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Project Name 
 

HMS Colossus Investigation 2015. 

 

EH 7157  

 

 

Project Summary 
 

In 2014 the Cornwall and Isles of Scilly Maritime Archaeology Society (CISMAS) undertook 

maintenance work of the sediment monitoring points on the wreck of HMS Colossus in the Isles of 

Scilly. During this work an area of newly exposed wreck material was found, partly buried in the 

seabed some 25m to the east of the stern of the vessel. This previously unsuspected material 

consisted of parts of the shipΩs rigging including rope, and a collection of personal items. The 

objective of this project was to determine the nature and extent of this new material and to rescue 

any artefacts in imminent danger of dispersal due to the falling sediment levels on the site. 

 
Three small trenches were excavated in the area where newly-exposed material had been discovered 

in 2014. A number of important objects were recovered for conservation, including several pieces of 

a 9lb gun carriage - one of which was inscribed with the ǎƘƛǇΩǎ ƴŀƳŜΦ !ƴ ǳǇǇŜǊ deadeye, complete 

with attached rope shrouds and lanyard, was also recovered. This was most probably one of the 

mainmast deadeyes/shrouds. A corresponding lower deadeye, complete with attached iron chains, 

was also recorded but left in situ. A significant quantity of rope was found, especially in trench two. 

These ropes were recorded and samples taken for further study. A small, localised collection of 

personal items was also found in 2014. This included 56 pewter uniform buttons, a bone brush and a 

small area of fabric. Sadly, this area had been disturbed by the time we came to excavate it in 2015. 

Nevertheless, three further pewter uniform buttons, parts of a leather shoe and a remarkable 

miniature bronze cannon were recovered in 2015. This collection of items was confined to a very 

small area (less than 0.3m diameter) and as such was probably originally contained within a small 

bag.  

 
A number of questions were raised by the material found this year; this has led to a reappraisal of 

the wrecking process of Colossus. A new theory of how the current disposition of remains came 

about has been suggested ς along with suggestions as to how this new theory can be tested. 
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Background 
 

 
  

Fig 1 

The stern of Colossus. The inset shows the location of the wreck ƛƴ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ wƻŀŘǎΣ {ŎƛƭƭȅΦ 
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The Ship 
 

HMS Colossus was a 74 gun warship built in 1787 at Gravesend and wrecked off Samson in the Scillies 

in 1798. These 74 gun ships were one of the most successful types of the period. They were typically 

about 51m (170 feet) in length and had a crew of over 600. During her relatively short working life 

(eleven years) Colossus saw action at Toulon, Groix, Cape St Vincent and Cadiz. She also took part in 

the capture of two enemy ships in 1793: Le Vanneau, a French 6-gun ship; and Vrai Patriot. She had 

no less than nine different captains during her relatively short career. She had a complete refit, which 

took six months, in 1796. 

 

In December 1798 Colossus was on her way home to England with wounded from the Battle of the 

Nile and with cargo, including part of Sir William HaƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Greek pottery. She 

ǿŀǎ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƎŀƭŜ ƛƴ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ wƻŀŘǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŎƘƻǊ ŎŀōƭŜ ǇŀǊǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ 

aground to the south of Samson. All but one member of the crew were taken off safely before 

Colossus turned onto her beam ends and proceeded to break up. 

 

Vital Statistics  
 

Length (MGD)  мтнΩ оέ όрнΦрƳύ 

Breadth   птΩ фέ όмпΦсƳύ 

Tonnage  1703 tons 

Draught (hold)  нлΩ фѹέ όсΦоƳύ 

 

Standard armament 28 x 32lb main gun deck 

   28 x 18lb upper gun deck 

   14 x   9lb quarter deck 

    4  x   9lb forecastle 

    

Ballast   110 tons of iron ballast and 

   250 tons of shingle 

   

Ordered   13th December 1781 

Laid down  October 1782 

Launched  4th April 1787 

 

 

The Site 
 

The wreck of HMS Colossus lies to the south of Samson in the Isles of Scilly. To date two main areas 

of wreckage have been identified, the bow and the stern. In 1975 part of the wreck (probably the 

bow) was designated under the Protection of Wrecks Act. This designation was revoked in 1984. The 

ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎƛǘŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŜǊƴΣ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ нллмΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ [ŀǘƛǘǳŘŜ пфɕ ррΩΦптмbΣ [ƻƴƎƛǘǳŘŜ 

ллсɕ нлΩΦрлр² όнслмрпΦфлс9 рроррфоΦлттb ¦¢a ȊƻƴŜ олΣ ²D{упύΦ  



10 HMS Colossus Investigation 2015                                                                    Project Report 

 

Previous work 
 

Salvage work took place on Colossus from the time of her loss until the early part of last century. 

Work included Braithwaite and Tonkin 1803-1806, the Dean Brothers in the 1830s and possibly 

Western Marine Salvage in the early part of last century. 

 

Roland Morris, a marine salver and proprietor of the Penzance Maritime Museum, began searching 

for the wreck of Colossus in 1967 using a small team of divers. In August 1974 they located material 

relating to Colossus. The site was designated in 1975 under the Protection of Wrecks Act 1973. A 

large quantity of pottery, ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƻŦ IŀƳƛƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻǘǘŜǊȅΣ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

deposited in the British Museum ς where at least one of these reconstructed pots is now on public 

ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅΦ hƴŎŜ aƻǊǊƛǎΩ ǘŜŀƳ ƘŀŘ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŘŜ-designated in 1984. The current 

whereabouts of the other material removed from the site by Morris is for the most part unknown. 

 

Areas of exposed timber and iron guns were discovered by local divers in 2001. This material was 

some distance to the east of the area worked by Morris and turned out to be part of the stern of 

Colossus. This was designated in July 2001. Late in 2001 the Archaeological Diving Unit (ADU) 

excavated at the stern of Colossus as well as around a piece of carved timber, which turned out to be 

one of the stern quarter-pieces of the vessel. 

 

In 2002 the quarter-piece, part of the stern decoration of the vessel, was recovered from the site. 

This was conserved at the Mary Rose Trust, and has now been returned to Scilly for display on 

Tresco. Later that year a small, limited excavation was undertaken on the site to establish the nature 

and extent of the structural remains. 

 

In 2003, a two-year site stabilisation trial was commissioned by English Heritage, to determine the 

most effective method of slowing down the deterioration of the exposed timbers on the seabed. This 

determined that on this site the most effective form of stabilization is a layer of Terram 4000 

(Camidge, 2009). 

 

In 2004 and 2005 the Cornwall and Isles of Scilly Maritime Archaeology Society (CISMAS) carried out 

a survey of the debris field surrounding the wreck of Colossus. This demonstrated the presence of 

large quantities of material from Colossus extending beyond the area covered by the current 

designation. 

 

Between 2002 and 2012 the author carried out monitoring of the sediment levels on the site. This 

work has demonstrated that the sediment levels around the stern section of Colossus have continued 

to fall throughout this period. 
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In 2008 a small area at the stern of the wreck was protected with a geotextile covering of Terram 

4000. The efficacy of this type of protection on this site was established in the stabilisation trials 

commissioned by English Heritage (Camidge, 2009). Timber sample blocks were installed beneath the 

Terram mat and on the seabed. A small seabed sign was also installed to inform visiting divers of the 

function of the Terram protection. Before the Terram was installed, the area to be covered was 

recorded in detail along with a control area, so that the long term effects of the stabilisation could be 

determined. The same year a diver trail was installed on the site and an underwater guide book 

produced, copies of which are held by the local dive charter boats for the use of visiting divers. This 

work was commissioned by English Heritage. 

 

In 2010, a monitoring survey of the small objects exposed on the seabed around the exposed timbers 

of the wreck was undertaken. The aim of this survey was to allow the amount of object mobility, loss 

and deterioration to be determined in subsequent monitoring surveys. 

 

2012 saw a small excavation undertaken on the stern section of the site. There were a number of 

reasons for this undertaking: investigation of the main gun deck ordnance, recording of a main gun-

deck port, and detailed recording of the post-wrecking stratigraphy present on the wreck. Recording 

of newly-exposed wreck material was also undertaken in phase two of the project, along with 

monitoring of mobile surface artefacts. The on-going recording of the sediment levels on the site was 

continued. In addition to these site specific enquiries, a number of more general aims were achieved. 

These included investigation and appraisal of different excavation methods and recording regimes, 

and the initiation of a long-term reburial trial on the site using real archaeological objects rather than 

modern tokens. Finally, an opportunity to gain experience in underwater excavation was offered to 

ǘǿƻ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ΨǘǊŀƛƴŜŜǎΩΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ b!{ ǇŀǊǘ LL ŀƴŘ LLL 

qualifications. 

 

In July 2014  the sediment level monitoring points were renewed. The sediment levels on the site 

have been monitored since 2003, and have been found to be steadily diminishing since then. The 

monitoring points had deteriorated so renewal was necessary to enable the monitoring to continue. 

At the same time maintenance work on the dive trail was undertaken and the dive trail was 

extended. During this work it was noticed that new wreck material had become exposed to the east 

of the stern of the wreck which instigated the investigation undertaken this year. 

 

All reports relating to the work undertaken by CISMAS on Colossus can be downloaded at 

www.cismas.org.uk 

 

A You Tube video of the diver trail can be viewed at http://youtu.be/wS5KURop104 

  

http://www.cismas.org.uk/
http://youtu.be/wS5KURop104
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Project Background 
 

In July 2014, while undertaking renewal of the sediment level monitoring points, CISMAS divers 

discovered newly exposed wreck material some 25m to the east of the stern of Colossus. This 

material included a number of muskets, bringing the total visible on the seabed to ten. There were 

also a number of items originating from the rigging of the ship, which included several sections of 

rope (both cable and hawser laid), numerous iron deadeye chains, a large wooden deadeye (with 

attached rope) and several pieces of timber. A small collection of personal items was also located. 

The items were all tightly grouped, suggesting that they may have originally been contained within a 

bag. The items consisted of a leather shoe, a combined bone brush/shoe horn, the remains of fabric 

(possibly a jacket) and 53 pewter uniform buttons. The buttons, brush and a small fabric sample were 

recovered and have been conserved by Angela Middleton at Historic England. More details of these 

items can be found in the Sediment Level Monitoring report (Camidge, 2014). These items are now in 

the Isles of Scillȅ aǳǎŜǳƳ ƻƴ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŦƻǊǘƘŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ !ƴƎŜƭŀ 

Middleton. 

 

These items were all newly exposed by falling sediment levels. The items were found during the last 

two days of the project, and only limited investigation was possible. We did not know the extent of 

this material nor the depth to which it extended as we did not have the time, facilities or suitable 

licence to investigate further. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Fig 2 

Location of the newly exposed material to the east of the stern of the wreck. 
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We know from the sediment monitoring undertaken in 2014 that the sediment levels had fallen 

significantly. The readings taken in July 2014 showed the second lowest levels since monitoring 

began (a mean fall of 62.2mm relative to the levels in 2003). This is almost certainly why this new 

material had been exposed. It was therefore important to determine the nature, extent and 

preservation of this material before it was further exposed and began to deteriorate.  

 

 

  Rope 

Rope 

Rope 

Chain links and straps 

Iron spar ς part of steering 

Fig 3.  The material to the east of the wreck in 2014 
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Fig 4.  Collection of personal items found in 2014: leather shoe sole (next to scale), area of fabric (below the 

shoe), bone brush/shoe horn and a group of 53 pewter buttons. 

Fig 5. Bone brush / shoehorn F1100. Note the copper alloy wire used to secure the bristle bundles 

Fig 6 

One of the 53 Pewter 

uniform buttons [F1150] 
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