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B E N E A T H

 Near the end of our three-and-a-half-hour drive northeast 
from central Beijing to the Panjiakou Reservoir, dive 

instructor Steven Schwankert unnecessarily points out that it’s 
impossible to scuba dive Giza’s Great Pyramid or the Sphinx.

“The Great Wall of China is the only Wonder of the World that 
you can actually dive,” says Schwankert – a 46-year-old New 
Jersey man who has lived in the Chinese capital since 1996 –  as 
we park on the reservoir’s corn-crop-lined shore. We heave 
oxygen tanks and wetsuits into a motorboat with an engine that 
sounds like a misfiring Ford Cortina, as fish farmers mill around, 
plastic bags full of flipping fish swinging from their arms.

It is estimated that more than ten million tourists visit the 
13,000-mile-long Great Wall of China annually, most of them 
walking on designated tourist sections now served by Subways 
and Burger Kings. But fewer than 50 visit it under water, which 
can only be done in Panjiakou Reservoir. This was created after 
a devastating earthquake in 1976 necessitated a huge overhaul 
of water service infrastructure. The enormous new body of water 
submerged a section of the wall that is perhaps 330 feet long, 
making the sacrificed stretch accessible only to divers.

At surface level, the short boat trip to the dive site shows us large 
keep nets used by the fish farmers. Look up and you see ancient 
watch towers on the peaks of the vast hills 
surrounding the reservoir. Speedboats full 
of Chinese tourists occasionally swoosh 
past, but this is a place of raw, murk-
filtered beauty rather than a holiday spot.

Schwankert warns me that the dive site 
is not a place where you can blissfully 
float around with turtles in bath-warm 

water. The only marine life bigger than shrimp I’m likely to see, 
he says, are rogue fish that have broken out of the keep nets they 
are bred in and are usually confined to until they’re hauled out 
and sold. “You can be diving next to the wall and suddenly see a 
f lash of scales,” he says, as we moor the boat on a rickety 
makeshift hotel held above the water by poles. It’s also cold down 
there. “I’ve never seen anyone turn blue, though,” he kindly adds.

After we suit up, the boat takes us to the point where the Great 
Wall hits the drink. We splash down next to a tiny island with a 
rubble-rough wall section that dips beneath the greeny-brown water. 
Schwankert’s warning that this is no breezy tropical dive rings in my 
ears as two bloated fish corpses bump into me in morbid unison.

We descend, following the rubbly brick pile, deeper and darker. 
As we reach around 20 feet beneath the surface we see a well-
preserved section of brick wall that you’d never imagine existed.

The change is marked with a jolt in temperature as the water goes 
from pleasantly warm to fridge-cold in seconds. Visibility is around 
20 feet and a glance down the side of the wall reveals the bricks 
descending vertically to utter blackness below. The sight, combined 
with the Darth Vader-esque sound of my breathing, is deeply eerie.

This exact section of the wall was created during China’s Ming 
dynasty (1368 to 1644). The entire Ming wall stretch is around 

5,500 miles long. Now it serves as arguably 
China’s biggest attract ion for both 
domestic and international tourists, but 
the wall was once a defence against 
marauding nomadic forces from the 
nor th. Histor ians such a s Wi l l iam 
Lindesay, a British explorer and author 
who has lived in China for 30 years,   
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Made in China 
From top: a restaurant near where the 

Great Wall hits the water; our writer 
dives next to a section that was said to 
have been used by Ming Dynasty troops

When the Panjiakou Dam was completed, sections of the Great Wall of China were drowned  
beneath 164 feet of water. For years, it was a local secret – but now Beijing’s first official diving 

school allows 50 people a year to explore this eerie eastern Atlantis. Jamie Fullerton is one of them. 
Photography by Giulia Marchi
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believe that this Panjiakou section was renovated in the 1570s 
under the command of Qi Jiguang, the region’s military officer.

Although there are some well-preserved towers in the Panjiakou 
area, many wall sections were destroyed in the 1930s during the 
Second Sino-Japanese War. “The wall section occupied the high 
ground then, it was useful even in the age of mechanical warfare,” 
says Lindesay. “Any ground army would have had to pass through 
the mountain via those passes. They were strongly fortified and 
in good repair since the Ming dynasty – the towers had ready-
made garrison posts for machine gunners and the like.”

Lindesay has visited the site, but hasn’t dived there because he’s 
scared of the water. (“I’m happy for Schwankert to claim that it’s 
the one part of the Great Wall that I’ve not seen,” laughs Lindesay, 
who has pretty much walked the wall in its entirety.) He says that 
the section is also significant because of its archways, a rarity on 
the wall as they could be points of weakness for attacking forces.

The presence of archways means the section was likely to have 
been important for the movement of Chinese troops during the 
Ming dynasty. Today, the archways mean there is a brilliant 
immersive experience for divers. Diving above and beside the wall 
is completely different to the experience any hike could offer, but 
swimming through it is particularly special.

Schwankert floats through a shadowy gap until all I can see are the 
tips of his flippers framed by the imposing curved roof of an 
archway. I let myself sink to my knees, taking in my surroundings, 
which, after 15 minutes, now feel more intriguingly serene than 
eerie. “Diving the wall, getting this 360-degree view, really makes 
the structure feel more human,” Schwankert told me earlier. “You 
get a sense that people built it, that people were stationed on it.”

Exploring the area under water, with no other people around 
and at a floating pace, does indeed give an intimate experience 

with the wall that you wouldn’t get on a 
walking trip. As visibility is so low, to stop 
becoming hopelessly lost, you have to stay 
close to the structure: usually just inches 
away from the slimy brickwork. It’s near 
enough to notice little twitching shrimps 
and the occasional small fish darting about 
between the crannies.

The dive reaches a maximum depth of 50 
feet, meaning anyone with a PADI Open 
Water Diver certif icate can do it. What 
makes the area doubly intriguing, though, 

is the fact that there is potentially even more to discover in the 
reservoir’s deepest depths.

Photographs of the site before it was flooded, on display at the 
floating restaurant and hotel, show a sunken village and a train 
bridge in the reservoir. Schwankert, who has been diving there 
since 2008, has never seen them and thinks the bridge is around 
750 feet down. Or, as he puts it, “yikes” diving depth.

“You could technically do it on air but you’d be pretty loopy 
by the time you got down there,” he says. “The village had a city 
wall with an archway; I’ve never seen it but I’ve seen photos and 
it seems to be in a state of preservation.”

The shallower submerged wall section, though, is captivating 
enough to atone for the immense difficulty of accessing such 
potential diving treats. After the archway we reach an underwater 
watchtower and weave in and out of its windows. I find it surreal 
propelling my body through a tower window and, instead of 
gravity causing me to plummet downwards, continuing to float.

When we surface I feel an adrenalin surge of triumph as, while 
we swim back to the boat, I consider that only a handful of people 
every year see what I have just seen. This is surely one of the most 
satisfyingly bizarre dive sites in the world: an explorers’ treat that 
doesn’t require years of scuba obsession to be able to tackle. The 
buzz is not even dampened by the putrid stench that has 
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|  | PARTY ON IT
Various electronic music festivals 
take place by the wall, such as the 
YinYang Great Wall Music Festival, 
which usually occurs in September 
near Beijing. The similarly named 
Great Wall Music Festival has 
attracted the likes of David Guetta 
and takes place in the summer at 
the Juyongguan section, also near 
Beijing. yinyangmusicfestival.com 

|  | SLIDE DOWN IT
The Mutianyu wall section,  
as well as being one of the best-
preserved and most beautiful parts 
of the structure, offers a fun way to 
descend back to the car park: by 
taking a rip-roaring toboggan ride 
down a metal chute.

|  | RACE ON IT
Since 1999, the Great Wall 
Marathon has become arguably 
one of the most gruelling races in 
the world. Much of its route is on the 
wall, with stunning views. The next 
one is scheduled for 20 May. great-
wall-marathon.com

DON’T JUST WALK IT

0123456789

wafted to the area since we were under water. We ask our boat 
driver what the heck is causing the smell that shrivels our noses as 
we remove our face masks. “Just dead fish,” he says with a shrug.

I mentally file the stink in the ‘rustic charm’ section of my brain. 
What will linger far longer than the fishy odour is the memory of 
having a special perspective on a place otherwise so well-trodden. 
I’ve dived a Wonder of the World and, until global warming gets so 
bad as to cause the Sphinx to drown so that I can swim through its 
nostrils, diving the wall will remain a unique experience. n

@jamiefullerton1
To book a Great Wall dive trip contact SinoScuba on +86 186 1113 3629 
or email steven@sinoscuba.com. Two-day trips take place in June, 
August and September and cost £225pp, including accommodation, 
meals and transport from Beijing. Scuba equipment hire costs an 
additional £28pp per day.

Off the wall 
The Great Wall is visible 
above and below the water 
at the Panjiakou Reservoir

GO ON THEN…  
DESTINATION: CHINA

FIND IT AT BA.COM
British Airways flies to Beijing daily from London Heathrow. 
Flight time: around ten hours.

COLLECT THOSE AVIOS
Join the Executive Club and collect at least 2,526* Avios 
for a return flight from London to Beijing. Or redeem your 
Avios – 32,500** will pay for a return journey.

entertainment

Watch Chinese New Year on BBC Earth on board (selected flights).
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