WRECKED!

U-90

T

LOCATION: Isle of Wight
DEPTH: 35-39m
VISIBILITY: max 6-8m

Southsea SAC Diving Officer
Martin Davies clears up some
of the mystery surrounding one of
the best submarine wreck dives off
the Isle of Wight

VAbove: The conning
tower is a great place to
start this dive
TBelow Left: Lobsters,
congers and other
creatures live here now

he seas around the Solent and Isle of
Wight have a high concentration of
submarine wrecks dating back to the
beginning of British submarine warfare.
Around the island, within 10 miles of the
coast there are at least eight subs and a
further seven boats are in deeper water,
mid-Channel.
U-90 was a First World War German
submarine that hunted military and
merchant shipping in the Atlantic and was
responsible for a number of losses. In
various online encyclopaedias and forums,
there are suggestions that she was
scrapped and broken up after the war.
However it is very easy for hearsay to
become gospel and the reality is that since
the 1980s Martin Woodward, who runs the
shipwreck centre on the Isle of Wight, has
been diving a First World War German
submarine on the seabed 6.5 miles southeast of St Catherine’s Point, that was
suspected to be U-90.
This was one of the Solent’s best-kept
secrets until about 10 years ago when her
position was released by her owner,
therefore opening up the opportunity for
recreational divers to visit the site.
Martin and a team from Triton Divers in
Chichester have carried out extensive
research work over many years to find out
what actually happened to this U-boat and
more recently I have been working with the
Maritime Archaeology Trust, supported by
National Lottery funding, to dive and survey
it. The wreck has formally been identified as
U-90, by taking measurements,
documenting its equipment and also from a
propeller boss which, when cleaned up was

clearly engraved with ‘D90 B.B’ which aligns
with U-90.
When Martin discovered the wreck it was
in pristine condition. Even now only a
limited number of divers have enjoyed a
dive on this awesome wreck. Positioned to
the south-east of the Isle of Wight, the
70m-long submarine lies in relatively deep
water at 35 to 39m to the seabed and in
very good conditions this is one of the best
submarine dives around the area for
experienced divers.
To minimise decompression and maximise
dive time I would recommend trying to dive
the wreck at low water. On a good day the
visibility can be 6-8m or more, but just
recently conditions have been very poor,
possibly due to dredging activity.
Skippers usually place the shot near the
conning tower, as this is the easiest shape to
pick up on the echo sounder, and the
highest point of the wreck at about 30m.
Heading down the shot line, the green
water starts to darken at about 15m,
reminding you to turn on your torch.
The wreck is heeled over at an angle of
about 45 degrees to starboard and lies
across the tide. She is mainly intact, with
remains of wooden decking still present in
places. The first thing that hits you is the size
of this submarine and how complete she is.
There is no mine or depth charge damage.
After almost 100 years underwater the
outer hull has begun to deteriorate and this
has now exposed parts of the submarine
that would not normally be seen.
From the conning tower, head along the
port side towards the bow. The first thing
you will see is a large, closed hatch
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What happened?
U-90 was laid down in December 1915,
launched in January 1917 and
commissioned in August 1917. She was a
Mittel class submarine – her class of six
were U-87 to U-92. She was a late addition
to the German war effort, but nevertheless
was responsible for the loss of 30 allied
ships (almost 75,000 tonnes) and badly
damaged two more.
These U-boats were good sea-going
vessels, 70m long and very capable. Built
by Kaiserliche Werft in Danzig, the boats
had the capacity to travel more than 11,000
nautical miles on the surface at 8 knots and
could do 56 nautical miles submerged at 5
knots, using their electric motors. They
were well equipped for wreaking havoc
among the convoys of British supply ships.
U-90’s main armaments were sixteen
20-inch torpedoes, launched from the four
torpedo tubes at the bow and two at the
stern. She was also equipped with a single
4.1-inch deck gun and machine gun.

U-90 had three commanders, all of
whom had successes during their patrols
but by far the most strikes were down to
Walter Remy, who was responsible for 22
of the 30 sinkings. The last ship that was
sunk by U-90 was Pentwyn, a British
steamer sunk in the Irish Sea.
U-90 surrendered on the 20 November
1918, it’s not clear where, and from that
point there is conflicting information
about her fate. Some records indicated
that she had been broken up for scrap in
1920 but diving on the undamaged wreck
shows that this could not be the case.
After the war, many U-boats were
towed to the U-boat dumping ground
mid-channel, south of the Isle of Wight.
U-90 lies to the south-east of the island:
could she have been on her way there
when either the tow broke or someone
wanted to get home early so they just let
the U-boat go before they got to the
dumping ground…?

VAbove: The port side
propeller is still attached

g followed by the huge 4.1-inch deck gun
which is pointing up to the surface. The 140
rounds of ammunition would have been
stored inside the boat, but were almost
certainly removed after her surrender.
Swimming along the remains of the
decayed wooden deck exposing the main
body of the U-90, you gain an insight into
First World War submarine construction
with many pipes, tanks and tubes visible in
the beam of your torch. Most of these open
pipes are a home to either a tompot blenny,
crab or a large conger eel.
There is a substantial anchor still in place
as you near the bow, just before you come
across the two forward hydroplanes, which
were used to adjust the depth of the Uboat. Turning around and passing along the
starboard side, you can see the ballast and
the exposed pressure hull beneath the gaps
in the deck.
Arriving back at the conning tower, take a
moment to have a good look at its
construction – it is as complete as they
come. Standing several metres tall, the
periscope is very impressive and generally
teeming with marine life. This will be a good
place to return to, to start your ascent.
Moving towards the stern, you come
across a closed rear hatch, sealed by years of
concretion. Most of the submarine along
here is a mixture of holes and hull so a torch
is essential for a good look inside. Midway
along this section you will be above the two
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UBelow: After 100 years
on the seabed the hull is
in very good condition

1,200hp diesel engines and although you
can’t see them directly, there is a break in
the hull a bit further along where you can
see what is likely to be one of the electric
motors used for submerged running power.
Above this area some of the decking
remains and two protruding pipes and an
inspection hatch can be seen.
Dropping down over the port side at the
stern, you can see the curved hydroplane

arrangement – then, settling on the seabed,
take a look up to see the rudder and two
large propellers. If you shine your torch at
the hull you can make out the two stern
torpedo tubes with the hatches closed.
The seabed here is at a depth of 39m.
Depending on time left, you can either
leave the bottom here or make your way
back to the conning tower for one final
look at the periscope.
g
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Essentials
DEPTH RANGE: Maximum depth ranges from 35 to 39m depending
on state of tide, so the dive should be only undertaken by
experienced, appropriately trained divers. The seabed is mostly
hard gravel with an occasional small rocky outcrop. The viz is
generally 2 to 8m but can sometimes be affected by plankton
blooms and slit spoil from dredging.
FINDING THE WRECK: The wreck is at 50º30.657N 001º09.039W
(WGS84) though like many submarines it can be tricky to find. The
best option is to dive with a local diving charter boat from Lymington
or Portsmouth as the wreck is some 10km (6.5 nautical miles)
south-east of St Catherine’s Point. From Portsmouth’s Eastney
slipway it is 29km (18NM), which requires some reasonable sea
conditions for any boat.
TIDAL INFORMATION: Tides can be strong along the south of the
Isle of Wight. Go for neap low water Portsmouth for the best chance
of a decent dive before the current picks up too much. This should
give you about 40 minutes of usable dive time.
GAS: Open-circuit divers could use a twinset with a weak nitrox mix
such as 28 per cent, plus a richer decompression gas. Better still
would be Trimix or a rebreather to allow you time to see all of the
wreck before the tide picks up. The ability to get fills locally is
limited, so bring plenty of cylinders – particularly if you are diving
for more than one day. Closest air and nitrox supply to Lymington is
Tal Scuba and Shooting, Fairmile Road, Christchurch, Dorset BH23
2LQ (01202 473 030).
RIB LAUNCHING: This is not recommended as a RIB dive due to
distance from the nearest mainland launch sites. There may be
options to launch from the Isle of Wight, but the cost of getting there
makes that only practical for a longer visit.
ACCOMMODATION: Lymington is a good base. You could try B&B at
Durlston House, Gosport Road, Lymington (01590 677 364), which
has good parking suitable for large groups. Packed meals can be
arranged in lieu of breakfast for early starts, or Jevington,

VAbove: U-90 still carries
her anchor and 4.1 inch
deck gun (right)

47 Waterford Lane, Lymington, SO41 3PT (01590 672 148), which is
very close to the Lymington boat marina pick up.
Camping and caravanning is available at Southsea Leisure Park on
Melville Road, Southsea PO4 9TB (www.southsealeisurepark.com).
The New Forest has plenty of accommodation to suit all budgets.
Campers should contact the Forestry Commission for information
about local campsites.
EATS AND TREATS: The Mayflower pub is a great place for a ‘third
slack’ and is only 100m from the slipway / pontoon at Lymington
(www.themayflowerlymington.co.uk). Portsmouth and Southsea
have a huge variety of places to eat and for all budgets.
BLOWN OUT: A day trip on the Lymington ferry to the Isle of Wight
to visit the Shipwreck Centre is a great option for a dry day. The
Museum is owned by Martin Woodward, who owns U-90 and many
other local wrecks (www. iowight.com/shipwrecks).
For those who prefer to remain on the mainland, Gosport hosts the
Gosport Diving Museum (www.divingmuseum.co.uk), the Royal
Navy Submarine Museum Gosport (www.submarinemuseum.co.uk), and the Mary Rose, HMS Warrior and HMS Victory
are at Portsmouth Historic Dockyard (www.historicdockyard.co.uk)
CHARTER BOATS: I have dived with a couple of dive charters out of
Lymington: Wight Spirit run by Dave Wendes
(www.wightspirit.co.uk) and New Dawn Diver run by Richie Rimmer
(www.newdawnboatcharters.co.uk).
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