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Summary 
 

This report documents the fieldwork undertaken by CISMAS on the protected wreck site of HMS 

Colossus in the Isles of Scilly during the first week of September 2024. It includes the first steps in the 

investigation of the newly discovered eastern debris field of the wreck, following the geophysical 

survey of this earlier in the year. A number of small investigations of the site were undertaken, and 

several exciting new discoveries made. Finally, a rapid audit of the site and dive trail was undertaken 

which has posed some difficult questions concerning the future management of the site. 

 

 

Background 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Ship 
HMS Colossus was a 74-gun warship built in 1787 and wrecked eleven years later on the Isles of 

Scilly. She was the first warship to bear the name; five others were built over the years culminating in 

an aircraft carrier launched in 1943.  

 

Fig 1 

The location of the designated 

wreck site HMS Colossus in St 

aŀǊȅΩǎ wƻŀŘΣ LǎƭŜǎ ƻŦ {Ŏƛƭƭȅ 

Fig 2 

Site plan showing the 

exposed stern of HMS 

Colossus 
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Colossus was at Naples on 28th {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ мтфуΣ bŜƭǎƻƴΩǎ плth birthday. A lavish celebration was 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ bŜƭǎƻƴ ōȅ {ƛǊ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǿƛŦŜ 9ƳƳŀΣ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇǘŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊǎ ƻŦ 

Colossus were all invited.1 When Colossus left Naples a week later for refit in England, she was 

ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ƻŦ {ƛǊ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳΩǎ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ DǊŜŜƪ ǇƻǘǘŜǊȅΦ {ƘŜ ƭŜŦǘ 

ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ōƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŎƘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƎǳƴǎΣ ŀƭƭ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƻ bŜƭǎƻƴΩǎ ǎƘƛǇ Vanguard.2 

 

Loss 
Colossus reached Scilly in December 1798, in charge of a convoy of merchant vessels. The ship was at 

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

onto shallow ground, losing her rudder and sustaining progressively worsening damage until she 

foundered with only the poop and quarterdeck above water. All but one of the 595 souls aboard 

were taken off safely in small boats. The ship soon turned onto its beam ends and began to break up, 

a process hastened the following month when the crew of HMS Fearless were employed ΨōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǳǇ 

ǘƘŜ ǿǊŜŎƪΩ.  

 

Salvage 
As well as two Navy transports full of stores and fittings recovered from Colossus in January 1799, a 

great deal was salvaged over the next few years. Guns, carriages and shot were raised by the intrepid 

diver Ralph Tonkin of Penzance in August 1799.3 Others found more guns in 1800 and 1802. The last 

salvage we know about was undertaken by John Dean, who in 1833 recovered a number of guns and 

three quarters of a ton of copper from the wreck. 

 

Rediscovery 
By the twentieth century all knowledge of where the wreck of Colossus lay was lost. The only clue 

was the statement in a number of newspaper accounts that she had ΨŘǊƛŦǘŜŘ ƻƴǘƻ ŀ ƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǊƻŎƪǎΣ 

called Southern WellsΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭǳǊŜ ƻŦ {ƛǊ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƭƻǎǘ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ǇǊƻƳǇǘŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ 

adventurers to seek the wreck of Colossus. The archaeologist John Dunbar hunted for it in the 1950s4 

as did several of the teams salvaging the wreck of the Association in the 1960s ς all were led astray 

by those newspaper accounts. Then in 1974 a team led by Roland Morris found not only evidence of 

ǿǊŜŎƪΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƻǾŜǊ олΣллл ŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ {ƛǊ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳΩǎ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ DǊŜŜƪ ǇƻǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ 

1975. The British Museum backed this excavation and the pieces of pot are now in London at the 

British Museum. Morris also found 12 guns and numerous other artefacts, all of which he recovered. 

Some were housed in his Museum of Nautical Art in Penzance until the contents were sold at auction 

in 2001/2.  

 

Morris published his site plan and was convinced he had found the wreck of Colossus, scattered over 

an area extending some 250m with the stern at the west (where he found rudder pintles) and her 

bow to the east (where he had found evidence of the galley). However, the rudder had been beaten 

off many hours before the ship foundered and the evidence for the galley area was ΨǎƳƻƪŜ ōƭŀŎƪŜƴŜŘ 

ƳŀǊōƭŜ ǎƭŀōǎΩΦ The galley stove on Colossus would have been made of iron, and would probably have 

 
1 Horatio Nelson, Pocock, 1987 p 176 
2 Vanguard received one 32, one 18 and one nine-pound guns from Colossus ς Captains Log, Vanguard: ADM51/1288 
3 Salisbury & Winchester Journal. 29 July 1805 p 4 
4 The Lost Land, John Dunbar, 1958 pp 32, 63 
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sat on bricks. What Morris had found were fragments of burnt marble, taken from the ruins of a 

Roman villa near Naples by Sir William.5  

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Morris finished removing the wreckage in 1983 and the site was de-designated in 1984. What Morris 

had never found were any substantial pieces of the hull itself. 

 

And then there was ƳƻǊŜΧ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ 
In 2001 a large area of hull timber was discovered more than half a kilometre to the east of the 

Morris site. It became evident that this represented the port side of the ship from the mainmast to 

the stern ς essentially the back half of the ship. The timbers of the hull were in remarkable condition 

and some of the guns were still in place. A large piece of decorated timber from the quarter gallery 

was raised, conserved and is now on display on the island of Tresco.  

 

Changing percept ions 
What is interesting is how the perception of the wreck site changed after 2001. It was now thought 

that as the new site was clearly the stern, then the Morris site must have been the bows. It was still 

assumed that the ship had originally foundered on the Morris site to the west of the stern. The stern 

section was thought to have drifted east some 500m, shedding material along a debris trail as it went 

ς but did it? 

 

CISMAS undertook a lottery-funded survey of the Colossus debris field in 2004/5. The aim was to 

map the debris from the wreck and determine its extent. A magnetometer survey of the area 

between the two sites had been produced by the ADU. This was extended by CISMAS and the most 

promising targets were all dived and recorded. The survey did not extend far to the east of the stern 

site. It indicated a trail of material between the two sites, but also found debris to the south close to 

 
5 Villa San Marco, Stabiae, Bay of Naples an Archaeological Guide, Keppie 2009 p 149: Ψbaths whose caldarium was heated by a bronze 

water-tank spirited away by Sir William Hamilton and lost in the wrecking of HMS Colossus off the {ŎƛƭƭƛŜǎ ƛƴ мтфуΩ 

Fig 3 

Roman Villa San Marco, at Stabiae (1st 

century BCE) near Naples  

 

Caldarium (the hot room of a Roman baths) 

with a marble faced bath and now missing 

bronze water-heater (large circular hole) 

 

¢ƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƎǳƛŘŜ ǎŀȅǎ Ψ¢ƘŜ ōƻƛƭŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 

several items taken by Sir William Hamilton 

that were lost in 1798 when the ship 

Colossus ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊŜŘΩ 
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the stern site. This was the genesis of growing doubts: at which of the two sites had the ship 

foundered?6 

 

Extensive diver searches undertaken to the south of the stern site in 2017 revealed a wealth of ship 

fittings whose location was puzzling. A theory that Colossus had originally foundered some 30 metres 

to the south-east of the stern site was proposed ς but although this theory explained numerous 

anomalies, it could not be proven.7 

 

¢ƘŜ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴȅ ƻŦ WƻƘƴ 5ŜŀƴΩǎ ǿŜƛƎƘǘǎ 
Two substantial lead weights were located in 2017. Although their importance was not at first 

realised, they were eventually recognised as exactly the type of weights John Dean used in his early 

diving equipment. What caused him to jettison or lose his weights is not recorded, but they remained 

as testimony to exactly which site he had been diving on when he recovered iron cannon and copper 

ǎƘŜŀǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ муооΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨWƻƘƴ ǎŜŀǊŎƘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿǊŜŎƪ ƻŦ /ƻƭƻǎǎǳǎΩΦ8 

This would only have been possible because, as it was then only 35 years since the ship was lost, 

there were still plenty of islanders who remembered where the wreck was. This demonstrates that 

the stern, where John Dean lost his weights, was where the Colossus originally foundered and that 

ǘƘŜ Ψōƻǿ ǎƛǘŜΩ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜōǊƛǎ ǘǊŀƛƭ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛŘŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǇ ōǊƻƪŜ ǳǇΦ 

 

 

Why does th is  mat ter? 
This has changed the centre of gravity for the site. Previously we thought of the old Morris site as 

where the ship had foundered, and thus the origin of all the wreck material. The debris field which 

exists to the west of the stern site was thought to havŜ ŀƭƭ ōŜŜƴ ΨǘǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎΩ Ŝŀǎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ aƻǊǊƛǎ ǎƛǘŜΦ 

Now we know that Colossus ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘŜǊƴ ǎƛǘŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ aƻǊǊƛǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǿŀǎ 

small parts of the wreck which had broken off and been carried west by the tide from where the ship 

 
6 HMS Colossus Debris Field Survey, 2005. Download at www.cismas.org.uk 
7 HMS Colossus The Wrecking Project 2017. Download at www.cismas.org.uk 
8 The Infernal Diver, Bevan, 2010 p 90 

 

 

Fig 7 

Right ς the Dean helmet and dress as illustrated in 1842.  Note the weight 

suspended from the helmet by two ropes. Above ς one of the lead weights 

(C10.15) recovered from near the stern of Colossus 
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was lost. This explains why he found no large structural pieces. But while the tidal flow is westwards 

on the ebb, on the flood tide it is towards the east. So how much wreckage went east? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The His tor ic  Evidence 
Shortly after the wreck of Colossus, an anxious Sir William made enquiries as to whether any of his 

ancient Greek pottery could be salvaged. The following extract is from a letter written in November 

мтффΣ ŦǊƻƳ aŀƧƻǊ .ƻǿŜƴ όŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǊ /ŀǎǘƭŜ ƻƴ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎύ ǘƻ {ƛǊ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳΩǎ ƴŜǇƘŜǿΥ  

The Colossus being, as is generally thought here, in a very weak state, broke up uncommonly soon after 

ǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŎƪǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ {ǘ aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ƳŜǘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǇŀŎƪŀƎŜǎ ŘǊƛŦǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ŀǘ /Ǌƻǿ {ƻǳƴŘΣ 

among the rest those described to them as Sir W. IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǎǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŀƴȄƛƻǳǎ ǘƻ ŦǳƭŦƛƭ /ŀǇǘŀƛƴ 

aǳǊǊŀȅΩǎ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ŜŀǊƴŜǎǘ ƛƴƧǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǘƳƻǎǘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΤ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

sea running very high and the wind blowing a storm, they found it impossible to lift the packages which 

were very large into their boats. They then tried to disengage the contents. Unfortunately, in this also 

ǘƘŜȅ ŦŀƛƭŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜƛǊ ǎƻƭŜƳƴ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƳŜ ƛǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜȅ ǎŀǿ ƻƴ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

canvass cases, several large pieces of most beŀǳǘƛŦǳƭƭȅ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ŎƭƻƳŜΩ όǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ŦƻǊ ŜŀǊǘƘŜƴ ǿŀǊŜ 

ƘŜǊŜύΤ Ψōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭƛŦǘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǎŜŀǿŀǘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳΣ ƻǊ ŀ ŎŜƳŜƴǘ 

used in joining them, a single piece could not be taken into the boat, each giving way in their hands like 

ǿŜǘ ŘƻǳƎƘΩ 

aŀƧƻǊ .ƻǿŜƴ ƎƻŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎǊŀǘŜ ƘŀŘ ǿŀǎƘŜŘ ǳǇ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ {ǘ aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀǘ 

least ten of the pots had been recovered whole and purchased from the islanders on behalf of Sir 

William. There were eight crates of pottery aboard Colossus. From the vessel count made by the BM 

of the pottery recovered by Morris, it seems that at least three of the crates went west and lodged in 

a gulley where Morris found and recovered them. Several more crates, apart from the one washed 

ǳǇ ŀǘ {ǘ aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎΣ went east and were seen at Crow Sound. This all demonstrates that as Colossus 

broke up, wreckage went west on the ebb tide, where Morris later recovered much of it. But some 

went east on the flood tide: how much waits to be found? 

Fig 8 

Map showing the main tidal flows over the site 
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The 2024  F ie ldwork 
 

Old Pots  and the Morr is  Men 
We have continued our search for the exact spot where Roland Morris recovered 30,000 sherds of 

ancient Greek pottery. This year we dived again in the area where his site plan shows he excavated. 

The topography accords very well with the depths shown on aƻǊǊƛǎΩ plan and the descriptions of the 

surrounding features in ΨSlimΩ MacdonnellΩǎ ŘƛǾŜ ƭƻƎǎΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŜ have as yet found no artefacts 

on the seabed ς but there is still more ground to be searched. We will be back. 

 

 

Safeguarding the Rebur ia l  Tr ia ls 
In 2012 CISMAS undertook a small excavation at the stern of the wreck. The majority of the artefacts 

recovered are now in the Isles of Scilly Museum; a small representative sample was used in a long-

term reburial trial on the site. These objects were placed into two separate repositories buried in the 

seabed close to the wreck. The contents of one repository were retrieved after 10 years reburial in 

2022. The other repository is due to be retrieved after 25 years of burial, in 2037. 9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
9 See Colossus Reburial Trial Retrieval 2022 (HE8401) 

Fig 9 

Plan showing the location of the two reburial repositories A and B, to the south of the exposed wreckage 
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When the 10-year finds were retrieved in 2022 it was noticeable that the tops of the plastic reburial 

crates were visible on the seabed ς due to falling sediment levels on the site. As a temporary 

measure, extra sandbags were placed over the 25-year repository to help protect it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first task CISMAS undertook in 2024 was to place a two-metre square of geotextile (Terram 

4000) over the 25-year repository to protect it from falling sediment levels. The Terram was held in 

place by sandbags, placed in a continuous line around the edges of the Terram.10 This method has 

been used elsewhere on the site and has proved very effective at protecting elements of the wreck 

from falling sediment levels. Previously, the Terram and sandbags have been quickly colonised by 

seaweed and a layer of sand quickly accumulates over the geotextile. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
10 Thanks to Dave Parham for suppling the Terram 4000. All other materials were financed by CISMAS 

Fig 10 

Schematic section showing one 

of the reburial crates buried 

beneath the seabed and covered 

with sandbags 

Fig 11 

The Terram covering over the 25-year repository shortly after installation in September 2024. The Terram is 2 metres 

square (scale = 0.5m) 
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A Little Something for 2037 

A ǎƳŀƭƭ ΨǘƛƳŜ ŎŀǇǎǳƭŜΩ was deposited on the seabed under the Terram mat, each member of the 

team contributing an item. These were sealed into a self-sealing polythene bag which was placed 

under the Terram. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Fig 12 

 

The CISMAS time capsule contains two coins (50p, one each of 

Charles III & Elizebeth II), a waterproof pencil, golf ball, Isles of 

Scilly Steamship luggage tag, diver qualification card and dive 

computer 
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Any Old  I ron? 
One of the least understood elements of the wreck of Colossus is the numerous pieces of heavily 

concreted iron lying over the surviving timber. Some of the iron is easy to identify, such as ring bolts, 

clench bolts and similar fastenings. But most has defied identification, one notable example being a 

large, solid piece of iron lying on the seabed close to Gun 1. It appears on the site plan but has not 

been examined in detail as it has never been properly de-weeded (a time-consuming process). One 

of our tasks this year was to identify this particular piece of iron and its function, by clearing the 

marine growth. We little imagined just how informative this would be. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The mobile kelp was first removed from around Gǳƴ м ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŜ ΨǎŜŀǿŜŜŘΩ ǿŀǎ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭƭȅ 

detached from the surface of the iron. It became immediately apparent that this object closely 

resembled the broken and twisted shank of an angle-crown anchor with the arms and crown broken 

ƻŦŦΦ /ƭƻǎŜ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ΨŦƛōǊƻǳǎΩ ǎǘǊŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ƛǊƻƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘƛƻƴ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛng that it is 

made of wrought iron.  
 

The iron consists of a bar 2.35 metres long, square sectioned at its southern end (0.17 x 0.17m) and 

roughly circular in section for the rest of the bar (0.14m Å average). It is slightly bent and appears to 

be twisted as well. This is a substantial piece of iron and considerable force would have been needed 

to bend it. We initially speculated that the anchor had become fast on the seabed and the shank was 

bent and broken when attempting recovery of the anchor.  

Fig 13 

The position of the mystery iron object (shown hatched in bold on the inset) close to G1, the most easterly of the 

five upstanding 18-pound guns 
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Fig 14 

The iron anchor shank found adjacent to Gun 1 after removal of marine growth. The position of the anchor ring hole 

can just be made out in the lower photograph - where it shows as a slight indentation in the iron concretion, indicated 

by the yellow arrow. The black arrow indicates a different textured area on the ΨsquareΩ which may be where the nut 

was originally attached (the nut located the stock on the square). Scale = 0.5m 



Project Report                                                                                         HMS Colossus 2024 17 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The anchor shank appears to conform to the typical Admiralty angle-crown type of the late 18th 

century, so is of the right period and type to be part of the ground tackle on board Colossus. But the 

dimensions are far too small for it to be one of the ǎƘƛǇΩǎ bower anchors. 74-gun ships at this time 

usually carried six anchors, four Ƴŀƛƴ ōƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŎƘƻǊǎ όтм ŎǿǘΣ муŦǘ сέ ƭƻƴƎύΣ11 a stream anchor (17cwt, 

мнŦǘ сέύ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƪŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŎƘƻǊ όуŎǿǘΣ фŦǘ сέύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛŀƳŜǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƳŀƭƭΩ 12 accords well with the 

published dimensions of a stream anchor for a 74-gun ship such as Colossus.13 The bower anchors 

were kept at the bow ready to be dropped and were used for mooring the ship; the stream and 

kedge anchors were used for manoeuvring in confined waters and were often deployed remotely 

ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǇΩǎ ōƻŀǘǎΦ But why is there a broken stream anchor onboard at all?  

 
On site, we speculated that the anchor had broken on recovery from the seabed after becoming 

stuck. However, a search of the documentary evidence revealed an entry from the logbook of the 

Master, David Wallace, from 12th February 1797 which records a collision with HMS Culloden on the 

eve of the battle of Cape St Vincent: 

 
Ψ!ǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴŀƭ ǘƻ ǘŀŎƪ, past the Culloden, wore, the Orion hove in stays. Put our helm 

up to pass to leeward of the Orion. Hail-d the Culloden to keep her wind she came 

aboard of us which broke the Shank of the Stream anchor ς carried away fore top 

gallant mast and stove in some of the upper works abreast the 5 gun on the main 

ŘŜŎƪΩΦ14 

 
The stream anchor was usually stowed lashed to the outside of the sheet or spare bower anchors, 

which were carried just to the rear of the two ΨǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƻ ƎƻΩ bower anchors. Thus, the stream anchor 

would probably have been the first thing Culloden ƳŀŘŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭƛǎƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ Ψ5 gun 

on the main deckΩ ǿŀǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǊǘ ǎƛŘŜΣ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǇƻǊǘ ōŀŎƪ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƻǿ ς the guns were numbered 

starting at the bow: even numbers on the starboard, odd numbers on the port. 

 

 
11 Colossus ƻƴƭȅ ƘŀŘ о ōƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŎƘƻǊǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƴƪ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ bŜƭǎƻƴΩǎ ǎƘƛǇΣ Vanguard in Naples 
12 The small is the section of the shank next to the square of the anchor at the ring / stock end of the shank 
13 Arming & Fitting of English Ships of War, Brian Lavery, 1987 p 32 
14 aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ [ƻƎ Ia{ /ƻƭƻǎǎǳǎ ς ADM 52 2808 

Fig 15 

5ƛǾŜǊǎ ǊŜƳƻǾƛƴƎ ΨǎŎŀŦŦǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŜ 

weed from the concreted iron 

around gun 1. The iron bars 

visible in the foreground are the 

remains of the iron bolts which 

fastened the wooden gun 

carriage, still attached to gun 1 
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Colossus had not been back in home waters since this collision. It seems probable, therefore, that 

this mystery piece of iron, now thought to be the broken shank from the stream anchor, was the 

same one broken in that collision with Culloden at the battle of Cape St Vincent. The other half of this 

anchor may lie somewhere amongst the corroding iron scattered around the site, or on the seabed 

off Cape St Vincent. The broken anchor part (or parts) was probably stored in the aft hold for 

transport back to England, and fell from there to its current location while Colossus was on her beam 

ends and breaking up. 

 

Much ado has been made by various authors of the fact that Colossus had given one of her anchors 

away to bŜƭǎƻƴΩǎ ǎƘƛǇ Vanguard in Naples and was therefore short an anchor when she was wrecked. 

It now seems likely that Colossus may have been short not one but two of her six anchors when she 

foundered in 1798. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  

Fig 16 

 

Sketch of a typical 18th century angle-

crown anchor. The part corresponding 

to the iron adjacent to Gun 1 is shown 

shaded; the missing parts are shown 

with dashed lines and unshaded 

Small 

Trend 

Nut Square 
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The Empty Gun Por t    
 

The row of upper gun-deck ports was one of the first things recorded on the wreck in late 2001 and 

early 2002. At that time, we were faced with over 350 square metres of seabed to draw and next to 

no resources to achieve this (not even a planning frame). The early planning was undertaken at a 

scale of 1:20 ς which limits the amount of detail that can be shown, but enables 4-5 square metres to 

be drawn per hour. In later years we drew the site plan at a scale of 1:10, which allows much more 

detail to be recorded ς but it takes about four times longer to cover the same area.  

 

We had been aware for some time that the empty upper gun-deck port no longer looked as it had 

when drawn back in 2001. Therefore, one of our tasks for this year was to produce a measured 

sketch and profile of it, to determine what had changed in the intervening 20 years. It was also a 

good opportunity for team members to brush up on their recording skills ς which had been sadly 

underemployed of late. 

 
 
 
 
  

Fig 17 

Detail from the Colossus site plan showing the empty gunport (centre). The blank space to the left of the gun port is 

where the timber was covered by sediment in 2001/2 



20 HMS Colossus 2024                                                                                      Project Report 

 

 
 
 
 
 
  

Fig 18 

Sketch plan of the empty upper-deck gunport made in September 2024 ς drawn by Nick Sodergren.  

Fig 19 

An east-west profile sketch 

of the gunport drawn in 

September 2024 by Jezz 

Davies 
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Referring to figs 17, 18 and 20 it is clear that a great deal of timber shown on the 2001 plan no longer 

exists. Much of the inner hull planking has now gone - exposing the gun port lintel, sill beams and 

many more of the hull frame timbers. The inner hull planking was constructed of substantial strakes 

of around 12 inches wide by 3 inches thick, which were in near-perfect condition when first seen in 

2001. it has only taken a little over twenty years for these to largely disappear from around the 

gunport. Similarly, the deck planking of the upper gun deck shown in fig 17 is, sadly, no longer with 

us. 

 

It is now also possible to see damage to the gun-port lintel (the timber along the south side of the 

port), in the form of a missing central curved section. This was probably caused by the upper part of 

the gun muzzle striking the lintel on recoil (which could be particularly violent when the gun was 

hot). To reduce this type of damage, naval guns have flared muzzles while garrison guns often have a 

ring at the muzzle. There is a similar piece missing from one end of the gun port sill.15 

 

The sediment level record indicates that the seabed levels around the wreck have continued to fall ς 

inevitably exposing more timber. But it is now clear that significant parts of the hull timbers have 

decayed and no longer exist. Unfortunately, our site plan is now a record of what existed when it was 

drawn, not what is there today. 

 
 

  

 
15 The  horizontal ΨŦǊŀƳŜΩ ǘƛƳōŜǊ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ Ǝǳƴ-port was called the lintel, while that at the bottom was called the sill 

Fig 20 

The gunport, partially de-weeded in September 2024. It is clear how decayed the remaining inner hull planking 

is now (not long for this world), and the frame timbers are showing evidence of gribble and teredo attack.  This 

is a good underwater photograph ς but note how much more information is contained on the drawings above 

(figs 17 and 18); the ideal situation is to have both.  North is up and the scale = 0.5m long 
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Spread Far  and Wide 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For many years we have been intending to revisit an area of wreckage discovered in the western 

debris field during the CISMAS Debris Field Survey in 2005.16 In 2005, a number of pieces of timber 

and iron concretions were seen and their position recorded. We had speculated that this might be 

the area discovered by Tod Stevens in 1999 and described by Richard Larn at the 2002 International 

Shipwreck conference in Plymouth.17 He said it was a vast area of timber decking in pristine 

condition. We have been told that this no longer exists, and that some of it was used to make garden 

ŦǳǊƴƛǘǳǊŜ ƻƴ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƴ ŜƴƛƎƳŀǘƛŎ ŀƴƴƻǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻn a very early sketch plan made in 

2001 by Terry Hiron of the newly discovered stern site showing a westward pointing arrow and the 

ǘŜȄǘ ΨApprox 110m to end of visible timbeǊΩΦ18 Whatever Ψvisible timberΩ was, it forms an intriguing 

prospect. 

 
 

 
16 See HMS Colossus Debris Field Survey, 2006 
17 A dive apparently where TS showed an area of Timber to Richard Larn, David McBride and other sometime in 1999 
18 ²ƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴ нлно ¢ŜǊǊȅ IƛǊƻƴ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘ ΨL ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ƛŘŜŀΩ 

Fig 21 

Plan showing the location of the debris field wreckage found in 2005, revisited in 2024(CM145), and the possible 

site where Roland Morris recovered the ancient Greek pottery (MP1). The blue rectangle shows the current 

designated area around the wreck 
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This year we made the decision to revisit the remains we had found in 2005. The search did not get 

far ς almost as soon as we reached the seabed, we started finding wreckage: a substantial timber 

single-pulley block (0.35 x 0.25 x 0.15m) which lay close to a folded sheet of copper sheathing, only 

partly exposed but confirmed by metal detector to be over 1.2m long. The sheathing had a row of 

regularly spaced nail-holes along the uppermost (exposed) edge. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 22 

Schematic sketch of the items located in the search of the wreckage in 2024. Positions were recorded as a distance and 

bearing back to the shot line. Grey = timber, green = copper and blue = iron 

Fig 23 

The pulley block 

Scale = 0.2m 
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Fig 24 

The folded copper sheathing 

Scale = 0.2m 

Fig 25 

The iron bolt 

Scale = 0.2m 

Fig 26 

Plank 2 

Scale = 0.2m 
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Not far from these there was a piece of planking (2.85 x 0.20 x 0.075m) which showed signs of attack 

by wood boring organisms. This lay over another piece of timber, thicker than the planking so 

possibly structural (frame or deck beam timber 1.10 x 0.25 x 0.11m). Close to this was a second 

section of planking (2.30 x 0.20m), and finally, a substantial iron bolt (1.60 x 0.08Å m). Only a very 

small area was searched and it seemed that everywhere we looked there was wreckage. This area 

should be recorded properly and its true extent determined. As all the timber observed was showing 

evidence of attack by wood boring organisms, this needs to happen fairly soon. 

 

It now seems possible that this was not the area found by Mr Stevens, as the position he recorded on 

his sketch plan of 2003 is over 80m from the location of this wreckage.19 That position should also be 

investigated to determine whether any wreckage remains on that site. There is certainly more work 

to be done in this part of the debris field. 

 

 

The Eastern Debr is Fie ld 

As outlined in the background section above, once we knew that Colossus was wrecked where the 

ΨǎǘŜǊƴΩ ǿǊŜŎƪŀƎŜ ƭƛŜǎ we realised that an eastern debris field was also likely to exist. The first stage in 

investigating this was a geophysical survey of the area to the north-east of Colossus. 

 

 

Geophysica l  Survey 
A geophysical survey was undertaken between 20-27th of April 2024 by a team of six people including 

charter boat skipper. The aim was to locate the hypothetical eastern debris field from the wrecking 

of Colossus. The survey was funded by Historic England (for further details see Catching the Drift, 

available at cismas.org.uk).  

 
19 He gave a slightly different position to Wessex Archaeology ς which is 130m away from our timber. The difference is a single digit in the 

northing, so possibly a transcription error. 

Fig 27 

Plank 1 and timber 

Scale = 0.2m 



26 HMS Colossus 2024                                                                                      Project Report 

 

Analysis of the geophysical data has produced a list of potential targets / anomalies to be 

investigated. So far 230 magnetic anomalies have been identified as well as 102 sidescan sonar 

targets. We allocated half our available project time this year to investigating these anomalies. This 

amounted to three days of diving geophysics targets (which would have allowed 12 targets to be 

searched and recorded), but this was reduced to two days when a day of diving was lost due to bad 

weather.20 We managed to dive seven of the targets in the two days. 

 

Hunt ing for Treasure 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

T3 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The difficulty was choosing which targets to dive from literally hundreds of chosen anomalies. One 

consideration was that targets were selected in pairs preferably less than 200m apart. This allowed 

them to be dived simultaneously by two dive teams while both remained in sight of the dive boat, 

allowing more targets per day to be investigated. Investigating these targets will be a long-term 

project.  

 
20 A week of diving in Scilly on the available charter boats consists of six days diving, two dives per day per diver ς we almost always lose at 

least one day per week to bad weather; as accommodation and transport to and from the islands has to be pre-booked, this lost time 

cannot easily be regained 

Fig 28 

tƭŀƴ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǾŜƴ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎ ǎŜŀǊŎƘŜŘ ƛƴ {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ нлнп όǎƘƻǿƴ ǿƛǘƘ Ψ¢Ω ǇǊŜŦƛȄ ƛƴ ōƭǳŜ). The green 

rectangle is the geophysics area AB ς see Catching the Drift at www.cismas.org.uk 
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T3 
Sidescan target = MJ_38 
Magnetic Target = none 
Not an outstanding target but its proximity to the Colossus stern site (33m south of Gun 9) allowed 

investigation while we were moored at the stern site (just south of Colossus on fig 28). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What was found at the location specified was a large pulley block with attached iron concretion   

0.60 x 0.35 x 0.13m. It seems unlikely that this block would have caused the linear features observed 

on the sidescan imagery, but nothing else was visible at that location. 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Fig 29 

 

Left: sidescan target MJ_38, described as linear 

features. There were no detected magnetic 

anomalies near this target 

 

Below: what was found on the seabed at that 

location ς a timber pulley block with iron 

concretions 
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T8 
Sidescan target = MJ_35, MJ_36 & MJ_37 
Magnetic target = AB24_3, 6nT, (estimated as 50-250kg of iron) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This target was searched for a radius of 20m around the sidescan target position. Two anomalies 

were located, a fragment from a large iron anchor and a small raised mound of eelgrass 0.15m high 

and 3m in diameter. The mound of eelgrass is the only possible cause of the object shown on the 

sidescan image (fig XX) ς the rest of the area searched was flat, featureless sand. The small mound 

was found 16m to the west of the shot line. We also found part of a large broken iron anchor partly 

buried in the sand some 8m to the west of the shot line (fig 32). This consisted of the broken off end 

of one arm, with the palm partly buried in the sand. The arm of the anchor is 0.22m square in section 

at the point it has broken, and the palm is 0.6m at its widest point. Not enough of the anchor was 

exposed to determine its age ς but it is possibly 18-20th century. This area has been used as an 

anchorage for centuries, and anchors are a fairly common find. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 30 

aWψор ΨƘŀǊŘ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƘŀŘƻǿΩ 

Fig 31 

AB224_3 time series graph of magnetic 

target (estimated as 50-250kg of iron) 

Fig 32 

Left: the shallow mound covered in eelgrass.  Right: the broken arm of an iron anchor with part of the palm visible; the 

bill of the anchor was not exposed. Scale = 0.2m 
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T9 
Sidescan target = MJ_34, Scatter of small objects plus linear feature 
Magnetic target = AB23_1, AB22/1_4 & AB22/2_1 (estimated as 200-900kg of iron) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The area around this target was searched to a diameter of 40m. A number of areas of exposed rock 

were found, all with tabular fissures so that the rock had a superficial resemblance to a laid 

pavement. No doubt natural formations like this are what gives rise to the persistent rumours of a 

paved roaŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǿŀǘŜǊ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ ŀƴŘ {ǘ aŀǊǘƛƴΩs. As no iron objects were 

observed, the origin of the three magnetic anomalies remains a mystery. 

 
 
 
 
 

Fig 33 

 

Plan showing the three magnetic 

anomalies clustered around the sidescan 

target MJ_34 (AB23_1 is 10m from MJ_34, 

AB22/1_4 is 16m and AB22/2_1 is 21m 

(15m run line spacing) 

 

Fig 34 

Left: sidescan target MJ_34 scatter of small hard objects plus linear feature. Right: time series graph of magnetic 

animally AB23_1 an 8 nT negative spike 
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T14 
Sidescan target = MJ_51 ΨCluster of small features and bouldersΩ 
Magnetic target = AB 38_1, 105nT dipole (estimated 1-6 tonne of iron) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One of the reasons for selecting this target was the magnitude of the magnetic anomaly, but sadly in 

this case it was probably caused by a disused, broken, steel armoured electricity cable partly buried 

on the seabed (fig 37). Several fragments of 19-20th century pottery were also seen (normal for this 

area as it has long been used as an anchorage). 

 
 
 
 
 

Fig 35 

Two examples of the exposed tabular rock encountered in this search. These are thought to be natural 

formations. The scale is 0.2m long 

Fig 36 

[ŜŦǘΥ ǎƛŘŜǎŎŀƴ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ΨŎƭǳǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ boulders. Right: time series graph of 

magnetic anomaly AB_38_1, a 105nT dipole 
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T16 
 
Sidescan target = MJ_пт Ψƭƻƻƪǎ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭ ōǳǘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƎŜƻƭƻƎȅΩ 
Magnetic target = AB 33_2 5nT spike (estimated 100-500kg of iron) 3m from SSS pos 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The shot line was within a small pile of boulders, which was about 10m in diameter. This was 

surrounded by a sandy, gently undulating seabed covered with eelgrass. The stone pile was probably 

what was picked up by the sidescan but nothing was seen to account for the magnetic target. The 

cover photograph shows this search in progress over the eelgrass beds. 

 
 
 
 

Fig 37 

Left: the broken armoured cable found partially buried on the seabed. Right: detail of the end of the cable 

Fig 38 

Left: sidescan image showing Ψunusual featureΩ. Right: time series graph showing 5nT negative spike 
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T30 
Sidescan target = NS_AB28_3 ΨSmall hard targets ǿƛǘƘ ǎƘŀŘƻǿΩ 
Magnetic target = AB 9_3, 10nT spike (estimated 200-1000kg of iron) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In a search over sandy seabed for a diameter of 60m, the only thing seen was an isolated rock about 

0.5m square standing 0.35m above the seabed (sadly not photographed). No iron objects were seen. 

 
 
T31 
Sidescan target = NS_AB29_1 <2m> MJ_43 
Magnetic target = No magnetic anomaly 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This sidescan target looked just like a gun lying on the seabed, but there was no magnetic anomaly in 

the vicinity. Diving the position revealed nothing at all noteworthy on the seabed despite searching a 

Fig 39 

Left: NS_AB28_3 small hard targets with shadow. Right: time series graph of magnetic anomaly AB9_3 

Fig 40 

Left: sidescan target chosen by Nick Sodergren, linear hard target with shadow 

Right: the same object chosen by Mark James (position differs by only 2m) 
























































