
CHAPTER I


August 1715


The Santa Carolina headed north when she left Portobelo. Heavily loaded with silver and gold coin, she sailed slowly out to sea and set course for Havana, a distance of almost a thousand miles. She would take three weeks to arrive and meet up with the fleet coming from Cartagena. Then the “Flota de Indios”, the Spanish treasure fleet, would sail through the Caribbean, across the Atlantic and head to Seville in Spain with its precious cargos.
It was the morning of August 14th 1715 when the small, 300 ton galleón, left the Panamá coast behind. She was due in Havana before the 15th of September. Don Enrique de Taluga, her Captain, saw he had no hurry and that his vessel, wallowing along at a steady three knots, would arrive with plenty of time in hand. Taluga had made this voyage six times before. Some had been easy and some difficult. Everything depended on the weather. August wasn’t a bad month usually but come September the big storms would start and these were always a worry.
He would take great care with his vessel and cargo. It was a tiny ship compared with other galleon. Santa Carolina didn’t carry gold or silver bars as they did, but had minted coin in chests with which to pay the fleet. There were also the goods of the Owner and Captain. Safe arrival meant Taluga would receive his percentage of the proceeds from the Marques de Vallverde, the Owner, and good value for his own personal purchases he had made.
Two more trips would ensure a comfortable retirement and he would never have to risk sailing with the ‘Flota’ again. He could return to Estepona, a fishing village  in the province of Málaga, where he had been born, and now lived with his wife, Esther and their three children and forget the sea forever. 
On this clear, calm day the coastline gradually disappeared to port as they sailed across the Bay of Mosquitos towards San Andres, an island one hundred and fifty miles off the coast of Nicaragua. Captain de Taluga expected, erroneously as it turned out, to sight the island in twelve days or so. 
Two weeks earlier a storm that had formed off the coast of Africa. Now, twelve days later, it had become a full hurricane with a hundred mile front and winds of over one ninety miles an hour. The storm, pushed by very strong winds from the North American landmass, had moved way south of normal routes and, for the first time in recorded history, headed for the Bay of Mosquitos. 
By late afternoon on August 14th the tiny Santa Carolina felt the increasing breeze coming from the north-east. Taluga had the crew shorten sail but within the hour the vessel was sliding westerly as the winds became a gale and caught the high sides of the galleon negating any influence of the sails and, as darkness fell, ripping them slowly to shreds. By midnight all remaining canvass vanished from the masts making the rudder useless as the Santa Carolina skidded ever west towards land. 
Early on the 15th Taluga knew his ship was doomed. Two dozen men from the crew of seventy five had been washed overboard, and the rest huddled on deck grasping any handhold they found as huge seas broke over the vessel. It became just a matter of time. 
No dawn was visible that morning, only a lightening of the sky to the east. Taluga realized his ship was speeding out of control towards the Panamá coast. Nothing at all could be seen through the rain but he knew it couldn’t be long before the Carolina hit one of the many reefs protecting the shore. Then the coral would rip the bottom from the galleón, the masts would be shaken loose and whoever remained alive would drown as the vessel sunk. 
His predication came true shortly after. The ship struck a stretch of the intermittent offshore reef, its entire port side taking the impact. Carolina reeled back and as the water rushed through her shattered planks, she slid sideways over the rocks, leaving half of her hull and all of her masts behind and sliding towards a wedge of land extending from the shore. There the mouth of a small river, unseen in the darkness, spilled fresh water into the bay. 
Most of the crew drowned when the first impact with the reef shook them loose from the ropes and spas they held. Those that survived were crushed as the vessel turned on its side and slid past the river mouth and onto and over the small, pebbled beach fronting the outcrop of land to the south. 
The hurricane raged another half a day and then broke up across the Panamá coast where it should never have been in the first place. August 16th dawned with calm seas and a bright sun. Santa Carolina, wrecked and on her side, lay pushed up the tiny beach, the stumps of her masts buried in the undergrowth of the wedge of land. The port side planking had been battered in and much of her bottom had vanished. A few bodies, including that of Don Enrique de Taluga the Captain, were to be seen floating in the surf, and as the day progressed, salt water crocodiles and mako sharks made a meal of these. 
This part of the coast was uninhabited, the nearest humans were the Guayami Indians whose lands started sixty miles up the coast to the north. Over the next few years the Carolina gradually disappeared as vines, bushes, and trees grew through, over and around the wreck nourished by the alluvial soil that the river deposited. By the mid 1720’s, had there been any visitors to the deserted location, they might have stood at the mouth of the river and been oblivious to the fact that a wrecked galleon rested less than fifty yards away.   
The river continued to deposit earth and seeds on the spit of land. Some of the soil washed away in the frequent storms that ravaged the Bay of Mosquitos but much of it remained in place, held by the hull of the wrecked vessel and the roots of the grasses and bushes that sprouted from the river-born seeds. Over the next three hundred years the area stayed unchanged and unexplored. Once, in the late 1800’s, a hunting party of Guayami Indians crossed the river ten miles inland but this was the closest anyone came to the small outcropping of land and its hidden wreck. 
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