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SUMMARY 
 
Wessex Archaeology was commissioned by the South African Heritage Resources Agency 
and English Heritage to assess the geophysical data collected over the wreck of the Mendi 
during the Regional Environmental Characterisation survey off the south coast of England in 
the summer of 2007 by Gardline Geosurvey Limited. The assessed datasets comprised 
sidescan sonar and multibeam bathymetry data collected over the wreck in July 2007. 
 
This report describes the methodologies used to process and interpret each data type and 
the initial results of the geophysical assessment. 
 
A desk-based assessment of the wreck of the Mendi had previously been conducted by 
Wessex Archaeology between November 2006 and April 2007 (WA 2007). The results of the 
geophysical assessment were integrated with the site descriptions included in the desk-
based assessment. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1. PROJECT BACKGROUND 
1.1.1. Wessex Archaeology (WA) was commissioned by the South African Heritage 

Resources Agency (SAHRA) and English Heritage (EH) to undertake the processing 
and archaeological assessment of geophysical data collected over the wreck of the 
Mendi during the summer of 2007. 

 
1.1.2. The Mendi was a British troopship carrying 803 officers and men of the South 

African Native Labour Corps from Cape Town to France. Shortly before 05:00 on the 
21st February 1917 she was rammed by the steamer Darro, approximately 11 
nautical miles off St Catherine’s Point on the Isle of Wight. The Mendi sank in less 
than 20 minutes with the loss of 649 lives (WA 2007). 

 
1.1.3. A desk-based assessment by WA into the history of the Mendi and its loss was 

commissioned by English Heritage to coincide with the 90th anniversary of the 
disaster. This appraisal also gathered information about the wreck site and its 
current condition from divers and other sources, with a view to informing future 
archaeological investigation of the wreck. It was envisaged that such investigation 
would comprise an initial geophysical survey, followed by remote operated vehicle 
(ROV) and/or diver surveys of the site (WA 2007). 

 
1.1.4. During the summer of 2007 a Regional Environmental Characterisation (REC) 

survey conducted along the south coast of the United Kingdom as part of the 
Department of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs’ (DEFRA) Marine 
Environment Protection Fund (MEPF) programme of regional seabed mapping. The 
MEPF programme is supported by funding from the Marine Aggregate Levy 
Sustainability Fund (MALSF). 

 
1.1.5. When it was realised that the survey would cover the known position of the Mendi, 

at the request of WA and EH the MALSF Steering Group agreed to an adjustment of 
the planned survey lines to allow the collection of data for the Mendi. 

 
1.1.6. Datasets collected during the REC survey included multibeam bathymetry, sidescan 

sonar, magnetometer and sub-bottom profiler. The multibeam bathymetry and 
sidescan sonar data collected over the wreck are the subject of this assessment. 
The magnetometer and sub-bottom profiler datasets were not examined as they are 
not suitable for describing a known wreck site. 

 
1.1.7. The results of the assessment will be used to inform the ROV and/or diver survey of 

the Mendi being planned by WA for the summer of 2008. 
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the possible hatch coamings) which cannot be securely identified from the 
geophysical data, but which were central to the story of the sinking in terms of how 
they affected the ability of those billeted below decks to evacuate the holds rapidly 
after the collision.  

 
5.3.7. In identifying an apparent marked deterioration in the condition of the wreck, this 

assessment provides the basis for further survey work which could provide better 
evidence of the condition and relative stability of the site, the possible impacts of 
human intervention on the site since its discovery and the prognosis for its future 
survival.  

 
5.3.8. Lastly, this assessment of the geophysical data provides georeferenced base data 

for the wreck of the Mendi which will be invaluable in designing future investigations 
of the site, and which can be used in conjunction with acoustic tracking systems to 
provide real time navigation for either ROV or divers around the site. 

 

6. REFERENCES 
Gardline Geosurvey Limited, 2008, ‘Regional Environmental Characterisation 
Survey - South Coast Region’, Unpublished report ref. 7261.  

Wessex Archaeology, 2007, ‘ss Mendi Archaeological Desk-based Assessment’, 
Unpublished report ref. 64441.01. 
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