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M
HMS/M
1
A
e
n
i
r
a
m
b
u
s

any divers have their own special
wreck – they know its story, its
unique features and perhaps
some of the marine life that has
set up home around the site.
Mine is HMS/M Submarine A1,
a protected historic shipwreck that lies
two miles south of Chichester Harbour,
West Sussex, in 10-12m of water.
A1 was the first all-British designed and
built submarine. It sank more than 100
years ago while taking part in top secret
trials. This iconic submarine is a lovely dive
with plenty to see and some enchanting
marine life. Trophy hunters have removed
some parts of the wreck, but as the site
now comes under the Protection of
Wrecks Act (1973) divers have been
deterred from damaging it any further.
The wreck’s designation means it’s illegal
to take anything from it and you need a
licence to dive the site – I’m the licensee
for A1. An added bonus of the legislation
covering this site is the 300m fishing
exclusion zone, which has created a
sanctuary for marine life.
g
DEPTH:

12m

VISIBILITY: 0-6m and very silty
seabed

A1
M
S/
M
H
e
th
e,
in
ar
bm
su
ed
gn
si
de
The first British
ory.
st
hi
l
va
na
d
an
e
m
iti
ar
m
in
e
ac
pl
t
has an importan
to
en
op
t
bu
,
te
si
ck
re
w
d
te
ec
ot
pr
a
w
It’s no
and
e
se
en
lic
ck
re
w
s,
ie
av
D
tin
ar
M
.
rs
recreational dive
the
us
s
ve
gi
,
ub
Cl
ua
Aq
bSu
ea
hs
ut
So
Diving Officer of
guided tour

R Above: the conning
tower of the A1

W Main image: a diver
examines the A1’s
exhaust pipes
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HMS/M submarine A1
Torpedo bow
cap opening
mechanism

Torpedo bow
loading hatches
Forward
lifting ring

Conning tower
Navigation lights
(missing)

Engine and
exhaust pipes

Torpedo bow
cap/latch

Stern lifting
ring
Remains of
metal buoy
8.5 m

Scour under bow
5m

g Not so long ago, wrecks designated
under the act were pretty much no-go
zones, but recently there has been a
positive change in attitude by authorities.
Licensees such as myself are encouraged
to provide access to visiting divers. In
the last couple of years, diver trails have
opened on the Coronation wreck near
Plymouth and the Norman’s Bay wreck site
in East Sussex. Projects such as these make
maritime heritage available to recreational
divers, many of whom have a keen interest
in wrecks and their history. For the last few
years I have been running trips to visit A1
from Bracklesham, occasionally combining
the dive with a trip to the Royal Navy
Submarine Museum in Gosport and
a short briefing on the submarine’s
remarkable history.
When diving A1 with Southsea Sub-Aqua
Club, we generally launch our club RIB
from Eastney on the Portsmouth side of
Langstone Harbour, as it’s only a short
distance from the dive site. The conning
tower and bow section of the wreck appear
clearly on the echo sounder and careful
placing of the shot line allows us to drop in
as close as possible.
Our dive generally starts by the conning
tower. We then go forward to the bow
before swimming the length of the wreck
around each side. The A1 sits upright on a
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Designating the A1 as a protected wreck has
reduced the risk of further damage to this unique
piece of our maritime history
mixed seabed of sand, silt, gravel and clay.
It’s partly buried at the stern and the bow
is slightly elevated, but the wreck is easily
recognisable as a submarine and all the
main features are intact.
The conning tower is a distinctive triangle
shape with slots for navigation lights and
access hatches. The top of the conning
tower is about 4m above the seabed. If you

look inside the wreck through the conning
tower, you will be amazed to think that
11 men could squeeze into this small
experimental craft. During the summer
months, the conning tower is shrouded by
a large shoal of bib or pouting and within
the structure itself there’s normally a conger
eel (every submarine wreck has at least one),
velvet swimming crabs and the friendliest g
A conger eel
poses for a
photograph
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g tompot blennies you will ever find. In the
spring lumpsuckers have found the ideal
place to lay eggs in the top of the conning
tower – the male stays to protect them until
they hatch.
Towards the bow there are two large
hatches where the torpedoes were loaded
into the submarine. The total armament
carried by A1 was three 18-inch torpedoes,
one permanently loaded and two spares.
These openings are no longer sealed – the
hatches have been ripped off in the past by
divers looking to take souvenirs from the
wreck. The hatches lay on the seabed each
side of the boat, slowly disappearing into
the sediment. If you look into the hatchways
with a good torch, you get a glimpse of the
technology of the time and can imagine
what life was like for the pioneers of the
submarine service. The removal of the
hatches has allowed the wreck’s interior
to fill with fine sediment that is very easily
disturbed, so penetration is strictly
prohibited. However you can see some of
the submarine’s mechanisms, gauges and
valves if you shine your torch inside.
Continuing aft, the next main feature you
come across is a large metal strop – a band
that goes all the way around the boat.
It culminates in a large lifting ring on the
top. There is a similar one at the stern,
just before the wreck disappears into the
seabed. These lifting rings were used to
secure the boat when in dock or tied up
against its mother ship. What you see
g

S Main image:
the starboard
side hatch

W Top right: the
torpedo hatch
mechanism

P Right: the forward
hatch laid wide open
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The Knowledge
DEPTH RANGE A1 is a shallow dive,
between 10-12m depending on the tide.
Visibility can be poor ranging from 0-6m
and it’s very silty on the seabed and inside
the wreck.
FINDING THE WRECK: A1 is two miles
south of the entrance to Chichester
Harbour.
TIDAL INFORMATION: The best time to
dive the wreck is two hours before HW
Portsmouth or five hours after HW
Portsmouth (it’s best on neaps). There is
never much slack water, so whenever you
dive the wreck be prepared to drift off the
site.
GAS: Air is available from Mulberry Divers
in Selsey (www.mulberrydivers.co.uk)
or Triton Scuba in Southsea
(www.tritonscuba.co.uk).
RIB LAUNCHING: There are free slips at
Eastney and Hayling Island, though
harbour dues apply - currently £13.20 up
to 7.6m (www.langstoneharbour.org.uk).
Bracklesham Bay has a beach launch but
this requires a good 4x4.
RECOMMENDED CHARTER BOATS: I work
closely with Simon Bradburn at Southern
Coast Charters. His roomy 8.5m RIB runs
regular trips to A1 – check the schedule
on his website
www.southerncoastcharters.com or

First of a kind
contact him directly on 07932 162721.
Scheduled dates in 2012: 13 & 28 June,
19 & 25 July, 9 & 15 August.
ACCOMMODATION: Southern Coast
Charters lists many local B&Bs on their
website. Camping and caravanning is also
available at Southsea
(www.southsealeisurepark.com)
EATS AND TREATS: Hungry after you
dive on A1? On your way back to Eastney,
divert your boat to the Ferry Boat Inn
across the water on Hayling Island for a
pie and a pint. For the budget conscious
there’s a burger van at Eastney near the
lifeboat station. There’s also a great Indian
restaurant at Southsea Marina,
The Bombay Bay.
BLOWN OUT: There’s plenty to hold your
interest around Portsmouth. The
Shipwreck Centre on the Isle of Wight
houses lots of material from A1
(www.iowight.com/shipwrecks) and the
diving museum in Gosport is always worth
a visit (www.divingmuseum.co.uk). You
could also check out the Royal Navy
Submarine Museum here too
(www.submarine-museum.co.uk).
There’s plenty to do at Portsmouth
Historic Dockyard, whether it’s touring
HMS Victory or seeing artefacts from the
Mary Rose (www.historicdockyard.co.uk)

The wreck is easily recognisable as
a submarine and all the main features
are intact

HM Submarine A1 was the first British
designed and British built submarine to
be commissioned into the Royal Navy
and when launched she was the pride
of the fleet. Larger and faster than the
American designed Holland
submarines that preceded her, A1
was also the first submarine to have a
conning tower. Sadly she was also the
first Navy submarine to suffer loss of
life and actually sank twice during her
career.
Built by Vickers & Sons in Barrow-inFurness, Cumbria, A1 was launched in
July 1902. At 31m long she was almost
12m longer than Holland 5 and had a
complement of two officers and nine
men. She was powered by a 16 cylinder
horizontally opposed Wolseley petrol
engine, which delivered an impressive
350bhp and was 4.3m long 1.8m wide.
The engine weighed 17.1 tons.
In 1904, disaster struck while A1 was
taking part in exercises in the Solent.
The Royal Mail ship SS Berwick Castle
unwittingly collided with the
submerged A1 and the submarine sank
immediately. All 11 of her pioneering
crew were lost – the first loss of life in
the Royal Navy Submarine Service.
It took a month for the submarine to
be located and recovered and the crew
was buried with full military honours
in the Royal Naval cemetery at Haslar
in Gosport. The Berwick Castle collided
with A1’s conning tower, ripping it off
and flooding the submarine. As a result
of the tragedy the design of all
subsequent submarines included a
second hatch at the base of the conning
tower.
On her final voyage, A1 was taking
part in top-secret trials near Selsey Bill
in West Sussex. With no crew onboard,
she was being operated under what
can only be described as a clockwork
mechanism. She failed to surface and
although there were many attempts to
locate A1 after the mysterious loss, the
wreck was not located until 1986 when
a local fisherman snagged his net and
divers went down to investigate.
In 1998 the wreck was designated
under the Protection of Wrecks Act
(1973) due to its historic importance
and to stop divers from looting and
damaging the submarine. This is a
significant and real risk, as highlighted
by the loss of a hatch from the wreck of
the Holland V submarine in 2010. It’s
hoped that by broadening access to
recreational divers the value of these
wrecks can be appreciated by all.
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g today is the main pressure hull structure
of the submarine – the lightweight outer
casing that formed the walkways and deck
has long since disintegrated as it was made
from low grade steel.
Moving forward to the bow, if you look
carefully you can see what looks like a prop
shaft at the very front. This is in fact the
latch mechanism that was used to open the
bow torpedo hatch. The hatch is securely in
place and has not been disturbed since A1
went down. Below the hatch is the clasp
that holds it closed – as it’s covered in
growth it is easily overlooked by the visiting
diver. The scour underneath the bow
accentuates the angle the wreck is lying at
and you can often see marine life including
lobsters and flat fish hiding towards the very
back of the scour.
From the bow, if visibility allows, you can
look along the lines of the boat and see
how far it has sunk into the seabed over the
years. Swimming towards the stern it’s

important to keep your fins away from the
seabed and frog kick otherwise you will find
the viz reduces very quickly. Behind the
conning tower you will see a couple of large
diameter pipes running parallel towards the
stern. These are the exhaust pipes from the
Wolseley 350bhp petrol engine which
would have ended in an exhaust box at the
stern. There are a number of smaller pipes
which make perfect homes for the
numerous tompot blennies that joust with
each other for the perfect pipe. The blennies
are curious and will come out of their holes
to have a good look at you.
The final parts of the wreck that you see
are the stern lifting rings that would have
been used to secure the boat when in
dock. The stern of the wreck disappears
into the seabed – no rudder or propeller
can be seen. Around 8m from the stern are
the remains of a circular metal buoy, which
may have marked the position of the
submarine, but nobody knows for sure.

Most divers visiting the A1 tend to
swim back to the conning tower before
deploying their delayed surface marker
buoy – an ideal place to do it if you don’t
plan to go back to the shotline. If you look
carefully into the tower you can still see the
ladder that was used by the crew to climb
in and out of the boat. Today, the wreck is
owned by Martin Woodward, who bought
it and several other shipwrecks many years
ago. He has removed the hatch and it now
resides in his museum, The Shipwreck
Centre, on the Isle of Wight along with
other artefacts from A1 and shipwrecks in
the area.
Since the A1 was discovered in the late
1980s, many of the easily removable objects
have been recovered by divers, so the wreck
today is missing some of its shiny bits.
However, designating the A1 as a protected
wreck has reduced the risk of further
damage to this unique piece of our
maritime history. z

The blennies are curious and will come out
of their holes to have a good look at you
Q Left: velvet swimming crab
T Left below: a sole rests
under the bow of the A1

U Main image: the A1 has
become home to many
tompot blennies

How to dive the
A1 legally
Please remember you can be
prosecuted for diving any historic wreck
without permission, and while access is
easier these days there is still a legal
requirement for permission to dive to
be approved by English Heritage. As
licensee for A1, I am responsible for
coordinating this approval. If you would
like to dive the wreck please contact me
directly at least two weeks in advance
so I can arrange it. Email
martin@indepthphotography.co.uk or
do@southseasubaqua.org.uk
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