Fortune

Hunter

Following a lifelong passion spells adventure

for this underwater Indiana Jones

by Glenn Cstle

,-:"EEZ kv Comvles 1% a fortune hunter, Mo
‘1‘ question about it At the age of thir-
W ty-six, Shawn has seen more of the

'.":' world and has had more adventures
Y than mosl ru,:l.1|':|||,- EXpenence in a
lifetirme.

He has dived for sunken treasure with
Mel Fisher, searched for lost ships in
exotic pans of the world as part of an eliwe
deep-diving team, and held mone ireagune
in his hands than many kings.

“] guess | have been a treasure hunter
all my life" laughs Shawn. “When [ was
seven, we lived in a huge, 200-vear-old
house. | used to search it from top o bot-
tom. One day 1 found a coin from 1770,
and from then on | was hooked "

In particular, Shawn is fascinated with
sunken treaswre; ihe type thai lies deep
beyvond the reach of all but an advenier-
ous few.

Shaom began scuba divieg at the age
of eleven, while living in Massachuseits,
and was cerfified at twelve. He was cap-
tivated by stories of Mel Fisher and his
search for Spanish ireasure ships off the
coasi of Florida. But he never guessed
that he would some day work for his lero
and even help cominuee his seanch,

In 1992, Shavn carme 10 Key West on
vacatbon and met Mel as well ag Andy
Mairoci, who was one of the Mt divers 1o
see the main treasure “|:|i]|.'" of the Muesira
Senorn de Arocks in 1985, He immediane-
by went home, quit his band, and drove
back to Key West to jpoin the cres:

Today the story of ihe Awche is leg-
end.

Part of a fleet of twenty-gight ships car-
rying treasure from the Mew World back w
Spain, the dfoche, along with seven other
chips including her sister ship the Swrnw
Mirgarifa, sank in a storm off the coast of
Flondan in 1622, She was found and
claimed by Mel Fisher after a gixteen-year
search and a suecessful legal barle over
owmership with the State of Florda and
the federal government. To date, the ship
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Shawn Cowles, now a \ll.tll |url: J;rl' the Mel Fisher's Treasures Corporation, carries on

the work of his hg.ndl.r:r M nbor.

has yvielded between 3400 mallion and
L300 million m gold, silver, and jewels

Hetween the Adiocho dives, Shawn
carmed a n;ll,::._':rﬂ: 1] qh'.'mg busmass and
Iq.'v;.'|‘1n|:-||:r'r:':' and gamed a spot on the LS.
Ligep Wreck r:'i'l.'illi: Team, headed h:.'
Ei'i“':' Lkzans,

Says Shewn, “We did a kot of mixed-gas
and closed-circnt |;||1.'|||ll_ and traveled the
warld looking for histoneal wrecks sunk

MEL ]TE:HIHH
TREASURES |

EXHIBITS & SALESS

[

m -ljﬂ'rl water, between 150 amd 500 feet,
As our drang stvle was cutting edge, we
alse warked with a number of SiuIpment
manulacturers on research and develop-
e,

Iy Oz the group fournd armifacts from

the Nwpestra Senova de Plilar, and

Venezueln they scarched for a flest of

French ships before a change of govern- 2

ment forced them to leave the counbry
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prematurely.

Oif  the coast of
Louisiana the dive ieam
spught El  Cazador,
which sank in 300 feet
of water. The ship was
full of money being
sem v Lowisiana o pay
Spanizh workers. When
the ship sank, the work-
ers lefi, and Spain ulii-
mately gave the land to
Napoleon, who then
sold it to Thomas Jef-
ferson as the Louisiana e\
Purchase. On one dive
Shawn remembers he
team feeling arcund on
the muddy bottom in
the dark and finding
stacks of silver coins
stuck together and black
saltwater.

In 2001, Shawn came out of the water
and moved to the administrative side of
Mel Fisher's Treasures Corporation,
which has a staff of approximatcly fifty
people. He soon learned all facets of the
operation. Today he is responsible for the
irvesior relations depariment and raising
funds for ongoing search and salvape
operations, the same job Mel Fisher did
before he died in 1998,

“Many people think that when Mel
found the Arecha s main pile, the job was
ower," savs Shawn. “But we arc still look-
ing for the stern castle of the ship and the
main ballast pile of her sister ship, the
Sante Margarite. According 1o the ships”
manifiesis, many items are still missing,
including | 28,00 silver coins, 420 silver
ingots, 150 copper ingots, 108 gold bars,
and raelve bronse cannons.

“In addition, we have only found a few
jewels from a seventy-pound box of
emeralds thar was smuggled aboard the
Arocha before she sailed. And thirty-eight
members of Spanish rovalty also were on
board with their personal gold and jewels,
S0 there i3 sull an amazing amount of
treasure buried in the Florida sand.”

Adfter itg discovery in 1983, the Arocha
treasure woured the country for len years,
In 2001, Shawn opened and managed a
Mel Fisher Exhibit on Sanibel that has
since closed. Today the treasure of the
Avpseiva 15 displaved in, and sold from, Mel

waAlETs.

from years in

Although the Atocha’s main pile
proved fruitfsl, Cowles comtends
that there i still an amazing
amount of gold and jewels to be
found beneath the Florida

Fisher shops in Las
‘l.-'»:ll_i,ls. as well as Flonida
shops in Odando, Kiss-
immee, Sebastian, and
tovr shops in Key West,
incheding the main koca-
tiom on Greene Sireet,

For those who think
that Sherwn's 1ifie is one
10 be envied, they are
nid alome, The October
20605 ssue of MWem
Tt I'l,."l.'\'l:l'lll_\' liseed
Shawn s having one of
the “50 Best Jobs” Buw
il EVET YIS appr{'rw'.“i.
of what he does.

“Unfortunately there
has been an 1:-||1!_1ri||3
battle with the academic
wirld about our work,”
says Shiwn, “Shipwrecks are a huge pan
of our history, and many are just rolting
away, Salvaging them 15 the only way
bring these discoveries o the atention af
he waorld,

“We also have an active education
program that ingludes lectures and a pop-
ular children’s program, all managed by
the nonprofit part of our erganization.”

Cmgoing 4:;:_p:|;||.li|;|ns e H::I:l”:,.' fund-
ed by individuals who purchase full ar
partial shares that range from 59,000 for
a one-cighth share, up 1o 572,000 for a
full share that entitles the mvestor 1o one
percent of all freasure found that year.

Says Shawn, “In twenty years the
worst return we have had 15 breakeven,
and in the last Five years it hos overaged
between 10 and 20 percent.

“We sell the shares as an adventure
and a way for people to enrich thear lives,
Investors can dive with the salvage crews
amytime, and at the end of the year they
all share the treasure equally. 1t is like a
‘club,” which is why most investors
reiurn year afier year™

According to Shawn, “Once you find
treasure and hold it in your hands, it is
hard 1o do amything else”

And Shawn should know. ™

Glesnt Qsile ix a freelonce wrirer and
phoregrapiver and an avid traveler whose
wirk hs appeared in pablicanons sech
as Sport Diver, Scuba
Caribbean Travel & Life,
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