The wreck of the Mentor:
T

he shipwreck of the Mentor in
1802 near the port of Avlemonas
remains an intriguing site for
archaeologists, historians and culture
buffs. Lord Elgin, who famously told
the honorary British consul on Kythera
that the ship carried “stones of no
value”, was desperate to salvage the
crates of sculptures taken from the
Parthenon. He eventually managed to
do so, with the aid of divers from the
islands of Kalymnos and Symi, leaving
a wreck that was to remain relatively
undisturbed for over 200 years.
vlemonas today is a beautiful
seaside village, marked by
traditional white homes entwined in
bougainvillea, a small decaying Venetian
fortress on the headland, and the famous
and recently-restored house with the
sundial on the edge of the bay. It is a
mecca for tourists as they sit in one of
the outdoor cafes, sipping on a frappe
and taking in the deep blue Aegean vista.
ut the wreck of Elgin’s brig off
Avlemonas has added a historical
twist to the campaign for return of the
Parthenon Sculptures as archaeologist
and divers from the Hellenic
Department of Underwater Antiquities,
including our own John Fardoulis, once
again returned to the site to undertake
further underwater exploration and
research in early July 2013 for the third
consecutive season. The team had
previously concentrated on the stern of
the ship and had recovered a number of
interesting artefacts, including objects
used for navigation (such as a compass
board and hourglass), parts of the ship
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(including pulleys and nails), weapons
(pistols, bullets and cannon balls). They
also found personal effects of the crew
and passengers, such as coins, watches,
belt buckles, pipes, cartridges, a ring and
even a toothbrush. The galley of the ship
has also yielded dishes, glasses, bottles
and glass crystals from a chandelier.
t is quite something to hold a 200
year old cannonball in your hand or
a piece of timber lintel from the Mentor,
as this writer did. Or to hold in your
hands a pistol that probably was last
fired in anger in the late 18th century,
as the family of Dr George Caponas
experienced whilst visiting the port.
Or to be on hand when a crane was
needed to lift on to the pier a part of the
wreck that had broken away, revealing a
timber section covered in barnacles and
plankton and fused with cannonballs,
cutlery and other crew personal effects.
ut the best was left to last. As the
dive team were exploring part of
the bow of the ship, they came across
two objects quite unlike anything
previously uncovered from the wreck.
They were marble plaques buried in
the sand and for a moment they looked
like they had found something very
special. According to the team leader,
Dr Dimitris Kourkoumelis: “When we
saw the ancient marble fragments we
thought they came from the Parthenon.
We shuddered.”
s it turns out, the fragments,
although marble, were Ancient
Egyptian in origin and quite possibly
were picked up in Alexandria by the
ship’s crew before its ill-fated voyage
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from Athens. On the other hand, Elgin
and some of the other passengers on the
Mentor had busily collected artefacts
from wherever they could and this could
also explain how these pieces came to be
on board.
he first fragment, 40 x 15 cm, is
part of a Pharaonic statue that
can be dated to the New Kingdom(
1570-1070 BC ) and probably to the
period of the Pharaoh Amenophis III
(or Amenhetop III) of the 18th Dynasty
( 1386-1349 BC. ) Since the sculpture
has been preserved part of the waist and
pelvis and belly button and aspects of
the fabric covering the pelvis can be seen
as well as part of the handle and blade of
a knife near the abdomen.
he second fragment, measuring 23
x16 cm, consists of two parts and
it appears to be part of a relief column
of the seated god Ra who is holding
the “key of life”. This second fragment
is believed to date back to the late
Ptolemaic period (10th century BC).
s Dr Kourkoumelis has noted, this
is the first time that Greece has
recovered antiquities from the wreck
of the Mentor since the initial salvage
in 1802. And finding the sculptures
in the sculptures in sandy bottom off
Avlemonas is also of great historical and
symbolic value. What Elgin missed,
Greece has recovered.
t remains to be seen what else lies
beneath in future explorations of this
intriguing wreck.
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