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BY LORIEN HOLLAND
TEN SIOSTRANT 15 OBSESSED
with wrecks. For the past nine
years, the Swedish marine engi-
neer has been scouring the wa-
ters off Malnysia’s cast coast for
the wreckage of nncient trading ships. So
fixr, loc b umcoverod seven vessels, ranging
in age from thee 14 th-cemtuny Tirang o the
Dhesaru, which dates 10 anoud ma.n He

ready opemating and  competing  with
Chinese kilos before the Ming Emperor
Hongwu banned private trade  outside
China i 1371,

‘There is plenty more dovwn there, Vessels
from China, Java and India plicd their trade
o the region’s mansoon winds from es ear-
by as the 10th century. They carmied cvery-
thing from bowds and flatware to spices and
salted fish. Alpeady msore than 30 ships e

has pot only haubed up saluabl
luunlmhauhnl;nlfud:miq;upmuhn
terest in just what is resting on Southeast
Asia'y seabeds.

Sjostrand wd his team Jocated the
wreck of the Turiang—which appears w be
of Chinese origin—in 43 meters of water,
more than 100 nautical miles off the
Mabnasian: const, Although  trawling wots
had seriously damaged the deck,  great
stacks of coramics from China, Thailand
and Vietnam lay below. The cangoes wene
packed separately, indicating that the vessel

severnl ports of cll to Gl its
T, And the fisct that the wreck dates from
the mid-14th century provides. strong cvi-
dence that Sowtheast Asian kdins were al-

wrecks have proved immbuable in filling his-
tarical gaps, with mhmplmld]mlmn
erete glimpae of o specific moment in time.
Tntbesd,

strung evidenoe that regional trade—ax op-
poscd o the great trade routes documented
in Chinese and Ambic reconds—was an jm-
portant business. The cargoes of the region-
al traders show that Southeast Asians
prefiomred . traditional pale green ceramics
amil were far less interested in the blue and
white china that was all the mge in Enmope
T the 16t contury on.

But marine ancheologists may be run-
ming ot of fime. The advances in somar

techoology that have helped people like
who shares both his treasures

Sestromnid—
anl his knowledge with the Malaystan gov-

ernment —find the wrecks mean loogers akso
have easier access. At the same time, com-
mercial fishing in the region—especially
with dragnets thae scrape the ocean (Jeor—
has intenaified. The nets shave off the top of
andl destroving the masts or protroding
hulls that would help divers locate them,
“Somenne or something else will et oo the
wrecks i sction isn't taken soon,” says John
Gy, curator of the Indian and Southenst
Asian Department of London's Victoria and
Albert Museum. “The result i= that the pace
of wieck recovery has increased dramatical-
I, amd a1 the same time there i an urgency
that wasn't there in the pase”

Pulling treasures up from the depths is
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o sy fead, Visibility at the wreck sites is
often near rero because of high wineds, and
cach year there are only two short periods
when comditiong in the South China Sen al-
lovw e deep-water divimg. Merchy bocating
the ships i a difficult sk Sjostrand —who
dieveloped a wste for coramics maore than 20
venrs ago while working as a commencial
marine engincer i Singapore —started
searching in the carly 1990%. He decided
an & 10-mile-by-250-mile cormidor down
peninsular Malaysia’s east coast, in what
was ance one of the world’s busiest ship-
ping lanes. Duning the first two years, all he
fournid were rubbish and oil pipes. Sall, he
bl enough savings and determination to
push ahead. It belped that local fishermen
were often able 1o point out arcas where
they had found broken ceramics in their
nets. 'I-h'nmq""l{. he got hl&}-. e voul

decide to do something. then vou don't stop
befre you've finighed.” Sjostrand savs.

To whom' do the anificts belong?
Malwysin's national moscum gets first pick,
since most of the wrocks ane in Malaysian
waters. The museum gets 30 percent of the
haul, while Sjostraml keeps 70 percent—an
arrangement both siles seem ¢ with.
Sinstrand is training muscum staff in ma-
rine archealogy, and las helped them sét up
an exeellent exhihition at the natonal ma-
seum  thot  showeases o fom a
total of 10 shipwrecks dating back to the
Turiang. “Malaysia is at the crossronds of
maritime trade in this region, but our gov-
ernment doesn’t have that mach money o
spend on underwater archeology,” says Adi
Taha, djr::lnr-w:—.ﬂ of the Department
of Museums B Antiquities in Malsysia
Working with Penph.- like Sj@dnnd is the

only way to get arifacts 1o the surface.
“Some might say this 5 commercialization,
bt T sy it 16 commissioning:” says Thh.

For his part, Sjosrand funds his onder-
waterarcheology by selling to muscums and
private collectors a significant proportion of
the plates, jurs, bowls, teapots and spoons
Iirorsght 4o the surface. Thowgl Ie retnins a
large codlection of commics: bought from
dealers over the past two decles, the pieces
recovered frond the wrecks ane his fivorites.
“For me there is far mone value in o picce
when vou kpow exnctiy where it comes from,
el v Cam picoe together its histon:”

The best may be vet to come., In 15101, 4
Ponuguesce ship, the Flor de la Mar, sank in
the Strait of Malscen slong with its boaty
It from the rich Sultanate of Malacea,
An Indonesian salvage team spent several
million dobars trying 1o locate the wreck in
the early 199, and predicied the discov-
cryof scveral billion dollaes worth af goki,
precicus stones and other amifacts, They
found little amd eventually ended the
search, But the Flor de la Mar is still out
there semewhicre, waiting to be u.qh-md
Lnlrﬁfomtr!gxﬂhmﬁﬁﬁ.
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