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great diving .
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Content

This report is written to be a publically availaldd;inclusiveaccountof the tripas well as providing
referenceandinspirationfor future expeditions to the areashort trip report is included for those who

do not need background into the are@facilities. It is hoped that future expeditions would build upon
this document t&eep it up to datddopefully this document will also baf interest tanon-diving

residents ofirea and sbe a reference for any visiting divers and also to provide a different perspective to
the area they live.
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PART 1: PREPARATION

Inspiration

EUSAC (Edinburgh University Sub Aqua Clubjganised a series of expeditions to explore Scottish/UK
mainland extremitieand publish details of divintpeseareasBY their very nature, these locations are
very exposed to wind/tides, wild and often far from any facilities or shelter. Diving thé@mianding

and requires a capable and experienced team of dingeturn,they also offer stunning scenery and
exceptonal expeditionary diving.

After a very successful expedition to Cape W(atbst northwesterly)in 2008, Ardnamurchaim 2009
(most westerly)the finale in this series needed to be very spe&far some evaluation, the Pentland
Firth was selected dming ide&if not challenging this would offer some very adventurous
expeditionary diving with the possibility of diving the most northerly and reagterly points of the UK
mainland.

The Pentland firth area

Dunnet HeacindDuncansby Headre at tle most northerly and most north easterly points of the UK
mainland, and face out towards the Orkneys. Between the mainland and Orkneys is the Pentland Firth

(indicated by red arrow on map below), a 4nm wide channel which has a fearsome reputation &s some o
the most dangerous water in the world. The reason for this is the Atlantic ocean which flows in and out o
the north sea through this narrow channel. As a result, tidal flows can reach 16 knots on large spring tide

The sheer volume of water forcing Weien the islands up to 3 million tons per secondreates

immense standing waves, legendary whirlpools and the potential for some excellent if not very advanced

diving.

North Scotland, arrow shows Pentland Firth
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On the assumption that we could safdilye these waters, the finale lookset to be very exciting indeed.
The British Sub Aqua Club BEGS scheme providiga fundingto help such exploration go ahead and
the expedition team members are grateful to BSAC for this support.

Objectives and style of expedition
1) Dive two extremities of the UK mainland: most northerly and most reatterly

2) Exploreandpublish details oflive sitesandfacilities aroundthe Pentland Firth

3) Developdiver confidencandincreasdevel of diving withinEUSACas well asncrease
confidence andgpability in theentireexpedition teanfl2 divers)with expaure to more
challenging diving by running a trip such challenging conditions

The expedition was ptened to be truly exploratotyy being entirely selfsufficient: diving, boats, air and
food were all being bought and managedivy teamand thereforéhe expeditiorwould be more
demanding but hopefully more rewarding than a lot of other trips.

EUSAC currently runs 5.2m inflatables with 40hp tiller ergiras their diving platforms due to their
flexibility in launching over less than ideal slipways and beaches which are found on such expeditions.
Where 6édsquidgiesd | ack i n s aeddéoyivingt theg gan be aakried u p
from seao trailer if necessary!

Dive site research

Very little documentation adiving in the areaxists,as the majority of divers are bound for charter
vessels out of the Orkneys.

Gordon Ridley'sDive North West Scotland hd 60 Di v e Sc o tebfirmted ugemautingl | 1 )
somescant detail®f sitesand beingongout of print, is unobtainable as a reference for the vast majority
of divers.

Caithness Diving club are a useful local resountip.//www.caithnessdivingclub.co.und offered
some advice about potential dive sites.

Due to the amount of shipping traffic and treacherous conditions, there are a large number of wrecks in
the Pentland Firth. The UK Hydrographic Wreck Search seflide was contacted to establish

potential dive sitesThe search areancewas narrowedby geography and depth, providadist of11
wrecks:their detailsverepurchasd from the excellent service provided by the hydrographic office.

The sites we dived were identified by poring over the charts and looking for interesting features such as
pinnacles and walls. If something looked interesting, it ended up on a list ofiplséas for

considerationWe had absolute freedom as to where we dived, of course limited by weather, distance anc
tides!


http://www.caithnessdivingclub.co.uk/
http://www.ukho.gov.uk/ProductsandServices/Services/Pages/Wrecks.aspx
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Maps and charts

Admiralty Tidal Stream Atlas NP209 is vital for any diving or voyage through thé aheaPentland
Firth is coveed in detalil.

Admiralty chart2581(Southern Approaches to Scapa flow) aonslersGills bay toDuncansby Head
(1:26,00Q

Chart2162(Pentland Firth and approachesyers thaegion from Thurso to Skirza at 1:50,000.

Of course, on any such expeditiong tiissociattOS map for the area is invaluable, and OS Explorer
Map451(Thur so and )isadeahat XP5@0.0 at s

The divers
(in no particular order)

The expedition team consisted of thowing grades, 1xFCD, 4xAD,XDL, 4xSD, and deemed to lae
good combination of experience and divers progressing skills. The roles below were flexible and tasks
shared equally.

A full list of divers, membership numbers and a-+eahaustive list of SDCs are given in Appendix .

Paul Bullen AD i expedition leader

Dr Amal Al SayeghAD i chefmedic

Graeme Kirk AD i boat manager ofalisker

Sian Griffithg DL T dive manager

Steve CzuprynskiDL 1 chief compressor operatorstructor
Dr Max Ruffert FCDT soundinggcharting and mapping
Peter Svann SDT compressor operator

Kirsty Hitchen SD - chef

Sasha Zachegriy®L i boat manager d¥lacallan
Sarah ButlerSDi van driver

Clare NisbetSDi photographer

Dave GibsonAD i logistics ceordinator

Access

The Pentland Firth isasily accessed and wetinnected, and due to its connections with the Orkney
isles, is served well by roads and villages/towns. The nearest major town is Thurso which is
approximately 8 hours north of Edinburgh.
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Map of Pentland Firth area (for this expedition)

Themap below hopefully provides some orientation for divers and outlines somekefytpeints of tie
coastline for this expedition, in particular slipways/villages.

Swona

Dunnet Head
Duncansby
Head

John
O'Groats

Scarsferry

Brough

Dwarwick Gills

Skirza
Castlehill

‘ Thurso

Further information on launch sites and facilities is given later indbardent.

The plan

Logistics:
Expedition dates:21-25 July 2010, leaving early on the®ah order to launch boats and dive on the first

day.Choosing dates was critical to the tides for this expedition, there were only two sets of dates which
provided the optimal combination of neaps and slack water at reasonable hours.

Vehicles

After some initial calculationg was clear that more than oman would be required to carry diving kit
given the additional weight of two 5cfm compressors. As a result, the best combination was as follows:

1 transit van, eople for 25 cylinders and 2 compressavgh towbar and boat
1 transit van3 peoplefor remaining dive kit / weightbelts with towbar and boat
2 cars for people and digt
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Accommodation There is a surprisingly lack of salatering accommodation for groups of 12 in Thurso.
Sandr ads b a c kttp/awk.sandsabackpackers.Co.uivas chosen eventually as it could
house all divers and provide a reasonable shared area for briefings, planning, cooking and socialising. T
hostel wasery basic butheap.

Food: EUSAC has a very stng team spirit on expeditions and believes in-satéringwherever
possible Cooking for ourselvess very sociableandwe have the flexibility to dive (and eat) whenever
suits and as can be seen from the budget, the costs are significantly rédlufext! for the expedition
costjust over £450 per person per day and we ate very well!

Gas: There are n@ommerciakcompressors ifhursq therefore the expedition tddo hire two portable
5cfm sets from Edinburgh Diving Centre. As a result of some intensive training on the Cape Wrath
expedition in 2008, there were already a number of compressor operators.

Filling with the two compressors worked well. If the surface interval permittee igften ran a
compressor at lunchtime to at least get some of the cylinders filled and reduce the amount of evening
filling required.

In order to avoid creating too much disturbance to local residence, a lafiyergazar park was used to
run the compresors and fill bottles. This had the added advantage of some spectacular views across the
sea.

As part of the logistic organisation, it was decided to use one van for all cylinders and two compressors.
This also all owed t heandrgnaisilling aylindersin one lmatios whllst s u f
other vans could leave for other purposes.

Launching: the coastline is quite exception in the number of good slipways available, most likely due to
the connections with the Orkneys.

Boats: Due to theeemotenesand unrelenting natuie the location plus the challenging conditions we
would be facing, the boats were prepared to be ass#iient as possible and to be ready for assisting
the other essel.

Diving Equipment: DSMBs were mandatory fall divers and flags strongly recommendBde to the
pl anned sites involved as well as the expectat
cylinders to keep the weight of the boats down


http://www.sandras-backpackers.co.uk/
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PART II: SHORT EXPEDITION REPORT

This sectioris repeated as a standalone document so there is some repetition of the information given
above.

Aim of expedition

This EUSAC expedition was the final in a serie
run a 2008 trip to Cape Wrath (most north westerly) and 2009 to Ardnamurchan (most westerly). This
expedition had two extremities in sigBtunnet HadandDuncansby Hea{most northerly and north

easterly points of UK mainland respectively). In particular the goals of the trip were:

1) To dive the most northerly extremities of Scotland / UK mainland
2) Exploreandpublish details of dive sites and facilities around the Pentland Firth
3) Increase confidence withthe expedition teamunning a selsufficient adventurous expedition

These goals would be made a lot harder given the nature of the Pentland Firth, whebfishe most
dangerous stretches of water in the world due to the immense tides which channel thraugtiléhis
wide firth. The trip was planned well in advance to pick the best dates for slack water.

This short report outlines the eventsath dayf the expedition.

Arrow shows the Pentland Firth area

Day 1, Getting there and Dunnet bay

The weather forecast do e s/mdith, northeaoskt egroloyd. f@aou It dhneb
Worse...

Uneventful but foggy journey from Edinburgh aftevery early staytakingabout 6 hours
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Expedition leader goes to check conditioBgentually finds the slipwaytespite the impressive surf, the
only shelter on the coabhe is doing a good job: the water is flat calm!

Divers now realise they are aelly going to dive, have to tear themselves away from their hot drinks
Boats are launched and loaded very quickly
Boats motored rounkeadlandhs far as possibkndturn roundwhenwaves get too large

Despite the grey weather, very happy divers headmfor first dive
Echo sounding shows a genctolud ds Iboep ea. gbooeds ndésth al koe
First divers come out raving about the dive

Site has excellent visibilitydepth 15mpoulders and gullies, everyone sees a dog fish if not lots of dog
fish, huge shoals of fish, scorpion fish and also a john dory! Everyone has an excellent dive

Boatsaremoored with thregoint anchoring. Fingersrossed they survive the night
Onevanheads to fill cylinders, others return to start cooking

Weather forecast not good for tomorrow

Everyone knackered but happy!

Day 2 Dunnet Head (most northerly point!) and Briga Head

Weather not too bad despite forecast
Boatshavesurvived the night

Amazigl y, we manage to motor r ol DuhnetHeadTednepodddf@rs m
some photos and get very excited about diving this wild and remote location
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The expedition teampleased to have reachethe most northerly point

The most northdy point makes an excellent dive site: 15m visibility, rocky steps down to 30m, lots of
coley, many dogfish, slight drift, dead meands
sickness

Motor back, eat lunch arlid aroundin the sun, sonmane stays awake to run the compressor
Relaxation is soon over and divers are kicked into action for second dive
Short journey round headland

Another good dive, a gentle slope down to 35m with large boulders, gullies, life everywhere, more
dogfish (noveltywearing off a bit now), large octopus, gentle drift

Boats unloaded and recovered, left boats on trailers at slipway
Team splits up for compressor and cooking duties
Forecast not looking good for next day. Again



Dive briefing

Day 3 North west Stroma, South west Stroma a n dhe &loupd

Some confusion with bunk room keys being locked in room made start of the day a bit stressful

The boats h& not been stolen

Scouting party find next slipway, further east, opposite Stroma

Van misses scouting party andershoots turning

Boats launched down very steep slipway, some faff

Currents much more noticeableveshead round Stroma

Divers drag themselves down the shotline due to strong currents, watched by seals basking in the sun

But the diverdand on wreckageQuite flattened but interesting, bollards, brass, boilers, some
superstructure, excellent visibility, wreckage at both 15m and 37m, both had boilers so quite possibly twc
wrecks: the Copeland and Corinthia

Quick lunch and baottle fillingn the sun

Head bak out to south west of Stroma, dive in shadow of recent (M&88)k of Bettina Danica:
amazing to see the hull of a ship forced into a gully by the power of the sea

Excellent dive, lots of wreckagmoks likemore than one wreck, in some very prettyliga| seals
hanging around, some caves to explore

We take the chance to explore thieeck on surfaceclambering through the engine room and up onto the
side of the hull
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Exploring wreck of the Bettina Danica

Some snorkelling with seals whilst waiting ftivers.Visited very strange optical illusion, due to the
striations on the rock, appeas thoughhe seas flowing downhill!

Optical illusion T seawater flowing downhill?

Westopat huge Ol ndiana Jonesd cave @mhighyhbiyendughtok , a
drive the boats into and opened up into an open air pool at thBigeds jumpin with dive kit and
snorkelling gear to explore. A number of surprised seals were rudely awoken!
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Exploring a large cave

With the boats unloaded andns filled with kit, the boataredrivena f ew mi |l es round
harbour and moored up for the night

Somewhat later than hoped, the now usual routine of bottle filling and feeding divers ran late into the
night. Thisis clearly no holiday!

Day 4 Geo of Scalites (most north-easterly point!) and east Stroma

A fairly early start in order to catch reasonable tides
Boatsloadedat John OO6Groat s

Boatsdrivena short distance to the most nedasterly point of the UK mainland... the teesached
another extremity!

Time for another photo

Dive siteis the oddly named Geo of Scalites, a large gulley (actually an open top cave), which split into
two branches. Depth about 15m, large boulders in the middle of the gulley, amazing visibility and at the
ernds of the branches the caves went a very long way in, in narrow fissures. A stunning dive, with seals,
lobsters and some beautiful views as the sun shone through the water

t
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Diver in narrow cave

Lunch spent | ooki ng r oun ddiverdilek dutmiuplade amongstdraves ob f
tourists!

Battling our way through very large standing waveguiringsome excellent seamanship as welbts
of confidence irtheboats buoyancyit is decidedhat the conditions were just not suitableltop divers
in or to head any further rad the headland and so we turn back and ke for our second dive:

A drift on the east side of Stroma unfortunately one of those drifts which looked excellent on the surface,
firstdiversingotagreatdve@i ng up over a mile away) but som
slack water! Lots of kelp, not a huge amount to see though. Slightly disappointing!

Boatsareleft moored inthe busyharbour

Compressor operators had an easier. jofily half the botts requirdilling for the next day as there was
only one dive planned

Some excellent food cooked by the chefs, followed by a couple of pints in the local pub



Hungry divers

Forecast for next day looking poor: fog

Day 5 Pentland Skerries, return journey, curry

An early start for a couple of people who offered to take a look at the fog conditions, so that we
recover and launch / dive somewherdHar south if necessary. Thankfully, no fog

Nice bright day down at John O6Groats, final d

Wedher and tides &w us to head to a remote set of very small islands, the Pentland Skerries, which are
in the middle of the firth and so bear the full brunt of thetidesh er e 6s even a wreck
of the islands!

Once again, we haue cross some massive standing waveseiingines on the boats struggikeep the
boats ploughing through but after a lot of perseverancey&ia flat calm water and on our way

When onsite, the echo soundirused to find an interesting site, a $imall down toabout 25m

A shotlineis droppedn and immediately shows yigst how strong the tidis 8 the water whipping
around the buoy and threateniiogake it underwater

Good chance for everyone to relax whilst waiting for slackongst the alteating standing waves and
flat calm water



Divers waiting for slack and hoping t he

First divers dropped in and a DSMippears very quicklyrhankfully as weare divingnearly at slack,
notthatitlastslong, h ey di d fadirto thee mairf chanrelo o

The dive itselfis quitespectacular s | ope t o about 30m, excellent v
everywhere, a large number of edible crabs sheltering from the current, a ggduidafshoals of fish

and an excellent dive fmish the expedition off

Diver on the remote Pentland Skerries
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Back at the harbour, the boat®unloadedand then recovered with a ¢gr crowd of tourist otookers.
Thankfully the expedition teamremore than capable of two slick and professionakilog recoveries
no major embarrassment

Time for another cheesy photo!

FIRST & LAST
SCOTLAND

A very happy but exhausted team of diverat John OO0 Groat s

The boats had one more job to do, provide a table to make sandwiches on. After that, a long drive back
Edinburgh towvash the kit down, take vans back and finish it all off with a curry!

Summary

The team achieved their goals and undertook some very adventurous exploration in some of the most
dangerous waters in the world, all this was done without incident and witpesaimount of fun and

excellent teamwork. The feedback after the trip was incredibly positive and it is a credit to the team that
the planning and execution of the diving went so smoothly. The diving in the Pentland Firth is worth the
effort and there areundreds more potential dives sites waiting to be explored.

This expedition was an excellent finale to the serigsvould be impossible to have a better expedition
to another extremity of Scotland and it is hoped that other divers will use thefudort and previous
expeditions in the series as inspiration to undertaken similar diving in the future.
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PART Ill: The dive sites

A summaryof the dive sites. All charts are shown at chart datum. Many thanks to Max Ruffert for
collating detailand producing these.

General points:

Slack is calculated d=elow, however Admiralty Tidal Stream Atlas NP209 should be referred to as well
as tidal diamonds the tides in this area are notorious.

Between HW and HW+1 Dover
Between HW6 and HW5 Dover

Traffic: this is quite a busy stretch of water, large shipping uses the main channel and to travel round the
NE tip of the UK mainl and. Large traffic O6repo
of the tides!

Lifeboat: Thurso, Wick,Longhope
CoastguardAberdeen
Recompression chamb&capa flow

The map below shows dive sites by dive number (i.e. dive site 2 is the second site we dived and is
referred to as #2 belowyany thanks to Max Ruffert for producing the charts of the areae Metailed
charts are available with more data, those given are simplified for clarity.
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Swona

Dunnet Head

4‘> Stroma
V) L
Duncansby

Head

<1>Dunnet Bay

A gentle slope to 25m, excellent visibility, large boulders and gulleys, huge number of dogfish, john
dory!

(C) EUSAC
Dunnet Bay, NE shore

\ 20m  (WGSs4)
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20
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)/
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22
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-3.404 -3.402 -3.400
deg long



<2>Dunnet Headpoint

Prominent headihd, with lighthouse on surface. Large rock steps to ~30m, amazing visibility. Not too
susceptible to currents but be aware of huge variations in currents during all states of the tide.

30

0| " |20

58.674
30
/ 20
y 20, L E— 10

58.672 \19/ /
/

.|
\

deg lat
\/ f

(C) EUSAC
Dunnet Head

|20 m (WGS84) /
-3.384 -3.380 _3.376

One of many dgfish nearDunnet Head

<3>Briga Head
to 35m, with massive boul

Gentle sl ope down
octopus, superb visibility, scorpion fish, gullies.

No echo sounding data available for this site.

der



Nudibranch at Briga Head

<4>North west Stroma

Very exposed to currents which rip around the north and south tip of Stroma, extra care should be taken
when diving near these points. Very strong currents whilst we wesdehut amazing visibility as a
result.Worth spending more time at this sik&s to find and explore. Brass was seen in shallow water.

Gentle slope td0Om+ wreckage at 15m and 35m, boilers at 10m afmd, 8eepemreck probably
Copelandshallowerwreck probably Corinthia.

Copeland, 798 tons gross, sunk 1888, well broken upnm 3

Corinthia, 1378 tons gross, sunk 1903, only stern section definitively dived, suspect foreward section is
the wreckage in 15m we found, quite flattened. Stern and prop (minus one blade) in this area

No echesounder data for this site.



Diver examines bollards from wreck (Corinthia?)

<5>South west Stroma

In the shadovef the Bettina Danica, a gentle slope with gullies, boulders and caves and caverns. Lots of
kelp (to 17m)and seals on the surface. Wreckage all around, compacted into gullies in places.
Surprisingly good dive site, well worth a rummage amongst the wreckage. Also waontl ddkiok at the
Bettina Danica on the surface.

No echo sounder data for this site.

Bettina Danica stern, forward section is compacted into gulley
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<6> Geo of Scalites

An excellent dive sitepne of the best on the tripvell sheltered from currents and wind as it is a large
open cave, a couple of hundred metres long into which baatsecdriven. General depth 15m in middle
of gulley, large boulders and lots of life around. Cave splits into two large brainchessible on chart
below, but at south west end of the geoth extend into very long narrow covered caves which are very
atmospheric and pretty. Well worth a dive. Be aware of the extreme tides outside the entrance.

18

14
58.6420 ot A\
© (C) EUSAC
g Duncansby Head, Geo Sclaites ) 6 >>
2 20m (WGSE4) /
58.6415 : { \
/G) Q K e e

58.6410 ésﬁ //js
e

-3.026 -3.025 -3.024
deg long



Diver explores cave

Happy diver at Geo of Scalites

<7>East coast of Stroma

Strong currents in this area as the stream of the firth diverts round Stsefthdihremarkable dive site
apart from the current. Flat seabed to about 18m. Only worth diving with strong current as a drift.
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(%2}
ot
\\
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10
/
16
58.679
~3.104 -3.102 -3.100 -3.098
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<8>Pentland Skerries, north east of Little Skerry

Very exposed site, current rip past these islands, a 12kn mark is ehdiva chart immediately next to
the dive site as well as an extensive eddy. Matedy steep slope to at leasn@6you will be at the mercy
of whatever current is running at the tiened slack is very shortots of fish, squishy life and dead

me n 6 gers,fas well as edible crabs. An exciting dive!
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Fieldofde ad me n 0 & Pehtiand $lenries



Ascending diversurrounded by fish, good dive to finish the trip with!



PART IV: Launching and local facilities

The map below shows slipways reported, however EUSAC only used Dwarwick, Gills and John
O6Groats, which are detailed bel ow.
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Dwarwick

A very good modern slipway, wide enough for two boats, very quiet, small car park.

Gills bay

Next to ferry termina(just before you reach the office), steep slipway with some road and water traffic.
Thick mud beyond slipway, limited space at top of ramp. Useful jetty to load kit.
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John O6Groat s

Very busy harbour, lots of tourists and boat traffic. Not much spaeedoring. Good facilities for food,
etc. Slipway is in top right of this photo (unusually qiidoats were all out on tourist charters).









