WRECKED!
Alison Mayor

SS Maine

Story and photos by Southsea SAC’s Diving Officer Martin Davies

LOCATION: off Bolt Head, near Salcombe, Devon
DEPTH: 18-35m
VISIBILITY: Typically 5-8m

The SS Maine is one of the best wreck dives
along the South Devon coast. The Second
World War German U-boat casualty is
beginning to break up, but is still
an impressive sight, rising some
11 metres up from the seabed

WAbove Right: Bollards fallen
down from upper deck

VAbove Left: Diver swims
through the lower deck
SBelow: One of the
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spare anchors
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T

he SS Maine is an excellent dive for
experienced Sports Divers and above
with an interest in history, metal and
marine life. Resting upright on a
sand and shingle seabed at a depth
of 30-35 metres this impressive wreck
stands a good 11m high at the bow. You
can swim through atmospheric cargo holds,
teeming with shoals of fish and take a good
look at the ship’s impressive engine.
Visibility in the area is generally good and
I normally aim to start my dive at the bow,
which is the highest point of the wreck and
a good place to return to for your ascent.
Dropping down the shot line you should see
the top of the bow at 18m. On the top of
the deck you will see a small triangular
crane pointing upwards to the surface.
Swimming into the bow area inside the ship
reveals a collapsed deck and anchor winch
with chains still attached.
Next, drop down in front of the bow to
see the ship’s two large anchors, still in
g
53

WRECKED!

RAbove: Checking out the first stage
piston and con rod

WTop Right: Leading to hold number 4
SBelow: Diver emerging from lower
deck swim through

U-boat casualty

g their hawse pipes. As you descend to
the seabed and start your journey along
the port side to the stern, you’ll see that
the sides of the bow are covered in
beautiful plumose anemone and hydroids.
Inquisitive but shy ballan wrasse weave
their way in and out of the cracks and holes
in the metal.
Ahead you can see the damage caused by
the explosion from UC-17’s torpedo, which
tore the ship apart near number two hold.
As you enter the wreck at this point, you
will see the mangled structure of collapsed
metal where the deck and side of the ship
have collapsed. The starboard side is much
more intact. The deck reappears as you
head towards the middle of the ship, and g

The 3,600-tonne SS Maine was built for the Sierra Shipping Company in Liverpool in 1905
and launched as the Sierra Blanca. She was renamed SS Maine (III) by her new owners the
Atlantic shipping company in 1913.
Her final voyage was from London to Philadelphia with a cargo of 500 tonnes of chalk
and 50 tonnes of horsehair and goatskins. On 23 March 1917, as she made her way west
along the English Channel, she was spotted by the German U-boat UC-17. A torpedo
launched from UC17 hit the ship full on the port side near number two hold causing
significant damage.
Her captain issued a distress signal and headed towards land. After her crew were
removed safely she was taken under tow however the tow eventually gave way and at
12:45pm near the coast at Salcombe, the ship sank “gracefully and on an even keel”
according to her captain’s log.
In the early 1960s the wreck was bought by Torbay branch of the British Sub-Aqua Club
for £100. Soon after, Torbay members salvaged and sold the large bronze propeller. The
spare iron propeller has also been salvaged.
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Essentials
DEPTH RANGE: The seabed around the Maine is 28-30m,
except at the stern where it is 34-36m, depending on tide. The
shallowest part of the wreck is the bow at 18m. The Maine is
suitable for experienced Sports Divers and above, as it offers
entry into the holds but with straightforward exits.
FINDING THE WRECK: The Maine is at 50o 12.856’N 003o
50.969’W (WGS84), to the west of Salcombe, Devon. At 110m
long and standing 10-12m from the sea bed, the Maine is easy
to locate on your echo sounder. She lies with her bows to the
north-east.
TIDAL INFORMATION: Currents can be strong on spring tides
with only 30-40 minutes of slack. Try to dive on neaps with
slack water 2 hours after high water Plymouth or 2.5 hours
after low water.
GAS: This is a great opportunity to use Nitrox 32. Buying gas
can be an issue if you are not using one of the charter boats from Plymouth or Salcombe.
The nearest dive shops are in Plymouth (40 mins drive): Aquanauts on Vauxhall Street
(01752 228 825), Sound Diving at Queen Annes Battery (01752 670 674), In Deep at the
Mount Batten Centre (01752 405 400), Plymouth diving centre at Queen Annes Battery
(01752 263 900), Sandford and Down on Pier Street (01752 266 248) and Discovery Divers
at Fort Bovisand (01752 492 722).
RIB LAUNCHING: Hope Cove is the nearest place to launch – only a couple of miles from
the Maine. We launch from the Old Life Boat House slipway and out of season you can
rent a mooring in the Inner Hope harbour for a small fee (harbourmaster 01548 560 928),
but you can get caught out when the tide goes out and leaves your boat high and dry.
There is also a slipway at the Salcombe boat park at Batson Creek (harbourmaster 01548
843 791).
ACCOMMODATION: This area of the South Hams in Devon has plenty of accommodation
to cater for all tastes. In the charming fishing village of Hope Cove there are private
holiday lets right on the harbour. There are more traditional B&Bs available, a favourite is
the Hope and Anchor pub (www.hopeandanchor.co.uk). For those on a budget there are
campsites and mobile homes for rent slightly further afield.
EATS AND TREATS: Hope Cove is a small, quaint village with limited choice of places to
eat, however the pub food is pretty good and there is a nice restaurant that specializes in
freshly caught local fish and seafood. There’s a café on the sea front selling pasties,
sandwiches and traditional Devon cream teas.
BLOWN OUT: The national aquarium at Plymouth is always worth a visit (www.nationalaquarium.co.uk).
CHARTER BOATS: Venture Diving (venturecharters.co.uk), Maid Maggie
(www.maidmaggie.com), South-west diving (www.southwestdiving.co.uk), and Fintan
(cliff@marineresearch.co.uk) are just four of the many charter boats operating out of
Plymouth whose range includes the Maine.
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RAbove: The top of the triple
expansion engine

SBelow: Looking through the
second stage of the engine

g a large solitary winch to load the cargo
into the forward holds sits proud.
After a short swim forward, two large
cylindrical boilers come into view. These
boilers fit close to each other and take up
most of the 14m width of the ship. The
deck above them has fallen away so they
can be clearly seen in the open. If you swim
over the starboard side at this point you can
see the remains of the superstructure,
bridge and captain’s cabin. This was cut
away a few years after the sinking to stop
the ship being a hazard to shipping and is
becoming increasingly buried in the seabed.
Just behind the boilers you can’t miss the
impressive 363 horsepower triple expansion
engine – my favourite part of the wreck. It’s
fairly open in this area and so it’s fairly easy
to swim around the whole engine. The
sheer size of the first stage piston, about 1m
diameter, and connecting rod is spectacular.
From this point you have the choice of
continuing over the upper deck or
g
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WTop Right: Swimming below decks
RAbove: Exploring the bow
PRight: The bow is overhung by a
derrick on the port side

New for 2014 – the BSAC Wreck Award.
Submit a report on your favourite wreck
and your club could be our winner! For
more information see
www.bsac.com/wreckaward
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g dropping below and through the ship to
the aft holds. There is a vertical ladder that
marks an entrance to the lower deck and
holds. Caution should be taken if you
choose the swim through this route and you
need excellent buoyancy and good fin
control so as not to disturb the silty bottom.
However the area is fairly open and you can
see light from the exit ahead, which takes
you into the first of the rear holds.
The open hold appears to be full of lightcoloured sand and chalk and here you will
find shoaling bib or pouting. The rear mast
has collapsed overhead, along with other
ship’s machinery and lifting equipment. The
sides of the ship are still standing and if the
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current is beginning to run you can still
continue your dive in the shelter of the hold.
There are more ladders to access the hold
from the upper decks still in place. Moving
through the hold towards the stern brings
you to a bulkhead where the sheet metal
has started to corrode. Some of the upper
deck fittings and bollards have collapsed
into the wreck.
Swimming through this area leads to the
poop deck, where two large admiralty-style
anchors are still strapped in place. They are
not as substantial as the main anchors but
are a good size. If time allows you can drop
over the stern to have a look at the counter
stern. The depth is around 34 metres so

don’t spend too much time here. The
rudder lies on the sand and there is a large
circular piece of wreckage hanging from the
stern, possibly part of the steering gear or
gun mount.
Once back on the deck, I generally scoot
along the top deck and return to the shot
line near the bow. Like all wrecks in this area
there are lots of bib, pollock, blennies and
wrasse swimming on or around the wreck.
Strong currents also mean there are lots of
filter feeders covering the wreck such as
plumose anemones and dead men’s fingers.
The blanket of hydroids in the early summer
makes a great place to spot nudibranch and
this is a very pleasant dive with lots to see.

