& The Ghost Ship: The Enigma of the
Mary Celeste

i, The Fateful Departure

On November 7, 1872, the Mary Celeste, a sturdy 282-ton brigantine, set sail from New York
Harbor bound for Genoa, Italy. Under the command of the highly experienced and respected
Captain Benjamin Briggs, the ship was carrying a cargo of 1,701 barrels of volatile industrial
alcohol. Accompanying the captain were his wife, Sarah, their two-year-old daughter, Sophia,
and a seasoned crew of seven sailors. The weather was fair, the ship was in excellent condition,
and there was no reason to suspect that this voyage would become one of the most
perplexing mysteries in maritime history.

*#* The Eerie Discovery

Nearly a month later, on December 5, 1872, another vessel named the Dei Gratia was sailing the
Atlantic, approximately 400 miles east of the Azores. The captain of the Dei Gratia, David
Morehouse, who was a personal friend of Captain Briggs, spotted the Mary Celeste in the
distance. Immediately, Morehouse sensed that something was terribly wrong. The ship was
sailing in a highly erratic manner, its sails slightly torn and flapping wildly in the wind. Despite
being close enough to hail the ship, the crew of the Dei Gratia received no response. There
were no distress signals flying, and the deck appeared completely deserted.

A Boarding Party's Baffling Finds

Concerned for his friend, Captain Morehouse dispatched a small boarding party to investigate.
What they found aboard the Mary Celeste was deeply unsettling. The ship was completely
abandoned. There was no sign of Captain Briggs, his family, or the crew. Yet, the ship was
largely unscathed.

The eerie silence of the vessel was contrasted by the bizarre clues left behind. Below deck, the
ship's living quarters were perfectly ordered. The crew's personal belongings, including their
valuable smoking pipes and clothing, were left exactly where they belonged—something sailors
would never leave behind willingly. There was a six-month supply of untouched food and fresh
water, ruling out starvation or thirst as a cause for their disappearance.

However, several crucial items were missing. The ship’s sole lifeboat was gone. The navigational
instruments, including the captain’s compass and sextant, were nowhere to be found.

Furthermore, one of the ship's pumps had been dismantled, and there was about three feet of
water in the hold—a manageable amount that posed no immediate threat to a ship of that size.



Strangest of all, a thick, frayed rope was found trailing in the water behind the ship.

The Enduring Theories

The boarding party sailed the ghost ship to Gibraltar, where a thorough maritime inquiry was
launched. The investigation quickly ruled out piracy, as the cargo was intact and there were no
signs of a struggle or violence. Mutiny was also deemed highly unlikely, given the captain's
excellent reputation and the fact that the crew's wages were left behind.

So, what happened? For over a century, theories have ranged from the scientifically plausible
to the absurd. Some suggested giant squids or alien abductions, while others proposed a
sudden seaquake. Today, the most widely accepted theory involves the dangerous cargo. Nine
of the 1,701 barrels of industrial alcohol were found empty. Experts believe that these barrels
may have leaked, filling the ship's hold with highly explosive fumes.

The Fatal Evacuation

Fearing an imminent explosion, it is theorized that Captain Briggs ordered everyone to
temporarily abandon ship. They likely boarded the small lifeboat and tied themselves to the
Mary Celeste using the thick rope found trailing in the water. They intended to wait at a safe
distance until the explosive vapors cleared. However, tragedy struck. The rope either snapped
or came untied in the rough Atlantic waters. The small lifeboat, entirely at the mercy of the
ocean, was left behind as the sails of the Mary Celeste caught the wind, carrying the empty
ship away forever. The captain, his family, and the crew were never seen again.

The Psychology of Human Behavior: Bounded Rationality in a Crisis

When analyzing the Mary Celeste mystery, psychologists and maritime experts often point to
the concept of Bounded Rationality. This theory, developed by behavioral economist Herbert
Simon, suggests that when humans make decisions—especially in high-stress, dangerous
situations—their rationality is limited ("bounded") by the limited information they have, their
cognitive limitations, and the strict time constraints of the emergency.

In the case of Captain Briggs, abandoning a perfectly safe, seaworthy ship for a tiny, vulnerable
lifeboat seems completely irrational in hindsight. However, if he smelled highly explosive alcohol
fumes and believed his ship was seconds away from detonating, his "fight or flight" response
would have engaged. Under extreme panic, bounded rationality caused him to make a snap
judgment based on a perceived immediate threat (fire), blinding him to the secondary, far more
lethal threat (being stranded in a small boat in the open ocean).




Key Vocabulary

1. Erratic (adjective)
o Definition: Moving or behaving in a way that is not regular, certain, or expected.
o Synonym: Unpredictable
2. Unscathed (adjective)
o Definition: Without suffering any injury, damage, or harm.
o Synonym: Unharmed
3. Dismantle (verb)
o Definition: To take a machine or structure to pieces.
o Synonym: Deconstruct
4. Plausible (adjective)
o Definition: Seeming reasonable or probable.
o Synonym: Credible
5. Perplexing (adjective)
o Definition: Completely baffling; very puzzling.
o Synonym: Bewildering
6. Volatile (adjective)
o Definition: A substance easily evaporated at normal temperatures; liable to change
rapidly and unpredictably, especially for the worse.
o Synonym: Unstable
7. Imminent (adjective)
o Definition: About to happen very soon.
o Synonym: Impending

Grammar Spotlight: Modals of Deduction (Past)

Quote from the text: "Experts believe that these barrels may have leaked, filling the ship's
hold with highly explosive fumes... it is theorized that Captain Briggs must have ordered an

evacuation.”

Why is this effective? When discussing mysteries, True Crime, or history, we rarely have 100%
of the facts. We must act like detectives, using evidence to make logical guesses about things
that happened in the past. To do this, we use Past Modals of Deduction (Modal + have + past
participle).

e Must have + V3: Used when we are very certain something happened based on strong

logical evidence.

e Might have / May have / Could have + V3: Used when something is a possibility, but we
aren't completely sure.

e Can't have / Couldn't have + V3: Used when we are certain something did not happen.




Activity: Detective Work (Modals of Deduction)

Read the facts about the Mary Celeste below. Fill in the blanks with the correct past modal of
deduction (must have, might have, or couldn't have) + the present perfect form of the verb
in brackets.

1.

There was no blood or signs of a struggle anywhere on the ship. Therefore, a violent
mutiny (take) place.

The captain's navigational instruments were missing from his cabin. He
(take) them with him when he left the ship.

Nine barrels of industrial alcohol were completely empty. The wooden barrels
(leak) during the rough journey.

The crew left all their valuable smoking pipes in their living quarters. They
(plan) to leave the ship permanently, as sailors always carried their pipes.
The thick tow rope at the back of the ship was badly frayed and broken. The lifeboat
(be) attached to it before it snapped.

Some people believe giant sea monsters attacked the ship, but scientifically, that
(happen).

A sudden, terrifying waterspout (ocean tornado) (scare) the crew into
leaving, though the weather reports generally suggested calm skies.

~ Answer Key:

N aRrWODN =

couldn't have taken

must have taken

might have leaked / could have leaked / may have leaked
couldn't have planned

must have been

couldn't have happened

might have scared / could have scared
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