which have a specific career of archaeology, this specialty has normally been included, together with social anthropology, within the career of Anthropology or Anthropological Sciences, and even though the study of archaeological remains and the creation on museums and institutions dealing with archaeology had started several decades before (Politis, 1992; Fernandez, 1980) it was not until 1958 that the career of Anthropology  was created, at the Universities of Buenos Aires and La Plata.

Today there are eight universities in which a person can specialize in archaeology. All of them are free of charge (run by the national government), and it takes about five years of studies, plus writing and defending a thesis, to obtain what is called a Licenciatura degree.  When you become a Licenciado in Anthropology, specialized in Archaeology, you are formally considered an archaeologist. Some people continue their studies into a doctoral program, which takes several more years of original research and graduate courses, besides the final stage of writing and defending a dissertation.

In this context, and from now on in this chapter, the term "archaeologist" will be applied only to: a) those who have university level (either Licenciatura or Doctorate) degree in Archaeology -either as a specialty of Anthropology or not-, and b) those who went to the university either at times or in places where the career did not exist, and therefore studied some related career -tipically History-, and who dedicated their professional life to the study, with scientific standards, of past human life through material remains.

In  Argentina, then, we can view archaeology as a scientific discipline carried out by archaeologists.

According to the records of the Argentinean Asociation of Professional Archaeologists there are over 250 archaeologists in this country. As regards research topics, there has always been a strong emphasis on New World (and mostly Argentinean) prehistoric archaeology, clearly reflected in the extremely high percentage of papers corresponding to these geographic and temporal frames which have been presented at the National Congress of Argentinean Archaeology, held every two or three years since 1970.


Historical archaeology has had a far lesser dedication (Zarankin and Senatore, 1996), and, as we will soon see, underwater archaeology has been inexistent until de mid nineties. 

2. A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE INTERACTION WITH SUBMERGED REMAINS


In 1978 archaeologist Jorge Fernandez supervised the extraction of a monoxile canoe from Lake Nahuel Huapi, by the town of Bariloche in the Patagonian Andes (Fernandez, 1978; 1998). 

 The 4.7 meter long canoe was partly buried in the lake sediment at 12 m of depth, and it was in good state of preservation. Its recovery was carried out by a group of divers, directed by Mr. Franciso Requelme. They found no other archaeological material. 

The canoe had been constructed out of a single trunk  of a local beech tree known as coihue (Nothofagus dombeyii), and there was evidence of the use of metal tools for its manufacture. This fact, together with the presence of some small hollows filled with iron oxides (possibly the remains of metal nails) led Fernandez to state that the age of the boat should be placed between the mid seventeenth century, at the time of the European exploration which introduced the iron in the region, and the end of the nineteenth century, when timber for naval construction became so popular that it is highly improbable that someone would take the trouble of hollowing a tree trunk. A radiocarbon analysis applied to a wood sample did not clarify this chronological hypothesis.

Fernandez mentions that at least fifteen monoxile canoes have been recovered by different people (none of them archaeologists) from Patagonian lakes, and that this is an important material evidence that complements the ethnohistorical records of navigation across the Andes (Fernandez, 1998)

Some authors regard this canoe extraction in pursue of scientific studies as the first example of underwater archaeology in Argentina (García Cano, 1997a:396; Fernandez, 1998:1). From my admittedly demanding perspective, I woud not say that the underwater operation itself can be considered archaeology. In spite of this, Fernandez certainly deserves a lot of credit for having been the first archaeologist who demonstrated enough concern and care about underwater cultural remains, something that would not happen again for about fifteen years.

After Fernandez´  isolated action regarding our underwater cultural heritage, the activities carried out by the Argentinean comitee of the International Council of Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) should be mentioned.

In 1970 UNESCO had asked ICOMOS to analyze the status of underwater cultural heritage in every country where the latter had national committees. Ten years later, in 1980, the Argentinian report made by four architects noted the lack of specialists and the potential of underwater archaeological remains in the region (Pernaut, 1998).


In 1983 the Argentinian committee of ICOMOS and the World Heritage organized two seminars on underwater archaeology  lectured  by the Italian architect Antonio Di Stefano. The Seminars were taught at the schools of Architecture of the Universities of Buenos Aires and Mar del Plata. They were organized by architect J.Gazzaneo and directed by architects A. Schellenberg and C. Pernaut, the last two as president and vice president, respectively, of the Argentinean committee of ICOMOS. Pernaut mentions the participation of the Argentinean Navy and of diving clubs, and the fact that people who had already shown interest on the subject, as well as  "university students, diving instructors, etc." were specially invited (Pernaut 1998:26). The university students invited to this seminar were all from the career of architecture (architect C. Murray, personal communication).

In 1985 a third seminar on underwater archaeology was organized by the Argentinian committe of ICOMOS with the goal of "experimenting with and developing the discipline in a practical way" (Pernaut 1998:26). This time the seminar was lectured by architect J. Gazzaneo, professional diver F. Requelme and archaeologist J. Fernandez. The outcome of this seminar was the creation of the GTAS (Underwater Archaeology Working Group), coordinated by architect-diver J. García Cano (Libonatti, 1986), and which later changed its name into GTPS (Underwater Heritage Working Group) . The other group members were seven more architects and two experienced divers interested in underwater archaeology.  Later a museum curator was incorporated.

From then on the main tasks of GTPS were: experimenting with underwater archaeological techniques in several locations, with the support of diving schools and archaeology avocationals, and acquiring bibliography (Pernaut, 1998).

In 1986 an educational task was added to the GTPS activities, through talks at diving schools and clubs. Several recomendations were also written in order to be used by any diver who became in touch with in situ archaeological material (Ansaldo and García Cano, 1986).


By that time, more precisely between 1987 and 1989 and during four fieldwork seasons, the ICOMOS GTPS group surveyed the wreck of H.M.S. Swift in Puerto Deseado (Port Desire), Santa Cruz province. This was a British sloop of war which sank in 1770  while exploring the coast of Patagonia. The wreck had been already excavated partially by a group of local sport divers who had extracted around 80 objects showing extraordinary preservation conditions, and, despite the non-systematic collection and excavation, at least these objects are kept at a local museum and the preservation state of most of them is still very good.

The ICOMOS GTPS work at the Swift is described in several reports (GTPS-ICOMOS, 1987; 1988; 1989; 1992),  and also in a general publication coordinated by architect C. Murray (1993). The main task carried out during the four underwater field seasons was the mapping of structural remains of the ship.


In 1989 the ICOMOS GTPS surveyed an area in the Paraná river (Misiones province, NE Argentina) in search of remnants of nautical activities of the nineteenth century. After the field season, 11 sites from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries had been located (García Cano, 1991; 1997a).


Along the first years of the present decade, and despite the intention of turning it into a more interdisciplinary group (Pernaut, 1998), the ICOMOS GTPS gradually dismembered and has not been very active. Instead, several underwater activities have been carried out by a non-profit private organization called the Albenga Foundation for the Preservation of Underwater Cultural Heritage, which was created in 1991 (Bonel, 1998; García Cano, 1997a). Architect G. García Cano has been designated its scientific director.


Albenga´s first underwater project, in 1994, was a new survey and a documentary film as regards H.M.S. Swift (Carcía Cano, 1997b). After that they have been in charge of underwater surveys and excavations under the general direction of archaeologists working on land. Their work will be described in another section of this chapter.


A final comment concerning treasure hunters must be included here. Even though, to my knowledge, such activity has not taken place within Argentinean jurisdictional waters, the threat is quite close: Our lack of nationwide protective legislation and the fact that treasure hunters are already making commercial profit out of the Uruguayan underwater heritage,  just "around the corner", places us in a very vulnerable position. Moreover, there have been two attempts of commercial exploitation of shipwrecks (one is the already mentioned H.M.S. Swift in the province of Santa Cruz, and the other one is an unidentified wreck in Tierra del Fuego), but luckily the provincial authorities stopped them in both cases, and even elaborated regulations which represent the first legal steps toward the protection of our underwater cultural heritage. 

3. ARCHAEOLOGISTS APPEAR IN THE SCENE

In 1990 architect Cristian Murray, by then an active member of the ICOMOS GTPS group, personally went to the National Institute of Anthropology (Instituto Nacional de Antropología or I.N.A.) in search of archaeologists willing to collaborate with and even give professional advise to the GTPS group as regards underwater archaeology. He clearly stated that he did not conceive underwater archaeology without archaeologists.

Though his attitude was mostly appreciated at the I.N.A., the problem was that all the archaeologists working there were concentrated in their own research and academic activities, and there seemed to be no desire of devoting volunteer time and energy to this totally new field that none of us was familiar with.

However, I considered that architect Murray deserved at least some support, and decided to start collaborating with the GTPS group. I suggested, though, that they did not continue working at the Swift site until a new research design could be set forth on the basis of  archaeological scientific standards.

The progress was slow, characterized by occasional meetings, exchange of literature, and gradual increase of the number of archaeologists becoming interested in underwater archaeology. Also a short field season, devoted to a terrestrial and underwater survey in the Carcarañá river (Paraná basin, Central-Eastern Argentina) in search of remains from the first Spanish settlement in Argentinean territory was carried out. I helped in the project planning, and the field work was done with the participation of archaeologist María Isabel Hernandez Llosas and archaeology student Damián Vainstub, though none of them took part in the underwater tasks. The survey yielded no archaeological remains (Comité Argentino del  ICOMOS - GTPS, 1992) and no further underwater fieldwork was done in the region.

1994 can be considered a turning point for the birth of Argentinean underwater archaeology, since several important events on that direction began taking place on that year. During the eleventh National Congress of Argentinean Archaeology, for the first time in its nearly four decade long history, the topic of underwater archaeology was included. It is worth noting, though, that the presentations related to underwater cultural heritage were only two (Elkin et al., 1994; Flores et al., 1994) out of a total number of 279.

A few months later the eighth National Congress of Uruguayan Archaeology took place, and a special session was dedicated to underwater archaeology (Martínez, 1995). It was a good opportunity for Uruguayan and Argentinean archaeologists to discuss topics of common interest (Olivera et al., 1994). 

Early in 1995 the Uruguayan Dirección Nacional de Patrimonio (National Heritage Direction) invited Mexican archaeologist Pilar Luna Erreguerena to give a series of lectures in Montevideo on underwater cultural heritage and on the need of protecting it from treasure hunters, who were so active in the Uruguayan side of the Río de la Plata that hundreds of pieces had already been sold at famous auction houses (Sotheby´s 1993). 

It was during that event when I first met Pilar Luna and when I had the chance to have a fruitful discussion with her about the possibility of organizing a steady underwater archaeology team in Argentina. After her stay in Uruguay, Pilar was invited to the I.N.A. in Buenos Aires by its Director Dr. Diana Rolandi, to give another lecture and to meet more  people -mainly archaeologist and archaeology students- who were interested in underwater archaeology.

I think that Pilar Luna´s lectures in the two countries, before an audience which included people involved in cultural resources management, people from the Prefectura Naval (National Coast Guard) and the Navy, mass media reporters,  general public and, for the first time, archaeologists and archaeology students, gave us a new perspective of how to deal with our underwater cultural heritage.

For us archaeologists, I believe, her most significant messages were: a) That something had to be done urgently about our underwater cultural heritage, and b) that we could indeed do it, even if we had to start from scratch and even considering that we were not working in First World countries. Pilar´s own experience (Luna Erreguerena, 1997) proved that it was possible and it gave us the necessary strength to begin.

3.1. The Creation of The Program "Investigation and Conservation of Argentinian Underwater Cultural Heritage" at the National Institute of Anthropology

In 1995 Dr. Rolandi, aware of the archaeological potential of the Argentinean underwater cultural heritage, of the lack of archaeologists working on the subject, and of the urgency to stop treasure hunters who could extend their activities into our jurisdictional waters at any time, suggested me to become the director of a program on underwater archaeology. 


At the beginning there were a lot of limitations surrounding this idea: My research background on Early Holocene, high altitude, desert archaeology was not of much help for switching to underwater and mainly historical archaeology; I did not know how to scuba dive (and -as far as I knew- none of my colleagues was a scuba diver either); the archaeology libraries in Argentina had nothing on underwater archaeology, there were yet no national or provincial regulations which could legally protect our underwater cultural heritage, and it was made clear that I could not count on any finantial support for the moment.

All I had was Diana Rolandi´s and my own enthusiasm for this groundbreaking and challenging project, Pilar Luna´s constant moral support from Mexico, plus one archaeologist and lawyer -María Luz Endere-, an archaeology student -Mónica Grosso-, a museum curator -Alberto Orsetti-, a professional diver and scuba diving instructor -Eduardo Kremer- and architect and diver Cristian Murray ready to do volunteer work on this. It is worth noting that the last three people just mentioned had previously worked for the ICOMOS GTPS group.


In any event, by the end of that year I had obtained my first scuba diving license and a program called "Investigation and Conservation of Argentinean Underwater Cultural Heritage" was officially created at the I.N.A. by the National Ministry of Culture. Even though there was no money at all for the program, the institutional support was very strong and  the group of volunteer asistants had an outstanding enthusiasm.


The main goals and related activities within the program were the following: 1) Putting together an interdisciplinary team, with clear protagonism of archaeologists, to work on different aspects of underwater archaeology; 2) creating a library on underwater archaeology and related topics which could help us in learning different aspects of the specialty; 3) encouraging the passing of a national law  for the protection of the underwater cultural heritage; 4) seeking different sources (historical, ethnohistorical, cartographic, etc.) in order to assess the actual potential of our underwater cultural heritage; 5) starting a national data base on underwater archaeological sites and remains, complementing the data base on terrestrial sites that was already being done at the I.N.A.; 6) learning to scuba dive and training in the performance of underwater archaeological techniques (this applied mainly for the archaeologists and archaeology students working in the program); 7) training people in conservation of archaeological materials extracted from submerged sites; 8) doing archaeological research in relation to underwater sites; 9) educating the general public on the significance of our underwater cultural heritage and on the importance of its preservation from any sort of destruction, dispersal or non-scientific recovery; and 10) gradually incorporating the specialty of underwater archaeology  within the local scientific and academic community.

In short, the idea was to cover different aspects related to underwater cultural heritage which were considered equally important. For instance, no matter how necessary it was to start doing professional archaeological research, it would not have much future if the general public and local communities did not become aware of the importance of our underwater cultural heritage.

4. STATE OF THE ART

4.1. The National Institute of Anthropology Program

Today, three years after starting from scratch in this new field within Argentinian Archaeology, a significant progress has been achieved in the different aspects covered by the I.N.A. program:

4.1.1. The team 


Organizing an interdisciplinary professional team integrating skills in the main fields related to the general subject under study (mainly archaeology, legislation, scuba diving, conservation and museology)  was among the first tasks of the program.

The current  INA underwater archaeology  team is formed by five archaeologists/divers (Amaru Argueso, Virginia Delllino, María Luz Endere, Damian Vainstub and myself) plus one advanced archaeology student/diver (Mónica Grosso), one lawyer/diver (María Luz Endere, who, as stated above, is also an archaeologist), one scuba diving instructor/professional diver (Eduardo Kremer), one museum curator (Alberto Orsetti) and one architect/diver (Cristian Murray) who is increasingly specializing in naval architecture. 


This permanent team is also assisted by occasional volunteer work in the fields of maritime history, computer management and scuba diving.

4.1.2. The library  


The public places in this country -including, of course, university libraries- with literature on underwater archaeology were virtually inexistent at the time when the INA program began. Therefore another primary task which had to be faced was the gradual organization of a collection of bibliographic material which could be consulted not only by us but also by any other person willing to read or learn about underwater archaeology.


Having started back in 1994 with a very generous literature and video donation made by Pilar Luna, we now have about 250 titles (including books, articles, and videos) which can all be consulted at the I.N.A.

4.1.3. Legislation

After reviewing other countries´and international legislation on underwater cultural heritage, as well as Argentinean legislation both on cultural heritage and on scuba diving archaeologist/lawyer Dr. María Luz Endere faced the task of preparing a proposal for a national law for the protection of Argentinian underwater cultural heritage. Among other issues, this proposal remarks the need of  scientific standards as regards the recovery and study of submerged remains, as well as stating that the under cultural heritage is public property and therefore cannot be sold or kept in private hands. Endere´s recommendations have been already handed to the Argentinean Parliament. 

 
At the same time, the I.N.A. is occasionally giving advise to legislators working on law projects dealing with archaeological remains. Currently the Argentinean Parliament is evaluating a national law project referring to archaeological heritage which, for the first time, specifically states that the archaeological sites can be on land or underwater. Though the inclusion of sumberged remains is indeed a big progress for our national cultural legislation, this project has the tremendous drawback of defining archaeological sites as those dated prior to the European presence in the region (i.e., early sixteenth century),  therefore leaving aside the vast majority of our submerged heritage: historical shipwrecks. Archaeologists from the I.N.A. and other institutions are now trying to modify that situation, but -because of external reasons such as political interests and schedules-, the outcome is unpredictable, and so is the actual passing of this or any other law.

4.1.4. Education


This was another important goal within the program, since a public awareness and care for our underwarter cultural heritage could become the most powerful weapon to fight against treasure hunters and to gradually decrease the number of amateur archaeologists operating on their own, whose activities -though sometimes well intended- are usually harmful for the underwater cultural heritage.


Our first task pursuing this goal was to send different types of mailing to scientific and academic institutions, government naval authorities and scuba diving schools, spreading the news of the creation of the INA program and offering any assistance or further information that was requested.


A second stage was a more direct education plan through talks and courses -both for the general public -including school children- and for archaeology students-, presentations at scientific and academic meetings, and publications (Elkin, 1997; Elkin, 1998a and 1998b; Elkin and Dellino,1998; Endere, 1997; ). Newspaper and other mass media information was also distributed and published.

I believe that the most relevant outcomes of the education oriented tasks developed so far are the following: In first place the fact that, after attending several courses at the I.N.A., the authorities of the Prefectura Naval decided to include the subject "Historical Heritage" in their National Scuba Diving Instructor course. Consequently, a four month long course began being taught by the I.N.A underwater archaeology  team since 1997, and a even special text has been prepared for that purpose (Elkin et al. 1997); and 2) the fact that a semester-long seminar on underwater archaeology is now an optional course for all the archaelogy students at the University of Buenos Aires. This is happening for the first time in the history of all Argentinean universities were the careers of Anthropology/Archaeology are taught. I am in charge of the seminar, but other people are invited to lecture on special topics such as scuba diving, naval architecture, maritime history, and conservation. The seminar includes, for those students who are certified scuba divers, a practice on underwater survey in a 10 meter deep tank where non-archaeological  objects are placed.

4.1.5. Data-base of underwater cultural sites 

Argentina´s ocean shore extends along thousands of  kilometers, and a high percentage of the country is covered by rivers and lakes. Naturally, the use of water has been very intense during prehispanic times (the oldest coastal sites along the Atlantic shore date from the early Holocene) as well as between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries A.D, the time of exploration and colonization of the region along the South Atlantic and the dangerous Cape Horn and Strait of Magellan route. With the addition of natural factors that favor the good preservation of submerged remains, such as the low temperature of the Patagonian waters, it is logical to expect a rich underwater cultural heritage.


Considering that a systematic, computerized data base would allow us to assess the diversity, amount, and location (confirmed or potential) of underwater sites, and therefore serve as a basis for the planning of field work and conservation policies, we are permanently gathering and analyzing different types of sources which may provide information about underwater remains.


We started by consulting many types of  other data sources such as historical written records, ethnohistorical and ethnographic information, oral tradition, newspaper articles, present-day and past geographic, geologic and hydrographic information, and even the record of sunken ships kept at the Prefectura Naval headquarters.  

In 1995 two archaeologists who occasionally collaborate with the I.N.A. program did an underwater survey in the southern coast of Buenos Aires province in search of archaeological remains (Curtoni and Campos, 1995). In that area two Early Holocene archaoelogical sites, called Monte Hermoso I and La Olla, had been identified several years ago in the intertidal zone (Bayon and Politis, 1994; Politis et al., 1994; Zavala et al., 1994)

The underwater survey, carried out by means of several 200 meters long transects parallel to the shore, aimed at determining the underwater site extension, as well as looking for Pleistocene deposits which could possibly hold archaeological material. This first underwater survey yielded no results, partly due to the difficult conditions of diving in the surf line (Curtoni and Campos, 1995).


In any event, all the information obtained for each new site is gradually incorporated into a computer data-base using the Access 97 database software program, which has several practical advantages for its users (Kohrn, 1998) and which is the same one that the I.N.A. uses for its National Record of Archaeological Sites program. 

4.1.6. Underwater technical training

As stated elsewhere (Elkin, 1998b) the Achilles heel of our interdisciplinary team at the beginning was that the archaeologists and archaeology students had very little -if any- experience in scuba diving, and let alone in the application of underwater archaeological techniques. This fact entailed an obvious obstacle for the specific underwater aspects of the project.


Currently all the archaeologists (A.Argueso, V.Delllino, M.L.Endere, D.Vainstub and myself) plus archaeology student M. Grosso already hold scuba diving licences issued by the Prefectura Naval. All the people mentioned above have also taken a basic training course taught by Jorge Manuel Herrera (I.N.A.H.-Mexico) on the application of underwater archeological techniques, and A. Argueso and D. Vainstub have later participated in a fieldwork season in the gulf of Mexico under the direction of Pilar Luna Erreguerena, together with prominent researchers from Ships of Discovery and the U.S. National Park Service.

Besides, our own underwater archaeological research carried out at the H.M.S. Swift site and which will be described below, provides us an increasing training in diving and in underwater work.

4.1.7. Archaeological research: The H.M.S. Swift project


Shortly after the creation of the I.N.A program the authorities of the Museo Regional Provincial Mario Brozoski in Puerto Deseado asked us to begin doing an archaeological research at the Swift, the British sloop of war which sank in Patagonia in 1770, now lying at 15 meters of depth,  and which was already mentioned earlier in this chapter.

The current archaeological project carried on by the INA team in relation to the Swift shipwreck began in January 1998 and can be summarized as follows:

Our theoretical approach as regards Historical Archaeology considers that the written documents referring to the subject under study -in our case, for instance, officer Gower´s diary (Gower 1803) or the British Navy plans of H.M.S. Swift obtained from the National Maritime Museum at Greenwich- should be taken as useful sources for generating hypotheses to be tested against the archaeological record, but not as the true data about the past into which the archaeological record has to fit. It should be taken into account that history is not what happened in the past, but the act of selecting, analyzing and writing about the past. In this way, archaeology can provide alternative questions and interpretations to history (Little, 1994) and the archaeological record becomes a  powerful tool for generating information about the past independently of the possible existence of historical documents (Binford, 1983; Goñi and Madrid, 1995; Little, 1994; Senatore and Zarankin, 1996).

Within the above stated framework, several hypotheses pertaining to the Swift shipwreck have been set forth (Elkin, 1997b; Elkin and Dellino, 1998) and relate to the following topics: Possible contact between the British and the French in the Malvinas/Falkland islands; reason of the trip made by H.M.S. Swift to the Patagonian coast; aspects of life aboard the ship such as diet, cooking techniques, sanitary conditions, and social and military rank); technological advances of the eighteenth century as regards, for instance, naval architecture and navigation techniques (Morell, 1984); and natural site formation processes related to taphonomic agents such as flora, fauna, sediments and currrents; and life of the shipwreck survivors on land.


The project methodological and technical approach include the critical review of historical documents and of past and modern coastal cartography, underwater archaeological survey and excavation (the latter based on statistical stratified sampling (Shennan, 1988), land coastal survey, water and sediment sampling for physical and chemical analyses, taxonomic identification and gathering of biological data related to potential taphonomic agents, experimental taphonomic controls, study and conservation of archaeological remains, and land survey.

After three fieldwork seasons carried out up to the moment, the Swift project is certainly progressing: The portion of the ship hull which is not covered by sediment has been preliminary surveyed and drawn by means of triangulation from a base line, and the relative position of many artifacts -including several cannons and an anchor ring and shaft- has been recorded.  This resulted in the two dimensional (sea bottom surface) plan illustrated Figure 1, which is still far from complete.

The architectural study of the ship is in its very first stages. The work is slow because of a significant cover of botanical and faunal colonies (the former mainly of Macrocystis sp. and the latter mainly of Sissurella sp., Patigera magellanica, and Paramugula gregaria) which have to be carefully removed before being able to record the underlying wooden ship structure. Besides, most of the hull is still beneath the sea bottom sediment.

The in situ preservation condition of the ship and archaeological materials have started being analyzed, noting an increasing loss of sediment cover in some portions of the site, specially the stern. Though the tidal currents in the estuary are strong enough to disturbe the sediment matrix, the dry dock west of the Swift wreck which was opened in 1997 causes a quite intense traffic of large ships which pass close to the site and surely affect it.

Several objects lying on the sea bottom have been collected. These artifacts include two main types of glass bottles which vary in size, shape, and, apparently, manufacture technique as well. One of them is a cylindrical bottle type which is quite common for that time period (Mc Kearin and Wilson, 1978) and which has also been found in other British wrecks of similar chronology, such as the Pandora (Gesner, 1991: 8). It is coarsly hand-made of dark ("black") glass and using sand pontils (Jones, 1971), and its capacity is of 750 cm3. The other main type of bottle, commonly known as "gin bottle" (Moreno, 1997), is made of dark, brownish glass,  has a square cross-section and a much larger capacity (4 l). Acording to its shape -thinner at the bottom and wider at the shoulder-, it seems to be cast made.

Glass cups and "creamware" plates found in the stern area,  such as other fine objects of similar technical and stylistic characteristics recovered by local divers of Puerto Deseado in previous years, must have belonged to the officers´ tableware and begin to provide information about the social and military rank aboard H.M.S. Swift.

Our finds at the Swift site also include wooden blocks, three rectangular (window?) glasses, and a lead limber hole pipe, all of which have been recovered during different field seasons in 1998. 

All the collected artifacts are undergoing a salt removal process for further stabilization and curation. 

 
As regards the terrestrial part of the project, the modern growth and development of Puerto Deseado has considerably modified the original landscape, and for such reason the chances to find the remains of the Swift survivor´s camp are almost null. However, we can at least evaluate -on the basis of our own surveys along the coastal zone and the critical analysis of the historical documents- which areas could have offered the best natural resources (drinkable water, rockshelters, high enough points with good visibility towards the ocean, etc.) for the hundred people who lived in Puerto Deseado for a month. The first work carried out in that direction already allowed to discuss which areas could have best supplied the above mentioned resources for the Swift survivors back in 1770 (Acevedo et al., 1998; Acevedo and Grosso, 1998).

4.2. From land to the water

In this section I will review other archaeological research projects which have recently incorporated underwater surveys or excavations. However, in these cases the archaeologists do not dive and therefore the underwater work is in charge of other people.

4.2.1. Santa Fe La Vieja

The remains of Santa Fe La Vieja are located by the river San Javier (part of the Paraná river basin) in the province of Santa Fe, Central-Eastern  Argentina. The town was founded in 1573 by Spanish explorer Juan de Garay, and it was abandoned a century later due to the frequent flooding.


The excavations in this site which reflects both hispanic and aboriginal traditions began in 1949 under the direction of A. Zapata Gollán, and are currently directed by archaeologist María Teresa Carrara from Universidad Nacional de Rosario.


Since 1995 the terrestrial excavations are being complemented by underwater work carried out by architect J. García Cano (Fundación Albenga)  together with a group of archaeology students and scuba divers.


The goals of the underwater work (García Cano and Valentini, 1996)  are to develop three subjects: 1) Knowledge of the river dynamics and destruction of the bank, 2) archaeological methodology in waters with current and no visibility, and 3) to train people in the specialty.


The specific aims pursued through underwater transect surveys and trench excavations were to confirm the presence of underwater remains in the San Javier river and to assess the potential of the submerged portion of the site, as well as evaluating the possible existance of redeposited material and developing a model which might help to understand the collapsing of the river bank in the original sixteenth century settlement (García Cano and Valentini, 1996).


The surveys and excavations allowed to achieve most of the goals originally set forth. As regards the archaeological material which has been recovered, 94% consists of ceramic sherds, analogous to those recovered on land.

4.2.2. Las Encadenadas


In the  Central-South region of the province of Buenos Aires fourteen terrestrial sites are being investigated by archaeologist Antonio Austral since 1985 within a chronological frame of ca. 2000 to 3300 years BP. Particularly in the lagoon coastal site called Las Encadenadas (SA29LE) abundant archaeological material has been recovered along the shore during periods in which the lagoon water level decreased  (Austral and García Cano, 1998) This situation, together with the later significant flooding of part of  the terrestrial site, led to the inclusion of underwater archaeological surveys within the project in 1996, in order to obtain a more complete archaeological record by evaluating the magnitude of underwater remains and to better assess site formation processes and taphonomic aspects (Austral and García Cano, 1997; 1998).


The underwater survey has been in charge of architect J. García Cano of Fundación Albenga by means of several transects up to 70 m long, with a maximum depth of 1,80 m and zero visibility. The authors mention that in all cases the material (mostly lithic and ceramic remains) was found in a good state of preservation and without any fouling, and different lines of evidence lead them to conclude that post depositional natural processes were the main factors that caused the presence of underwater remains.

4.2.3. Monje

In the confluence of the rivers Coronda and Monje (Province of Santa Fe), in the Lower Paraná river basin, the material remains of a a seventeenth century aboriginal reducción called San Bartolomé de los Chaná form a one-hectare archaeological site in which European and native ceramic sherds are the most abundant finds (Rochietti, 1997; Rochietti and Grandis, 1995-1996).

The water landscape that characterizes this site, which is partly submerged and which is affected by high mechanical and chemical dynamics caused by the riverine environment, led archaeologist Ana M.Rochietti to incorporate the methodology of underwater archaeology. This aspect of the project is in charge of architect J.García Cano and archaeology student M.Valentini (Rochietti, 1997; 1998).

The inclusion of underwater archaeology in this and other coastal sites pursue the general goal of assessing the site integrity and obtain the greatest possible information from it (Rochietti, 1997: 2).

Rochietti (1997) states that there is a clear interdependence between the higher terrain of the river bank, adequate for human settlement, and the river bottom archaeological deposits, which are a consequence of the mechanical collapse of the river bank or an unusual rise of the river level. This close connection between both archaeological contexts requires a material and analytical integration, regarding the action of water in a site as something more than just an agent which causes destruction of materials or puts them out of context. The possibility that the submerged deposits may have their own intelligibility, beyond representing lost archaeological record , should be considered.

The author proposes a model of island site in which the main variables considered are its size, its setting, and the type of spatial distribution of materials. She states tha considering that island sites have three sections, one of which is submerged, underwater archaeology becomes an unavoidable interpretive tool (Rochietti, 1997).

4.2.4. Cantón Tapalqué


In the central region of the province of Buenos Aires archaeologist Miguel Mugueta and social anthropologist Marcela Guerci are carrying on an anthropological research program which includes the excavation of a nineteenth century military settlement, actually a fortlet, called Cantón Tapalqué and located by the Tapalqué river (Mugueta and Gil, 1997; Mugueta et al. 1997).


The recent inclusion of underwater surveys, mostly carried out by archaeology students of Universidad Nacional del Centro de la Provincia de Buenos Aires, intends to provide information about several social and economic aspects of this settlement.

One of the topics under study refers to irrigation technology, and apparently the remains of a dam have been already located. The archaeological finds reported so far comprise varied materials, including glass, pottery, metal, bricks, and bones from extinct (Late Pleistocene/Early Holocene) and modern faunal taxa.(Mugueta and Gil, 1998).

5. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

When we compare the present situation with that of only a few years ago, it is clear that a significant progress has been made as regards underwater archaeology in Argentina: From my point of view, the most relevant achievement is the fact that archaeologists are becoming well trained scuba divers and can therefore study submerged archaeological remains with current scientific standards. Though dealing with underwater cultural heritage certainly requires an interdisciplinary approach, the direction of the archaeological aspects of any project should obviously be in the hands of archaeologists. Moreover, I am convinced that the best scientific approach to an underwater site is when the archaeologists themselves dive and get a personal idea of the in situ characteristics of materials and sediments (Elkin, 1998a). It is obvious then, that I disagree with those colleagues who supervise or direct underwater work from land. However, the fact that those archaeologists are willing to obtain information from underwater remains is surely a first and crucial step.

As regards other important progresses pertaining to Argentinean underwater cultural heritage, I think that among the non-academic community there is a much greater conciousness of its importance and potential. For instance, the close contact, exchange of experience, and cooperation between the INA and both the Prefectura Naval and the Navy is already proving that working together is possible and that this represents a major benefit for our underwater cultural heritage: Among other advantages, the scarcity of money for archaeological research is being compensated by logistical support, experienced divers, diving equipment, and even boats provided by the two last institutions. Their participation in the field work seasons of the Swift project has been extremely valuable.


In sum, though there is still a long way to go and a lot to learn, Argentina is already in a good path. With better legislation and financial support, there is an enourmous potential for the study of our underwater heritage in the years to come. This applies not only to the aboriginal communities in Argentina who had -and still have- a close contact with water, but also for those people of European origin: According to a popular saying, "Mexicans descend from the Aztects, Peruvians from the Incas, and Argentineans from the ships".
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