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SUMMARY 

On the 23rd November 1917 HMS Valiant, while at anchor in Scapa Flow, was preparing to retrieve 
one of the ships 50-foot Steam Pinnace’s (SP 288) during heavy weather.  The two stern ropes had 
parted allowing the aft cabin of the pinnace to flood so the aft lifting wire could not be attached. The 
Pinnace was lifted with just two wires, but these snapped, and the pinnace fell back into the sea. The 
pinnace sank and was not recovered.  This report details the discovery and survey of SP 288’s wreck 
site.    

 

 

 

Standard 50-foot steam pinnace. 

 

 
 
 
 



1 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

On the morning of 22nd November 1917, the Queen Elizabeth-class battleship HMS Valiant (Figure 1) 
hauled anchor and proceeded to Smoogro Bay, on the north shore of Scapa Flow, Orkney, to conduct 
torpedo training. Two torpedoes were fired, and then recovered.  Later that morning, HMS Valiant 
joined HMS Warspite for 15’’ gun concentrated firing using sub calibre liners, firing at the ‘’tower 
target’’ before returning to the fleet anchorage and dropped the starboard anchor with eight 
shackles of chain at berth B-6, north of Flotta (Fig 4). The wind was NW force 3.  During the night, the 
wind freshened from the SW up to force 7 and at 01.00 the port anchor was let go with four shackles 
of chain and starboard anchor increased to ten shackles.  Due to the increasing wind, it was decided 
to retrieve the ships two steam pinnaces.  These were normally lifted onboard using large derricks 
with a single wire attached to a bridle of three ropes attached to three lifting points fixed back to the 
pinnace’s keel (Figure 2).   

 

 

Figure 1: Pinnace alongside HMS Valiant.  

 

At 05.00, while preparing to hoist pinnace No 1 (SP 288, see Appendix 2) back onboard, both stern 
mooring boat ropes carried away (broke), which allowed the pinnace to swing round stern to sea and 
wind, filling the stern cabin with water. It was decided to lift the pinnace just clear of the water with 
the centre leg and foreleg so a wire could be passed under the stern to assist the lift. While being 
raised a large wave struck and the centre leg carried away and then the fore leg, allowing the 
pinnace to fall back into the water where it sank. The position was recorded in HMS Valiant’s 
logbook (ADM 53/66717) which goes on to state:  

‘’5 05. While hoisting in 1st picket boat (50 feet, No 288 Devonport 1914) the slings parted and she 
sank.’’   

At 08.10 the 2nd 50-foot picket boat (SP 287) was successfully lifted onboard HMS Valiant.  The 
wreck of pinnace 288 was buoyed with the hope of recovery by divers, but during the bad weather 
over the following days the buoy broke away and the wreck was abandoned.  An enquiry was held on  
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Figure 2: 50-foot Pinnace plan showing the lifting sling and lifting points fixed in the keel (MacGregor, 1958).  
The three lines were routed through the turret hatch (forward), the engine room roof hatch (mid) and the aft 
cabin hatch (aft).  

 

the 25th November 1918 into the loss of SP 288 (HD1917/3879).  It found no fault and that the 
pinnace stern-fasts were in good condition, two having been newly rove on 28th October 1917. The 
commander acted correctly in trying to partly lift the pinnace. Due to the commanders actions no 
lives were lost.  Pinnace SP 288 was replaced by Pinnace SP 668 which remained onboard HMS 
Valiant until taken off at Malta in 1926 (Steam Pinnace Ledger). Pinnace SP 288 was never recovered.   

 

The location of Pinnace SP 288. 

 

Figure 3: Extract from HMS Valiant logbook (ADM 53/66717) 23rd November 1917 (National Archive, Kew). 

 

The logbook from H.M.S. Valiant (ADM 53/66717) recorded that pinnace SP288 was lost on a bearing 
of 9deg True, 10.5 cables (1.05 nautical miles) from 102-foot-high point on the adjacent island of 
Flotta (Figure 3).  Chart F.081-A5 (1918-19) was examined to determine the positions of B-6 berth 
and the 102-foot point on Flotta (Figure 4). The bearing and distance were also plotted onto 
Admiralty chart 2568-2 “Lyness and Flotta marine oil terminal” to give a coordinate to centre the 
search area (Figure 5).  This equated to a Latitude/Longitude of 58° 51.617'N, 003°05.496'W.  

The following sections detail the efforts made to locate and survey the wreckage of SP 288.   
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Figure 4: Fleet anchorage berth B-6 (red square) and 102-foot-high point Flotta (red circle). Chart F.081 A5 
Scapa Flow. South west portion. 1918 -1919 (Courtesy of UKHO). 

 

 

 Figure 5: Red Line bearing 9 degrees, 1.05 nm from the 31-meter-high point (102-foot) on Flotta. Chart 2568-2 
(Courtesy of UKHO).  
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2. METHODS 

2.1 Side scan sonar  

The side scan survey was carried using a CMax CM2 side scan sonar system, comprising a digital 
towfish with depth sensor. Sonar data were collected using a medium and high frequency settings of 
325 kHz and 780kHz, respectively, and recorded using MaxView software. An Evermore SA380 
Marine GPS (accuracy +/− 3m) was used to collect spatial data. The towfish was towed behind the 
survey vessel at an altitude of 5-10m off the seabed. A counter pulley recorded the layback distance 
of the towfish, which was used during post processing to determine the location of the towfish (and 
thus any sonar contacts) relative to the vessel position. Post processing of sonar data was achieved 
using SonarWiz 7.  All locations were given in degrees and deci-minute format (datum WGS84). 

2.2 Magnetometer  

The magnetometer survey was carried out using a Marine Magnetics SeaSpy magnetometer with 
data collected on BOB software. Spatial data was collected using an Evermore SA380Marine GPS, 
providing accuracy of +/- 3m.  A Magnetic contour map with a contour interval of 1.00 was 
generated using SonarWiz 7 and data were processed according to Holt (2019).  A colour map and 3D 
surface were also produced with SonarWiz 7.  Results are presented in Appendix 4.   

2.3 Remote video  

A remote video system (540TVL, min. illumination 0.02Lux) was used to investigate the site.  A 
secondary video system (GoPro Hero 4/6) was also attached to the drop camera to gather still 
images and/or additional higher quality video.  The survey was carried out during calm weather 
conditions to allow for maximum control over the direction of the video survey. Throughout the 
survey care was taken to avoid disturbing the site. Spatial data was collected using an Evermore 
SA380Marine GPS, providing accuracy of +/- 3m. 

2.4 Diving 

A dive survey was carried out under the Scientific & Archaeological Approved Code of Practice 
(ACoP) using SCUBA (self-contained underwater breathing apparatus).  Operating from a suitable 
dive support vessel (DSV), the site was marked by a shotline and a two-person dive team descended 
to the seabed where they carried out a visual inspection of the wreck and surrounding area.  Digital 
still images and video were recorded, and written notes were collected on a diver slate.  Additional 
information was provided from volunteer divers.    
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3. RESULTS 

3.1 Side Scan Sonar. 

A review of archive side scan sonar data showed the area had been covered in a previous survey, 
also supported by HES (ORCA/ARGOS, 2016).  The data showed a promising contact at location 58° 
51.607’N, 003 05.518’W (Figure 6).  There were no other contacts within 200m. The location of the 
contact was among charted ‘’foul ground’’, due to large amounts of discarded World War 2 boom-
netting, including floats and other debris (UKHO Chart 2568).  Given its location, it was considered 
likely that the contact was part of that debris.  Further examination however, showed that the 
contact was 15.1m (49.8 feet) in length, which closely matches the length of pinnace 288. The 
contact had two large and distinct features in the centre with debris at each end and was located 30 
meters from the position recorded in HMS Valiant’s logbook.  

To investigate the site further, a new side scan survey was undertaken on the 28th December 2020.  
This was carried out at high frequency (780kHz) and at a range of 25m.  This provided a much more 
detailed image of the contact and some features even corresponded to the likely remains of a 
pinnace of that type, such as the turret (Figure 7).  A contact report is provided in Appendix 3.   

 

 

 

Figure 6: Side scan data from Lost Aircraft of Scapa Flow, Orkney (ARGOS, YEAR).  Data file “Balloon 30 run- 
balloon021”, 325kHz – Range 75m.  Chart F.081 A5 Scapa Flow. South west portion. 1918 -1919 (Courtesy of 
UKHO). 

 

 



6 
 

 

Figure 7: Repeat side scan survey of the site carried out on 28/12/2020.  High frequency 780 kHz 25m range.  
White bar = 1m.   

 

3.2 Remote video 

A remote video survey was also carried out on the 28th December 2020.  It was immediately clear 
that the wreckage was a ship and the very distinctive fore cabin casing identified it as a Royal Navy 
steam pinnace.  Although the wooden hull and deck were largely gone, the engine, boiler and 
various other metal parts of the vessel, including the ships wheel, were clearly evident (Figure 8).  
These areas are highlighted on a pinnace schematic (Figure 9). 

 

  

Figure 8: Remote video images of the wreckage showing the engine with ships wheel (left) and the fore cabin 
casing and Hatch into forecastle (right). 
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Figure 9: Schematic of a typical Royal Navy 50-foot pinnace with helm area (A) and fore cabin casing (B) 
highlighted (Stapleton, 1980).   

 

 

3.3 Diving 

Due to the depth of the site (37m approximately), dive time was limited but it was possible to gather 
a large amount of information using a combination of video and still image recording.   

Figure 10 provides a plan view of the overall site layout, using a 2D mosaic extracted from a 3D 
photogram of the site (expanded in Appendix 1).  This is presented against a schematic for a typical 
50-foot Royal Navy steam pinnace.  This illustrates that the wreckage closely followed the original 
layout of the pinnace and appeared to be undisturbed.  As indicated from the remote video survey, 
the wooden parts of the ship had largely rotted away fully exposing the boiler and engine room 
machinery.  The wreckage was surveyed from bow (pointing SW) to stern and the following 
observations and images were recorded.  

• In the bow area the brass cap (for the anchor warp to pass through), brass deck cap (which 
unscrews and allows the wooden Jack Staff to be mounted when required) and two brass cleats 
attached to what remains of the deck were evident (Figure 11).  

• Just aft of the bow, sitting on the seabed, was the steel fore cabin casing (or turret) complete 
with the brass fixing ring for the Hotchkiss 3-pounder gun (Figure 12).  There were intact 
portholes on both sides of the lower part of the turret. The hatch into the forepeak is in the open 
position as it would be for the lifting ropes to pass through. There was damage around the 
opening into the forepeak.  

• Further aft of the fore cabin casing was the boiler. The outer shell of the boiler was partly 
corroded, but all the boiler brass fittings, including gauges, valves, piping, and a large all-glass 
sight gauge were in situ (Figure 13). 

• At each side of the boiler, at seabed level are the remnants of the deck. Fitted into the deck are 
brass coaling hatches with some coal scattered around on the surrounding seabed (Figure 14). 

• Aft of the boiler is the boilerman crew space, which was filled with debris including several port 
holes, valves and gauges (Figure 15). The bulkhead between the boiler room and engine room 
has corroded away. 

• Further aft was the engine room with the Mumford two-cylinder engine (Figures 16 & 17).  On 
the port side of the engine there was a large brass condenser. 
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Figure 10: Mosaic created using AgiSoft to show the extent of the site.  

 

 

• There were gauges, valves and a large amount of copper and brass pipework in what was the 
engine room space. The pipes were loose as the steel bolts through the flange joints had 
completely corroded away.  

• Directly aft of the engine is the brass helm and pedestal which had fallen to the seabed (Figure 
18) 

• The aft section of the wreck was very degraded with very little of the wood structure left.  The 
propellor shaft was buried in the mud.  The brass handrails that were around the top of the aft 
cabin were observed protruding from the mud.  At the very stern of the vessel a small Admiralty 
pattern anchor was present (Figure 19).  A brass starboard aft cleat was found beside the anchor.  
The tip of one of the bronze propeller blades protruded from the seabed alongside the brass 
port aft cleat. Some other non-ferrous fittings were scattered around the stern area.  
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Figure 11:  Collapsed bow with fittings, including brass cleats and deck cap, in comparison to pinnace 
schematic. 

 

 

 

Figure 12:  Fore cabin casing, looking forward, showing gun mount, hatch remains and portholes. 

 

Hotchkiss gun mount Hatch 

Porthole 
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Figure 13: Boiler, showing valves and pipework. 

 

 

  
 
Figure 14: Starboard coaling hatch with deck remains, located adjacent to the boiler.  
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Figure 15: Portholes and other debris lying forward of the engine.  

 

 

 

Figure 16: Mumford engine and condenser (bottom). 
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Figure 17: Mumford 2-cylinder engine showing manufacturer’s plate. 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Brass helm lying in the seabed, aft of the engine.  The aft end of the condenser is shown at left. 
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Figure 19:  Stern area, showing starboard aft cleat (left), anchor (middle) and tip of propellor blade (arrow, far 
right).  
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4. DISCUSSION 

The vessel remains found during this survey were those of a Royal Navy steam pinnace.  Given the 
close correlation with the position reported in HMS Valiant’s logbook, it is almost certain they are 
the remains of SP 288, lost on the 23rd November 1917.  Archive research was crucial in this 
discovery, as the site had previously been surveyed and various sonar contacts area were ascribed to 
boom net debris scattered throughout this area, which is designated foul ground on the UKHO chart.  
It was only on inspection of HMS Valiant’s logbook that the loss of SP 288 was discovered, along with 
an accurate position for the loss, which proved to be only 30m from where the wreckage was found.   

Sonar and diving surveys delivered a detailed account of the wreck site, which appears to have been 
largely undisturbed for 104 years.  The layout of the major vessel parts suggest that it settled on its 
keel.  The wooden hull and decking have mostly rotted away and the remaining metal elements have 
settled on the seabed.  The presence and juxtaposition of these parts is evidence of the undisturbed 
nature of the site.  Portholes, pipework, helm, gauges, and numerous other smaller items recorded 
on the site further support this theory.  The only vaguely incongruous feature of the site was the 
anchor found at the stern.  Pinnace anchors are normally stowed in the forward cabin.  It is possible 
this was the anchor used to buoy the wreck just after it sank and that SP 288’s own anchor is actually 
buried in the mud near the bow.   There are two reasons that, in combination, have helped to ensure 
the preservation of the site.  Firstly, the site is out with the areas of Scapa Flow usually visited by 
commercial and recreational divers so its chance discovery was unlikely.  Secondly, the wreckage is 
located in charted “foul ground”, which means that the site is unsuitable for anchoring and trawling, 
both of which occur elsewhere in Scapa Flow and are known to disturb wreck sites.  There was some 
evidence of fishing activity as a line of lost creels lay close to the wreckage but his type of low 
intensity fishing is relatively benign as far as wreck conservation is concerned.   

There are records of several other Royal Navy steam pinnaces lost in Scapa Flow.  In WW1, SP 588 
was lost from HMS Cyclops in Longhope Bay and SP 499 was lost from HMS Grafton.  These remain 
to be discovered.  SP 248 was lost along with HMS Vanguard in 1917 and was recently located and 
surveyed (Turton et al., 2018).  In WW2, SP 749 and 752 were lost with HMS Royal Oak in October 
1939 and SP 744 was lost near Lyness, all of which have been located and surveyed.  Unidentified 
pinnace remains were found recently in the north-east of Scapa Flow (SULA Diving, 2020).  The wreck 
site of SP 288 is a rare, undisturbed example of an WW1 Royal Navy steam pinnace and is therefore 
of local and national significance.   

Once the location of this site becomes public, it is possible that artefacts will be removed, which 
would detract from the quality of this outstanding site.  This occurred recently on the wreck site of a 
German diesel-engine pinnace, thought to have originated from a vessel in the German High Seas 
Fleet.  Found and surveyed in in 2017, a repeat survey in 2018 found that the site had been 
disturbed, most likely by recreational divers, as a number of artefacts had been removed (SULA 
Diving, 2018).  The removal of artefacts from non-scheduled wrecks in Orkney is actively discouraged 
by all parties, including Historic Environment Scotland, the Orkney Islands Council and local dive boat 
operators.  The same practice should be emphasized in relation to this site.  This report provides an 
important account of the site in its present state for consumption by the wider public but also 
represents a benchmark against which its future condition can be monitored.   
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Appendix 1: 2D mosaic of the wreck site. 
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Appendix 2: A history of Steam Pinnace 288.  

Hull of SP288 

Portsmouth Evening News - Thursday 16 October 1913 

 

 

 

The two pinnaces ordered in 1913 from J.T. Crampton & Co shipbuilders, engineers, Albion Wharf, 
Commercial Road, Portsmouth were pinnace SP 287 & SP 288, and both were delivered to the Royal 
Navy on 24th March 1915 and both were assigned to HMS Valiant. 
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The Steam Pinnace Ledger entry for 288 held by The Historical Naval Library in Portsmouth 

 

It is unusual that the Royal Navy steam pinnace ledger to have two entries under the same number 
but does for 288. The first was a 40-foot pinnace, also built by J.T. Crampton & Co and was sold out 
of service in 1913. 
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Machinery of SP 288 

 

The machinery was supplied by A. G. Mumford, of Culver Street Ironworks, Colchester. 

 

Makers Plate on the cylinder head of a Mumford engine (F Fowler). 

 

 

Makers Plate on the cylinder head of SP 288 confirming this as a Mumford engine. 
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Mumford 2-cylinder steam pinnace engine. 

 

 

 

Typical Mumford boiler. 
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Boiler on the wreck of pinnace SP 288 
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Appendix 3: Side scan sonar contact report. 

Contact Report  
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Appendix 4: Magnetometer results 

Only a brief magnetometer survey was carried out in order to record data on the type of signal that 
would be obtained from a wreck of this size at such a site, i.e. in 37m of water.  A good contact was 
obtained although a more detailed gamma image would have been obtained had more runs been 
carried out over the site.   

 

 

 

Magnetometer survey results showing gamma contours (top), magnetic heat map (middle) and 3D 
magnetic heatmap (bottom) obtained at the SP288 site.   


