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Foreword  

 

This report endeavours to capture the spirit of our expedition to Normandy, through our 

new found fellowship with likeminded divers and our growing understanding of the events 

of D Day and its place in world history in the 70 years since the Allied forces bravely crossed 

the English Channel seeking to gain a foothold in occupied France. 

Our sincere gratitude goes ǘƻ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ /ƻƴƴƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ Ψ{Ŏǳōŀ bƛƴƧŀǎΩ diving group for the 

significant contribution in making the expedition such a success.  Our thanks also go to the 

British Sub-Aqua Club for financial assistance through the Expedition Grants Scheme. 

Our lasting memories of Normandy will be of the realisation of the sheer scale of Operation 

Overlord and the genuine sense of gratitude for the heroic sacrifice of so many. 

 

 

 

 

Alison Mayor 

Project Leader 

Southsea Sub-Aqua Club 

 

 

 

Cover Image, Divers gather to celebrate the end of a successful project outside the dive centre at 

Arromanches. 

This report has been written by Alison Mayor on behalf of the members of Southsea Sub-Aqua Club.  Unless 

otherwise stated Copyright Southsea Sub-Aqua Club. BSAC branch 0009. 

All Normandy Expedition project images remain the copyright as noted (Martin Davies, Alison Mayor and David 

Spencer) 

WW2 images courtesy of Imperial War Museum Non Commercial License 

http://www.iwm.org.uk/corporate/privacy-copyright/licence  
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Part 1 Introduction and Background  

 

D Day - A Day of World History 

On 6th June 1944 after 2 years of planning, the Allied forces launched their daring 

amphibious assault of the Normandy Coast, an event which was a major turning point in the 

outcome of World War 2.  Operation Neptune was the maritime phase of Operation 

Overlord (ά¢ƘŜ ƛƴǾŀǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ bƻǊƳŀƴŘȅ ōȅ ǎŜŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ CǊŀƴŎŜέ).  Almost 7,000 

ships and craft from 9 nations sailed in heavy seas to 5 landing points spread over 50 miles 

of Normandy coastline.  Seventy years later the thoughts of many were remembering those 

who ventured across the English Channel and particularly those who made the ultimate 

sacrifice. 

 

Figure 1 Aerial photo of ships of the Royal Navy massing off the Isle of Wight before setting off for the Normandy   
© IWM (A 23720A) 

Neptune 70 

Neptune 70 was the BSAC Southern Region initiative to encourage BSAC divers and their 

Branches to commemorate the importance of Operation Neptune by researching and diving 

a wreck associated with the Normandy Invasion.  Along the South Coast of England in 

particular there are many ships and craft that were lost to the sea whether or not as a result 
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of enemy engagement.  Many branches visit the south coast to dive and so the initiative was 

extended to all BSAC Branches though the BSAC web site and social media coverage.  It also 

became evident that the preparations for D Day involved the length and breadth of the 

British Isles which could also provide opportunities for those in Scotland and Wales.  Initial 

interest was high and I was encouraged by the eagerness of divers to take part.  At this stage 

the focus was to encourage others to investigate wrecks in British waters. 

 

Figure 2 The Logo for Neptune 70 - A BSAC Southern Region initiative. 

Southsea Sub-Aqua Club decided to investigate the remains of Mulberry harbour units 

which assembled in the Solent and also at Selsey, West Sussex in the weeks leading up to 

the invasion.  We investigated and recorded 23 sites in the area believed to be associated 

with the Mulberry Harbours.  CƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ǎŜŜ ƻǳǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ΨaǳƭōŜǊǊȅ тлΩ ƛǎ 

available on our web site www.southseasubaqua.org.uk  

The publicity of Neptune 70 through the BSAC facebook page lead to contact from Catherine 

Connors, ǿƘƻ ƭŜŀŘǎ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ CǊŜƴŎƘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ŘƛǾŜǊǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƛƴ tŀǊƛǎ Ψ{Ŏǳōŀ 

bƛƴƧŀǎΩΦ  /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ Ƙŀǎ ŀ Ǉŀǎǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǿǊŜŎƪ ŘƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ƻǿƴǎ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜ in Normandy.  She 

was very interested in Neptune 70 and was keen to dive with BSAC members.  Given her 

location in Normandy she kindly offered to help organise a joint expedition to dive the 

Normandy wrecks.  This was a very generous offer and took our branch participation in 

Neptune 70 to a new level.  After several years of WW2 wreck investigations associated with 

the Normandy Invasion we were now involved with 2 major expedition projects within 

weeks of each other.  A total of 14 divers from SSAC joined the Scuba Ninjas for a week of 

diving out of Arromanches in September 2015. 

 

Figure 3 Scuba Ninjas, A group of English speaking French resident divers based in Paris. 

http://www.southseasubaqua.org.uk/
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We also corresponded with Chris Howlett from the UK Hydrographic Office (UKHO) who had 

lead a team of surveyors in a project to chart and record the wrecks of the Normandy 

beaches.  This was featured in a TV programme (Ch5 D-5ŀȅΩǎ {ǳƴƪŜƴ {ŜŎǊŜǘǎύΦ  5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

survey exercise highly technical equipment was used to record everything on the sea bed 

over a period of 6 weeks.  Although this had provided an enormous amount of data which 

enabled certain wrecks/obstructions to be identified, the lack of diver presence meant that 

a number of sites remained unidentified.  Chris was able to provide the full suite of data 

ǎŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŘƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŜȅŜ ǾƛŜǿΦ 

 

Figure 4 the area surveyed in 2013 by the UKHO and Chanel 5 team.  Image courtesy UKHO. 

A grant application to the BSAC Expeditions Officer was successful and we were kindly 

awarded a grant of £1000 under the BSAC Expeditions Grant Scheme.  This sum was 

sufficient to pay for the ferry crossing for 3 large vehicles. 

Our home for the week was a 17th Century converted farm in Somerville, approx 5 miles 

from Arromanches and the dive centre. 

 

Figure 5 Our home for the week, a beautiful 17th century converted farm accommodation. (Alison Mayor) 
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In such lovely surroundings getting to know one another was very easy.  Excitement about the 

prospect of diving wrecks with such an important place in modern history got everyone chatting and 

carefully listening to briefings, we were all eagerly awaiting our first dive  

Our diving was through a French Federation Dive centre at Arromanches lead by Lionel who spoke 

very little English.  Thankfully there were plenty of people to help with translating briefings and 

other instructions.  Lionel operates two RIBs, launching straight onto the beach at Asnelles which is 

at the eastern end of the remains of the British Mulberry Harbour at Arromanches. 

 

Figure 6 Our dive centre at Asnelles www.Asnelles-Plongee-Leo-Lagrange.com 

This was the first time many of us had dived in France and at times we were surprised by the French 

Federation diving protocols and operations.  All divers had to have a medical certificate signed by a 

doctor, which we had arranged prior to the trip.  To be extra careful we had a BSAC referee sign or 

medical declarations.  Our biggest surprise was that Dive Leaders were not considered qualified 

enough to dive below 20m without the supervision of a CMAS 3* equivalent (ie BSAC Advanced 

Diver).  This meant that regular dive buddy pairs at Sports Diver and Dive Leader level were split up 

and matched with others at the CMAS 3* level, even for relatively shallow dives. However this had 

the advantage of mixing the group up and promoting closer working between us which was great.  

Thankfully there were enough suitably qualified 3* equivalents to satisfy the French Federation 

rules.  Another observation was that Nitrox is not seldom used, and decompression diving is not 

normal.  Dives were strictly limited to 45 minutes presumably to reduce the likelihood of 

decompression and to ensure a reasonable second dive.   Because of the large tidal range and the 

shallow beaches it was necessary to launch and recover the boats for each dive otherwise there was 

the risk of the boats being left high and dry between dives.  Lionel had an old farm tractor for the 

purpose of launch/recovering his boats. 

After completing the paperwork and getting our kit together we were keen to start our diving.  

Strong winds threatened the early part of the week but in the end only impacted on one day.  

Visibility tended to be better than we were used to on the South Coast of England except in 

relatively shallow water close to the beach.  

We were all very conscious of the tragic nature of the wrecks we would be diving on and our team 

resolved to ensure that we would not interfere with or penetrate the wrecks but that we would dive 

on them with respect for those who were lost in the Normandy campaign. The French Authorities 

have nominated the whole Normandy invasion beaches and their wrecks as a potential World 

Heritage site and sensitivity is high regarding their protection from unscrupulous divers. 

http://www.asnelles-plongee-leo-lagrange.com/
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There is a great sense of gratitude from the local communities which you cannot fail to observe and 

understand to be a part of everyday life in Normandy.   
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Part 2  Diving into D Day ɀ The Wrecks of Operation Neptune.  

 

Figure 7 Calm seas - Our team of divers ready to start their diving.  Note the Mulberry Harbour phoenix Units in the 
background (left) (Image courtesy of David Spencer) 

This part of the report describes the wrecks dived on through the week and their history.  One of the 

days was blown out which meant that 8 wrecks in total were visited.  Whilst we had hoped to dive 

some unknown wrecks in order to report back to Chris Howlett at the UKHO the dive operator was 

not happy to take us to sites he was not familiar with.  In all we visited 8 sites which offered a variety 

of different vessels which gave us an insight into the varied roles of ships and craft which took part. 

HMHS Amsterdam 

 

Figure 8 SS Amsterdam (source of www.rollofhonour.com )  

http://www.rollofhonour.com/
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The SS Amsterdam was a London and North East Railways ship built in the late 1930s she was 

requisitioned in at the beginning of the war and converted to a hospital ship becoming HMHS 

Amsterdam.   She struck two German mines on 7th August 1944 off Juno beach as she was 

evacuating wounded troops and within just 11 minutes sank to the seabed.   The casualty list shows 

that 35 wounded British soldiers plus a number of prisoners of war were lost in addition to 10 

medical staff and 35 crew. 

 

Figure 9 The round orange mark indicates the position of the HMHS Amsterdam. (Courtesy UKHO) 

The Amsterdam is fairly close to the dive centre and lies just 5 miles North-East of Arromanches.  

She is a popular dive site for most Wreck Divers coming to the area.  Her general depth is about 20 

meters.  
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Figure 10 A UKHO side scan image of the HMHS Amsterdam. (Courtesy UKHO) 

One of the touching stories of this wreck is that of Senior Matron, Miss Field.  Whereas all the 

medical staff worked untiringly until the last possible minute rescuing the wounded it was only when 

the ship turned over and sank beneath them did they consider their own safety.  Miss Field was last 

seen going from solider to solider and caring for those too wounded to be moved, she stayed behind 

with these wounded men and sank with the ship to their final resting place on the sands beneath the 

waves.  A reminder that there were heroic women as well as men brave men lost in the Normandy 

campaign. 


