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SSAC diving expedition September 2012 
 

From the Farnes to the Firth of Forth 

A coast for all divers 
 
Straddling the English/Scottish border, 
the waters between Seahouses in 
Northumberland and the Scottish town 
of North Berwick are in my opinion one 
of the finest diving areas in the UK and 
one Iôve wanted to visit for many years. 
 
From the Farne Islandsô seals and 
underwater cliffs in the south to the 
wrecks of steam driven submarines off 
the Isle of May in the north not forgetting 
Eyemouthôs famous deep wrecks and 
the scenic masterpieces of St Abbs 
head in between, the areaôs volcanic 
past has combined with the maritime 
casualties of war and weather to create 
an amazing variety of dive sites.  
In short this is truly a ñcoast for all 
diversò 
 
In early September 2012 a group of 
divers loosely connected with Southsea 
SAC spent a week based in the pretty 
port of Eyemouth experiencing it all for 
themselves. 
 

 
The Crew - Steve, Dai, Rob, Doug & Jem 

 
The original plan was to visit five of the 
top 45-55 meter wrecks in the area 

using the services of Iain Easingwood 
and his staff at Marine Quest but like 
most pre laid plans ours had to 
constantly change and evolve to keep 
one step ahead of the fickle North East 
coastal weather.  
 
Marine Quest also provided our ñhalf ï 
boardò accommodation. Twin en-suite 
rooms and a large communal lounge 
with Wi-Fi and a big TV coupled with 
enormous Scottish breakfasts and home 
made hot food on board sorted our 
domestic needs, whilst a large drying 
room and on site ñtechnicalò gas station 
solved our diving logistics very nicely. 
 
Our dive platform was the hard boat 
Jacob George which was more than 
capable of taking us to any site we 
chose in less then a couple of hours. 
Designed to carry 10 single cylinder 
divers in comfort; it had a lift, large dry 
cabin and more stowage space than you 
could shake a stick at ï though we did 
managed to fill most of it on occasions. 
 .   

 
The Jacob George  
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Monday 10th September ï day 1:  
 
This is the shipping forecast at 0700 
GMTé..ñWinds westerly 5-6 
occasionally 7, moderate, visibility goodò  
 
Our hearts sank as it was obvious that 
our planned trip to the iconic wreck of 
the Exmouth 30 miles off shore was 
definitely off and the prospects of diving 
at all werenôt looking that good. 
 
Iainôs ñcan doò attitude and enthusiasm  
quickly lifted morale especially when he 
suggested we try an alternative site 6 
miles east of Beadnell Point near the 
Farne Islands which should be do-able. 
 
The ñalternativeò site was the wreck of 
HMS Patia, a WW2 merchantman which 
is in fact a great dive in its own right.  
 
Built in 1922 HMS Patia started life as 
plain old SS Patia, a 120 meter long fast 
merchant ship owned by Elders and 
Fyffes of Garston. 
 

 
SS Patia before conversion  

 
In 1940 she was requisitioned by the 
Admiralty and converted into a Catapult 
Armed Merchant ship (CAM), a quick fix 
solution to the lack of air cover available 
to convoys crossing the mid Atlantic  

 
Using these ships a single Hurricane 
fighter could be launched from a rocket-
powered catapult mounted on the shipôs 
bow to engage German long-range 
ñCondorò reconnaissance aircraft so 
deterring them from reporting the 
convoyôs position to the waiting U boat 
packs.  
 

 
 
After the flight, a lucky pilot might find 
himself within range of land, most 
though were forced to bail out or ditch in 
the sea and hope the convoy escorts 
could pick them up. 
 
HMS Patiaôs catapult never saw action 
though as the ship was bombed and 
sunk with the loss of 39 crew whilst 
sailing from the Tyne to Belfast to collect 
her first aircraft. 
 
Setting off in the late morning sunshine 
our journey to this site was a joy in itself.  

 

 
 
To gain maximum shelter from the wind 
Iain positioned the Jacob George a 
mere half mile from the cliffs and 
headed south across remarkably flat 
seas giving us great views of the local 
scenery.  
 
Nearing the Farnes the wind eased 
considerably so we turned left and 
headed out to sea and our wreck via the 
islands themselves.   

 

 
Farne Islands 
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Curious seals  

 

 
Bamburgh Castle from the Farnes  

 
Arriving on site we quickly got in.  
 
HMS Patia is a deep wreck which 
demands great respect as she lies in 
65m (to the sea bed) and the water here 
can be very cold and dark.  
She is also huge; 120 meters long, 15 
meters wide and rises about 10 meters 
to her decks and a further 5 meters to 
her highest point on top of her bridge. 
  
The forward 2/3rd of the ship is 
effectively upright whilst the remainder 
has twisted through 90 degrees to lie 
almost perpendicular to the sea bed on 
its port side  
 

 
HMS Patia (2008) courtesy of Divernet 
Wreck tour No 108  

Descending the shot line we soon lost 
all natural light but eventually arrived at 
the upper edge of the bridge.  
 
With visibility around 10 meters in the 
torch light we found ourselves in a truly 
beautiful world where crabs, lobsters, 
deadmenôs fingers and orange 
anemones seemed to cover every inch 
of the ship and come to life as our lights 
played over them.  
 
Some of us headed forward to see the 
catapult and launch sled whilst my 
buddy and I headed aft to explore the 
stern with its potential for anti-aircraft 
guns and propellers. 
In the event the catapult rails were still in 
place whilst we found no guns or 
propellers and werenôt going down to 
sea bed to look for them. 
 
All too soon our allotted 25 minutes was 
over and we began a steady return to 
the light and blessed warmth.  
Even then the adventure wasnôt over as 
some of the guys were ñbuzzedò by a 
playful seal as they completed there 
final stops. Was there a camera to 
record the event?  Was there chuff!!   
 

 
Rob ascending from the abyss 

 
As we motored back to Eyemouth under 
darkening skies and a freshening wind 
the team could reflect on the fact in a 
few hours theyôd gone from not diving, to 
diving a great wreck with a free trip to 
the Farne Islands thrown in before 
finishing it all off with a seal encounter 
during an otherwise very boring deco 
schedule. 
 
Now thatôs why I go diving!! 
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Tuesday 11th September ï day 2 
 
Todayôs weather forecast was worse 
than Mondayôs, with Westerly gales 
making venturing far offshore or to the 
south of Eyemouth out of the question. 

 
The solution, jump tides and dash out to 
a rarely dived site near St Abbs Head 
hoping we could get there, do the dive 
and get home before the worst of the 
weather hit us. Expedition diving at itôs 
best. 

 
The site in question was the wreck of 
the armed trawler HMT Fortuna and she 
certainly turned out to be a fortunate 
ñfall-backò wreck for us to dive. 
 
Built in 1906, this tough little Grimsby 
trawler less than 40m long, served in 
two world wars. In WW1 she was a 
fisheries reserve vessel whilst in WW2 
she was requisitioned for use as an 
armed trawler performing auxiliary 
patrolling duties along the north east 
coast. 
 
On 3rd April 1941 she was lost with all 
hands after being bombed by German 
aircraft and now lies in 56m close to St 
Abbs Head. 
 
In the early morning light we slipped our 
moorings and headed out to sea. For 
some though being up and away at this 
time of the morning was clearly all too 
much 
 

 
Steve trying to ignore the morning 

 

 

 

 
Eyemouth harbour 

 
Half and hour later we were descending 
into the clear but dark depths of the 
waters surrounding St Abbs Head ï 
itself a top class diving destination on 
this amazing coast. 
 
Landing on a section of wooden deck 
just behind the wheelhouse, we found 
ourselves on a remarkably intact and 
pretty wreck sitting bolt upright on a 
sandy sea bed.  
 
The decks themselves were at about 50 
meters with every rail and stay covered 
in deadmenôs fingers and orange 
anemones. 
 
Large shoals of fish including Bass and 
Pollock inhabit the wreck enjoying its 
protection, a somewhat ironic situation 
for these former adversaries to find 
themselves in. 
  

 
A winch on HMT Fortuna  
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Amazingly much of the shipôs original 
brass appears to be in place, portholes 
pepper the hull and many of the 
wheelhouse fittings are there to be seen.  
 
Forward of the wheelhouse one of the 
shipôs main anchors is lying on the 
wooden foôcastle whilst what may have 
been the remains of a gun mount could 
be seen lying in a tangled heap on the 
main deck. 
 
20 minutes or so was never going to be  
enough time to fully appreciate all this 
wreck had to offer but it was all we had 
and with that done it was time to head 
home. 
 

 
Hanging on the line - HMT Fortuna 

 
Arriving back in Eyemouth we sorted out 
our diving domestics; cylinder filling, dry-
suit hanging and re-breather fettling 
before retiring to the Questo Café for a 
very pleasant early lunch.  

 
One of the benefits of getting up at 
stupid Oôclock to go diving is that 
afterwards you have all afternoon to chill 
out in the accommodation or explore the 
land based treats the area has to offer. 
 
With a big weather front promising to 
make Eyemouth very miserable, some 
of us decided to head south and enjoy a 
bit of Northumberlandôs history. 
 
Our destination was Holy island and 
legendary Lindisfarne which has been a 
place of religious and strategic 
importance for well over a thousand 
years. Some would say the perfect 
union of Church and State. 

Arriving in brilliant sunshine we crossed 
the access causeway to Lindisfarne 
ñIslandò to explore the castle. The 
ñIslandò is in fact a peninsula but as the 
access causeway is submerged at high 
tide, for at least a couple of hours a day 
Lindisfarne ñIslandò really is an island. 
Perched on a granite outcrop the current 
castle was built in 1550 and guarded 
this part of the coast for almost 300 
years until finally de-commissioned in 
the mid 19th century. 

      

 
Lindisfarne castle 

Inside you get a good insight into the 
daily lives of its 18th and 19th century 
garrisons though with its remoteness 
and often fickle weather, life would not 
have been easy here and may have 
been seen as something of a 
ñpunishment postingò. 
 

 
Rob outside the great keep 
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That said the views from its battlements 
can be spectacular  
 

 
Looking across the bay to the Priory 

 

 
        South towards Bamburgh 
 
Having explored the castle, a gentle 
walk through the grounds gave us time 
to explore the curious piles of large 
stones on the peninsulaôs eastern shore 
 

 
Rock art at Lindisfarne 

and the castleôs lime kilns built in 1860s 
which provided a significant part of the 
castleôs income for the next 50 years. 
 

 
 

Lindisfarne lime kilns 
 

 
 
 
Returning to the mainland our next stop 
was Lindisfarne Priory and the beautiful 
parish church of St Mary the Virgin.  
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Lindisfarne Castle from the Priory 

 
A Priory has stood on this site for nearly 
1500 years. The first monastery was 
founded by the Irish monk St Aiden 
around 635 AD.  
Sacked by Viking raiders in 793 it was 
rebuilt and continued for a further 100 
years before the great Viking raid of 875 
forced the monks to abandon the 
monastery and retreat to Durham. It 
then lay empty for 250 years before 
being re-established as a Benedictine 
Priory by the Normans in 1093. A major 
centre of learning, the monastery heavily 
influenced Northumbrian religious and 
political activities for the next 500 years 
until its destruction in 1536 on the orders 
of Henry V111.  
 

 
Lindisfarne Priory  

 
The Norman entrance to Lindisfarne 

Priory  
 
Next to the Priory ruins is the attractive 
and very active parish church of St Mary 
the Virgin. 
 
Said to have been built on the site of the 
original priory destroyed by the Vikings, 
a small stone church had existed here 
since Anglo-Saxon times.  
 
Extended and ñmodernisedò in the 12th 
century, the Prioryôs Benedictine monks 
designated it the areaôs parish church 
caring for the spiritual needs of the local 
community. Further building work in the 
13th century saw the addition of a new 
South Arcade.  
 
 
ñAnglicisedò during the reformation the 
church gradually fell into disrepair as the 
local population dwindled.  
Following the establishment of new 
industry (the lime kilns) on the island in 
1860 however, the population increased 
substantially and the church was 
thoroughly renovated and made fit for 
purpose again. 
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St Maryôs parish church 

 
 

 
19th century ñAscension windowò 

 
 

 
. ñThe Journeyò by Dr Fenwick 

Walker 
 

As the shadows lengthened it was time 
to head back to Eyemouth and get ready 
for dinner. 
Eyemouth has plenty of ñeateriesò 
everything from Pizza parlours to a top 
quality fish restaurant. Tonight we chose 
the Oblo bar/restaurant conveniently 
located about 500 yards from our rooms. 
It provided a wide variety of food and 
specialist (bottled) beers and whilst not 
the cheapest soon became our 
ñeverydayò restaurant of choice.  

Wednesday 12th September ï day 3 
 
More dive planning challenges due to 
the changing weather.  
 
The overnight forecast had suggested a 
trip to the recently discovered German 
submarine U12 lying in 50m 18 miles 
away on eastern edge of the Firth of 
Forth might just be on, but as we 
headed out in the early morning 
sunshine it was obvious the sea state 
was still ñmoderate to roughò and with 
the wind firmly from the North East 
diving a deep exposed site like the U12 
would be just too challenging for all 
concerned. 
 
Heads went into the dive books and we 
settled on the much more sheltered but 
equally interesting wreck of the steamer 
SS Avondale Park. 
 
Built in early 1944 the SS Avondale Park 
was a Canadian built ñParkò class supply 
ship very similar in design to the better 
known US built Liberty ships. She was 
96m long, 14m wide and weighed 2878 
GRT. 
 
 

 
Typical ñPark classò freighter layout 

 
On 6th May 1945 she left Hull in convoy 
to Methil in Fife where she would join 
another convoy to continue her voyage 
to Belfast via Cape Wrath. 
 
At 8.30pm on 7th May 1945 she left 
Methil and joined her convoy. Shortly 
after 11pm, less than 1 hour before the 
official German surrender marking the 
end of the war, she was torpedoed and 
sunk with the loss of two crew by U2336 
commanded by Kapitan Emile Klusmeier 
which had failed to receive orders sent 
out on 4th May to cease hostilities and 
return to port. 
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As a result the Avondale Park has the 
sad distinction of being the last ship to 
be sunk by a U boat in WW2. 
 
Today she can be found 1 mile south of 
the Isle of May in well over 60m. Upright 
she rises to about 50m to the top of her 
bridge area with her main deck lying in 
approximately 56m  
 
After an hour or so of bashing through 
some quite big seas we arrived on site 
and kitted up ready to take advantage of 
the calmer water in the lee of the Island, 
though one of the team discovered his 
supposedly waterproof drysuit bag 
wasnôt and as a result his drysuit 
(packed with the zip open) was 
completely flooded. Not a happy 
chappy! 
 
Descending the shot line we soon lost 
all natural light and entered the very 
dark world that is the Firth of Forth. 
 

 
 
After what seemed an age we arrived on 
top of the bridge at just over 47 meters 
in what would have been total darkness 
had our torches and video lights failed.  
 
As it was we could see a good 4-5 
meters in the lamp light and discovered 
a site covered in white and orange dead 
menôs fingers and teeming with fish. 
 
Given the deep sea bed depth and very 
dark conditions it was clear this was a 
site to be respected so we decided to 
limit our explorations to the bridge area 
itself. 
 

 
Although relatively small, this area 
makes a very rewarding dive with plenty 
of opportunities to penetrate the bridge 
superstructure via some very large 
openings. 
 
Not much of the shipôs original fittings 
remained in the areas we visited though 
there was a profusion of ñsquidgeò of all 
types on the interior steelwork.  
 
This was not the day to undertake 
extensive penetration so after a gentle 
meander around a couple of rooms it 
was time to head back. 
 
By the time we rejoined the Jacob 
George an hour or so later the wind and 
sea state had moderated considerably 
so we enjoyed a very pleasant motor 
home in the mid morning sunshine. 
 

 
East Berwickshire coast 

 
To see more of the deep wrecks we 
explored during these three days please 
visit http://vimeo.com/50005938 to view 
a short film of the teamôs adventures. 
  
After another superb lunch at the café 
Questo it was time to do a bit more land 
based exploration. 
 
Todayôs destination was the imposing 
edifice of Bamburgh Castle near 
Seahouses in Northumberland. 
 
Sitting on a large basalt outcrop, there 
has been a fortress at Bamburgh since 
at least 527AD when the Saxon 
Chronicle records the original British 
stronghold of Din Guarie being 
destroyed by the Anglo-Saxon king Ida.  

http://vimeo.com/50005938
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He built his own stronghold here which 
lasted 400 years until it to was 
destroyed, this time by Vikings in 993.  
 
Following the Norman invasion the Earl 
of Northumberland built a stone citadel 
here which was captured by Henry II 
in1095 following an unsuccessful  
rebellion led by the Earl. Henry 
subsequently appointed the Forster 
family governors of the castle on behalf 
of the Crown, a position they then held 
for the next 600 years. 
 
In 1464 during the Wars of the Roses 
Bamburgh Castle became the first 
English castle to be breached and taken 
using artillery, an event which changed 
forever the way castles were designed 
in the new age of gunpowder. 
 
Eventually the castle was given to the 
Forster family in perpetuity but was later 
sold to Lord Crew, Bishop of Durham  in 
the early 1700s to settle Sir john 
Forsterôs debts. 
 
Over the next 150 years the castle was 
restored and re-furbished by various 
owners before being finally sold to the 
Victorian industrialist William Armstrong 
whose descendants still own it today.    
 

 
Gatehouse at Bamburgh Castle 

 

  
Bamburgh castle from the seaward 
side  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Plan of Bamburgh Castle in 1825 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Bamburgh castle from the landward 
side  
 
 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nathaniel_Crew,_3rd_Baron_Crew

