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Project Name 
 

Colossus Sediment Level Monitoring 

 

 

 

Background 
 

 

 

 

Fig 1. ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŜǊƴ ƻŦ /ƻƭƻǎǎǳǎ ŀǎ ŘǊŀǿƴ ƛƴ нллоΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƴǎŜǘ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ wƻŀŘǎΣ {ŎƛƭƭȅΦ 
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The Ship 

 

HMS Colossus was a 74 gun warship built in 1787 at Gravesend and wrecked off Samson in the Scillies 

in 1798. These 74 gun ships were one of the most successful types of the period. They were typically 

about 51m (170 feet) in length and had a crew of over 600. During her relatively short working life 

(eleven years) Colossus saw action at Toulon, Groix, Cape St Vincent and Cadiz. She also took part in 

the capture of two enemy ships in 1793: Le Vanneau, a French 6-gun ship; and Vrai Patriot. She had 

no less than nine different captains during her relatively short career. She had a complete refit, which 

took six months, in 1796. 

 

In December 1798 Colossus was on her way home to England with wounded from the Battle of the 

Nile and wiǘƘ ŎŀǊƎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ {ƛǊ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Greek pottery. She 

ǿŀǎ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƎŀƭŜ ƛƴ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ wƻŀŘǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŎƘƻǊ ŎŀōƭŜ ǇŀǊǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ 

aground to the south of Samson. All but one member of the crew were taken off safely before 

Colossus turned onto her beam ends and proceeded to break up. 

 

Vital Statistics  

Length (MGD)             мтнΩ оέ όрнΦрƳύ 

Breadth   птΩ фέ όмпΦсƳύ 

Tonnage  1703 tons 

Draught (hold)  нлΩ фѹέ όсΦоƳύ 

 

Standard armament 28 x 32lb main gun deck 

   28 x 18lb upper gun deck 

   14 x   9lb quarter deck 

    4  x   9lb forecastle 

    

Ballast   110 tons of iron ballast and 

   250 tons of shingle 

   

Ordered   13th December 1781 

Laid down  October 1782 

Launched  4th April 1787 
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The Site 

 

The wreck of HMS Colossus lies to the south of Samson in the Isles of Scilly. To date, two main areas 

of wreckage have been identified - the bow and the stern. In 1975 part of the wreck (probably the 

bow) was designated under the Protection of Wrecks Act. This designation was revoked in 1984. The 

ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎƛǘŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŜǊƴΣ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ нллмΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ [ŀǘƛǘǳŘŜ пфɕ ррΩΦптмbΣ [ƻƴƎƛǘǳŘŜ 

ллсɕ нлΩΦрлр² όнслмрпΦфлс9 рроррфоΦлттb ¦¢a ȊƻƴŜ олΣ ²D{упύΦ  

 
Previous work 

 

Salvage work took place on Colossus from the time of her loss until the early part of last century. 

Work included Braithwaite and Tonkin 1803-1806, the Dean Brothers in the 1830s and possibly 

Western Marine Salvage in the early part of last century. 

 

Roland Morris, a marine salver and proprietor of the Penzance Maritime Museum, began searching 

for the wreck of Colossus in 1967 using a small team of divers. In August 1974 they located material 

relating to Colossus. The site was designated in 1975 under the Protection of Wrecks Act 1973. A 

largŜ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇƻǘǘŜǊȅΣ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƻŦ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻǘǘŜǊȅΣ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

deposited in the British Museum ς where at least one of these reconstructed pots is now on public 

ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅΦ hƴŎŜ aƻǊǊƛǎΩ ǘŜŀƳ ƘŀŘ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ǿŀǎ de-designated in 1984. The current 

whereabouts of the other material removed from the site by Morris is for the most part unknown. 

 

Areas of exposed timber and iron guns were discovered by local divers in 2001. This material was 

some distance to the east of the area worked by Morris and turned out to be part of the stern of 

Colossus. This was designated in July 2001. Late in 2001 the Archaeological Diving Unit (ADU) 

excavated at the stern of Colossus as well as around a piece of carved timber, which turned out to be 

one of the stern quarter-pieces of the vessel. 

 

In 2002 a quarter-piece, part of the stern decoration of the vessel, was recovered from the site. This 

was conserved at the Mary Rose Trust, and has now been returned to Scilly for display on Tresco. 

Later that year a small, limited excavation was undertaken on the site to establish the nature and 

extent of the structural remains. 

 

In 2003, a two-year site stabilisation trial was commissioned by English Heritage, to determine the 

most effective method of slowing down the deterioration of the exposed timbers on the seabed. This 

determined that on this site the most effective form of stabilization is a layer of Terram 4000 

(Camidge, 2009). 

 

In 2004 and 2005 the Cornwall and Isles of Scilly Maritime Archaeology Society (CISMAS) carried out 

a survey of the debris field surrounding the wreck of Colossus. This demonstrated the presence of 

large quantities of material from Colossus extending beyond the area covered by the current 

designation. 
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Between 2002 and 2012 the author carried out monitoring of the sediment levels on the site. This 

work has demonstrated that the sediment levels around the stern section of Colossus have continued 

to fall throughout this period. 

 

In 2008 a small area at the stern of the wreck was protected with a geotextile covering of Terram 

4000. The efficacy of this type of protection on this site was established in the stabilisation trials 

commissioned by English Heritage (Camidge, 2009). Timber sample blocks were installed beneath the 

Terram mat and on the seabed. A small seabed sign was also installed to inform visiting divers of the 

function of the Terram protection. Before the Terram was installed, the area to be covered was 

recorded in detail along with a control area, so that the long term effects of the stabilisation could be 

determined. The same year a diver trail was installed on the site and an underwater guide book 

produced, copies of which are held by the local dive charter boats for the use of visiting divers. This 

work was commissioned by English Heritage. 

 

In 2010, a monitoring survey of the small objects exposed on the seabed around the exposed timbers 

of the wreck was undertaken. The aim of this survey was to allow the amount of object mobility, loss 

and deterioration to be determined in subsequent monitoring surveys. 

 

The most recent work on this site was in 2012 when a small excavation was undertaken on the stern 

section of the site. There were a number of reasons for this undertaking: investigation of the main 

gun deck ordnance, recording of a main gun-deck port, and detailed recording of the post-wrecking 

stratigraphy present on the wreck. Recording of newly exposed wreck material was also undertaken 

in phase two of the project, along with monitoring of mobile surface artefacts. The on-going 

recording of the sediment levels on the site was continued. In addition to these site specific 

enquiries, a number of more general aims were achieved. These included investigation and appraisal 

of different excavation methods and recording regimes, and the initiation of a long-term reburial trial 

on the site using real archaeological objects rather than modern tokens. Finally, an opportunity to 

gain experience in underwater excŀǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǿƻ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ΨǘǊŀƛƴŜŜǎΩΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 

use this experience towards their NAS part II and III qualifications. 

 

 

All the reports relating to the CISMAS work on Colossus can be downloaded at www.cismas.org.uk   

http://www.cismas.org.uk/
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Project Aims and Objectives 
 

Renew Sediment Level Monitoring Points 

The principal aim of this project was to renew the sediment level monitoring points around the 

wreckage exposed on the seabed. Sediment level monitoring began on the site in 2003 as part of the 

Colossus site stabilisation trials commissioned by English Heritage (EH 3593). A copy of the full 

stabilisation report can be downloaded at www.cismas.org.uk . (Camidge, 2005) The fluctuating 

sediment levels around the site have been recorded each year relative to fourteen fixed points (M1-

M8 and M10-M15) ς these are positioned as shown on the location plan below. The results of the 

sediment level monitoring have ōŜŜƴ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŜŀŎƘ ȅŜŀǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜŜΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǎǳōƳƛǘǘŜŘ 

to English Heritage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 2.  Plan showing the locations of the sediment monitoring points M1-M15 (pre July 2014) 

http://www.cismas.org.uk/
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Sediment level measurements had been last taken on 13th October 2013. It was then noted that 

three of the sediment monitoring points (M10, M11 and M12) were missing as the timbers they were 

attached to no longer survived. Several other monitoring points were in a precarious state and were 

deemed unlikely to survive much longer.  

 

Maintenance of the Dive Trail 

The dive station marker floats become fouled with marine growth, making it difficult to read the 

station number. New numbered station markers treated with anti-foul paint were installed. At the 

same time new rope risers (used to attach the numbered floats to the concrete blocks) were also 

installed. This should extend the life of the dive trail for several more years. 

 

Extending the Dive Trail 

One of the lower gun deck 32lb guns lies some 30m to the south-east of the last station (number 11) 

on the current dive trail. As none of the lower deck guns survive on the site it was decided to add this 

to the existing dive trail. The dive trail underwater guide was updated to take account of this 

addition. 

 

Peripheral Survey 

A search of the area to the immediate south-west of the wreck was be made.  

 

 

Permissions 
A licence from the Marine Management Organisation was not required for this project. The project 

was discussed with Joanna Woolef of the MMO and was deemed to be exempt from the requirement 

for an MMO licence. 

 

The project was also discussed with Michael Bapty of Knight Frank (acting for the Crown Estate) and 

it was confirmed that a licence for this project is not required from the Crown Estate. 

 

A survey licence under the Protection of Wrecks Act is already held by the author. As the only 

intrusive activity anticipated was the placing of the sediment monitoring pins ς which are physically 

identical to survey control points ς the survey licence was deemed sufficient.  
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Stakeholders 
 

The following are the main stakeholders associated with this project.  

 

 

English Heritage 

The Colossus site is designated under the Protection of Wrecks Act. 

CISMAS 

The Cornwall and Isles of Scilly Maritime Archaeology Society have undertaken a number of 

projects on this site. They will also undertake the fieldwork associated with this project. 

The Isles of Scilly diving community 

This includes the three dive charter boat skippers on Scilly: Tim Alsop, Jo Williams and Dave 

McBride; they regularly take divers to the dive trail on this site. Todd Stevens (one of the 

other licensees on the designated wreck site of HMS Colossus) is also a very active historic 

wreck excavator in Scilly. 

The Crown Estate 

The seabed within 12 nautical miles is largely owned by the Crown and managed by the 

Crown Estate. 

The Duchy of Cornwall 

The Duchy of Cornwall owns and operates the harbour at St MaryΩs. They are always 

informed of CISMAS maritime projects in Scilly. 

Isles of Scilly Museum (St MaryΩs) 

The Isles of Scilly Museum has taken the archive and artefacts from previous projects on this 

site. They have agreed to take the objects recovered during this project. 

Marine Management Organisation 

A licence from the MMO was not required for this project. The project was however 

discussed with the MMO prior to commencement of the project. 

The Receiver of Wreck (MCA) 

All finds recovered were reported to the Receiver of Wreck. 
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Results 
 

Sediment Monitoring 

 

All fourteen sediment monitoring points were renewed. The sediment monitoring points (SMP) now 
consist of one metre long 10mm diameter stainless steel rods. Each rod has a 25mm stainless steel 
ring welded to its top end to allow for easy attachment of labelling tags (using heavy duty cable ties). 
In addition, each of these rings has the number of the SMP stamped into its surface ς to ensure easy 
identification even if the plastic tags become detached. The new, one metre rods have been driven 
into the seabed to a uniform depth; each has exactly 0.15m of its length protruding above the 
seabed as it existed in July 2014. To maintain consistency with previous results the levels will still be 
reported relative to those existing in 2003. 
 

 
 
 
The majority of the points were placed in exactly the same location as their predecessors. The points 
which were previously attached to the timber of the wreck (M10 to M15) have been installed in 
locations very close to those previously used (usually within 0.05m). The new locations are shown in 
fig 7 below. The sediment levels were recorded before the new monitoring points were installed. 
This data shows that there has been a significant fall in the sediment levels on the site since the 
levels were last measured in October 2013. This may be due to the series of severe storms which 
occurred in January and February of this year.  
 
This series of severe storms affected Cornwall in the early part of 2014. Severe damage was caused 

to the coastal defences of Devon and Cornwall, including the severing of the main rail line at Dawlish 

and at Penzance. The storms also caused exceptional movement of sediments in MouƴǘΩǎ .ŀȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǳōƳŜǊƎŜŘ ŦƻǊŜǎǘΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅΦ ¢ƘŜ aŜǘ hŦŦƛŎŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

storms as follows: 

Around 6 major storms hit through this period, separated by intervals of 2 to 3 days. The sequence of 

storms followed an earlier stormy period from mid-December 2013 to early January 2014. Taken 

individually, the first two storms were notable but not exceptional for the winter period. However, the 

later storms from early to mid-February were much more severe. Overall, the period from mid-

December 2013 to mid-February 2014 saw at least 12 major winter storms, and, when considered 

overall, this was the stormiest period of weather the UK has experienced for at least 20 years. 

(Met_Office, 2014) 

Fig 3.  Detail of sediment monitoring pins showing the 

attached rings with identity stamps 
Fig 4.  Sediment monitoring pin M7 installed on the 

seabed (July 2014) 

http://www.metoffice.gov.uk/climate/uk/interesting/2013-decwind


Project Report                                                         HMS Colossus Sediment Level Monitoring 15 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 5. Chart of sediment level changes relative to levels as they were in May 2003 for M1 to M8; August 2003 for M10 to 

M15. Values shown are in millimetres; positive values denote a rise in seabed level (relative to 2003) while negative values 

denote a fall in seabed levels (relative to 2003). A blank entry in the table indicates that the diver was unable to locate the 

monitor point or that the point was missing 

Fig 6.  Bar chart showing the mean overall change in seabed sediment level (relative to the level in 2003) for all monitor 

points. All values are in millimetres. Zero represents the seabed level in 2003; negative values denote a mean fall in 

sediment level, and positive values a mean rise in sediment level 


























































