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INTRODUCTION


THE WRECK OF THE WHITE STAR LINER JUSTICIA


25 miles off Northern Ireland


Seventy metres below the surface, 25 miles off the Northern Irish coast, my regular dive buddy Ewan Rowell and myself were speeding over the remains of the White Star liner RMS Justicia on our bright orange Aquazepp underwater scooters. Frantically, we were trying to complete a grand tour from stem to stern before it was time to start our long, slow ascent to the surface. We had already had three dives on this sunken leviathan’s remains in the days before. This was the last dive of a ten-day dive trip.


The Justicia was sunk during World War I whilst in use as a troop ship and was remarkably similar in size and scale to her rather-better-known fellow White Star liner, RMS Titanic. Like Titanic she was also built by Harland & Wolff in Belfast and weighed in at a massive 32,234 gross tons. She was 740 feet long – the length of a modern aircraft carrier.
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Ewan and I had spent the first minutes of our planned 20 minute bottom-time exploring the massive intact bow section, which sits on an even keel in an underwater desert of clean, white sand. Think of the classic Hollywood footage of the Titanic’s bows and you’ll get the idea.


Making our way onto the fo’c’stle deck we found ourselves dwarfed by massive anchor chains running out along the deck and disappearing into hawse pipes at either side. Huge anchor capstans and winches were dotted around the deck here and there.


We turned our scooters and pointed them directly astern. Gunning the motors we moved off the fo’c’stle deck and dropped down to her forward cargo holds which now lay collapsed and flattened. At a steady 2 knots we sped aft hovering some 10 metres above the collapsed plating – staying a bit shallower would be good for minimising decompression stops later in the dive.


We sped over the foredeck. Next up was the massive bridge superstructure that lay fallen to the seabed on the port side of the wreck – its large square windows rimmed in brass, still in place.


From the bridge aft the ship had collapsed, pulverised by the might of the Atlantic, and her innards were laid bare before us. Ewan and I flew side-by-side over two massive boilers – each the size of a small house – then two more, and then two more – they just kept coming and coming.


After the boiler rooms had passed astern of us, her massive engines emerged from the gloom ahead. I couldn’t help thinking of the Titanic movie scene where the engines are ordered astern as the iceberg is sighted – colossal engines; engineering on a grand Victorian scale. We pressed on and just as the final minute of our 20-minute bottom time clocked up we reached the stern. It was time to leave.


Ewan and I turned our scooters upwards and motored slowly up from the wreck at 70 metres towards our first scheduled decompression stop at 48 metres. The underwater visibility 25 miles out from the coast in clear Atlantic waters was a staggering 50 metres and as we halted for our first ‘deep stop’ at 48 metres we could look down and still see the wreck clearly beneath us. As the first tiny bubbles of compressed breathing gas started being released from my body, far below I could pick out teams of our divers exploring different sections of her remains. These tiny bubbles would have expanded eight times in size by the time they reached the surface. Better let them out slowly on a controlled, leisurely ascent.


Bubble streams of exhaled breathing gas from the open-circuit divers below billowed upwards, the bubbles expanding and flattening as they forced their way towards the surface. Larger bubbles – too large to hold together as a single bubble – broke up into three or four smaller bubbles. As they reached the surface far above, the massively expanded bubbles blooped and burst in the languid calm seas freeing the gas to the atmosphere, and easily audible to those on the dive boat.


We hung at our 48-metre decompression stop for a couple of minutes and I unclipped my yellow reel and attached decompression buoy (a 6-foot long red sausage marker buoy). Cracking open the valve on its small cylinder, the buoy rapidly filled with air. When it was straining to pull me to the surface I let it go, my reel paying out line at an increasingly fierce speed. The reel handle spun round ferociously as the buoy accelerated to the distant surface.


Within seconds the reel handle abruptly stopped turning – the buoy had reached the surface and our position was now marked for the dive boat above. It would shadow us as we carried out our inwater decompression, drifting freely with the current. All around us the other divers in our team were finishing their time down on the wreck and starting the same ascent process. On the surface loose groups of red deco buoys were popping up – each one with the individual diver’s name written on it in bold black for the benefit of those topside.


Suspended, neutrally buoyant in oceanic mid water, I wound in the reel line and pulled it tight and vertical as we moved up to our next scheduled deco stop at 39 metres.


The ascent went flawlessly – and we stuck rigidly to our pre-calculated run time for the ascent, taking one minute to ascend every three-metre increment up to a depth of 30 metres. From there we started pausing increasingly longer at each three-metre step up towards the surface.


At 20 metres I spat out the regulator mouthpiece for my back-mounted helium-rich bottom gas and stuck the regulator for my oxygen-rich decompression gas into my mouth. This deco gas was 50% oxygen – as opposed to the 21% oxygen in the air normally breathed on the surface – and I would breathe it for the final part of the ascent. The high level of oxygen would shorten the length of time required to fully decompress and rid my body of the dangerous bubbles. This deco gas had its own range of dangers – it could only be breathed in the shallows from 20 metres up to the surface. If I breathed it on the bottom by mistake it would very quickly kill me.


The decompression stops ticked away slowly. Two more minutes at 18 metres, three minutes at 15 metres, five minutes at 12 metres, six minutes at nine metres and then 28 minutes at six metres. Some 62 minutes after leaving the wreck below it was time to break the surface. In all we had probably drifted in the current about a mile during the hour we had been rising up from the wreck.


My head broke the oily calm surface of the water and upon seeing me, the skipper of the 75-foot long dive boat, motored over. As the boat arrived beside me, I gunned my scooter and moved over to grab hold of the steel ladder that led 6 feet up the side of the boat from the water to the main deck.


In the water the weight of my cumbersome equipment – four large steel dive tanks, weights and other gear – had been suspended to the point that I barely knew it was there. But as I got my feet on the rungs of the ladder and started climbing up slowly, the full weight of my kit started to bear down upon me. In all, the total weight of all my kit would be about 80 lbs, and here I was climbing up a 6-foot-high ladder after an exerting technical dive.


I reached the gunwale of the dive boat, clambered inboard and sat down on a fixed bench. As I started stripping off my heavy kit, the boat was already motoring over to pick up the next group of divers who had broken the surface about 200 yards away. Soon we were slowing beside them and now free of my own equipment, I started helping them to their seats as well as ferrying their tanks and weights to their storage positions to clear the area around the top of the ladder for the next divers to board.


For perhaps half an hour after surfacing I helped shift kit and tanks around. Then once everyone was aboard I stripped off my black dry suit and went into the lounge to grab some lunch.


Very shortly after finishing lunch – and in all perhaps one hour after surfacing – I started to feel fatigued and slightly unwell. I imagined it was just mild post-dive fatigue, and made an excuse to the rest of the team that I was going below decks to my cabin for a wee snooze – not unusual after a hard dive and some food. This was the last dive of a gruelling ten-day trip and we had been diving to 70 metres nearly every day. In fact, the day before we had carried out two 70-metre dives: one on the Justicia again; and a second on the U boat U- 155. It was little wonder that I was feeling tired.


Below decks I swung myself onto my bunk, closed my eyes and tried to nod off. But sleep wouldn’t come to me – in fact what came was not all what I expected. A sharp pain developed in my right elbow: ‘That’s from hauling myself and all my kit up that ladder’, I rationalised. Maybe I strained something.


Next, a sharp pain developed quite quickly in my right knee, like a pinprick. It then seemed to spread out slowly over the whole of my knee. Shortly after that I developed a similar pinprick pain in my left knee, which also started to radiate outwards. Soon my head was feeling a little fuzzy and there were tears rolling down my cheeks from the pain in my knees.


Twenty-five miles out to sea I had decompression sickness – the dreaded bends.




CHAPTER ONE


FIRST BEGINNINGS


Scuba diving took over my life in 1981.


Up until then I had been a gangly youth growing up by the sea in the tough, bustling, northeast of Scotland fishing port of Fraserburgh. Like all kids of my age I was captivated by the Jacques Cousteau TV series of underwater adventures. They allowed a glimpse into an exotic underwater world far removed from the brutally tough lives of the local fishermen. There was more to the sea than fishing – there was a different world, hidden from sight but filled with strange creatures, danger and excitement. Shipwrecks lay in the depths holding mystery and intrigue. I never dreamt that one day I would become part of that world.


In the late 1970s I went to study law at Aberdeen University. It was only 42 miles away from where I had grown up – but in those days that seemed a long way. I got myself a motorbike and my interest in the sea took a backseat during those frenetic years as study and a wild student/biker lifestyle consumed my days and nights.


I graduated in law in 1979 although it’s fair to say that whilst I knew how to party I hadn’t the faintest clue about what being a lawyer was all about. That was grown-up stuff that I didn’t really want to get too involved in.


Nevertheless I secured a law apprenticeship with a legal firm in the nearby fishing town of Peterhead. As student threads and my fringed black leather biker jacket grudgingly gave way to business suits and shirt and tie, I started looking around for a sport that would take me away from the stresses and worries of life in a legal office. I had snorkelled abroad on past holidays and had liked the experience, so I thought I would try out scuba diving and see if I liked it. I joined the local branch of the Scottish Sub Aqua Club and started going along to their weekly pool training sessions.


My interest in trying my hand at scuba diving had really been whetted during a summer working in America before my last year at University, when I was able to go on a few snorkelling trips in the Florida Keys. It’s funny how the direction of your life is moulded by chance twists and turns. I hadn’t gone to America to go to Florida – I had gone to work in Detroit – and it was a pure fluke that I ended up in Florida.


As part of the British Universities’ North America student exchange programme (B.U.N.A.C.) I had gone for the summer to a job as an ice cream van driver in Detroit – the then murder capital of America. It would be a summer of adventure, excitement and danger.


About 25 of us from different UK universities had flown out together to New York and then made our way independently to Detroit, where we were met by a series of drivers hired by our employer. Eventually at about 1am, we were dropped off by the drivers somewhere in the industrial outskirts. It seemed like the middle of nowhere – just a collection of a few ramshackle buildings and a large yard full of cannibalised white ice cream vans. It was the ice cream depot and it looked dire.


It was the middle of the night and pitch black – and we were tired, dirty and hungry. But the place was silent – all the buildings were closed and locked. The drivers had been told just to drop us off and knew nothing more. So once we got out of the cars, they just turned and drove away into the darkness, leaving us standing lost in the Michigan night. We thought someone would come to get us but after an hour of waiting forlornly for someone to turn up and tell us where we could bunk the penny dropped: no one was coming.


In frustration, one of the guys smashed a window of the house. We all climbed in through it and settled down where we could on armchairs or the floor.


Early the next morning our employer arrived – a big, tough loud American who was less than impressed at the damage we had caused and the chaos in the house with our kit lying everywhere. Not the best of job starts but what did he expect? This attitude was to characterise our work there – he was just using the exchange programme to get cheap labour for the summer. Conditions were appalling.


Detroit is a large sprawling city with massive suburbs. We were each assigned an ice cream van and given a map of a small section of the city outlined in red. That was the area you were allotted to sell ice cream in – it was your turf. All the ice cream companies had divided Detroit up between them and jealously guarded their own areas – they didn’t suffer any other van coming onto their turf to sell.


That’s fine in principle, but I had only passed my driving test a few months before and my driving and road craft was in its very infancy. It’s fair to say that for the first week or two I didn’t find my designated area once. I had no idea where I was, knew nothing of ice cream turf wars and just naively drove around in my van with the music blaring, stopping to sell in areas that looked promising.


Inevitably I unwittingly strayed onto other ice cream company turf – and this didn’t go down particularly well. On one occasion I got seriously chased and buzzed by another van. The driver was half out his door window bellowing at me that he had a gun, as I tried to leg it flat out in my wee van. And then he turned to pursue me. It was extremely scary but with hindsight it must have looked comical to see two white ice cream vans chasing after each other through the Detroit suburbs – a scared, thin Scottish driver in one and a furious local driver screaming murder in the other.


On another evening, far from where I should have been and seriously lost as ever, my van broke down in a very dangerous suburb where I soon realised I was the only white face around. As darkness descended the mood turned ugly when the locals realised there was a thin white Scotsman crapping it in a broken-down van in their neighbourhood. I had thankfully broken down not far from a pay phone and had called in to the base to report where I was, but it was a couple of hours before help appeared. By that time I was locked in my van with a large gang of youths milling around outside, throwing stones at it. I was extremely relieved to see help arrive.


The mechanic who came wasn’t able to fix my van there and then, so rather than leave it (it would be torched overnight), he got me to jump back into the van and let off the handbrake. He then manoeuvred his pickup behind my van and gave it a bump to get it rolling. Once we were moving he would come up periodically behind me and push my van with his bumper so I went faster and faster. We made it onto the nearest freeway and got up to a creditable 40mph or so in this fashion, as we pushed and bumped our way about 12 miles all the way back to the base.


Needless to say, breaking a window to get in the night before your first day on the job wasn’t the best of starts with our new boss. He was in the process of building a bunkroom for his cheap summer labour, but it was far from finished. The 25 of us had to sleep night after night where we could on scabby armchairs, sofas or the floor. There was only one toilet – it never got cleaned and was disgusting.


As days turned into weeks of working there, conditions didn’t improve and one by one our band of students started leaving to secure other jobs. After about six weeks of working we had about 15 or so of us left – and we decided that enough was enough. We were all going to leave en masse and sort out our dreadful boss.


We decided on a plot for all of us to walk out on a set day a week ahead – the day before the weekly stock take of the vans’ contents. We were all skint, so this would allow time for those who wanted to take some cash unnoticed from the day’s takings for several days in the lead up to the stock check. Most took out $10 a day from the takings – not a lot but at least it would give a little extra above the meagre spending money we had left. One guy had got involved with some local black youths and arranged that they would stage a hold up of his van and take the whole day’s takings – several hundred dollars in cash. They duly obliged complete with a gun, which was brandished to great effect. The driver reported the robbery to the local police but by Detroit standards it was small beer and of course he couldn’t ID any of the robbers. Nothing came of it and the youths got their cut.


When Americans want to vacation in another part of America and have their car available for them there, they can pay a ‘drive away’ agency a fee to have their car driven to their holiday destination. The agencies proclaimed the quality of their drivers and the care taken with the cars – but they were always short of drivers and would take anyone. We thought they might even take us.


The day before the great walk out, my buddy and I went to AAAcon as soon as we finished work – it was the biggest ‘drive away’ agency downtown. We were immediately offered a drive away car to Florida – perfect. We were given a week to drive it down from Detroit to Florida – basically the whole length of America from north to south. It was a seriously long way. We collected the car.


The day of the walk out arrived. I was nervous about the whole thing and thought we should just leave without notice and get going. We would be well on our way and the boss would never find us. It was the easy option and was what most of the other guys were doing. The boss was a big guy with a fierce temper – I wouldn’t like a rumble with him. But my mate (bless him) wanted to do the decent thing and go confront the boss and tell him to his face why we were all doing what we were. It took a lot of guts.


I remember vividly sitting in the car outside the yard – engine running – as my mate went in, walked up to the boss and calmly told him why we were leaving. The boss went berserk when he realised that his whole work-force had disappeared overnight. We had just closed his business down and cut off his income until he could hire another set of drivers. The shouting match reached a crescendo and the boss picked up an alternator and threw it across the yard. My mate turned and marched – rather quickly – back to the car leaving the boss standing alone in his yard, surrounded by silent ice cream vans. What goes around comes around.


My mate jumped into the car, closed the door and we were off – loose and free in America with just a couple of hundred dollars between us and our pre-booked, prepaid, non refundable, non changeable, cheapest of the cheap flights set for the end of September – three months away.


We had been given a week to drive to Florida, but we had no work lined up there and nowhere to stay sorted out and we were seriously short of cash as well. Unless we got a job quickly we would be in big trouble. There were no cash points in walls then and as a poor student, I had no savings anyway. We talked about the options and decided we couldn’t afford to hire a car down there to get us to potential employers – but we had the drive away car for the week. So we thought that if we drove non-stop the length of America from Detroit to Fort Lauderdale in Florida in say 24 hours, then it would mean that we would have the remaining five days allocated for the drive, to use the car down there and hopefully secure employment. The car could also provide six nights free lodging. We settled down into three-hour shifts: one driving whilst the other slept; and in this fashion we made it down in a straight 22-hour drive.


Once we started looking for work however we knew we had a problem. We didn’t have the right work permits and no one would hire us. We even drove to Disneyland and asked to see the HR boss to see if he would offer a couple of Scots lads in a bind work for a month or two. We got a lot of sympathy – but no job. Each night we drove out into the countryside and slept in the car at a rest area to save cash. Things weren’t going well.


Our money dwindled away until we were down to our last $20 – and it was still three months until our flight home. The tickets we had could not be brought forward. We went to the British Embassy to see if they could help us out with a loan or flights back home – we got sympathy but no assistance.


The last full day’s use of the car arrived and it was dawning on us that we were completely screwed. We were fed up driving around begging for jobs all over the place. Bugger this, we thought as we drove over to SeaWorld and spent our last $20 on a day out there. That was it: three months to go and no money at all. We then had to give the car back to the owner who had arrived from Detroit. Now we had no car and nowhere to stay.


We scraped together $3 for a pitch for our small two-man tent at a campsite on Alligator Alley, the freeway that runs through the Everglade swamps from the east coast to the west coast. That night we walked in darkness along Alligator Alley to a local bar – we had no money and couldn’t buy a drink but we sat at the bar asked for water and started talking to a bar maid. She told us that a BBQ restaurant a few blocks along Alligator Alley was short of staff and was hiring.


In the steamy hot darkness of a Florida night we walked a couple of miles further along Alligator Alley to the Country BBQ Cabin and asked to see the boss. They had just lost some staff and were extremely stretched – we seemed to be something of a gift from on high for him and were hired immediately. There were no questions or worries about work visas. We would start the following morning.


As we started working and earning cash we were able to move out of our bug-and-ant-infested campsite and hire an apartment. The next thing we did was to buy a wreck of an ancient Mustang coupé for $200. After having to walk all over the place in Florida’s 100C heat (we were working five miles out from the town centre) we suddenly had wheels again.


As we neared our flight date back home we decided to take four weeks off and go on a road trip around Florida. We drove south from Fort Lauderdale through Miami and on down to the chain of islands off the southern tip of Florida – called the Keys. The road linking the various islands of the Keys runs over bridges built on the coral beds that link all the islands – for almost a hundred miles all the way down to Key West. One bridge is 7 miles long.


Once we got down to the Keys we went on a few snorkelling day trips out to the offshore coral reefs. Sharks and barracudas and all sorts of exotic sea creatures swam past me. I loved the feeling of looking down from the boat at the surface of the sea – seemingly a floor – and then breaking that surface and entering a new world where the surface of the sea became the ceiling of another world. It was my experience probing the Florida undersea world that opened a door and turned my interest in the sea from a passing inquisitiveness to something more serious. The future course of my life had just unknowingly been changed.


A year or so later and now a young lawyer in Peterhead, I went along to my first evening pool training session with the Scottish Sub Aqua Association. I was given a brief shot of an aqualung and immediately fell in love with the experience. I started going regularly.


After six months of learning the basics of diving at the weekly pool sessions and after a move nearer Aberdeen to Ellon, I was fully equipped in the diving tools of the day: 7mm wetsuit; bright orange Fenzy Adjustable Buoyancy Life Jacket (ABLJ); and a 72 cubic feet aluminium dive tank with single breathing regulator. For £1.50 I bought a second hand capillary depth gauge with a large circular face like a watch. A thin tube, open at one end, ran around the outside of the face. As you dived the increasing water pressure forced water into the tube, compressing the air inside more and more, the deeper you got. A scale on the face along the outside of the tube (which you read from where the air bubble was compressed to) revealed your depth. Simples – as the meerkat says. A mate gave me a dive watch that he had won as a school prize years before. I was ready for the sea.


My first sea dive took place that summer: a shore dive from a shingle beach into some 15 metres of clear water at Aberdour on Scotland’s northeast coast. I was surprised and awed by the beautiful underwater seascape that met me – towering sheer rock faces covered with kelp, sponges and sea urchins. Crabs, conger eels and lobsters crammed every nook and cranny. A myriad of fish life drifted past my face plate, from the mundane fish like cod and ling to the intimidating ones like the blue grey wolf fish some 4–5 feet long with the fiercest bulbous head and menacing jaws you will find.


The somewhat inoffensive sounding monkfish can sometimes be a problem underwater. With a name like that you’d think it would be a gentle fish that wouldn’t hurt a fly, perhaps brewing its own ale from honey. But not so. It’s a flat, mean looking fish that resembles an oversized naan bread from your local curry shop. Both eyes are on top at the wide end and it has a large curved half-circle of a mouth with a menacing strip of sharp teeth like a zip round its front edge. This semi-circular mouth can open in an instant, from being flat into a perfect circle to bite at its foe. Once it bites it doesn’t let go.


On one of my earliest dives we came across a monkfish sitting flat on the seabed, minding its own business. I was all for giving it a body swerve but my fearless and more experienced buddy diver Richard Cook decided to investigate. He took out his thin, pencil torch and gave the docile monkfish a prod on the mouth. It didn’t budge. Not to be deterred, my buddy diver gave it a second, harder, prod on the snout. This was too much for the fish. In a blinding flash it opened up its mouth into a perfect circle and tried to swallow the whole torch in one go, getting its circular mouth around it and getting a few inches of it into its mouth. Once it had bitten it wouldn’t let go no matter how hard my buddy waved and thrashed the torch around. Eventually it decided that modern hard plastics weren’t good for its dental care regime. It let go and settled back down on the seabed, eyeing us cautiously with cold eyes. It seemed to be saying: ‘You wanna try that again, laddie?’ We gave it a wide berth this time.


Monkfish are quite a worry for trawler men gutting a catch of fish. Sometimes they’ll stick a hand blindly into a haul of landed fish to get a fish out for gutting. If there’s a live monkfish in the catch it can do a lot of damage to fingers and hands.


From shore diving I progressed to my first panic-stricken boat dive out of Portsoy harbour in a grey battered and patched Zodiac inflatable. Along with about five other divers (all bearded as was the fashion at the time [one I’m pleased to say I never embraced]), we motored out for a few miles from the harbour before randomly slinging the anchor over the side into unknown depths.


Dive boats then were almost completely devoid of any electronics at all – an echo sounder was as rare as snow in summer. There was a delicate (and very inaccurate) art to working out your approximate depth. As the rope and anchor went over the side, you would stretch the rope across your chest from outstretched hand to outstretched hand. One such length was about a metre, so counting the number of lengths gave you a rough idea of the depth of water you were going into. Not that on my first boat dive I had any concept of what diving to any sort of depth was like.


The cox of the dive boat reckoned we were in about 20 metres of water, but we seemed an awfully long way from shore and I couldn’t believe it could be that shallow that far out. Additionally, all my diving experience had been from the shore when I could swim back to safety. I was a little concerned about being so far offshore with little chance of being able to swim ashore if things went pear shaped.


After the usual pre-dive buddy checks of each other’s kit, I rolled backwards off the Zodiac and swam up to the anchor line at the bow. Looking down all I could see was the anchor line disappearing down into an inky blackness. It looked an awfully long way down – and that wasn’t even to the bottom. On all my dives to date I’d been able to see the seabed throughout the whole of the dive. This was something different.


My dive buddy was vastly more experienced than me – and this was my first dive from a boat and my first dive to this sort of significant depth. There was a lot of hesitation and worry charging around inside my head as I swam to the anchor line.


After an exchange of ‘OK’ hand signals we started to swim down the anchor line into the depths. My buddy – a gentle, bearded and very capable diver called Colin Rivers – went down faster than my hesitant attempt. Soon there was a considerable gap between us. It also became clear that I hadn’t seated my mask properly on my face - as water was trickling into my mask and pooling on the faceplate as I looked down. The rubber seal around the mask should sit flush on your skin, but a section of the seal was sitting overlapping the hood of my wetsuit stopping a perfect, watertight seal.


The world beneath me blurred and became indistinct as my buddy diver disappeared from sight below me. Then, as the volume of water in my mask started to get significant, everything below and around me disappeared. If you’ve ever swum underwater in a pool without a mask or goggles you’ll know how difficult it is to make anything out with your eyes open. Well, I had that effect, but in the very dark all-embracing water around me, my blurred vision couldn’t pick out any variation in my surroundings. I had no vision and was in an unknown depth of deep water, a couple of miles offshore. It was disconcerting and unnerving. I was already starting to lose it.


I tried to persevere going downwards and tried a mask clearing drill that I had been taught as part of my recent training. To clear a flooded mask you hold the top part of the mask against your forehead and pull the bottom part slightly away from your face. Blowing through your nose, the air rushes into the mask and is trapped at your forehead seal. Blowing more air through your nose displaces the rest of the water, which is driven down and out from your mask. However, this drill only works when you’re in the heads up position, so that the air gets trapped in the closed part of your mask at your higher forehead seal.


In my panic of inexperience, I stupidly carried out this drill with my head downwards as I was finning down the anchor rope. By pulling the upmost part of my mask (between mouth and nose) away from my face, this allowed a route for the last remaining vestiges of air in my mask to disappear up through the open seal. My mask became completely flooded.


Nowadays, I’m completely at ease taking my mask off underwater and putting it back on again – but back then, it was all too much for me. I bottled it. I halted my descent and started climbing back up the rope hand over hand not knowing, with my waterlogged mask and vision, what depth I was in or where I was.


When with some relief my head finally broke the surface, I pulled my mask off my face and normal vision returned to me. The boat cox was concerned at first but saw there was nothing wrong with me. Shortly afterwards my dive buddy (who had gone all the way down to the bottom at 25 metres and waited for me to appear) returned to the surface and came over to me. Rather sheepishly I explained what had happened. In reality it was a very simple situation to sort out – but with my inexperience compounded by my fear I had screwed it all up. I was all for giving up on the planned dive there and then – but very patiently he persuaded me to give it another go. He would stay right beside me.


My male sense of pride being prodded I agreed to try descending again. I sometimes wonder how my life would have turned out if I had just given up there and then. Would I have continued diving? If not I’d have missed out on a lifetime of travel, adventure and exploration. In that one moment, the direction of my life was fixed.


We swam back to the line and restarted the descent. My dive buddy stayed right beside me, shepherding me like an errant pupil. At times he would hold the back harness strap of my ABLJ, lest I lose my bottle again and bolt for the surface.


We pressed on downwards into the darkness – and I found it hugely intimidating not being able to see the seabed. But eventually we came through a visibility horizon. One minute the seabed was out of sight; the next minute the whole scene beneath me swam into focus as though a curtain or veil had been drawn back. I found myself floating with my buddy about 10 metres above a wonderful seascape of flat rocks and boulders, peppered with fish, crabs and lobsters all going about their business unaware of the noisy and cumbersome visitors that were descending towards them from a distant surface they knew nothing of.


We let ourselves free fall down to the seabed and as I neared the seabed I righted myself into a standing position. Then… touchdown – we were on the bottom.


I took a deep breath on my breathing regulator, pulled it out of my mouth and stuck the oral inflator tube of my ABLJ into my mouth. I breathed out hard into the ABLJ, puffing it up slightly. I was still too heavy so I repeated the trick a couple of times more until I achieved what divers call ‘neutral buoyancy’. This is the Holy Grail of diving: it is the perfect state of equilibrium to be in. You are neither too heavy nor too light.


If you are neutrally buoyant, when you breathe in, that simple breath into your lungs makes you slightly positively buoyant. You rise up almost imperceptibly. When you breathe out the small loss of buoyant air from your lungs is enough to make you sink slightly.


Once perfectly neutrally buoyant, we had a 20-minute dive exploring the nooks and crannies of this wonderful undersea world and seeing my first six-foot long conger eels out in the open.


Our bottom time was up all too soon and we returned to the anchor rope nearby – we hadn’t strayed far – and made a slow ascent hand over hand back to the safety of the dive boat. My novice diver’s inexperience had almost ruined the day – and stopped my diving career there and then. But my dive buddy’s stoic perseverance had saved the dive and I suspect, my diving career. A door into the fascinating underwater world had just opened for me. I had embarked on a journey – a journey that I am still making more than 30 years later.




CHAPTER TWO


EVOLUTION IS A SLOW PROCESS


As the 1980s progressed, so did my diving – and the technology we were using also changed radically. Diving mutated from being a poor man’s sport where all your kit was cobbled together on a shoestring budget, to a very expensive and technical sport. Today, diving is glamorous big business – you have a bewildering choice of a multitude of manufacturers’ products in a kaleidoscope of colours. The generation of divers before me had only fairly recently stopped making their own DIY wetsuits from self-cut black sharkskin neoprene held together by yellow tape.


Wet suits gave way to dry suits – but not without a fight. The prevailing mentality was that real divers dived in wet suits despite the fact that they compressed at moderate depths and seemingly completely lost all their insulating properties at about 25 metres. The 7mm of neoprene was compressed by water pressure until, at about 40 metres down it felt as though the neoprene was only wafer thin. In truth there was nothing worse than pulling on a wet, wet suit in a rain-swept car park before a second dive. The wetsuit took on the adhesive qualities of glue and became nearly impossible to pull up your legs.


But, wet suit diving was the way real men dived – and there were lots of little tricks to make life bearable. A flask of hot water poured down the inside of a cold, wet, wet suit warmed it up enough to make it getting it on realistic. I still have memories of doing just this, standing in a wet car park at Kyle of Lochalsh and getting ready for a second dive on the Port Napier as hailstones, driven by a biting November wind, travelled horizontally across the car park.


Once in the water, if your wet suit didn’t fit you too well, cold seawater continually flooded into the space between your skin and the wet suit, flushing out the water your body heat had warmed up. Putting on a T-shirt, or two (or three) under your long johns and jacket filled the space between wet suit and skin. This gave extra warmth and stopped the flushing effect, but you did go through a heck of a lot of T-shirts.


Wet suits were good at keeping you warm underwater in moderate depths – but were completely useless at keeping you warm topside. Once out of the water after a dive, all the warm water in your suit rushed downwards, pooling in your wetsuit boots. These ballooned out comically and the water soon cooled down.


The wind chill of being in an open boat – particularly in a cold, windswept remote part of Scotland in a wet, wetsuit was severe. The wind seemed to slice right through the wet suit as though it wasn’t there. We learned to put an old waterproof (usually bright orange) or cagoule over our wetsuit as we travelled to and from dive sites to cut out the chill. Who said diving is a glamorous sport?


The ‘real divers’ who dived in wet suits rebelled against the wide-spread introduction of dry suits to sport diving. Dry suit divers were seen as soft – and dry suits themselves were seen as dangerous. They introduced all sorts of new ways to get hurt underwater – such as the much-feared, ballistic feet-first ascent from depth. Unlike wet suits – which fitted snugly over your body (in theory at least) – dry suits were a loose-fitting dry bag sealed onto your body at the neck and cuffs. As you dived, the increasing water pressure compressed the air trapped inside your dry suit, causing it to crease and start nipping at your skin. To relieve the squeeze an air hose ran from your scuba tank to a port in the suit. Press the port’s inflator and air was fed into your suit, essentially blowing the drysuit off your skin. On one occasion in my early days I forgot to connect up my direct air feed hose on a 35-metre dive with a 8mm neoprene dry suit. It was very uncomfortable during the dive – and when I peeled off my kit after the dive my body had large black and blue streaks across it where the creases had squeezed.


However, if you remembered to connect up the new-fangled direct suit inflation feed and mistakenly bled too much air at depth from your tank into the suit to relieve the ‘squeeze’; the air would migrate to the highest point in your suit. On occasion, as a diver pressed the suit inflator button it could (if not maintained properly) stick in the ‘inflate’ position, bleeding an endless amount of air into your suit until you managed to disconnect the air hose from the inflator. If you were finning head downwards, the air rushed up to your feet – so if you got too buoyant you would start to go up feet first. As you started (sometimes unknowingly) to go up, the surrounding water pressure got less, so the air already inside your suit would start to expand and fill the airtight legs of your suit even more. The air volume got greater and greater the shallower you got and a diver could get into an accelerating ascent, soon reaching the point of no return.


There are a number of ways to get rid of excess air if you were the right way up, through air dump valves on your chest or arm. Lifting one arm up would allow air to escape past your wrist seal and sometimes the air pressure inside your suit could overcome the tension of the neck seal, lifting it off the skin and allowing a large bubble to bloop out. But if you were in the head down/ feet up position there was no escape for the trapped air as there were no air dumps on the legs. Some divers bragged how if they had started a feet-first buoyant ascent they would puncture their drysuit legs with their knife to vent the excess air – but in reality, the suits were so tough that that would be easier said than done. You also only have the first 5–10 seconds of a buoyant ascent to get things under control – after that the ascent becomes completely uncontrollable. Once your legs are full and above you, it becomes physically impossible to get them down. Your feet-first ascent accelerates remorselessly as you rocket upwards.


Stories abounded of divers, out of control, blowing up from depth and exploding out of the water as they reached the surface. Such a rapid ascent could easily kill you from a number of causes – even from a moderate depth. It was as a result of these fears whipping round the dive world, that I recall one headline in a national dive magazine of the time urging the sport’s governing UK body, the British Sub Aqua Club (BSAC), to ‘Throw the dry baggers out’. But like the contemporary war between VHS and Betamax video formats, dry suits won the day over wetsuits. Today hardly anyone dives in a wet suit in the UK.


Dive boats evolved too. In the early days they were usually small grey, beat-up, patched inflatables (with inflatable keels) – such as the hugely reliable Zodiac – often with small tiller driven outboard engines ranging from 25–55 hp (never more). Nowadays we dive from 5–8 metre long bright orange or yellow, spacious rigid-hulled inflatables (RIB’s) with bigger engines of up to 140 hp, sometimes twinned up for safety and power – unthinkable in the 1980s.




[image: ]ABLJ’s to the fore as divers, some in wet suits, pack a small Zodiac ‘squidgy’ for a trip out to dive HMS Port Napier. A young Rod is seated right.





A Zodiac inflatable with six divers crammed into it and a 25 hp engine would wallow and struggle to ride up and over its bow wave onto the plane. To achieve this hallowed state, the cox had to nurse the boat and marshal his divers into a synchronised ballet.


Initially, the cox would wave all his divers forward to the front of the ‘squidgy’ (as we lovingly called our dive boats). This added weight to the front of the inflatable, which would be up at an angle of 45 degrees as it forlornly tried to ride over the mountain of water it was pushing along. The added weight would help drop the bow down.


As the inflatable eventually crested its bow wave, the bow became too heavy with all the divers up there – so they’d promptly be directed towards the stern of the boat as it was trimmed to run smoothly. As it got onto the plane, the boat’s speed would shoot up in an instant from a displacement speed of say 9 knots to 15 or even as much as 20 knots on a good day. The cox could then throttle back to the perfect speed – one that kept the boat just up on the plane (and no more) whilst at the same time minimised the fuel guzzled by the labouring 25 hp engine.


Sometimes the boat would just be too heavily laden and wouldn’t be able to get up on the plane at all. It would just plough along slowly at about 8 knots, the engine labouring at full throttle. Nowadays, boats and hulls are so good – and engines so big and powerful – that getting up on the plane is never an issue. But it was in the 1980s.


On one occasion at Kyle of Lochalsh, off Skye on the west coast of Scotland, I had loaded up my small 5-metre long Aberglen Gordon inflatable dive boat with about eight divers for the short journey of about a mile across to dive the remains of one of Scotland’s most famous wrecks, the mine layer HMS Port Napier. The boat was so heavily laden that the side tubes only had about 8 inches of freeboard sticking up proud above the water. We just couldn’t make more than 7–8 knots flat out with my 35 hp engine. There was not even the slimmest of chances that we would get up on the plane.


We laboured, painfully slowly across the sea loch Loch Alsh, towards Skye. Thankfully it was pretty calm, as even in the short seas, waves would wash completely over the bow, flooding the boat before passing out at the stern through the elephant trunk self drainer. I remember thinking that at least the boat would be lighter on the way back because all the air tanks would be empty.


We would also memorise ‘no stop’ dive times for different maximum depths – that is the length of time you could stay at a certain depth and still be able to swim straight to the surface without any ‘dangerous’ decompression stops. We would use a cheap digital watch to note our dive time underwater and would always use the ‘no stop’ time for the maximum depth we reached during the dive. If you went to 35 metres at one point of a dive, your no stop time for the dive was 15 minutes. It didn’t matter if you had only dipped down there for five minutes at the beginning of the dive and then risen up and spent the rest of the dive at 10 metres. We knew that using a square profile for 15 minutes on the bottom at 35 metres (when we had spent most of the dive at 10 metres taking on far less nitrogen) was way over the top – but we had no way of calculating the decompression benefit we were gaining from the shallower depth. Using the deepest depth reached on the dive built in a huge safety factor.


Thankfully, in the late 1980s and early 1990s we saw the widespread introduction of dive computers to the sport. These sense and monitor your depth and time underwater, continuously calculating (using specially developed decompression software programmes) how long you can stay down before having to carry out a decompression stop. Instead of a square profile based on the deepest depth reached, dive computers take into account all the various levels you might be at during the one single dive. Multi-level decompression diving was a huge step forward.


Decompression diving itself was frowned upon and considered to be fraught with danger. Much better not to get into that danger area and do a ‘no stop’ dive where you could ascend straight to the surface. This straight ascent without stopping is in turn now hugely frowned upon, even on the simplest shallow dive. On a dive where you don’t need to carry out any formal decompression stops, you still carry out a safety decompression stop at the end for a few minutes at 6 metres to let any rogue bubbles in your system escape.


When we first started looking at straying into the length of dive that would require decompression stops we thought it hugely unfamiliar and dangerous if we racked up decompression stops of a few minutes. Every dive I do nowadays is a decompression dive and more often than not I am carrying out inwater decompression stops from 30 minutes to often well in excess of over an hour – something completely alien to us in the 1980s.


I gave up wet suit diving in 1984 and got myself a second-hand Poseidon 8mm red neoprene dry suit, which I acquired in a dodgy straight exchange for a wide-angle Nikonos underwater camera viewfinder that I had found lying on the seabed on a dive, dropped aeons before by an unlucky diver.


With a few years wet suit diving under my belt, the cumbersome, restrictive and hugely buoyant dry suit was an eye opener and it took some time getting used to. I didn’t get any training on it at all – it was just a case of trying it out and seeing what happened. There weren’t any dry suit introduction course badges to be won then.


I had no idea what weight to carry to counteract this new hugely increased buoyancy and I still remember my first dry suit dive vividly. It was an experiment with something new and unfamiliar, a battle to physically haul myself down the shot-line against the buoyancy of the suit – of course I had failed to get all the air out of it properly.


Once I got down a few metres and the water pressure compressed the suit and air inside, I overcame the buoyancy of the alien suit and got down to the wreck – but I spent the whole of the dive worrying about how I was going to surface at a reasonable speed and avoid an ascent like a Polaris missile, spiralling out of control and getting faster and faster as the air in my suit expanded in volume many times. You have never seen anyone as happy as I was when I managed to navigate back to the shot-line to ascend. I think I can’t be the only diver who has ascended from depth clinging grimly onto the shot-line to stay down whilst my feet swung up above me to point to the surface. I think I even lifted the wreck we were tied to up by a few feet, and I’m sure you could see my face flushed red with embarrassment from the shore when I surfaced.


As diving suits progressed, so did the undergarments that went beneath your dry suit. The original woolly bear undersuit seemed great at the time – but why were they always blue? In reality they were fine for thick neoprene suits, but poor when thin membrane dry suits (which don’t have their own insulation like neoprene suits) appeared on the scene again. We have now progressed to fantastically warm under-suits using fabric technology developed to keep polar explorers and Everest climbers warm – a magical material that cleverly wicks sweat away from your skin and even if your dry suit floods is still 80% efficient at keeping you warm.


The scuba tanks we used also progressed from low-pressure tanks that held 210 bar of air (210 times atmospheric pressure) to 232 bar tanks and then to 300 bar tanks. These higher-pressure tanks allowed you to carry a lot more air in the same tank. More air = longer underwater. Better dive suits and undergarments and more air = longer, more comfortable dives at greater depths.


We doubled up our single air tanks into manifolded twin-sets so we could carry even more air underwater, go even deeper and stay longer. We had entered the world of decompression diving – deep air diving – a form of diving that would be king for a decade. And yet, all of us who made the transition during the 1980s from a low-tech diving scene to a much more technical scene had no idea how the introduction of mixed gas diving in the 1990s would radically change our diving with another quantum leap forward. But more of that later.


The new technology made diving in places like Scapa Flow even more rewarding. Scapa Flow is known around the world as the last resting place of the remaining dreadnoughts from the German World War I High Seas Fleet and is without doubt one of the world’s top dive sites. Most divers will make the pilgrimage there to dive these sunken relics of a bygone era at least once in their career. Some come back year after year, learning more about these warships with every visit. Some divers visit once – and simply never leave. I have been going back there once or twice a year for nearly 30 years and it is a pleasure to see and spend time with the local folk I know as well as meeting divers who I see returning year after year – sometimes several times in the same year.


Divers talk in awe of the German wrecks at Scapa Flow – and every diver has a favourite. To be a true wreck diver you have to understand the wreck you are diving on, to appreciate what you are looking at. To understand Scapa Flow, you need to understand something of the history that makes it such a special place for divers.


At the very end of World War I, the German Imperial Navy’s High Seas Fleet of some 74 warships was taken into internment at Scapa Flow as a condition of the Armistice that had halted the fighting in November 1918.


The interned dreadnought Fleet was made up of five battle cruisers, 11 battleships, eight light cruisers and 50 destroyers and it languished at anchor under guard for seven long, cold months from November through the fierce northern winter of 1918/1919.


Built up over the preceding 20 years in a naval arms race with Britain, the High Seas Fleet had been created at huge cost to the German nation to challenge the traditional naval supremacy of Britain. However, the High Seas Fleet had not been surrendered to the Allies, nor had it been crushed in any sea battle. For as German land forces faced outright defeat during 1918 and their leaders pressed for surrender terms with the Allies, the Armistice had been negotiated to halt the fighting whilst the two sides thrashed out a final deal for peace. The High Seas Fleet (which had not fought against the Royal Navy in any significant fleet action since the Battle of Jutland in 1916) had survived the War relatively intact and still would pose a significant threat should the Armistice break down and the fighting recommence.


Therefore, as a condition of the Armistice, the High Seas Fleet would be taken into internment and be heavily guarded at Scapa Flow, until the Treaty of Versailles was finalised and determined its fate.


Once the Armistice was called, arrangements were made by the Allies to receive the High Seas Fleet into internment. The entire British Grand Fleet rendezvoused at an agreed location in the North Sea with the High Seas Fleet to escort it to Scapa Flow, where it was thought the German Fleet could be kept safely under guard. No such combined sea force had ever been gathered before – a staggering 90,000 men were afloat, on a grand total of 370 warships. The British Fleet took no risk of any German treachery. Their guns were loaded and crews were at action stations, alertly looking out for any signs of trouble.




[image: ]The German World War I High Seas Fleet at anchor in Scapa Flow prior to the scuttling in 1919.





The British Grand Fleet split into two long lines of battleships, 6 miles apart and stretching out of sight over the horizon into the distance. The German High Seas Fleet then sailed in single column into the passage thus created – flanked on both sides by the lines of British warships which escorted it on the long voyage up to internment at Scapa Flow. Once the combined Fleets reached Scapa Flow, the German ships were lined up in neat compact rows in their pre-designated anchorages, with up to three or four of the smaller vessels moored to a single buoy.


The German warships – although under Allied guard – were interned (not surrendered) and thus legally remained German property. The bulk of the 20,000 German sailors who had brought the Fleet to Scapa Flow were repatriated, leaving only a skeleton crew (of up to 200 on the larger ships) on each vessel. No British guards were permitted aboard the German ships, which were also prohibited from flying the German Imperial Navy ensign with its black cross and eagle.


The German sailors who remained behind in Scapa Flow had to endure a savage, long Orcadian winter as their cold, damp ships swung at their moorings. They were not allowed ashore and all their provisions other than water and coal had to be sent to them from Germany. The peace negotiations dragged on as Germany and the Allies made demand and counter-demand. The snows and cold of the 1918 winter gave way to the spring of 1919 – and then in turn to early summer. And still the German ships swung at their moorings.


Then, after seven months of this hell, Rear Admiral Ludwig von Reuter (in charge of the German High Seas Fleet) learned from a four-day-old newspaper given to him by the British that the Armistice was due to end on 21 June 1919. He read that the peace negotiations were in trouble and the reports indicated that it was unlikely that an agreement would be reached. He concluded that if the peace negotiations broke down then the fighting would start again. Manned by a skeleton crew and with its guns disarmed, his Fleet could not defend itself if the British tried to seize it when the Armistice ended. That had to be avoided at all costs.


At 9.00 a.m. on the 21 June – the very day the newspaper reports had indicated to Reuter that the Armistice would end – to the surprise of the Germans, the British battleships of the Grand Fleet sailed out of the Flow with their supporting cruisers and destroyers leaving only two serviceable destroyers on guard duty. The Armistice had been extended by two days and they were under instructions to be back in the Flow by then to deal with any trouble that might arise should the Armistice not be further extended. Did Reuter know about the extension? The jury is still out on that one.


At 10.00 a.m. von Reuter appeared in full dress uniform on the quarterdeck of his flagship, the cruiser Emden. Reuter proudly bore the insignia of his highest decorations around his neck and his Iron Cross and other medals were pinned to the breast of his frock coat. He studied his ships through a telescope and was advised by one of his staff that the British Fleet had left on exercise earlier that morning. He could hardly believe his luck. Reuter issued an order that the international code flags ‘DG’ be raised on Emden. This alerted officers on the other ships that they should be alert and watch for other orders.


At 10.30 a.m. Rear Admiral von Reuter addressed an attendant signaller and shortly afterwards a string of command flags appeared over his ship, even although this was well outside the permitted times for issuing signals. The order read ‘PARAGRAPH 11. BESTÄTIGEN’: ‘Paragraph 11. Confirm’. The prearranged coded order to the commanders of the other ships in the Fleet to scuttle had just been given.




[image: ]The German battleship Bayern goes down by the stern during the scuttling of the entire Fleet at Scapa Flow on 21 June 1919.





The details of the plan to scuttle the Fleet had been finalised four days earlier on 17 June with a view to avoiding the Allies seizing the powerful warships (unbeknown to Reuter, the Allies had formulated just such a plan months before, as part of their contingency planning).
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