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David Bushnell was a Connecticut farmer who finally had an opportunity 
to attend Yale College at the age of twenty-seven. The year he matriculated 
was 1771, and war was being discussed everywhere! David became interested in 
gunpowder and how it could be exploded underwater. He tested his theory with 
success and sought to find a way to use his findings. 

He began drawing plans for a "sub-marine mine", and then a "sub-
marine vessel" that could be used to attach his mine to enemy ships. The 
Turtle was ready for testing by the fall of 1775; David called his boat a 
turtle because it "looked like two turtle shells set on end and glued 
together". The Turtle was the first working submarine and the first 
submarine that was used during a war. Many of David's ideas have been 
changed slightly and are being used in submarines today. 

Students can study some of the concepts that David Bushnell used in his 
invention by making a Cartesian diver in a two-liter soda bottle. The 
instructions are for a modern version of an old but exciting toy that can be 
built by students in class or at home. It can also be made by an adult and set in 
a science corner for great hands-on experimenting! 

 
MATERIALS: 1 plastic pipet, 1 brass nut, 1 one or two liter soda bottle  
 
ACTIVITY: See attached sheet. 

 
SOURCE: Activities for a Science Table Workshop, SMART Center, Sacred 
Heart University, Fairfield, CT, 1990. Until 1984, Cartesian divers had been 
constructed by using glass droppers. Bob Becker, a teacher at Greenwich High 
School, showed teachers how to make these divers from plastic pipets. He has 
continued to invent ways to use the pipets in 2-liter plastic soda bottles to play 
basketball and dive for buried treasure. Materials for the divers and his 



Cartesian Diversion, a DVD #CD-900 DVD, can be purchased from Educational 
Innovations, Inc.: 1-888-912-7474. Online: www.teachersource.com The DVD 
contains worksheets which can be printed for classroom use. 
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