
PROLOGUE

WE HAVE A PROBLEM

�
‘The gold on that wreck is further away than the sur-

face of the moon. It took the American astronauts
two and a quarter days to travel back from the moon; it’ll
take seven days in decompression to bring you back just
eight hundred feet from the floor of the ocean.’

I paused to let that sink in, looking around the circle of
faces in front of me, twelve of the best deep divers in the
world. Like everyone else on the ship, they were working
under the standard terms of business for treasure divers and
underwater salvage men: ‘No Cure, No Pay’. They stood to
gain tens of thousands of pounds each if we found the gold;
if we didn’t, they wouldn’t get a penny. My own risk was
even more extreme. True, I’d get millions if we found the
gold, but if we didn’t, I’d be bankrupt, saddled with debts
that I’d never be able to clear.

‘Don’t think about the gold, keep this in mind instead.
This is the Arctic, not the North Sea. If things go wrong
here, there’ll be no helicopters, lifeboats or rescue ships to
help us out.

‘We’re on our own. None of us have ever dived to such
depths, in such icy waters, for such a length of time before.

‘This is saturation diving. Once you’re inside that com-
pression chamber, you’re in there for as long as the job takes
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– six weeks if it goes well, eight weeks or even more if it
doesn’t. There are plenty of people trained in first aid on
board, but there’s no paramedic and no doctor. Your mates
in the chamber can stop minor bleeding and deal with
simple injuries. They can’t fix compound fractures, repair
severed arteries or sew back missing limbs. If anyone’s badly
injured, it will take an absolute minimum of twenty-four
hours to fly in a doctor and get him into the chamber with
you. By that time, it may be too late.

‘Think safety above everything else. We want to find the
gold, but we want to bring a full dive team back with us as
well. Every item of equipment must be checked, rechecked
and then checked again, every time it’s taken out. If the hot-
water system for the suit fails, for instance, you’ll be dead in
a couple of minutes.

‘Storms can blow up here without warning and even if
the weather is kind, there is always a risk that the dynamic
positioning will fail – it happened often enough in the
North Sea.’ There were grim smiles and nods from the
divers who had worked there.

‘If the DP fails, the mother ship will start drifting off
station while you’re still inside the wreck – a steel box full
of jagged edges. If the dive supervisor tells you to return to
the bell for any reason, do so at once. I don’t care if you’re
holding a gold bar in your hands at the time, drop it and
return to the bell. We can always go back for the gold later,
we can’t go back for you.

‘We won’t even be able to go back for the gold if you
don’t take maximum care as you work. It’s stored in the
bomb room, the most secure part of the ship. It’s also, sur-
prisingly enough, the place where they stored the bombs. If
the gold is still there, it’ll be surrounded by unexploded
shells, bombs and ammunition. Try not to use your oxy-
acetylene cutting gear on any of them.’
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There were a few strained smiles. The tension was
obvious in all of them. Even the most experienced diver is
nervous before his first dive on any new job, let alone one
to these depths. I knew the thoughts going through their
minds only too well: ‘Have I lost it? Can I still hack it?’

It was time to wind up the team talk. I nodded to Mike
Stewart the dive controller. ‘Okay, they’re all yours.’

The shift supervisor, Derek ‘Cyclops’ Hesketh winked at
me with his one good eye and then gave a terse briefing on
the technical details of the dive. ‘Right,’ he concluded. ‘It’ll
take five hours to blow you down to five hundred feet.
We’ll stabilise you there for six hours and then we’ll go the
rest of the way at half-rate, so it’ll take the neck-end of six-
teen hours altogether. After that we’re ready to go to work.
Any questions?’

They all shook their heads.
‘Okay. Time for blow-down. Good luck.’
I stood at the side of the lurid orange compression cham-

ber and shook hands with each of the divers as they filed
inside. Jim Tucker was the last to go in. I knew him of old,
from our days working in the North Sea together. As I
grasped his hand, I winked at him. ‘Don’t leave any down
there, Jim.’

He laughed. ‘Didn’t you know, Keith? You always leave
ten per cent as a tip.’

The door clanged shut. A few moments later there was a
high-pitched whine as gas started pouring into the chamber.
The divers were now beyond recall, still on the surface but
already beginning to feel the pressure of a drop into the
ocean depths.

We arrived at 72.06N, 35.09W – the position of the
wreck – late in the morning of 3 September. We’d left three
Aquafix beacons at the wreck site when we sailed away in
May, but as the captain, Ronnie Gotz, began sending out
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the signal to activate each one in turn, his face grew longer.
The first two were dead as hammers and would not respond.
Heart in mouth, I waited as he tried the third, then heaved
a sigh of relief as he nodded. ‘It’s functioning.’

Using the Stephaniturm’s thrusters we began positioning
the ship directly over the wreck. In the small hours of the
following morning, Friday, 4 September, we were ready to
lower a pan-and-tilt camera to the sea-bed to check that
nothing had moved or changed since the last voyage. We
clustered around the monitor screens watching the grey,
spectral images as the camera explored the wreck.

A soft, silent rain of microscopic sediment and debris fell
constantly in the black depths far below us, clouding our
vision of the ship, which lay on its port side at the bottom
of the ocean – a real lucky break, the bomb room was on the
starboard side. Had the ship been lying on that side, it would
have been twenty times more difficult to cut a way through
the tangle of twisted steel to the gold.

Suddenly a huge feature loomed out of the murk. It was
one of the cruiser’s 6-inch gun turrets. There was a buzz of
excitement. The camera panned on, scanning across a gap-
ing hole in the side of the ship, blasted by one of the German
torpedoes that had sunk her almost forty years before. If the
bomb room had not also been blown apart, the gold lay not
far from that torpedo hole.

We were now ready to begin the dives. The first job was
to place two replacement transponders on the sea-bed, to
help the vessel on the surface take up any position required
above the wreck. The second and most vital task was to sur-
vey the bomb room area, to dispel any remaining worries
that the gold had spilled out after the strike by the German
torpedo. It would also help us decide on the final plan for
gaining entry into the bomb room.

A few minutes before 4 a.m. the first divers transferred
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from the deck compression chamber to the diving bell.
There had been fierce competition among them for the
right to make the first dive. An Australian, a New Zealander
and an Englishman – Banjo West, John Diamond and Brian
Cutler – had been given the privilege. They were three very
experienced divers, all ex-Royal Navy men.

Already under a pressure equivalent to a depth of 750
feet, they crawled through the narrow trunking into the
cramped diving bell. The bell was designed for two divers,
but it was big by normal standards and the dive controllers
had decided on three-man dives for safety reasons. There
would then be two divers working in the wreck while the
third stayed in the bell, ready to respond to any emergency.

The divers’ umbilicals – the hoses that carry the helium/
oxygen mixture they breathe, the circulating hot water that
stops them dying from hypothermia and the communica-
tions cables linking them with the surface – had also been
lengthened as another safety measure. Even though all the
special tools and cutting equipment were lowered in a
separate basket, three burly divers and two huge umbilicals,
each as thick as a man’s forearm, made the bell very full
indeed.

Good housekeeping inside a diving bell is always essen-
tial. You must have clear access to all the dive controls and
clear sight of the many gauges inside the bell. Even on a
routine dive it isn’t good practice to have umbilical cords in
a tangle all over the place. With space at such a premium on
this dive it was even more vital.

At 4.06, the bell was finally uncoupled from the chambers
and the winch ground into life, hauling it off the deck. The
bell rocked gently to and fro as it dangled from its lifting arm
over the ship’s moon-pool, then dropped slowly out of sight
beneath the water. (On some ships the diving bell was low-
ered over the stern or side of the ship. A moon-pool

WE HAVE A PROBLEM

5

7797_Jessop Pro-11_v.qxd  1/9/01  8:31 AM  Page 5



enclosed within the ship’s hull, gave the bell additional pro-
tection as it was raised or lowered.) The ripples from the
splash subsided almost at once and there was nothing to see
but the cables unwinding steadily from the huge drum as the
bell made its long, slow descent into the inky darkness
where the wreck lay, exactly 803 feet below us.

I scanned the horizon as the ship rocked slowly in the
swell. The weather looked set fair, the wind a southerly
Force 4 or 5. The moderate conditions would be a big relief
to the divers. On this operation we could not use the heave-
compensation system which ensured that the bell didn’t rise
and fall with the motion of the ship on the surface – sea-
sickness in the bell can be a bit of a nuisance, to say the least.
A large compensation weight was normally lowered to the
sea-bed and the bell was then raised and lowered down two
guide-wires fixed to the weight. Because of our exposed
position in the Barents Sea, however, with no help to hand
should things go wrong, the weight was to be suspended just
above the highest point of the wreck, rather than sitting on
the sea-bed. Then if the DP system on the ship malfunc-
tioned and the vessel drifted off station, the weight would
not foul in the wreck and become fast.

It was the safe decision, but it meant that the divers would
be at the mercy of the surface sea conditions. In a heavy
swell, even at a depth of over 750 feet, the bell would still
be rising and falling quickly by twenty or thirty feet.

I turned to head for the dive-control shack to watch the
pictures from the camera mounted on the outside of the
bell. I sat next to the dive superintendent, Mike O’Meara,
as the divers went through their checks at each stage of the
descent. They kept up the usual stream of banter with
Derek, their voices distorted into Minnie Mouse speech by
the helium/oxygen mix, but there was tension and maybe
just a little fear in their voices. I knew exactly what they
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were feeling. There is always tension before the first dive of
a new operation, let alone one to these depths, but it’s
similar to parachuting; once you get there and step outside,
the fear goes.

The diving bell came to a stop with its normal jerk, at a
depth of 750 feet. In the pool of light that surrounded it, I
could just make out a small part of the massive wreck below
them.

‘Bell checks completed.’ The pressure inside and outside
the bell had equalised, allowing the hatch inside the bell to
be swung soundlessly upwards and locked back. The divers
immediately began dumping out the heavy, coiled umbili-
cals to make more room inside the bell.

Suddenly there was the first warning of danger. The life-
support team technician called urgently to Derek. ‘CO2’s
building up.’

‘How serious?’
‘Bad and getting worse.’
I glanced across at the gauges. The CO2 levels were

already dangerously high and still moving slowly upwards.
There was no time for delay.

Derek shot a questioning look at Don Rodocker, who
was monitoring the flow of gases to the bell. We were using
his gas-recirculating system for the first time. The phenom-
enal cost savings would be no compensation if the system
didn’t work.

Don shook his head. ‘There’s no fault here. The CO2
scrubbers are functioning perfectly.’

‘So what is going wrong?’ Derek asked, swinging his
chair around to look at Mike.

Mike shrugged. ‘I don’t know. In trying to make it safer
for them in the wreck, perhaps we’ve made it more danger-
ous in the bell. Too many men and too much gear in too
small a space, trying to work too hard and too fast for the
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depth. Let’s worry about it when we’ve got them back up
here.’

Derek nodded and snapped into action. ‘Abort the dive.’
As he spoke to the divers, he was careful to keep his voice
neutral. If they panicked they would die. ‘Divers, we have a
small problem up here, nothing serious, but we’re aborting
the dive.’

There was a long pause before a response came in. ‘What
was that?’ Banjo asked.

The biggest danger in carbon-dioxide poisoning is that
the divers themselves don’t realise there is a problem until
too late. They become sluggish, don’t respond to instruc-
tions, and can slip into unconsciousness and possibly death
in a matter of minutes.

I was now desperately worried, but powerless to inter-
vene. I had contracted this dive team to do the job; I could
not interfere now. The divers’ lives were in the hands of
Derek and his back-up team. I had to trust his judgement.

Mike shot another worried look at Derek and voiced my
thoughts for me. ‘We’re losing them.’

Derek nodded and immediately thumbed his radio mike.
‘Abort the dive now.’

There was no response.
‘Diver, do you read me? Abort the dive.’
Still there was no reply.
‘Banjo!’ Derek shouted.
‘Yeah, s’all right, Cyclops,’ came a drowsy voice, the

Minnie Mouse tones slowed almost to normal speed.
Derek immediately barked into the radio again. ‘Confirm

aborting dive.’
I scanned the gauges again. The CO2 level was still inch-

ing steadily upwards. As they said on Apollo 13, ‘We have a
problem.’ The only difference was that Apollo 13 was under
just one atmosphere of pressure. The diving bell was at one
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for every 33 feet it had descended, a crushing total of 23
atmospheres.

Once more Derek had to repeat the command before he
got a response: ‘Aborting dive.’

The needles on the gauges still crept upwards. I could
imagine just what it was like inside that bell, the divers in
their bulky suits, with little space to move, trying as hard as
their befuddled minds would allow to retrieve the umbili-
cals hanging outside the bell. They could cut them instead,
but it would take even more energy and time than stowing
them.

We could do nothing for the divers until we had them
back on the surface. We could not get them there until they
had secured the bell. If they did not get the top door closed,
they would be dead. Without that seal to maintain the pres-
sure inside the chamber, we could not bring the bell back to
the surface. If we tried to do so, they would all die from
massive attacks of the bends.

Derek now started to coax, shout and bully the divers to
keep them from slipping into unconsciousness. ‘Begin stow-
ing the umbilicals immediately.’

Once more there was the same heart-stopping pause
before the response ‘Okay surface’ came in from the bell.
Banjo’s voice was even fainter and weaker this time.

‘Danger level.’
The life-support technician’s warning was superfluous.

We could hear the divers talking to each other as they tried
to haul in the thick, unwieldy umbilicals. As they worked,
they kept complaining of tiredness – another classic symp-
tom of CO2 poisoning – and their movements were desper-
ately slow and clumsy. We sat helpless in the control shack,
listening as their voices grew steadily slower and more
slurred.

Derek kept up a constant dialogue with them, but each
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long silence before they responded gnawed at our nerves. If
they succumbed to the CO2 poisoning, there would be no
drama, no famous last words. There would just be a silence
that would grow and grow until there was no longer any
doubt. The seconds would tick into minutes, as we called
again and again on the radio, but received no reply.

We could wait and wait and wait, but finally we would
have to take the decision to raise the bell, its door still open
and the umbilicals trailing below it. As it rose through the
depths, every vessel and organ in the men’s bodies would
rupture, still saturated with helium and oxygen at the mas-
sive pressure of the ocean floor.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE JAY STREET GANG

�
My lifelong pursuit of riches from the sea began in the

least likely of places and I was the least likely of
people to end up chasing millions of pounds worth of gold
at the bottom of the ocean. Keighley was a nondescript
Yorkshire town of fraying textile mills and worn-out engi-
neering factories. It is about as far from the sea as you can get
in northern England, though you wouldn’t have known it
from the aroma surrounding our house. Across the alley at
the back was a fishmonger’s yard strewn with fish crates and
bins full of bones and skin. On hot days the stench was over-
powering.

My only contact with water in my early years was the tin
tubful warmed in front of the fire for the weekly hot bath
on Friday night, but I was fascinated by the sea long before
I first clapped eyes on it. One typically grey and wet
Keighley afternoon, I and my mates were whiling away the
time in the public library when I came across a picture book
about famous shipwrecks and the treasures lost with them.

While my mates flicked paper pellets at each other and
surreptitiously carved their initials in the tables, I sat spell-
bound, staring at the illustrations and poring over the stories
of Spanish galleons, doubloons and pieces of eight. From
then on I devoured every book about shipwrecks and pirates
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that I could get my hands on, and I knew Treasure Island
almost by heart.

As soon as I learned to swim, I used to leave the jostling
mass of bodies in the shallow end and dive to the bottom of
the pool, imagining myself prising fabulous pearls from giant
clams on the sea-bed or finding pirate treasure chests spilling
gold and jewels. It was a hard fantasy to sustain at the bot-
tom of a municipal swimming bath in Keighley, but I gave
it my best shot.

In summer, we swam in the River Aire which flowed
through the town and I’d scour the river-bed for treasure,
emerging with an old glass bottle or a metal cigar tube, as
pleased as if I’d found a gold bar.

My first sight of the sea was on a day-trip to Morecambe.
To my eyes the grey ocean reaching to the horizon con-
cealed a mountain of gold, though the only things I got from
beneath the waves that day was a carton of potted shrimps
and a couple of shells I found amongst the shingle. I carried
the shells in my pockets for weeks and was heartbroken
when I lost them.

As I grew up and left school, the dreams of buried trea-
sure began to fade. I had other things on my mind. What
spare time I had was filled with a series of progressively more
dangerous sports, including cycle-racing, potholing, rock-
climbing and finally diving.

My first-ever dive could have killed me, so little did I
know about the sport and its dangers, but it was enough to
rekindle all those burning childhood dreams. From then on,
diving was my sole obsession. I and a few friends formed a
local branch of the British Sub-Aqua Club and scraped
together enough money for some rudimentary equipment.

My first dives in icy lakes and rivers were for my own
pure pleasure, but then came one that was the last act in a
tragedy for someone else. A small boy had slipped and fallen
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into the River Aire in Keighley and drowned. Another boy
had been with him, but he’d been warned by his parents
never to go near the river and was so scared of the punish-
ment he’d get for disobeying them that he said nothing
about the drowning for five days.

Knowing nothing of the tragedy, the police began a
search, making house-to-house enquiries and combing
waste ground and outbuildings. Volunteers helped them to
scour the moors above Keighley for any trace of the missing
boy, but it was only when the distraught parents made a
public appeal for information that his friend broke down and
told his own parents what had happened.

A police diving team then tried to find the body for a
further two days without success, though they were ham-
pered by heavy rain and flooding which reduced under-
water visibility to inches.

We offered them the use of our compressor, saving them
the fifty-mile round trip to Wakefield to refill their air
bottles, but they snubbed us. They were even less enthusi-
astic when we also volunteered to help with the underwater
search. I heard the words, ‘Here come the glory-seekers,’ as
we approached the river. We ignored the insult and even-
tually, when they could still find no trace of the boy, they
swallowed their pride and asked us if we would do a search.

The place where the boy had gone missing was known as
the S-bend. I’d spent countless idyllic summer afternoons
there as a kid, playing on the banks and swimming in the
river. On our way down to the river, we used to go through
a scrapyard and pinch spears – decorative iron railings cut
down and sent for scrap to aid the war effort. Armed with
these, we’d dodge the owner of the scrapyard and spend the
day using our trophies to dig caves in the riverbank. Before
we went home, we’d hurl our spears far out into the river.

When we began the search for the boy, the first thing I

THE JAY STREET GANG

13

7797_Jessop Pro-11_v.qxd  1/9/01  8:31 AM  Page 13



put my hand on as I swam along the bottom was one of
those iron spears. I picked it up, bridging twenty years in an
instant. I laid it down again as we cut out towards the deep-
est part of the river, where my eye was momentarily caught
by something white sticking out of the sand. I was just about
to pass it when I realised that it was the rubber strip on the
sole of a child’s baseball boot. I half-turned back and
stretched out my hand to pick it up. As soon as my fingers
closed around it, I realised this was not just a shoe. I had
found the missing child.

He was lying face down, completely buried in the sand. I
pulled slowly on the exposed part of his leg. After a week in
the water, it was stark white and swollen; it had a crease at
the knee like a baby. I took hold of the leg and pulled again,
giving an involuntary shudder at the feel of the soft, pulpy
flesh.

The lower half of the body rose out of the sand. The boy
had been wearing jeans and a T-shirt – any kid, from any-
where. One leg of the jeans had ridden up above his knee,
exposing the bloated white leg, marked with the usual
schoolboy assortment of bumps and scrapes – a purple bruise
on the shin, a graze on the knee.

I took hold of the shirt and gently pulled the rest of him
free of the sand. He was curled into the foetal position.
There was a shiny new watch on his left wrist, a gift from
his parents just a week before. I’d seen it mentioned in the
story of his disappearance in the local paper. As I turned him
on to his back to carry him up to the surface, I caught sight
of his face. It was still contorted in its death agony, eyes
staring, mouth wide open in a silent scream.

I cradled him in my arms and swam to the surface, then
kicked for the bank. As I reached the shallows, I got awk-
wardly to my feet, still clutching the body to my chest.
There were shouts from the policemen waiting on the bank.
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A man walking his dog and a courting couple strolling by
the river stopped and turned to see what had caused the
commotion. Their faces blanched as they saw the river
giving up its dead.

As I reached up to hand the body to a policeman on the
bank above me I took my last look at the small figure in my
arms. He could easily have been my own boy, Graham.
There was a lump in my throat and tears were trickling
down the policeman’s face as he took the child from me and
wrapped him in a blanket, hiding him from the eyes of the
passers-by.

Long after an ambulance had taken the body away to the
mortuary and the police had packed up and gone, I sat
huddled on the riverbank staring into the water, thinking
about the waste of a young life and how easily my own
childhood could have ended the same way.

I was born in 1933, the depths of the Depression. My
mother, Hannah, was a seventeen-year-old mill girl. I don’t
know who my father was – my mother never told me and I
never asked, but all my childhood I had the stigma of being
illegitimate, the only boy in my class without a father. Few
called me a bastard to my face, however, for I soon learned
how to fight; I had to, Keighley was a tough town in those
days.

My mother was small and painfully thin but she was also
surprisingly strong and fearsomely strict. Like almost every-
one else in the town, she worked in the textile industry, as
a spinner. She grafted from 7.30 in the morning until 5.30
in the evening and when she came home, she tackled the
housework with a rare ferocity. Everything from the furni-
ture to the oilcloth on the floor gleamed from daily polish-
ing and she scoured the front doorstep so hard she almost
wore it away.

THE JAY STREET GANG
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We lived with my grandparents in a terraced house in
West Lane, the oldest and poorest area of the town; two of
the town workhouses were just around the corner. We were
always skint but in those hungry years my mother thought
herself lucky to have any work at all. My grandfather had
known even harder times. Frail and whippet-thin, with a
pair of wire-rimmed glasses perched on the end of his nose,
he’d tell me of the time he’d walked all the way from
Keighley to Settle – around thirty miles – in the hope of a
job. They gave him a shovel and, shoulder-to-shoulder with
a few hundred other hungry men, he dug the reservoir
which supplies Keighley’s water.

Our diet was very basic: mostly bread and jam, or if we
were lucky, bread and dripping. My grandmother baked the
bread and I can still remember the delicious smell that
greeted me every Tuesday when the week’s supply was
brought out of the oven. We didn’t starve, but there was no
money for even the smallest luxury. Very occasionally I’d
manage to wheedle a halfpenny out of my grandad for a
gobstopper, but that visit to the sweet shop would have to
last me for weeks.

The annual holiday was exactly that, a single day – if my
mother could scrape the money together. Even Christmas
brought few treats. I’d hang up a pillow case on Christmas
Eve and wake the next morning to find it stuffed with old
newspapers and cotton wool. Hidden inside would be a
couple of tinny metal toys or whatever else my mother could
afford.

My grandparents both died before I was five and soon
afterwards my mother moved in with Tom Leonard, a spin-
ning overlooker at the mill where she worked. He was a
small man with wispy ginger hair and had a house near the
Keighley rugby league ground.

Their relationship quickly turned sour. Tommy came in
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from work every Saturday lunchtime and changed into his
best blue suit with a gold watch-chain across the waistcoat.
A couple of medals that he’d won years before playing foot-
ball for Keighley Town hung from the chain. He’d give his
gleaming brown shoes a final polish and then he was off to
the Dyers’ Club for the rest of the day. There were always
furious arguments when he came in after closing time, full
of drink. I used to curl up in bed, wishing they would stop
fighting. Even when he was sober, the house was full of
bitterness and rancour. If a row was not already on the boil,
one was invariably about to break.

He didn’t treat me badly, but there was always a barrier
between us; I was very aware that he wasn’t my father.
Whenever I could, I escaped into the back streets of
Lawkholme, in the Keighley district, with my gang of
mates, the lads who lived in my very local area – the three
streets surrounding my home. We called ourselves the Jay
Street Gang. We felt like brothers and looked like them too,
all dressed in shapeless, threadbare reach-me-downs and
heavy boots or clogs, with our heads shaven like convicts.
Mothers believed in getting full value for money from the
barber in those days.

Only the worst weather forced us indoors and the happi-
est times of my childhood were spent in the streets or up on
the moors. At weekends and holidays I was out of the house
from eight in the morning until I ran in for a slice of bread
and dripping at teatime. Then I was off out again until dark.
We played piggy-stick, kick-can, football and cricket, and in
between times, we fought like cat and dog with other gangs
in the vicinity. The gang’s cricket bat was cut from a plank
of wood and the wicket was the pig-bin in the street. The
pigs wouldn’t have grown very fat on the scraps from our
neighbourhood, but there was one on every corner to col-
lect waste food as part of the war effort.

THE JAY STREET GANG
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I was just six when war broke out. The greengrocer came
round on his horse and cart, shouting that we were going to
fight Germany again. My gang thought this was great news
and we invented a new set of games, using guns made out
of pieces of wood. The war also added a whole new dimen-
sion to the pitched battles fought in the school playground
every lunchtime.

Many of Keighley’s young men went to fight and many
of them – including one of my uncles – didn’t return, but
the war wasn’t all bad news for the town. It ended the
depression in the textile mills and created a new industry:
munitions. There was work for everyone at better rates of
pay; my mother even saved enough to rent our very first
radio relay. Even rationing caused few complaints. People in
more affluent areas may have complained about the restric-
tions, but the weekly ration was far better and more varied
than our normal diet – even the notorious powdered egg
was something of a treat.

The army arrived in numbers to begin training and exer-
cising on the moors above the town, and to the delight of
everyone at my school, the park opposite the playground
filled up with tanks, trucks and armoured vehicles. We soon
grew bold enough to walk through the lines of vehicles,
chatting to the soldiers and nicking live ammunition from
the piles of crates lying around. Every kid had a few live .303
rounds or the even more desirable 9mm ones in their
pockets; we used them as currency. The brother of one of
my mates tried to make a cigarette lighter from a stolen tank
shell, however – he was sawing off the head when it
exploded. I saw the ambulance take him to hospital, blood
streaming from his head. He lost the sight of one eye and
was disfigured for life.

It’s astonishing that there weren’t more disasters, for we
all took terrifying risks with the stolen ammo. One of our
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new games was to light a fire in the cellar, throw a handful
of live rounds on to the flames and then run for cover as
bullets ricocheted all over the place. The trick was to keep
count of the bangs and not come out until all the rounds
were spent. We put new heads on the spent cases and fright-
ened other kids senseless by hitting the caps with a nail. The
faint of heart soon disappeared.

We soon found an even more dangerous game. We set
off on our rattle-trap bicycles one day and had been crank-
ing along for an hour or so when we came to some Nissen
huts spaced at 400-yard intervals along a deserted moorland
road. The huts had no security whatsoever, not even a door;
there were just strips of canvas at the front and rear. When
we lifted the canvas, we saw boxes of ammunition stacked
from floor to ceiling. I instantly recognised the boxes hold-
ing the familiar .303 and 9mm rounds but there were other
boxes that I’d never seen before.

We prised off one lid and found ourselves staring wide-
eyed at neat rows of grenades. Luckily we talked ourselves out
of experimenting with them but we couldn’t resist taking
some detonators we found in a metal box, even though we
didn’t have a clue what they were. We did recognise the
firing caps on them, however, so we cut off the caps, leaving
just the short fuse and the detonator. We were all delighted
with our booty. Bonfire Night was looming and we reckoned
we’d found a free alternative to the usual penny bangers.

Back in Keighley, our pockets full of fuses, we sneaked
into a back street and jammed the top part of a detonator
into a gap in the red brick wall. We tried and failed to light
the fuse with a match. Undeterred, we shortened the fuse
and tried again. We’d just about given up and were standing
around long-faced when there was an enormous bang. Half
the wall blew out and we ran for our lives through a cloud
of thick, brown and very acrid smoke.
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My illegitimacy had long ceased to be an issue among the
members of my gang, but it was partly responsible for the
difficulties I experienced at school. I wasn’t thick, just rebel-
lious. I always had plenty to say and could out-think most of
my classmates, but I wasted the opportunities that came my
way. My teachers saw me as arrogant, shiftless and lazy –
they were probably right – and eventually most washed their
hands of me, other than to cane me hard and often.

One of my teachers, ‘Pop’ Walker, used the ultimate
weapon, a cut-down hickory shaft from a golf club he affec-
tionately called ‘GC’. Most of the school went in fear of an
encounter with GC; a crack on the hand from it certainly
sharpened you up for the rest of the day.

One day I found GC lying on Pop’s desk in the deserted
classroom. It was too good a chance to miss. I stuffed it
down my shirt and into my trousers and disappeared as fast
as my legs could carry me. During woodwork I planed it
down and made it into one of the small wooden crosses we
had to make as test pieces. I then sat in Pop’s class, playing
with my small wooden cross, as he told the whole class what
he would do to the thief who’d stolen his beloved GC if
ever he got hold of him. When I let my classmates in on the
secret, my stock with them went sky high.

After years of rows with my mother about my lousy
school reports, I gave it my best shot in my last year there
and finished up top of the class. The headmaster wanted me
to go on to grammar school, but my mother was having
none of that. ‘No. I’ve kept you long enough.’

I left school at fifteen without a single qualification and as
my mother wished, I went to work in a wool mill. It was a
dead-end job, but it put a few bob in my pocket. If I’d taken
up an apprenticeship in a trade, I’d have earned virtually
nothing for several years, but any numbskull could get
thirteen shillings and sixpence a week in a mill from the
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word go. The work needed no skills or intelligence. It was
just a dull, back-breaking grind from 7.30 to 5.30 every
weekday, with a half-day on Saturday. I stayed a few
months, then moved on. I changed jobs regularly, working
mostly as a labourer on building and demolition sites,
acquiring muscles but few skills.

I spent most of my evenings at the Keighley Youth Club,
where we played endless games of table tennis and danced
to a stack of worn 78s. There I met a girl called Mildred. She
had beautiful, almond-shaped eyes, and when she smiled –
which was often – it lit up the room. She loved dancing too,
which was a serious obstacle to any hopes I had of dating
her, for I danced like a man wearing a deep-sea diving suit.
With a dedication born of desperation I eventually managed
to learn a very basic waltz and a slow foxtrot, though the
way I danced them, only the keenest eye could have spot-
ted the difference.

Beneath the veneer of Yorkshire machismo, I was quite a
shy person and it took me some time to pluck up courage to
ask Mildred out. To my surprise and delight, she accepted at
once. Although I didn’t realise at the time, she’d also had her
eye on me. I was working in demolition at the time and
during her lunch-hour she used to walk down to the centre
of town and watch me knocking down an old church in
Cavendish Street. Whatever it was she saw as I worked on the
steeple was enough to convince her that I was worth a date.

We began going out regularly, but only on weekdays; at
weekends I indulged my other passion, for dangerous sports.
The first was cycle-racing. I joined the Keighley velo club
and soon learned about pain as I tried to keep up with the
older members of the club, but I trained every night and
weekend like a man possessed. I saved five bob a week out of
my wages, gradually building myself a top-class racing bike.

My first race was the Yorkshire championship and I’d
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already decided that I was going to win it. It started from
Skipton with a massed start like a poor man’s Tour de
France, and halfway round the circuit everything was going
to plan. I was tearing along in the leading bunch at thirty
miles per hour over a newly-gravelled road, when there was
a pile-up which hurled me to the ground and nearly skinned
me alive. It was the end of my cycle-racing career. Apart
from my injuries, my £70 bike had been wrecked and I
didn’t have the money or the heart to rebuild it.

I soon had other, even more dangerous crazes to keep me
occupied. Every weekend would see me clinging to the pil-
lion of my friend Arthur ‘Arch’ Brown’s Triumph Speed
Twin – the motor bike at the time – as we burned rubber up
to Ingleton in the Yorkshire Dales, the heart of the best
caving country in the North.

The appeal of crawling up underground stream beds, get-
ting cold and wet, and skinning my knees and elbows,
quickly wore off, and the potholing craze only lasted six
months. Then I found a new and infinitely more exciting
challenge. Just a few miles further along the road from
Ingleton were the towering crags of the Lake District. One
taste of rock-climbing and I was hooked.

I even switched to a Monday-to-Friday job to lengthen
the weekend. Every Friday evening Arch and I would set
off, laden with a ramshackle assortment of ex-War
Department boots and ropes. We made the Langdales our
base and scaled almost every crag in the valley, then tackled
climbs in North Wales and the Isle of Skye. I lived for the
excitement and danger of climbing, of testing myself against
the crags.

Climbing taught me better than anything else how to
make decisions. Could it be climbed at all? Could I do it
without freezing in panic on the rock face or falling to my
death? My unwitting tutor in that vital lesson was a man we
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found stuck to the face of a crag one fine Saturday morning.
Arch and I had made a late start after a heavy night in the
Old Dungeon Ghyll pub, and decided to spend the day
messing about on Raven Crag, a few hundred feet up the
hillside from Dungeon Ghyll itself.

On the way up I took a good look at the route we were
planning to do and noticed a climber on a section called
Holly Tree Traverse, named after the small tree that had
taken root in the middle of the cliff face. At the foot of the
crag we found a tearful woman. She told us her boyfriend
was up on the cliff, but his rope had been hanging motion-
less for some considerable time and there was no response to
her shouts.

I secured a rope around my waist and made a fast climb
up to the traverse. The man was rigid, clinging to the rock
face, too scared to move or even speak. His face was death-
white and there was a sheen of sweat on his forehead. I
talked to him for a few minutes, trying to get him to relax a
little. ‘Everything’s all right now. It’ll be okay. I’ll fix my
rope to you and then you can climb back down. I’ll be hold-
ing you on the rope, so even if you slip or fall, you’ll be in
no danger.’ He gave no sign of having heard me. I tried
again, but though he shifted his gaze slightly to look at me,
he was still petrified, unable to move a muscle.

In the end I called Arch, who also climbed up. We roped
the man between us, then began moving him very slowly
back across the traverse. It took all my strength to prise his
fingers free of the rock and move them a few inches to the
first handhold, but once he was moving, his panic ebbed
enough for him to follow our directions. It took a long time,
but in the end we got him safely off the crag and down to
the waiting arms of his girlfriend. They left vowing eternal
gratitude and promising to leave the price of a few pints
behind the bar of the pub. I got the strong impression that
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it would be some time before the man ventured on to a rock
face again.

It was the first time I’d ever seen someone in such a state
and I took the lesson to heart. I tried to make sure I never
got myself into a position on any climb where I was not in
control, unable to go forward or back. Yet even though we
showed maximum respect for the dangers and difficulties of
the climbs we made, we were very lucky to survive
unscathed. There were no more enthusiastic nor dedicated
climbers, but our techniques were self-taught and our
equipment makeshift; we were still using hemp ropes rather
than the newer and infinitely stronger nylon.

One day Arch turned up with what appeared to be a
thousand feet of manila rope, which he swore would safely
lift a ten-ton truck. Elated, we gave it its first test abseiling
off the Cow and Calf rocks at Ilkley. The descent included
a dramatic leap out into space at the end of this wonder rope
to clear the overhang on the Cow. It was heady, exhilarat-
ing stuff. The gods were certainly with us that day. The very
next weekend the rope snapped like cotton, luckily when
the man clinging to it was only a few feet from the ground.
When we examined the rope, we found sections of it were
rotten to the core.

By this time I’d passed my eighteenth birthday and two
years of compulsory National Service were looming. I saw
an item about the Royal Marine Commandos on a cinema
newsreel, heard the words ‘Every Commando is now
trained in rock-climbing’, and saw them shinning up and
down sea-cliffs. I decided there and then that the
Commandos would do for me.

When I registered for National Service, I stated my pref-
erence and was laughed out of the room. The Marines only
accepted the best and fittest men, almost invariably those
prepared to sign on as long-term regular soldiers. Spotty
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youths press-ganged into two years’ National Service did
not fit their bill at all. Still I persisted, emphasising my fitness
and climbing skills, and in the end they wearily agreed to put
my name forward.

According to everyone I’d spoken to, the medical exam-
ination for National Service was a formality; if you were
warm you were in. To my surprise, mine was very thorough
and prolonged. After weeks of suspense I received a letter. I
had been accepted by the Marine Commandos.

Friends who’d already done their National Service had
filled my head with horror stories about their experiences. I
turned up for basic training at Lympstone in Devon full of
apprehension, but there were none of the meaningless,
humiliating tasks like whitewashing coal or cutting grass
with nail-scissors that recruits to the army were reputed to
face. Training was hard but I relished every moment of it.
My school teachers would have been surprised at how
quickly I lost my resentment at being ordered around every
minute of the day, but then, unlike my school, the officers
never asked us to do anything that they weren’t prepared to
do themselves.

After basic training at Lympstone, we moved to
Commando School at Bickleigh on Dartmoor. I was now
able to demonstrate my skill at climbing and we did all man-
ner of stress and stamina tests: speed-marching over the
moors, bivouacking in bad weather conditions, unarmed
combat, beach landings and exercises with live ammunition.
The last and hardest part of our training came in the final
pass-out week, when they hit us with everything, forcing us
to sweat blood to earn the coveted green beret. It was then,
at the worst possible moment, that I got into trouble for the
first and only time during my Commando training.

For once it wasn’t even deserved. A sergeant put me on a
charge for having a rusty rifle. What he’d actually spotted was

THE JAY STREET GANG

25

7797_Jessop Pro-11_v.qxd  1/9/01  8:31 AM  Page 25



a trace of red lubricating oil, but recruits don’t argue with
sergeants, even when they’re wrong. I was confined to bar-
racks for three days and when not on duty was forced to
report to the guardroom on the hour, every hour, day and
night. In the middle of my punishment we had to do a forced
march over Dartmoor. It was thirty miles if we got our com-
pass bearings right and anything up to infinity if we didn’t.

Battling against snow and gales, my group got it more or
less right, but my limbs had seized up when we finally
arrived back at the barracks. While my mates settled down
for a rest, I had to report to the guardroom. It took me fully
fifteen minutes to hobble the few hundred yards there and
another fifteen to hobble back again, but I had to keep doing
it or risk failing the course.

Having secured my green beret, I was counting on
becoming a Cliff Leader, teaching rock-climbing to other
Marines, and when I saw an officer strolling around the
camp in a pair of state-of-the-art climbing boots, I intro-
duced myself and told him of my ambition. He invited me
to go climbing with his group that weekend. They were
practising ‘problems’, moves carried out close to the ground,
which could then be faced with more confidence when they
were encountered for real high on a cliff face.

One problem on an overhang beat all of them. The move
was to climb out of the mouth of a cave on to the cliff face
directly above it. The crux of it – the key move – was very
similar to one I’d practised a number of times back home.
The thought flashed through my mind that if I succeeded
where they’d failed, they might let me take the Cliff Leader’s
course.

I volunteered to have a go. There were a few quizzical
glances from the Captain and the rest of the experts, but
they stood aside to let me try. I pulled myself up on to the
cave roof and jammed the fingers of my left hand into a
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crevice in the rock. With that as an anchor, I swung myself
up and out of the cave mouth. I scrabbled for a hold above
the overhang with my other hand and for a second, I
thought I might fall back. Then my fingertips held on the
tiny ledge I’d been aiming for and I was out and pulling
myself up the cliff face.

Stung by my success, the others all lined up for another
go. It was then that I made my big mistake. As the Captain
battled to make the move, his face puce with exertion, I
called out, ‘Come on Sir, it’s easy.’ He didn’t make it. For
some strange reason I was never invited to go climbing with
him again and I never did get my chance to become a Cliff
Leader.

I was not destined to become a war hero either. We
missed involvement in both Korea and Malaya by a month
and instead were sent to join 45 Commando in Malta. After
the relentless training to turn us into fighting machines, our
only moment of real excitement came when we were sent
to Egypt after a campaign of violence against the giant
British base at Suez, stirred up by the new nationalist
government. We landed at Port Said, ready to knock seven
bells out of the Egyptian army, but they had all run away
before we got there. Only the occasional palm tree stood in
the path of our relentless advance and not a single shot was
fired in anger. The only thing we actually killed was a pig
which we bought from an Egyptian for a barbecue. In the
end we returned disconsolate to Malta without a service
medal to share between us – all that finely honed fighting
potential and our only score was a pig.

After that fiasco, the officers thought up all sorts of diver-
sions to dissipate our pent-up energy, including twelve
weeks’ intensive training at Taruna in Libya. The Italians
had used it as a prisoner-of-war camp during the Second
World War and the place was dominated by a thirty-foot
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flagpole, planted in the top of a twenty-foot concrete tower.
The wire which winched the flag to the top had been
broken for years and there was a long-standing competition
between various army units to be the first to run up a flag.
Many men had tried and failed, many bets taken and lost.

The flagpole became an obsession for the men of 45
Commando; officers, NCOs and other ranks alike thought
of little else. It seemed as if every time you looked out of the
barrack-room window, you would see someone halfway up
it. To a man they failed.

I took a careful look at the flagpole one day. Most of it
was steel, but the top eight feet was wood. All you could see
from the ground were long cracks running the length of it,
which didn’t exactly inspire confidence in anyone trying to
climb it. I decided that people were expending all their
energy on climbing the shorter, thicker part of the pole. The
answer was very simple. I borrowed a short ladder, and used
it to scale the concrete tower. The ladder now helped me
avoid the most difficult part of the flagpole and with a wire
through my belt, I started the final stage.

The wooden pole creaked ominously as it took my
weight and it was a very dodgy climb. I wouldn’t have made
it without all my experience in the Lake District. When I
reached the top, I threaded the wire through the metal hoop
and on to the roller, but in my haste to get clear of the
wooden pole, I’d forgotten to unhitch the wire from the
loops on my belt. I then had to climb the flagpole for a
second time. I was completely exhausted when I got down,
but the wire was in place.

Most of the men were away from camp on manoeuvres
at the time, but I was an instant hero when they returned
and saw the flagpole. The RSM invited me to hoist the flag
and later that night I was invited into the holy of holies, the
Officers’ Mess, where we drank copiously and at length to
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my achievement. I was then escorted to the Sergeants’ Mess,
where the entire boozy ritual was repeated.

A much more significant event awaited me back in Malta.
Included in the standard gear of every Commando company
was some basic diving equipment: fins, mask and snorkels.
Since we were spending most of our time on the beach, I
asked to use them. As I put my face under the water, I
entered a new world. I was mesmerised by what I saw. The
sea was crystal clear in those days; pollution had yet to cloud
the water and reduce visibility to a few feet. I could see a
hundred feet in all directions. I had no way of gauging the
depth of the water, nor the size or distance of anything I
saw. A tiny fish swelled into a ten-foot shark as it cruised
towards me, then shrank again as it thrashed its tail and dis-
appeared back into the depths.

The experience was so new and unreal that it brought on
an attack of nautical vertigo. It was completely illogical, but
I felt there was nothing to stop me dropping like a stone all
the way to the bottom. I had a slight panic attack, but forced
myself to turn over and swim on my back. I stared hard at
the sky and gradually talked myself back to reality.

In every other respect I found diving utterly exhilarating.
At times I began to resent having to leave the underwater
world where everything was quiet, clean, weightless and
dream-like, to face the problems of the noisy, dirty, smelly
place up top. I was so anxious to spend more time on my
new craze that I offered to sign on for a seven-year stint as a
regular in the Marines, providing they would let me join the
Special Boat Squadron, which specialised in underwater
operations.

They were happy to let me sign on, but would give no
cast-iron guarantee that I would be accepted by the SBS.
That wasn’t good enough for me. I completed my two
years’ National Service and went back to Keighley.
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CHAPTER TWO

DEVIL’S BRIDGE

�
Back in civilian life, fit, bronzed and feeling very much a

man of the world, I waited expectantly for doors to
open and things to happen. None did. I went straight back
to square one, working nine hours a day, five and a half days
a week, in a weaving shed in Silsden. It was dark and filthy,
and the noise level was enough to reduce your ear-drums to
pulp; all that for the magnificent sum of three pounds ten
shillings a week.

Even so, the most intolerable part of the job was the daily
journey on the top deck of the workers’ special bus to
Silsden. I have never been seasick or airsick in my life but
the fug of tobacco smoke brought me close to vomiting on
many occasions. My reaction may have been at least partly
psychological, for hammering through my brain every
bleak, grey morning was the thought that life had so much
more to offer than this.

I was no longer a completely free agent, however.
Mildred and I had decided to get married, though the date
of our wedding was inadvertently set by my mother. I stayed
overnight at Mildred’s parents’ house one night. There was
nothing untoward about it – her parents were there and we
slept in separate rooms – but when I went home the next
morning I was greeted by my mother, standing on the
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doorstep with my bags already packed. ‘If you prefer to stay
with her all night, you’d better move out of this place now.’

Faced with the ultimatum, I took my bags and left.
Mildred and I got a special licence and were married within
the week. My mother didn’t even come to the wedding.
She had come to rely on the money that I brought in each
week and saw Mildred as a direct challenge, someone who
was going to take that money away from her. I was both
upset and angry. While I’d been in the Marines, Mildred had
cared for my mother after she had an accident at work. One
of the big overhead drive-belts in the spinning mill broke
and gave her a very nasty crack on her head. Mildred nursed
her and helped her in many other ways, and they appeared
to have become very good friends. To see my mother turn
on her was a big shock, but it forced me to choose between
them, and there was only one choice I could make.

I was determined that my wife and our future children
would have a better standard of living than I’d had as a child
and took a long hard look at myself and my future prospects.
They were nil if I continued in a mill. The first step was to
get out of my greasy overalls and into a suit. Within six
months I had a job as a travelling salesman. A decrepit,
three-geared Ford Anglia went with the job but the thrill –
and the status – of having a job with a car was soon tar-
nished. I worked hard but my ambition and my pride were
pulling in opposite directions. In the mid-1950s, down-
market travelling salesmen were expected to bow and scrape
to their customers, which came as something of a shock to
me. Before long I was looking for a new job.

In the event I found two. For the next five years I worked
in a switch factory by day and as a driving instructor at
evenings and weekends. The extra money was very neces-
sary. We’d scraped together enough money to furnish our
first rented house, a one-up, one-down, in Ebernezer
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Square in Keighley, but Mildred had to give up work when
our first child, Graham, was born. Two others, Carol and
Ian, came over the next ten years.

Working at two jobs left precious little time for re-
creation, but the call of the outdoors was still strong. I man-
aged an occasional weekend climbing in the Lake District or
renewing old potholing friendships around Ingleton, but
diving remained in abeyance until a chance encounter one
day in 1960. I met a man called Arthur, who came to
Ingleton neither for the caving nor the climbing. His obses-
sion was diving, a very exotic sport at the time. My excite-
ment must have been obvious, for after a few beers he
offered to lend me his gear.

I stood at the edge of the pool below the Devil’s Bridge
at Kirkby Lonsdale while Arthur helped me into the first
diving suit I had ever seen. It was a two-piece rubberised dry
suit, with wrist, neck and waist seals to stop water getting in.
I started to strip off but much to my amazement, Arthur told
me to keep my clothing on under the suit to keep myself
warm. I tucked my trousers into my socks and sat down on
the grassy bank while I pulled on the bottom half of the suit.
It was like putting on a pair of trousers with attached feet.
Putting on the top section was much harder, like getting
into a tight sweater. A liberal sprinkling of french chalk
helped prevent me tearing the neck and wrist seals as I
forced my hands and head through them.

I had to seal the suit at the waist by rolling the rubber
flanges on each half together in a tight roll. They were then
held in place by a rubber cummerbund. Getting into it was
the hardest part of all, like a woman struggling into a tight
corset. It caused a good laugh amongst the people watching
from the bridge.

I struggled into the fins and Arthur strapped on the
weight-belt for me, taking a guess at the amount of lead I
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would need to stop me floating back to the surface. He
helped me into the aqualung and I took a few nervous sucks
from the mouthpiece to make sure there was plenty of air.

Still a little red in the face, I pulled on the face mask and
backed slowly into the water – going forward wearing fins
was not a good idea – urged on by the growing band of
spectators. As the water rose around me I raised my arms
above my head, allowing the air trapped in the suit to escape
through the neck and wrist seals. The suit tightened around
me in a vice-like grip.

I spat into the mask and rinsed it out to stop it from mist-
ing underwater, then sank slowly below the surface. The
only sounds in the immediate, profound silence were my
exhaled breaths bubbling slowly up towards the surface,
with a ringing sound almost like music. I looked around,
astonished at the clarity of the water. Weed streamed in the
current, fluttering like flags in a breeze. I remained motion-
less for a few moments, then finned my way outwards and
downwards, away from the bank, as the sound of my breath-
ing deepened to a faint rumble, like faraway thunder.

I swam thirty feet down through the clear, cold water to
the bottom of the river, where I came face to face with a
shoal of salmon. The sunlight filtering through the water
glittered from their scales like sparks. The experience was
electrifying. I was weightless, free, totally happy again.

My euphoria vanished almost immediately, along with
my supply of air. Arthur had omitted to mention that the
bottle was three-quarters empty. He had also failed to let me
know that rising rapidly from depth can have painful and
even fatal effects. At a depth of just thirty-three feet, a diver
is at twice the atmospheric pressure at the surface. If he fills
his lungs with air and then begins to ascend without exhal-
ing, the gas in his lungs will expand as a result of the drop in
pressure.
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Instead of coming up slowly, steadily releasing the air from
my lungs to prevent embolisms, I came up like a Polaris mis-
sile. The frantic breath I had taken on the bottom had now
swelled to twice the normal capacity of my lungs. That over-
inflation could have forced air through the walls of the lungs.
The resulting embolisms could have killed me. I could feel
the air trying to force its way out of my mouth, but through
ignorance and inexperience, I clenched my teeth and held it
in, trying to ensure I had enough to reach the surface.
Luckily I suffered no ill-effects. It was the first diving lesson
I learned: always exhale continuously during an ascent.

Despite that minor problem, I was hooked. Climbing,
like caving and cycling before it, was forgotten; from now
on diving was to be my life.

I gradually taught myself the basics and I read voraciously,
gleaning information from every book and article I could
find. I also scoured second-hand shops for ex-War
Department equipment. Anyone taking up the sport then
had to use a real ragbag of gear. Wet suits were not available,
but I bought an old navy dry suit for £5, which I wore over
a pullover and jeans. The suit was badly worn and leaked
uncomfortably, but it was all I could afford. I also bought my
first aqualung and demand valve.

Primitive equipment and lack of knowledge made diving
accidents and fatalities frequent in those days. Many top
divers of the day succumbed to ‘the narcs’ – nitrogen nar-
cosis – caused by an abundance of nitrogen absorbed into
the bloodstream. Symptoms normally begin to appear at
depths below 100 feet, but individual tolerances vary widely
and some divers can work at twice that depth without ill-
effects. The effect of the narcs is similar to that of being
drunk or drugged. Reaction time slows, judgement is
impaired and the diver become irrational and euphoric to
the point where he is indifferent to his own safety. If divers
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fail to recognise the symptoms in time, they become ludi-
crously overconfident, even offering their mouthpieces to
passing fish. Many good men, unaware of the dangers, paid
with their lives.

I learned what I could from diving manuals and soon
joined forces with four or five other divers to form the
Keighley branch of the British Sub-Aqua Club (B.S.A.C.).
We used the Keighley swimming baths for training and
began to buy our own equipment, including a compressor,
saving a 36-mile round trip to refill our air bottles in 
Leeds.

On weekends and light summer nights, we explored vir-
tually every stretch of water in the North – lakes, rivers,
reservoirs, mill dams and flooded quarries. In the process we
cracked many myths about bottomless pools. We never
knew what to expect, for we were usually the first people to
explore them, but invariably the dive ended in disappoint-
ment a few feet down. All we ever found were old prams.

A dive at the Strid, a place where the River Wharfe is
forced into a narrow gorge, was rather more successful. In
Victorian times men used to prove their virility by jumping
it at its narrowest point. It was not a great leap, perhaps eight
feet, but it took a great deal of courage, for it’s said that no
one fell into the Strid and lived to tell the tale. They were
dragged under by the current and drowned. We entered the
Strid at the lower end. The depth was about fifteen feet, the
bottom bare rock and visibility good. Looking up, I could
see the faces of the spectators peering down at us. One of the
first things I noticed was that the rocky sides were all under-
cut and smoothed by the action of the water over thousands
of years. Anyone who tried to hold on to the sides would
quickly lose their grip and be pulled down and under. The
current was so powerful that it was impossible to swim
against it. The only way forward was to climb along the bot-
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tom like an underwater mountaineer, holding on to any
crack, fault or large boulder I could find.

In places the two opposing walls came very close together
and the bottom sloped upwards, compressing the already
powerful flow into a torrent as fierce as the jet of a fire-hose.
To make progress I had to drag myself through the full force
of the river. It was like trying to climb a waterfall. The force
of the current almost tore the mask from my face and I was
moving forward blind because of the turbulence. Using
whatever handholds I could find, I managed to battle my
way through and emerged, exhausted, at the point where
the river enters the gorge.

Exploring the Strid carried just enough danger to make it
exciting, but the risks paled besides those involved in cave-
diving. My first experience was in an easy cave at the top
end of Wharfedale. The entrance was a simple submerged
walk-in, leading into a very inky blackness. We lit our
underwater torches and found ourselves in a typical cave
passageway. It was completely full of water, with no air-
spaces at all. If anything had gone wrong with our breathing
equipment we could have had serious problems.

The water was so clear that it felt as if we should have
been walking, not swimming, up the passage, but when we
turned to go back, we found that the action of our fins on
the way up had disturbed all the silt on the cave floor. From
perfect visibility we now found ourselves swimming
through the underwater equivalent of a very thick London
fog. Luckily the passageway was straight and we swam
slowly out of the cave.

We’d climbed out of the water and stripped off our air
bottles before we realised there were only two of us instead
of three. Our friend was lost somewhere in the cave.
Terrified that he was already dead, we pulled our diving gear
back on. There was no time to check our equipment. We
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just had to hope there was still enough air in our bottles to
make the search.

By now the water had cleared considerably and as we
inched our way back along the passage we found our miss-
ing companion’s weight-belt lying on the cave floor. I
looked up. There, stuck to the ceiling above my head, was
our missing friend, as helpless as an upended tortoise. All
divers need added weight to compensate for their natural
buoyancy. Without it you simply float back to the surface.
He had accidentally dislodged his weight belt and without it
he was plastered to the roof of the cave, unable to move.

Despite that fright, we all made another cave-dive the fol-
lowing weekend, in Kingsdale near Ingleton. We had heard
on the grapevine that Bob Leaky from Settle had found a
new underwater system called Keld Head. Much later it was
to feature in a television documentary, The Underground
Eiger. Bob was a brave lad and had done some long, pene-
trating swims into the cave, leaving fixed guide-wires to
help him both in and out.

It was a very different proposition from the last cave. The
entrance was a fissure under a small cliff, in one corner of a
pool. I was the first to be ready and decided to have a quick
look while waiting for the others. Before entering, I took a
compass bearing on the general direction we’d been told the
cave ran. I then lowered myself head first into the entrance,
gasping at the shock of the icy water. Once inside, I found
there was no way to turn around; I had to get into the first
chamber before I could do that. As I peered back towards
the entrance, I could see nothing but a dim greenish glow.
I found the guide-wires and pointed my torch along them.
They disappeared into the gloom in a very short distance. It
was not a place for anyone suffering from claustrophobia. I
knew that if I lost contact with the wires, the entrance
would be impossible to find in the total darkness.
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I moved hand over hand along the wire for perhaps
twenty-five yards. Then it happened. In the act of turning
around to go back I somehow managed to get the guide-
wires caught in the diving set on my back. If panic did not
set in, it came bloody near. I forced myself to take a few
deep breaths, then began trying to clear the wire. By now
I’d floated into an upside-down position with my fins point-
ing towards the unseen roof of the cave, but I still hung on
to that wire for dear life, thinking, if I break it, I’ll never find
the entrance.

Very carefully I freed the wire, and at last held it safely in
my hands again. There was now only one small problem.
Had I already made the turn? Was the way out to the left or
the right? The water around me was ice cold, but there was
sweat rolling down my face.

It was a time for thought not panic, a lesson I’d learned
during my climbing days. I checked my compass but as
sometimes happens, the direction it showed felt wrong. I
decided to obey it, but as a precaution I marked the wire
with my knife. If I failed to find the entrance, I could retrace
my steps to that point and try in the other direction. I began
moving along the wire hand over hand, counting the
number of hand-pulls. If I reached fifty without finding the
entrance I’d know I was going the wrong way.

Inching along the wire in the blackness, I kept fighting
down the fear rising in me, concentrating all my attention
on the count. Forty-one . . . forty-two . . . forty-three.
Nothing. Forty-four . . . forty-five . . . forty-six. Still
nothing. I was about to give up and retrace my steps when
my head banged against the rock. I felt the wires disappear
upwards into a narrow cleft in the rock. As I looked up, I
saw the dim greenish glow that indicated the way out.

Never have I been more glad to break surface. From start
to finish the whole incident took no more than five
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minutes, but it felt like hours. It was more than enough to
convince me of one thing. I hauled myself out on to the
bank and spat out my mouthpiece. ‘That’s it,’ I told my
mates. ‘You can stick cave-diving.’ The remaining members
of the team were less easily deterred, but their decision to
carry on cave-diving had terrible consequences. Not long
afterwards, one of them lost his life in another cave.

That event was still fresh in our minds when we began
the search for the lost boy in the River Aire in Keighley,
but finding the dead body had an even greater impact on
me. Like most young people, if I’d thought of death at all
it was as something that happened to other people. I was
young and strong, as good as immortal. Being brought face
to face with the reality that death could strike anyone, at
any time, was a cold, hard shock. As I sat on the riverbank
that grey afternoon, I resolved that from then on, I’d live
my own life to the limit. When death came for me, I
wanted no regrets about what might have been, no unful-
filled dreams.

I never forgot that young boy’s death and whenever I
think of the river, even now, it’s not the happy days of my
childhood but that pale, frail body that comes back to me.

The double tragedy had done nothing to dampen my
enthusiasm for diving itself but it did increase my dislike of
murky rivers and dull, cold lakes – a far cry from the world
of Jacques Cousteau. I decided that the sea-bed was the only
place for serious divers to be.

Every weekend I and four other divers began going to the
coast, but whichever way we went, there were problems.
The west coast had good sea conditions but its sandy beaches
made for dull diving. The east coast had fine, rocky diving
areas, but rough seas often made it dangerous or impossible.
None the less we travelled hopefully eastwards most week-
ends and worked like mules to haul our equipment down
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the cliffs at North Landing, Flamborough Head. Often, just
as we were finally ready for action, a gale would spring up
and ruin everything, but even when the weather was kinder
we took some terrible risks. It was only good luck that none
of us were swept away to our deaths. Several divers have
since perished off that coast because they lacked the protec-
tion of a boat.

The obvious danger scared us sufficiently to work hard to
raise the cash to buy a club dinghy, but we also became des-
perate for a more reliable diving site. One weekend, two of
us, Eric Capstick and I, went up to Scotland. There, on the
Mull of Galloway, we found a place which offered excellent
diving in all conditions, with always a lee shore protected
from wild weather.

On our first dive there, in Loch Ryan, we saw a mast
sticking out of the water at low tide and I dived down to my
first wreck. It was an eerie but overwhelmingly exciting
moment, as if I had opened a time capsule. I felt that I was
the first person to lay eyes on that ship since it had sunk
decades before.

We promptly organised a Keighley Sub-Aqua Club holi-
day on the Mull of Galloway that summer. About twenty of
us took our families and towed caravans to a local site and all
the talk among us was of wrecks. When we heard of one in
Portencorkrie Bay, near our campsite, we hurried to inves-
tigate.

The SS Pollux II had been wrecked on Boxing Day 1942.
It was on its way to Londonderry with 375 tons of US naval
stores when a fire broke out off the Mull of Galloway. The
crew abandoned ship and were rescued, but the Pollux
drifted into Portencorkrie Bay and ran aground. The fire
was still burning with such intensity that the hull plates
buckled and red hot rivets were fired into the air like rifle
bullets, sending the onlookers scurrying for cover. As huge
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gaps opened in the ship’s side, the sea poured in and extin-
guished the fires, sending clouds of steam belching hundreds
of yards into the air.

The lighter cargo began to wash out through the holes
in the hull and the locals waded into the surf to rescue cans
of beer and cartons of Lucky Strike cigarettes. The local
coastguard, Mr McClymont, was issued with ammunition
for his rifle in an attempt to deter the looters, but by his
own later admission, his duties as a coastguard came a dis-
tant second to the need to get a share of the cargo for him-
self. Some of it was turned over to the authorities but not
before every local had had his share. Mr McClymont alone
claimed to have salted away over 10,000 cigarettes, which
were hidden in the outbuildings of his farm. He smoked
them throughout the rest of the war, complaining with
appalling ingratitude that the American tobacco gave him
‘terrible sore throats’.

There had been no shortage of takers for the beer and cig-
arettes, but the locals showed little interest in salvaging the
Pollux’s main cargo of non-ferrous metal fittings. They went
to the bottom with the blackened, twisted hulk of the ship,
lying on the sea-bed in up to fifty feet of water.

Most of my diving experience until then had been in the
relatively shallow waters of lakes and rivers. I still had much
to learn about diving in deeper waters – both its physical
effects on the body and the way that perceptions were
altered by the effects of water on light and sound. Sound-
waves travel better through a relatively dense medium like
water; the speed of sound through water – around 3,240
miles per hour – is four times as fast as it is through air.

Ships have long used sound-waves – sonar – to detect
submarines, and passive receivers were used before the First
World War. Set in the hulls of ships they could pick up the
sound of underwater warning bells beneath lighthouses from
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as far as fifteen miles out at sea. Unlike the lights, the sound
of the bells was detectable whatever the weather conditions.

Since sound transfers poorly from air to water and vice
versa, however, it’s impossible for divers to communicate
with each other underwater without the use of radio. The
only exception is when two divers wearing metal helmets
physically put their heads together. They can then carry on
a conversation.

On dry land we detect the direction a sound is coming
from because it’s picked up by one ear before the other.
Sound travels so fast underwater, however, that it appears to
reach both ears simultaneously. Without visual confirmation
of the source of a sound, a diver may literally not know
which way to turn to avoid an oncoming danger. He will
hear the noise of a ship’s propeller a considerable distance
away, but in his confusion, he may swim into its path rather
than away from it.

The speed and clarity of sound transmission may also put
divers at risk in other ways. The noise of operations such as
drilling and blasting, which is contained within acceptable
safety limits on dry land, may be so loud underwater that it
causes ear damage in divers. Light is also affected by its pas-
sage through water; the effects on light-waves of refraction,
absorption, diffusion and turbidity all distort what we see
underwater.

Like sound, light travels at different speeds in air and
water, moving about thirty per cent faster through air.
When light passes through the water surface in either direc-
tion, it speeds up or slows down, and is refracted, the famil-
iar phenomenon which makes us misjudge the position of a
fish or a rock underwater and makes a stick appear to bend
at an angle as it passes through the surface.

A diver’s glass face mask heightens the effect; light is
refracted by the water surface, then by the glass and again by
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the air inside the mask. Underwater objects appear to be
larger – and therefore closer – by the same thirty per cent
ratio. A gold bar apparently within reach is actually a few
inches beyond your grasp, a shark is smaller and less threat-
ening than it appears.

Light also diffuses in water. The diffusion reduces the
available light but it also spreads it more evenly and cuts
glare and deep shadow so that vision may even be enhanced.
In general, however, light intensity decreases progressively
with depth.

If the water is pure and clear, visibility may extend down
to beyond 300 feet. If it is turbid – affected by particles of
silt, algae, sewage or other pollution – the onset of under-
water darkness comes much sooner. Even where light is still
present, high turbidity might leave a diver swimming blind,
and in urban rivers and harbours, visibility is often nil imme-
diately below the surface.

Colour is also affected as light travels through water. The
wavelengths of the visible spectrum of light are absorbed in
turn, beginning with the lower-wavelength, red end of the
spectrum, which disappears even in quite shallow water. At
greater depth yellow is also lost. Red objects appear black
and most others take on a blue tinge. Oxidised copper, for
example, which is green at the surface, appears purple
underwater.

Around the Pollux, the sea-bed was littered with brass
bars, nuts, valves and fittings. We were completely ignorant
of the laws of salvage and unaware that even a wreck on the
bottom of the sea has an owner. All we saw was a ship that
had supposedly been salvaged, surrounded by non-ferrous
metal. As far as we were concerned, it was there for the tak-
ing – and there was plenty to take. We set to with a will. It
brought back memories of my childhood fantasies to me,
but this was the real thing, almost as good as diving on a
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galleon full of pieces of eight. At the end of the fortnight,
we’d beached a huge pile of metal, which we stashed away
beneath our caravans. When we took it down to the local
scrap merchant, we discovered that we had a small fortune
– £150 a man, a lot of money in those days!

As we drove home, my mind was working overtime. We
had made £150 each and had taken only a fraction of the
metal on and around the Pollux. How many more similar
wrecks were lying around the coast of Britain? I resolved to
find out. With the help of patient librarians in the public
libraries in Bradford, Keighley and further afield, I read
every book and article about shipwrecks I could get my
hands on. I soon found out that there were not just hundreds
but thousands of them at depths from a few feet to a few
thousand feet below the surface. There were tales of the
treasure ships and galleons I had read about as a kid, but
there were countless modern wrecks too, with cargoes of
base metals like tin, brass and copper, and of precious met-
als like platinum, silver and gold.

In a book of memoirs written by a Russian Admiral, I
read about a cargo of ten tons of gold sunk with the warship
HMS Edinburgh during the Second World War. Although
I’d devoured books on shipwrecks as a boy, I’d never heard
of the Edinburgh before and stared at the page for a few
minutes, trying to imagine what ten tons of gold would look
like. As I read further, I realised that the Edinburgh was the
stuff of pipe-dreams. It lay on the bottom of the Barents Sea,
in very deep water, far beyond the depth any free diver had
then reached. One day it might be possible to reach the
wreck, but that day was a long way off.

If the Edinburgh was an impossible dream, however, there
were plenty of other, less glamorous wrecks like the Pollux,
lying in shallow water around the British coast, just waiting
to be salvaged.
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Similar thoughts had been occupying the minds of two of
the other weekend divers, Geoff Snow and Frank Guest.
Over a couple of pints one night we decided that if we
returned to Scotland each weekend we could not only enjoy
our sport with all expenses paid but also show a healthy
profit.

We were an unlikely partnership. We came from the
same mean streets of Keighley, but otherwise had virtually
nothing in common. Where I was brash and outwardly very
self-confident, Snowy was quiet and unassuming. He was a
self-taught motor mechanic and fanatically hard-working.
The only thing he loved more than making money was not
spending it, but like the rest of us, he’d had a very hard
upbringing. Money was always scarce and he’d learned to
value ever penny he ever made. His preferred tailor at the
time was a war-surplus shop in Haworth. ‘Good hard-wear-
ing gear . . . and cheap,’ as he used to tell me.

Frank had worked for a scrap dealer before becoming a
coal merchant, but unlike Snowy, he was a very snappy
dresser when not in his working clothes. Friday night was
always a special time for him. By mid-afternoon he was
washed, shaved and changed into a smart suit and tie, ready
to collect the money from his coal round. After collecting
his cash, he’d take up station in one of the local pubs, stand-
ing back from the bar with a cigar in one hand and a beer in
the other. He always drank halves, his elbow raised to the
horizontal as if he was taking the salute at a regimental
march-past instead of getting another half of Timothy
Taylor’s down his neck. He was always quick to try to get
his wallet out when it was his turn to buy a round; he liked
to impress people with the fact that it was so bulging with
cash he could barely get it out of his pocket.

Most weekends from then on found us hammering along
the road to the Mull of Galloway. It was a long haul. At the
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start of the sixties there were no motorways leading to
Scotland and cars were not as fast as they are today – partic-
ularly the old bangers that were all we could afford. The
200-mile trip from Keighley to Stranraer could take eight to
ten hours. After the long, slow haul over Shap Fell behind
the convoys of lorries, there was the crawl along the narrow
bridges and single-file main street of Penrith. Carlisle was
just as bad and we still had the long run out to Stranraer. We
got to know every bump in that road by the time we
finished.

We left home early on Saturday morning, arrived at the
site in the afternoon and got straight into the water. On
Sunday we were up at dawn and worked all day, then had
to load our scrap and make the long drive back, arriving
home exhausted, well after midnight. Another handful of
hours sleep later, it was back to the day-job in Keighley. It
put an intolerable strain on ourselves and our families, and it
soon became obvious that something would have to give. It
took me all of two seconds to make my decision.

At a time when the average wage in Keighley was
between £5 and £10 a week, the rich pickings to be had
pulling scrap from the sea-bed were enough to convince me
to try it full time. I persuaded Snowy to join me. We reck-
oned we could earn a minimum of £20 a week. We would
be £1,000-a-year men, the sort of money that only bosses
made. The die was cast. We quit our jobs and became full-
time divers – underwater salvage men.

I knew very little about Snowy and he wasn’t the sort of
person to open his heart to anyone. I’d first met him when
he applied to become a member of the Sub-Aqua Club. He
was just a young lad then and I didn’t take any special notice
of him at the time, other than to note that he took to diving
like a duck to water. It was only when the club did our first
couple of dives on the Pollux that I noticed what a very hard
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worker he was – a real grafter. That was the reason I’d asked
him to join me. Working with him over the years I slowly
learned a bit about his past and I grew to have a great deal of
time for him.

He was a very valuable member of the team, looking after
the compressor, keeping the cars running and doing all the
101 jobs we needed to keep the show on the road in those
days. He could strip down a car engine – or anything else for
that matter – put it back together again and have it working
like new in no time. He was almost a diesel mystic; he could
sometimes tell you what was wrong with an engine just by
sniffing the oil.

He had the ability to fix anything mechanical, but paper-
work or research was beyond his capabilities. He just wasn’t
interested. He once took great umbrage at a story in the
Sunday People which described us as office pals ‘working at
our desks’ as we planned another salvage dive, because he
didn’t want to be known as a person who worked behind a
desk. He took great pride in being an outside worker, a
grafter, a man who got dirt on his hands.

At first the pair of us didn’t realise how lucky we’d been
to find a wreck loaded with a cargo of non-ferrous metal.
The Pollux had also had a part-cargo of ship’s bells, but they
were long gone. I’ll never understand why those divers only
took the bells. There were gullies full of non-ferrous nuts
and bolts, bronze ingots, brass bars and valves that weighed
fifty or sixty pounds. We used crowbars to get it all free.
When we started, all we had to do was sit on the bottom fill-
ing a bag or a basket with nuts and bolts and then try to swim
across the bottom to the shore, dragging half a hundred-
weight of scrap.

A diver adjusts his buoyancy in the water by the use of lead
weights. The amount is an individual thing. One person may
need over twenty pounds of lead, another as little as two.
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You adjust your buoyancy by removing or adding weight
until breathing in causes you to rise from the bottom and
exhaling makes you sink slowly back. Attempting to pick up
a heavy piece of scrap in this weightless state is almost impos-
sible. All you can do is drag it across the bottom.

Our first recovery vessel was a humble one – an old inner
tube from a tractor tyre, anchored to the sea-bed by a rope
and fitted with a basket into which we tossed the scrap metal
we scavenged. When I had an armful of the scrap fittings
that littered the bottom, I struggled across to the rope,
hauled myself up with my free hand and tipped the scrap
into the basket. The bigger bits, like the bronze valves, were
two-men jobs. We dragged them across the sea-bed, then I
held on to the rope with one hand and the valve with the
other, while my mate helped to push me up the line, both
of us finning like mad. When we got to the surface, there
was a final exhausting struggle to get the valve up and over
the inner tube and into the basket. 

One of the drawbacks of the system soon became appar-
ent. If someone dropped just one piece of scrap too many
into the basket, it sank. As I struggled up the line, I some-
times found the basket coming down to meet me. On good
days it would simply sink to the bottom and then rise slowly
back to the surface after we’d lifted out the excess pieces of
scrap. On bad days the basket would snag a rock on the sea-
bed, tip over, spill its load and then shoot up to the surface
like a cork, leaving us to begin the whole back-breaking
process all over again. Landing the basket on the rocky shore
was also a problem. The sea always appeared to get up as we
were trying to do so and many times the surf threw us on
our backs and scattered our precious scrap among the rocks.

Sometimes we found very heavy brass bars and bronze
ingots on the sea-bed weighing a hundredweight or more.
There was no way that we could get them up to the basket,
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no matter how hard we finned. Instead two of us dragged
them along the bottom all the way to the shore. On one sur-
real occasion we took off our fins and walked across the
seabed with a long brass bar on our shoulders, like two men
carrying a plank on dry land.

Even with the rich cargo from the Pollux, our talk of easy
money was quickly silenced. There was no certainty of a
regular weekly wage, let alone the quick fortune that we had
been secretly hoping for, and the work was cruel. Even
though the metal was there all right, getting it out fast
enough with just two pairs of hands – three when Frank
Guest joined us as a third partner, though he wisely kept his
coal round to fall back on – was back-breaking work.

We started at first light and spent so much time in the
water that we had to fill our air bottles sometimes three or
four times a day. We dragged ourselves out of the sea at the
end of the day numb with cold and exhaustion, but still had
to find the energy to load all the scrap into our Bergens
(rucksacks) and carry it over the rocks and up the cliff to the
car.

From time to time, Customs and Excise officers would
come to the site, have a look at what we were bringing up
from the Pollux and then leave without comment. Only
afterwards did we learn that we should have bought the
wreck from the legal owners. Just because a ship sinks, it
doesn’t mean that anyone can come along and help himself.
Eventually we made a deal with the owner of our caravan
site and he bought the wreck.

We existed on next to nothing as we gradually stripped
the wreck of its cargo, living in my caravan and only return-
ing to our families at weekends. We built a trailer and often
towed the scrap back to Keighley for the weigh-in, to get a
better price, but we soon learned from bitter experience that
there were tricks of the trade at weigh-in time. Until we
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grew wiser, we were cheated by having bronze weighed in
as brass and even robbed ourselves on one occasion by ask-
ing, ‘How much for this piece of brass?’ In fact the brass was
gunmetal, commanding a much higher price.

Scrap dealers used another trick when weighing in cop-
per piping with brass flanges on the ends of the pipes. We
soon realised that we got considerably less for the pipes,
which were classified as contaminated copper because of the
brass flanges. From then on we cut off the flange ourselves
with a hammer and chisel, and got the right price for both
the copper and the brass.

In brass-type metals, copper is the base metal and the
more coppery the metal looks, the higher the value should
be. The copper content in gunmetal is obvious from its
colour. Manganese bronze, which most propellers are made
from, is a very pale yellow and the cheapest of these metals
because of its high steel content. Another way to get an indi-
cation of the value and content of the metal was to scrape it
with a file. If a magnet attracted a lot of steel filings, I knew
it was manganese bronze.

Not all the fiddles were perpetrated by the scrap dealers.
During our very early days the sea taught us a good lesson.
Many a length of bent copper piping was half-full of sand
and weighed in very nicely. Once we caught on to this, we
sometimes helped nature to do its job.

When we’d weighed in, we’d drive to a quiet spot for the
share-out. First would come the expenses, recorded on
grubby bits of paper. What was left was then shared out
equally. After that we went home to pass on some of the
money to our wives, had a drink to celebrate and then
immediately began planning the next trip.

Our earnings were wildly variable. Sometimes we came
home with our pockets stuffed with fivers, but there were
plenty of other times when we were beaten by the weather
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and came back cold and tired with nothing at all to show for
the trip. It put a lot of extra strain on Mildred and my pop-
ularity with her was at an all-time low, particularly when
money became so tight that she had to take a job as a
machinist in a factory. In the early days she was as much the
breadwinner as I was; many times her earnings were the
only money we had. At times she begged me to give it all
up and get a ‘proper job’, and we had many fierce argu-
ments, but deep down, she wanted to help me succeed.
When times were hard, we tightened our belts and carried
on.

I was determined not to quit. Despite the hardships, I
knew that I would never return to wage slavery in Keighley.
My destiny was in my own hands; I was a free man, not just
another sallow face on the smoke-filled top deck of the 7.20
Workers’ Special to Silsden.

We certainly succeeded in making a better living than
was available to us in the textile mills, but it was hard and
very cold work. Despite the name, the dry suits of this era
were never dry; the million and one sharp edges on a wreck
soon turned them into very wet and cold suits. Even if you
managed to avoid ripping them, the seals always leaked. I
usually wore a sweater and a set of long johns under my dry
suit, but in winter another layer was essential. A string vest
was not a good idea, as the pressure of the water on a deep-
ish dive tattooed the outline of the vest on to the skin.

My first suit was a one-piece, a second- or maybe tenth-
hand, neck-entry, ex-Royal Navy suit, and an absolute pig
to get into. There was an air escape valve in the hood which
made venting the suit relatively easy and it also had another
highly useful valve, enabling the wearer to have a run-off
(pee) without getting out of the suit. It came in handy at
times, but you always had to remember to tighten down the
valve after use. Failure to do so could lead to a particularly
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terrifying peril of the deep as the ice cold water flooded 
in.

Neoprene wet suits made dry suits redundant except for
work in dirty or contaminated water. They were a major
advance, bringing a previously unknown freedom of move-
ment into diving, though they were still very difficult to get
into. In the first suits we had the open-cell neoprene gripped
the body and refused to slide. Liberal use of french chalk
helped, though we ended up looking like ghosts. We tried
washing-up liquid instead, which worked fine, but we had
more bubbles floating around than a washing machine and
we were heartily glad when suits of nylon-backed neoprene
finally became available.

When you entered the water, a thin film of water leaked
into the suit. Body heat warmed it and the neoprene insu-
lated you from the outside water temperature. It was just
like a warm bath – until working on a wreck took its toll.
Seams started to split, knees and elbows wore thin and holes
appeared. As you moved about on the bottom, the flexing
of your muscles pumped cold water continuously into the
suits through every nick and hole. In those conditions, you
soon started to feel the cold.

At the start of a new day it was not too bad, but as the
dive progressed, the cold started to penetrate the body. Our
fingers became numb and useless and our hands could only
be used like dishpan lids. When we ran out of air, it was back
to the surface, scrambling over the rocks and up the steep
cliff to get our diving bottles on the compressor. While they
were filling, we’d put Bergens on our backs and go back
down to begin hauling our scrap up the same murderous
climb to the top of the cliff. In no time at all we were back
in the water again.

By the time I’d finished my third, or even fourth dive of
the day, I was cold to the bone. My whole body tempera-
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ture had dropped and it took many hours to regain its nor-
mal temperature. The pleasure had gone from diving, now
it was strictly work. Money was the driving factor and time
spent in the water was the only way to earn it.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE BLACK PIG

�
When everything loose had been recovered from the

Pollux, we turned our attention to what was left of
the ship itself. We wanted the big pieces of non-ferrous
metal – condensers, propellers, pumps, bearings and engine-
room fittings – and even some cargo buried deep in the
holds. For those jobs we needed something more powerful
than muscles and crowbars.

Explosives were far less carefully controlled in the days
before the IRA bombing campaigns and it was relatively
easy to obtain a licence. An instant-usage licence allowed
you a stated amount of explosive for a named job, but we
needed a continuous licence and for that we had to have a
secure magazine. We bought three tons of plaster gelatine
explosives, submarine detonators and many rolls of primer
cord, and stored it in a magazine borrowed from the explo-
sives company.

Three tons of explosives would have comfortably re-
landscaped a large part of the west coast of Scotland and
since we were complete novices with them, we came close
to doing exactly that. We needed some advice but though
several people could tell us how to use explosives on land,
few knew anything about their use underwater.

As a former Commando, I’d assured the police that I’d
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been schooled by experts, but in truth, the only experience
I’d had was when burning lumps of plastic explosive to heat
our mess tins for a brew. It was no preparation for under-
water demolition and there was no instruction book to help
us. We learned by trial and error and were very lucky not to
blast ourselves into oblivion in the process. As we eventu-
ally discovered, the trick is to know how much to use and
where to place it. Too much and a big bronze pump was
scattered across the bottom like a packet of crisps; too little
and all we did was polish the metal until it gleamed.

Our first effort with explosives was quite a local event.
The word had got out that the mad divers were about to
blow themselves up, and a large and appreciative audience
turned up to watch from a safe distance. The company
which had supplied our explosives sent one of its employ-
ees, Brian Greenland, to teach us how to handle them. After
that we were on our own. Brian showed us all the basic
moves of how to link the charges with primer cord, which
looks like plastic clothes line but is filled with explosive, and
fires a whole string of charges from one detonator. He
taught us to thread the primer cord through the five-pound
sticks of explosive with a brass rod to avoid the risk of sparks.
He also told us to use gloves when handling explosives – not
to evade police forensic squads, but because any trace on
your hands is a sure-fire guarantee of a blinding headache.

To begin with we handled the charges as if they were
boxes of eggs; you are just a little nervous at first. We swam
out to the site with the charges while Brian paid out the
primer cord behind us. We placed them around the engine
block and then returned to shore. Brian helped us fix the
detonator to the primer cord and connected the electric
firing cable to ensure we did not get a short. We paid out
the cable back to a suitable spot and he demonstrated how
to do a final check with a circuit tester. Next came the fix-
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ing of the electric cable to the single knock box – a small
generator. One good twist of the handle sent an electric cur-
rent to fire the detonator, the primer cord and the charges.

Playing the crowd a little, Brian asked if everyone was
ready, then fired the charge. There was a dull bang and a
water spout erupted. It was all over in a splash. As the water
settled down, I could smell the oily, seaweed stink of the
explosives. It was soon to be as familiar as the salt tang in the
sea air. So ended our first and only lesson in the use of explo-
sives. We were now experts, our licence attested to that.

After the water cleared, we dived down to the wreck and
found the engine block split apart, with lots of bronze bear-
ings showing. A large spanner was also lying on the bottom,
shining like new. It must have been very close to the explo-
sion and received a thorough polishing in the blast. It fitted
all the main bearing nuts, so we put it to good use.

With practice we became very proficient with explosives
and could remove a ship’s propeller from the shaft without
leaving an awkward piece stuck inside the boss. There was
no room for overconfidence however. We all knew the tale
of an Italian salvage company clearing First World War
wrecks from the approaches to the harbour of St Nazaire.
One of them had been carrying ammunition. The Italians
laid a series of charges over a number of days, trying to
detonate the cargo. Each time they pulled off a distance of
two miles before firing the charge. There was never any
secondary detonation and eventually they decided that the
ammunition was inert.

They began using charges to cut the wreck to pieces,
gradually reducing the distance they withdrew. Two
months later, they laid a final charge right under the stern.
By now they were only pulling off a couple of hundred
yards. When they fired the charge, the ship’s cargo went up
with it. A waterspout erupted several hundred feet into the
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air. The salvage ship toppled into the vortex and was
swamped. It went to the bottom, killing eleven of the
eighteen-man crew. We had no wish to emulate them, but
the need for caution was always tempered by the harsh
realities. As far as earning money was concerned, time spent
on safety was time wasted.

We had a few scares but our local reputation as explosives
experts remained undented. I was approached by a farmer
one day who wanted me to remove a rock which he was
convinced was the tip of an underground mountain. Every
spring he forgot the position of the rock and wrecked his
plough, and every autumn he broke his harvester. I accepted
the challenge, despite only having worked with explosives
underwater, never on the surface. The difference is crucial;
you tend to use far larger amounts underwater.

When I arrived on site, the farmer was there with some
of his friends to watch the free show as the expert went to
work. My idea was to dig a trench around the rock to a
depth of a couple of feet, then place a necklace of small
charges around it. It would be like taking the top off a boiled
egg.

In fact the rock was only a couple of feet deep anyway,
but rather than disappoint my audience, who by now had
taken up a secure position behind a wall 100 yards away, I
placed the charges, fixed the detonator and ran out the wire
back to them. Now for the moment of truth. I fired the
charge and there was a deafening bang. The rock came out
of the ground like a guided missile and sailed right over the
wall and on to the beach. I became an instant star with the
farmer. Not only had I removed the rock, I’d even blown it
out of his field in the right direction.

Explosives enabled us to break up some of the heavier scrap
metal – propeller blades, condensers and heavy pumps –
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lying on the sea-bed, but we still had to find a means of get-
ting them ashore. We had outgrown the tractor tube and
one incident finally convinced us of the need to get a boat.
In wild weather we allowed our rubber dinghy to get caught
in a terrifying tidal race during a big spring tide and were
bounced helplessly around a headland at a rate of knots. We
realised that our only option was to go over the side and
swim for the shore, dragging the dinghy behind us.

We could easily have been swept away, but luckily the sea
hurled us up on to a very steep and rocky headland, a con-
siderable distance from our starting point. We had a long,
hard and dangerous journey back to base, carrying all our
gear – and our precious scrap metal – over treacherous rocks
and up steep cliffs, as rain lashed us and the wind shrieked
around us.

We decided then and there to go and buy ourselves a
boat. Armed with some highly optimistic projections of our
future income, I went to see my bank manager in Keighley
and emerged triumphant with the promise of a loan. After
scouring the docks from Whitby to Girvan, we ended up at
the Jubilee Pier in Fleetwood, a kind of elephant’s graveyard
where old trawlers go to die. There was nowhere else to go
after the Jubilee Pier, except straight to the bottom of the
ocean. Even the jetty the boats were tied to was rotten.

We spotted a small Scottish trawler, about thirty-five feet
long, fitted with a winch, a radio and a three-cylinder
Russell–Newbury diesel engine, started by a couple of old
car batteries. The boat was covered in oil and obviously on
its last legs, for it appeared to take on water with the rising
tide and then drain off again at low water, as it came to rest
on the bottom.

Despite its many flaws, we reckoned that it would meet
our needs; all it had to do was stay afloat and lift our scrap.
We bought it for £1,200. It had The Braw Lad painted on
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the side facing the pier, but when we looked on the other
side, it was called The Braw Lass. Both sides were soon
reunited in a new name: The Black Pig, partly in honour of
the pirate ship in Captain Pugwash and partly because it was
bulging in the middle and smothered in filthy black oil. We
began trying to scrub off some of the oil, but it was a hope-
less task, though it did give us something to do while storm-
bound in port for a week, along with the entire Fleetwood
fishing fleet.

We were desperate to get back up to Galloway and start
earning some money to pay off the debt, and when the
weather began to ease we prepared to launch the Black Pig
on her maiden voyage under new management. There were
just a few minor problems to face, not least that none of us
had ever sailed a boat before. We managed to find out how
to get a radio fix by chatting to the local fishermen in the
pubs and after we had bought some charts, we began to feel
like real navigators, although we still hoped that when we
first sailed her we would be able to see where we were
going.

While having a meal in the Seaman’s Mission that night,
we heard the locals planning to sail before dawn the next
morning for a fishing ground off the north coast of the Isle
of Man. Since this was only twenty miles from the Mull of
Galloway, we decided to follow them to the Isle of Man and
then cut across to the Scottish coast. What could be easier?

We were at the docks before dawn the next morning to
make sure we didn’t miss the departing fishing fleet. Our
first surprise was waiting for us. Someone had stolen all the
bulbs from the navigation lights and the wheelhouse during
the night. Next Frank refused to sail with us. If we’d been
on the high seas I could have hanged him for mutiny. He
preferred to drive up to Galloway, but unfortunately with-
out the trailer which was left sitting on the dockside. There
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was a thirty-foot tide that night and the remaining three of
us had to lower the trailer laboriously the thirty feet to the
deck.

By the time we’d managed that, the trawler fleet was
already sailing down the channel. We set off in hot pursuit.
Since I’d been in the Marines, I was elected skipper, with
Snowy as mechanic and Big John, who had just joined us as
a potential investor, as deck hand and cook. In fact, my only
knowledge of the sea was that it was wet and frequently
stormy and while the fishing fleet steamed up the right-hand
side of the channel, I steered a course up the left, trying to
make it appear that we weren’t following them.

It was like driving the wrong way down a motorway. I
was about to execute a smart turn to port at the entrance to
the estuary when I found myself face to face with a huge
Icelandic trawler, bearing down on us, horns blaring.
Somehow we avoided each other and, chastened, I carried
on in pursuit of the fleet.

Out on the open sea, visibility was about five miles and
the wind was blowing at Force 4, a light breeze to real sea-
men, but gale-force to us. We crossed Morecambe Bay
without further alarms, but as the fleet turned to the west,
some of the fishing boats started to lower their trawls and
began to fish, miles short of the Isle of Man. As we pondered
this, the engine began to splutter, firing first on two cylin-
ders and then only one, spewing out oil at the same time.
We now realised why everything was covered in it.

We didn’t dare stop the engine in case it never started
again – one cylinder was better than none at all – but our
progress was so painfully slow that we were even being
overtaken by trawlers with their nets down. We were
reduced to throwing bits of wood over the side to see if we
were making any headway at all. The fishing fleet slowly
disappeared over the horizon, leaving us totally alone in a
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strange and terrifying world. There was no land in sight, no
other boat, just the Black Pig, labouring in the grey ocean
swell. I had to rely entirely on a radio navigation signal to
get us across to the Isle of Man. I set a course and hoped for
the best.

Nine hours later, we could see the lighthouse at
Maughold Head, south of Ramsey, but it was six more
before we managed to limp into harbour and tie up at the
pier. Never before or since have I been so relieved to feel
dry land under my feet. We had been taking it in turns to
pump the bilges all the way across. Snowy pumped them
one last time, covering the pretty little harbour in an oil
slick. Then we leapt off the boat, black from head to foot,
and hurried to the first pub we could find to wash away the
traumas of the day.

We were still sitting there an hour later when an irate har-
bourmaster put his head around the door and barked,
‘Which bastard filled my harbour with oil and left that heap
of shit dangling from the pier?’ We’d forgotten about the
falling tide and returned to find the Black Pig hanging at a
crazy angle from the pier. It was a perfect end to a perfect
day.

We decided it would be wise to leave Ramsey as soon as
possible. The next morning dawned fair, with visibility so
good that we could see Scotland from the quay.
Astonishingly the engine roared into life, firing on all three
cylinders, but before we set out we agreed among ourselves
that if any of them so much as missed a beat, we would turn
back.

We didn’t get the chance. We were a few miles out when
the engine suddenly stopped dead. We dropped anchor and
Snowy, who after all was a mechanic by trade, set to work
on the engine. He eventually discovered that the filter pads
were clogged, starving the engine of fuel. With two
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removed, the engine started first time and ran like a dream.
Some hours later we finally reached Scotland, after a further
interruption to our journey caused by the top-speed arrival
of a coastguard cutter. The coastguard had been alerted by
Frank Guest, waiting on dry land, who had given us all up
for lost, drowned at sea.

It was an entirely reasonable belief. We’d only managed
to reach Scotland safely thanks to a generous helping of
beginner’s luck. A crew-load of incompetent sailors and
navigators should never have been out on the high seas at all,
least of all in a rusty, leaking tub like the Black Pig.

In retrospect the risks we took were insane but we were
divers after all, and divers regard risk as an inevitable part of
daily life. Facing continual danger together should have
forged us into a loyal band of brothers – a united team – but
it didn’t work that way. There was little concern shown for
the underwater welfare of the next man. If you got into
trouble down there it was generally regarded as your own
stupid fault. You had to look after yourself; we were all
working as individuals and there was no love lost between
us.

In between the arguments, we set to work with a
vengeance to clear the wreck of the Pollux. The boat made
our working life much easier, but we had to find a safe
anchorage for it. The nearest harbour, Maryport, was tidal
and dried out at low water, so we moved the Black Pig up to
Port Patrick, where there was an inner and an outer har-
bour. The entrance from the open sea was narrow and
guarded by a large rock, called a tidal stone, at the south side,
which stood clear of the sea at low water. Once you had
negotiated the entrance, you then had a smart turn to port
to get into the inner harbour. There were two leading lights
to guide you through the narrow entrance at night, one on
the harbour wall, and one up the main street. The only thing
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to watch in the inner harbour was the lifeboat, tied up in the
centre of the harbour.

We awoke one morning to find half a gale blowing. I
called the local coastguard who told me, ‘Stay in bed today
lads, it’s going to get worse.’ I passed the news on to the
team and the usual argument followed. Frank had come up
for a few days and was eager to get into the water. Snowy
and I were somewhat less keen, but agreed to give it a go.

On our way out of harbour we were flashed red by the
coastguard. The message was simple, ‘Don’t go out.’ We
knew better. It was a rough, uncomfortable three hours’
passage to the dive-site, where we were working very close
to the cliffs. The sea was in turmoil. As a rule we never used
an anchor, for it tended to get fast in the wreck. Normally
we fixed a rope to the wreck but because of the sea condi-
tions, Frank came up with the bright idea of tying a large
piece of scrap from the hold on to the line to do the job of
an anchor. It held for a short time.

Suddenly the block and tackle on the derrick came loose
and started to swing wildly about. Snowy saw the block
coming straight at him and ducked. Frank, who was behind
Snowy, looked up, and caught the swinging block on the
forehead, knocking him out. On regaining consciousness he
gave Snowy a right bollocking for ducking. Then the
anchor-line parted and we were loose and drifting, minus
one large piece of scrap. Even Frank was forced to admit that
diving was impossible and we called it a day. By now a full
gale was blowing, and the winter darkness was closing in
fast. By the time we reached Port Patrick it was completely
dark.

The sight that greeted us through the storm and the spray
was not pleasant. Big rollers were rushing through the har-
bour entrance and to make matters worse there were no
leading lights to guide us. Someone had turned them out.
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We could only guess the position of the tidal stone. To
come down on it in such a sea would certainly have put paid
to the Black Pig. In pitch darkness, in the teeth of a howling
gale, we held a hasty conference on whether to risk attempt-
ing to get into the harbour or do the run up to Loch Ryan
for shelter.

I knew what the answer would be. ‘You’ve had the most
experience Keith. You take it in.’

‘Not fucking likely,’ I said, but in the end I agreed,
though I knew full well that I’d be blamed if I hit anything
on the way in. Such was life in this team.

I sent Snowy up to the bows, to guide us along the
middle of the channel by hand signals. As I brought the ves-
sel closer I could see the size of the waves rushing through
the narrow entrance. The Black Pig had little power; even at
full throttle forward or astern you just had to wait for it to
happen. Once in those waves, we would be picked up like
a surfboard and sent on our way with no control whatso-
ever. I got into the best position I could find to start the run,
then shouted to the lads, ‘Here we go.’

As we reached the harbour mouth I felt the Black Pig
being picked up by the following wave and we surfed
through the entrance. As I battled to stop the boat from
going sideways or capsizing, we were swept into the outer
harbour. I threw it hard to port, and waited for the worst
or best to happen. The bows came around very slowly.
After requiring every ounce of power and speed, I now
had to lose it pretty damn quick. I just missed the lifeboat
and with the engines full astern, the boat finally came to
rest against the tidal meter tube, in the corner of the
harbour.

‘Could you not see the fucking tidal meter?’ was Frank’s
first and only comment.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE ZAFFARIS

�
By late 1965 we were in trouble. The Pollux and its cargo

was long finished and there was nothing much left on
any of the other wrecks in the area. We had to find another
wreck quickly. If we didn’t, it was back to the mills of
Keighley. Despite the cold water and the incessant pleas
from Mildred to ‘get a proper job’, I just didn’t fancy that.

Even when we found a workable new wreck, it was only
the first step towards earning some money. We then had to
buy the rights to it. Many times we traced underwriters and
made an offer, only to be told, ‘It’s not worth our time and
effort to uncover the paperwork.’ I understood that, but it
was very frustrating to do a volunteer salvor’s job which
entailed holding the cargo until we’d made a deal with the
owner. If no one came forward, it became ours outright
after a year and day, but it was a long wait for our money,
particularly when the scrap we’d recovered had a habit of
disappearing from the storeplace.

Snowy and I still kept diving full time, but Frank went
back to his coal business to earn his living, though he still put
in an odd few days when we had a wreck to work. We had
a particularly hard time of it during the winter. Getting in a
couple of dives produced enough scrap to keep my wife and
kids fed and watered for two or three weeks, but even when
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we’d managed to find a wreck to work, prolonged gales and
storms meant we couldn’t get into the water to earn money.

As we drove up to Scotland one day, we passed John
Brown’s shipyards on the Clyde, where the QE2 was taking
shape. Its new aluminium superstructure towered high
above the shipyard buildings. Stuck in an enormous tail-
back of traffic, I watched the ship’s massive bronze pro-
pellers being transported to the yard. I fell asleep that night
dreaming of finding them lying on the sea-bed.

The dream did not come true. We were rapidly running
out of work and taking more risks as the wrecks became less
and less productive. By the middle of the winter I was
absolutely broke. Late one night, Frank Guest got a phone
call from a Scottish farmer, Bobby Ramsey. A Greek
freighter, the Zaffaris, had gone aground on the Mull of
Galloway. The others decided to share it between them and
set off for Scotland leaving me asleep in bed with Mildred.

They returned a few days later with their trophies of sex-
tants and chronometers and made some feeble excuse to me.
It was the last straw for the ‘Braw Lads’. I told them that I
was calling it a day, and took a job at a local factory, just to
pay the bills. I told myself that I’d have another go at diving
for a living in the summer, but in reality there was little
chance, because I didn’t even have the price of an air com-
pressor to fill my diving bottles.

Things have a strange way of working out, however. A
few weeks later, I got a call from Bobby Ramsey, telling me
that he’d bought the rights to the Greek ship, now fully sub-
merged on the bottom. Could I help him to salvage it?

Bobby was a kindly man with a round, weather-beaten
farmer’s face. He lived at Cadryne Farm, overlooking the
sea, and ran another two farms as well, but he was a farmer
who loved the sea more than he loved his land. He was out
every day in his boat catching lobsters and saw salvage as
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another good way to spend time messing about in boats. He
wasn’t a diver, however, and if we were to salvage the
Zaffaris, I needed someone else to dive with me. Luckily a
friend from my Sub-Aqua Club days was working in the
same factory. Peter Sellars, a draughtsman by trade, was
about ten years younger than me, quiet and studious, with
mournful brown eyes. He also had a longing to try diving
for a living and we came up with the idea of building our-
selves a low-pressure compressor instead of buying a costly
high-pressure one.

Without high-pressure air, we could no longer use our
diving bottles, but we improvised a supply with air pumped
down to us from the surface. We used a scrap compressor
from an old fridge, after Peter assured me that the delivery
rate of air would keep two divers happy at thirty feet. We
took an engine from an old lawnmower to run the com-
pressor and fitted a filter, layers of pads interspersed with
activated charcoal and silica gel. The diver’s mouthpiece was
the second stage of a two-stage demand valve. With two
sixty-foot airlines we were ready to go.

We started work in early spring. The Zaffaris had been
pounded by the winter storms and was now broken up on
the bottom, its cargo of grain scattered on the beaches for
miles around. The wreck itself was in about twenty-five feet
of water. The biggest obstacle to us was the four-knot tide
running constantly from the north.

Our two main targets were the main and spare propellers,
which were made of manganese bronze and would give by
far the best and quickest return. Each one weighed two and
a half tons and my job was to blow the main prop off its shaft
and then split the propellers into four with explosives for
easy lifting, using Bobby’s small boat.

Our first dives with the new compressor showed that
feeding air to two divers was a little ambitious. One diver
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got the air, the other got nothing. From then on we could
only have one diver in the water at a time. If anything went
wrong, you had to sort it out yourself or drown. Fragments
of charcoal also kept escaping from the filter and coming
down the air line straight into our mouths, but using this
primitive method we nevertheless managed to salvage the
propeller blades.

Their sale gave us enough money to buy new equipment:
a Zodiac inflatable boat, decent wet suits, diving bottles and
last but not least, a brand new Dunlop high-pressure air
compressor. We formed a company, Solway Salvage, and
began to look for other wrecks.

When I read in the press that a small coastal tanker, the
Eileen M, had run aground and sunk on Islay, we left for the
island at once. My first sight of Islay was a memorable one.
As we sailed towards the island on the ferry, an endless
stream of wild geese that had migrated from Greenland and
Iceland passed overhead, then circled and landed to rest and
feed. When we drove around the coast early the next morn-
ing to try to reach the Eileen M, the fields were still packed
tight with geese. They took off in their thousands, almost
turning day into night.

If the island was a birdwatcher’s dream, it also turned out
to be a salvage man’s paradise. After chatting to a few
islanders, we made contact with Jim McCauley, a local
grocer whose hobby was tracing the story of the shipwrecks
around Islay. It was a life’s work, for the rocky coasts of the
island were littered with them. We sat open-mouthed as he
reeled off a list of them, all apparently untouched by salvage
men. Apart from the Eileen M, there was the Rothesay Castle,
a big refrigeration ship wrecked on the northern tip of Islay,
the submarine HMS Graph, the Otranto, an armed merchant
cruiser wrecked during the First World War, and a host of
others. Best of all, he told us that the bronze propeller of a
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Second World War merchant ship, the Floristan, was actu-
ally sticking out of the water. A quick trip to the west coast
confirmed the story.

We returned to the mainland at top speed, desperate to
set the paperwork in motion to buy the wrecks before my
late friends in Keighley got to hear about them. The Lloyd’s
agent in Stranraer supplied the names of the interested
parties and we sent off a number of offers.

While waiting for the replies we went back to Islay to try
to land a few loads of scrap before winter set in. The east
coast of the island was relatively sheltered, with small sandy
beaches and rocky coves, and wooded slopes giving way to
moors thick with grazing deer. The west coast was another
world: wild, rocky and almost treeless because of the violent
Atlantic storms sweeping in from the west. Its sheer cliffs,
reefs and rocks had made it a graveyard for many ships.

The contrast in the weather on the island could be equally
marked. There was no point in ringing up Port Ellen on the
east coast to ask about sea conditions, for they could be
completely different over on the west coast. Several times
we set off in perfect weather, only to find a big Atlantic swell
rolling in and the surf pounding the rocks. In the relatively
shallow waters of the west coast, the conditions made diving
impossible.

We also had to learn to decode the shipping forecast. Islay
is in sea area Malin but we soon discovered that a quiet fore-
cast for Malin didn’t always mean safe diving for us. A storm
way out in sea area Rockall would send massive rollers
pounding on to the west coast of Islay. Even in good
weather, it was an extremely difficult place to work and just
to reach the west coast by boat at all we had to face the ter-
rible tides around the Mull of Oa and the Rhinns of Islay at
the south of the island, or the equally fierce ones in the
Sound of Islay if we went north.
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At the start of operations, we made Kilchiaran Bay our
base. It was about the only place on the west coast where
you could launch a small boat. There was nothing outside
the bay but ocean for the next 3,000 miles. Diving from the
bay was as safe as anywhere on that coast which compared
to almost anywhere else, was not very safe at all.

Kilchiaran Bay had another attraction for us however; the
Floristan lay submerged across the entrance to the bay. At the
time of her stranding, it was rumoured that there was gold
on board. We took those stories with a pinch of salt; its
seven-ton bronze propeller would do very nicely for a start.
It was too late in the season to salvage it that year, but we
could make life a little easier for ourselves and a little harder
for any potential competitors by blowing the propeller apart.
It would make it easier to lift once we owned the rights and
in the meantime it would put it safely out of sight beneath
the waves.

Before we started the job I arranged to get some extra gear
flown up from Glasgow. The only airport buildings on Islay
were a lock-up garage for the fire tender and a wooden hut
which doubled as the airport office and passenger waiting
room. The runway was tarmac, a rarity for the islands where
most were grass strips or a sandy beach, but when I got there
to meet the morning flight, it was completely covered by
what appeared to be a hundred sheep, basking in the sun. I
could hear the aircraft coming in from the east but there was
no sign of movement from the sheep. Then a fireman drove
out to one end of the runway in his Land Rover, with his
sheepdog in the back. The dog raised its head in a weary sort
of way and gave a few half-hearted barks, whereupon the
sheep just got up and walked to the side of the runway.
When the flight had come and gone, they all wandered back
on to the tarmac and lay down again. I didn’t know whether
to be more impressed with the sheep or the dog.
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I went back to Kilchiaran with the gear and we paddled
out to the wreck in the Zodiac. I perched on top of it, wrap-
ping my legs around the prop-shaft and holding on with one
hand to keep myself upright while I fixed the charges with
the other. There was a long swell rolling in from the west
which made life even more difficult. One minute I was high
and dry, the next I was buried by a swirling mass of water.
Eventually I fixed and linked all the charges. There were
quite a few because I was aiming to blow the propeller from
the shaft and split the four blades apart at the same time.

When I fired the charges, a waterspout rose into the air,
a vertical column of water eighty feet high with a mass of
kelp perched on the top of it like a flat cap. The sound of
the explosion boomed and echoed around the cliffs and
probably gave half the sheep on Islay a miscarriage, but the
explosives did their job. We split the engine block apart in
the same way, then reluctantly left the metal lying on the
bottom until the next spring.

Peter and I managed to scrape through the rest of the
winter doing odd jobs for Bobby on his farm on the Mull of
Galloway and getting an occasional load of scrap from Islay
when the weather was favourable, but all my thoughts were
fixed on spring.

We’d been pressing the Lloyd’s agent for an answer on
the Floristan but kept being told by the insurers that all the
paperwork was missing and the owners couldn’t be traced.
After a council of war with Bobby and Peter, we reached
our decision. If the owners couldn’t be traced, they certainly
weren’t going to be hanging around the west coast of Islay
to complain if we lifted the Floristan’s propeller blades. If
they came forward at a later date, we’d give them a fair price
for the wreck; if they didn’t, we’d have an even better return
on our labours.

As soon as the fine weather came we hired a trawler
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belonging to Bobby Ramsey’s brother-in-law, Hughie
Campbell, to raise the scrap. I stood on the beach as Hughie
brought the boat into Kilchiaran Bay on a perfect morning
with a flat, calm sea. I went on board and gave him the posi-
tion and depth of the propeller blades. He then told me
where to fix lines to the bottom to stop the boat being
dragged into the shallows by the weight of the metal being
lifted as the strain came on the winch.

The lift went like clockwork and in no time we had
Hughie’s boat loaded to the point where even he conceded
there was enough on board. He sailed up to Crinan to
unload and then return for a second lift.

It was a fine start to the season but it was a struggle from
then on. Bobby hit problems on his farms and had to return
to Galloway, leaving Peter and me to carry on. The small
Zodiac we were using was far from perfect for landing scrap,
but hiring Hughie’s boat was out of the question unless we
had a load as valuable as the Floristan’s propeller to lift. 

It was a deeply frustrating time. We were working a coast
we knew was littered with wrecks but because of our limi-
tations of manpower, capital and equipment, we were barely
scratching the surface. After years of back-breaking effort, I
was still living hand to mouth. Whatever surplus we made
was quickly swallowed by the cost of better equipment. The
main problem, as always, was that wreck diving was either
feast or famine. Good earning periods were always followed
by bad ones when the weather turned ugly.

The only way I could see to change things was to find the
Otranto, the biggest and most profitable wreck off Islay. The
12,000-ton ship was a cruise liner built for the Orient Steam
Navigation Company in 1909. It had been converted to an
armed merchant cruiser at the outbreak of the First World
War and sailed from New York on 24 September 1918, in
convoy HX50, bound for Glasgow and Liverpool. During
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the course of the voyage, the ship’s complement was aug-
mented by the unfortunate crew of a sailing ship, the
Croisine. Sailing without lights, the convoy had ploughed
straight through a fleet of French fishing ships and the
Croisine was run down and sunk by the Otranto.

The thirteen-ship convoy – ten merchantmen carrying
almost 20,000 troops, escorted by three US warships – sailed
on in six columns. The Otranto was the leading ship in the
third column; the next one to its north was led by the SS
Kashmir, a 9,000-ton liner of the P & O line. As they
reached the North Channel, they were hit by a ferocious
storm. Poor visibility had prevented any sightings being
taken for several days and the convoy had been navigating
by dead reckoning.

On the morning of 16 October, the captains of both ves-
sels spotted land. The Captain of the Kashmir correctly iden-
tified it as the coast of Islay, but the Officer of the Watch on
the Otranto thought the land he could see was Inishtrahull.
Both men put the helm hard over, battling the mountainous
seas as they tried to steer away from trouble. There was one
small problem; while the Kashmir turned to starboard, the
Otranto turned to port. At 8.45 that morning the Kashmir’s
bow smashed into the port side of the Otranto, gouging a
huge hole.

Badly damaged, the two ships drifted apart and lost sight
of each other in the spray and towering seas. Pounded by
mountainous waves, the Otranto shipped more and more
water through the hole in its side. The engine room flooded
and with both engines stopped, it drifted helplessly towards
the coast of Islay.

Its SOS calls were answered by a destroyer, HMS
Mounsey, which reached the stricken ship at 10 a.m. The sea
conditions made a rescue almost impossible. One minute
the destroyer’s deck was rearing upwards, the next it was
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plunging down, burying its bows in the next massive wave
as tons of green water roared over its decks. Despite the risk
to his own ship, the Mounsey’s captain, Lieutenant F.W.
Craven, repeatedly brought it alongside the badly listing
liner. In calm water, the destroyer’s deck would have been
thirty feet below the liner’s. In such a storm, the waves
would raise it almost level with the Otranto for a fraction of
a second, then cast it down into a trough sixty feet below.
American troops lined the deck of the doomed liner and as
the two ships were hurled together by the swell, they began
trying to jump across the gap. Four times the Mounsey
crashed into the side of the Otranto as hundreds of men
jumped for their lives. Many fell into the sea and were
drowned or crushed between the ships’ hulls. Many more
were killed or badly injured as they plummeted on to the
deck of the destroyer, but a sizable number were saved.

With almost 600 men now on board, the Mounsey was
itself dangerously overloaded and in grave danger of being
swamped and sinking. It pulled off and steamed away, labour-
ing in the swell. The thoughts of Captain Davidson and the
over 400 men still remaining on the Otranto, as they watched
their last hope of rescue sail away, can only be imagined.

It grounded half a mile from the shore and began to break
up. The captain gave the order to abandon ship, but only
sixteen men managed to survive the swim through the ter-
rible seas to the shore. The bodies of the dead, including
Captain Davidson, were washed up right along the west
coast of the island. In all, well over 400 men were drowned.
A simple cemetery, containing the British war graves, looks
out across the site of the disaster. All the American bodies
were returned to the States for burial.

Searching through contemporary newspapers for infor-
mation, I was amazed to find no reference to the sinking. It
showed the grip the Government had on the press in those
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days; it’s hard to imagine a similar catastrophe being hushed
up today, even in wartime.

Admiralty charts placed the wreck in Machir Bay on the
west coast of Islay, and with the help of the locals we man-
aged to trace a very old man who had watched the Otranto
breaking up on the reef. By the time he got there, the
pounding of the massive waves had broken the vessel in two
and bodies were washing ashore. By nightfall the Otranto
had disappeared below the surface. He took us to the exact
spot where he had stood all those years ago, watching that
terrible scene being played out below him. I could see a few
tears running down his cheeks.

In late summer I found a trawlerman from the Isle of Man
who was having a thin time at the fishing. After a great deal
of persuasion and not a few glasses of whisky, he agreed to
work with us ‘on spec’ for a couple of weeks while we
searched for the wreck. We used towed searches across the
area to find it. Neither of us enjoyed it; it was always much
colder being towed than swimming because so much more
water got into your suit. We took turns behind the boat
holding a heavily-weighted line and another one attached to
a buoy. If one of us found the wreck, he could let go of the
towing line and fix the buoy to the wreckage, making sure
we did not lose the site.

I took the first turn myself. As the boat moved off, I slid
down to the end of the line near the weight, which helped
to keep me near the bottom. Without it, I would have been
pulled to the surface. Four long, cold days of tows across the
sea-bed followed. By the end of the fourth day even I was
getting despondent. How could we be missing a 12,000-ton
wreck, 535 feet long? The weather had been kind to us up
to then but it was bound to change soon and Islay was no
place to be diving in bad weather.
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I had just finished another tow, very cold and disap-
pointed, and Peter was about to start his turn on the end of
the line, when a small trawler came into the bay. I recog-
nised the boat. It belonged to Lachy Clark, who had fished
the lobsters for many years on Islay and many of the other
islands. He had a reputation as a quiet, Bible-reading man. I
hailed him as he came alongside, and explained our prob-
lem. He thought for a while, then said, ‘Follow me.’

He led us a fair distance to the south of our position, then
gestured into the depths. ‘I’ve lost a few pots in these parts,
I suggest you try here.’

Peter was quickly into the water. No sooner had he dis-
appeared below the surface, than he was back again. ‘It’s
here.’

I was back in the water, the cold forgotten, just as soon as
I got a set of bottles on my back. What I saw would have
gladdened the heart of any salvage diver. Here was a ship
built by a company who believed in putting the best avail-
able materials into their vessels. An engine block the size of
a house stood proud of the sea-bed. I swam right through it.
Big connecting rods led to huge bearings, there were two
large condensers, and bronze pumps and large-diameter
copper piping lay strewn all over the sea-bed. I swam to the
stern of the vessel and found the massive three-bladed
bronze propeller. What a find!

We recovered a few lengths of thick copper piping, just
to cover the expenses of the day of celebration that would
follow, but before we sailed back, I also took a few moments
to take some markers of our position. There was no way I
was going to lose this wreck-site.

When you want to mark your position at sea, you look
towards the shoreline and pick out two objects in line, like
a tree and a house, or a church spire and a feature on the sky-
line. You then look in another direction and do the same,
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which gives you a good cross-bearing. My markers for find-
ing the Otranto were the roof of a croft which aligned with
a small V in the hillside, a black gully that lined up with a
telegraph pole on the hill, and three brown patches which
we termed rabbit holes and which aligned with a peculiar
rock on the foreshore. These gave me the perfect fix and
with the bearings in line I could put us on any part of the
wreck.

We returned to shore ready for the mother of all celebra-
tions, but before I touched a drop, I arranged for a letter to
be sent to the Ministry of Transport War Risks Insurance
Office to make sure that the Otranto was for sale.

The restrictions imposed by the drinking hours on Islay,
where the pubs closed at 10 p.m. sharp and all day on
Sundays, could have put a damper on our celebrations, but
luckily there was a ceilidh that night. At some ceilidhs
people got together for an evening of song, story-telling and
temperance, which was a little on the quiet side for the
diving fraternity. To our great relief, that night’s ceilidh was
a less restrained and much more well-lubricated affair.

Islay depends almost entirely on the production of whisky
and, despite the best efforts of the distillery owners, a fair
amount of raw whisky straight from the still, along with stuff
they call the wash, finds its way into the hands of the locals.
If whisky-drinking ever became an Olympic sport, nine
people out of a team of ten, including women, would come
from Islay. Even when celebrating a windfall like the
Otranto, it was wise to approach the whisky with caution. A
few glasses of the white stuff – 120 proof – would have been
enough to curtail our diving activities for a good few days. I
stuck to beer and let an aspidistra have the benefit of my
whisky. The sight of less prudent individuals after a night on
the white stuff was not a pretty one.

The dancing at the ceilidh was almost as dangerous as the
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whisky. The general idea seemed to be to spin your partner
off his or her feet. A superb specimen of Scottish woman-
hood led me to the dance floor. As the music started, she
clasped my head to her ample bosom. The room went dark
and then began to spin. My feet didn’t touch the ground for
a considerable length of time and in the end I was forced to
request rather urgently that she put me down. Peter and a
few other outsiders also tried a few eightsome reels with the
local Amazons and without exception they found them-
selves skidding across the dance floor on their backsides.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE OTRANTO

�
After a long, anxious wait through the winter months, I

received a letter from the War Risks Insurance Office
accepting our offer for the wreck of the Otranto. It was ours
for £200, plus a share of the proceeds from the sale of the –
as yet unseen – starboard propeller, buried under the wreck.
It sounds a trifling amount of money now, but in 1968 it was
a substantial sum, and certainly far more than I could lay my
hands on. I’d assumed that between us we would scrape the
money together somehow, splitting the costs and the 
profits three ways, but when I told Peter and Bobby the
good news they made it quite clear that no money would 
be forthcoming from them. From now on, I was on my
own.

We were all in dire financial straits, but while Peter was
back at his old job as a draughtsman and Bobby had his farms
on the Mull of Galloway, I had nothing to fall back on. I was
working night shifts at Peter Black’s textile mill in Keighley
to make ends meet and not enjoying it one bit.

I was desperate to find the money for the Otranto from
somewhere, scared that word of the find would get out and
someone else would step in and buy it. In the end I
approached the metal brokers who had bought the propeller
blades from the Zaffaris. When I told them of the expected
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returns from the Otranto, they agreed to loan me the money
against the first big recoveries.

I completed the purchase, but with Bobby and Peter now
out of the picture, I needed help; I couldn’t work the
Otranto alone. I asked Snowy if he wanted to join me again.
He was very keen but to my surprise, he asked if Frank
could be brought back as well. Reluctantly I agreed. The
old team was back in business.

It was still too early in the spring to book a vessel to raise
the first load of scrap, but just as we had done with the
Floristan, we used a couple of clear days to prepare the easiest
and most profitable pieces of scrap for lifting. Frank and I
dived down to the wreck and swam right along its length to
the stern. We got ready to blast the starboard propeller from
the prop-shaft and split it into three.

The day we’d found the Otranto, I’d scratched the pro-
peller blades to check they were bronze. While fixing the
charges around the prop-shaft against the boss, I got the
awful feeling that I’d made a terrible mistake. I’d been
diving long enough to know the difference between non-
ferrous and ferrous metal. On older wrecks it’s easy enough
to check. I took out my knife and gave the boss a good
crack. There was a cloud of black dust, like smoke in the
water. It was a sure sign that I’d hit iron. There was a sick
feeling in my stomach. I couldn’t understand how I could
have made such a mistake.

I swam out along one of the blades, which stuck out some
ten feet beyond the boss. Heart in mouth, I scratched it with
my diving knife. There was no black dust, just the yellow
gleam of bronze. I heaved a huge sigh of relief. Until then
I’d never seen or heard of a propeller with bronze blades
inserted into a cast-iron boss. They were held in place by
huge brass nuts, hidden under a dome of concrete.

After firing the charges, we dived back down to the
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wreck. The three massive propeller blades lay neatly sepa-
rated on the sea-bed, surrounded by the brass nuts that had
held them. We also blew a giant condenser into manageable
pieces. All we had to do now was wait for the last of the
winter storms to abate. After days of staring morosely at the
wind and rain lashing the coast, we at last got a decent
weather window. A big high-pressure zone came in and
gave us the chance to make the lift.

I contacted Ross & Marshals in Glasgow, who ran a fleet
of vessels known throughout Scotland as ‘puffers’, later
immortalised in the television series Parrahandy. They agreed
to have one of their vessels, the Stormlight, on site within two
days. It was capable of lifting at least three tons, my estimate
of the weight of each of the propeller blades on the Otranto.
It failed to put in an appearance on schedule but after several
more days of increasingly angry phone calls, we were
promised it would arrive early the next morning, without
fail.

The next day dawned clear and calm, with just the hint
of a swell coming in from the west. We drove across to the
west coast and used the Zodiac to get out to the wreck-site.
Our lifting vessel arrived late. We made it fast to the wreck,
then climbed on board. It was immediately obvious from
the state of the three-man crew that drink had been taken
the previous night. The skipper was a wizened little man
who looked as if he could have done with being put through
the washing machine and the engineer and deckhand were
much the same.

It was going to be a long day and we decided to have our
breakfast before starting. The crew had brought no food of
their own, but generously helped us eat ours. As I briefed
them on what we expected, nervous glances passed between
them. The vessel was without ballast and riding high in the
water, and because of the tide we were lying across the slight
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swell, which gave it quite a roll. There was only one hatch,
with steel covers set on rollers. When the winchman released
them, they rolled back at an ever-increasing speed, then
turned on end and stacked vertically with a deafening clang.
For some reason the skipper was standing on top of the hatch
when the winchman freed the covers. I had visions of the
biggest meat sandwich in history with the skipper as the fill-
ing. I stood watching helplessly. There was nothing I could
do, no way to stop the covers once they started rolling. At
the last moment, old and hungover though he was, the skip-
per made a flying dive that Mark Spitz would have envied
and clung to the derrick support. He missed death by inches.
The three crew members went into an immediate huddle
and emerged with a request for a few extra pounds in cash.
Hands tied, we agreed. It was the first of a number of such
requests during the course of the day.

Our first lift was one of the propeller blades. We made it
secure to the winch, which had just about enough cable on
the drum to reach the bottom. This caused us endless extra
work, as we had to reposition the vessel for each lift.

Worse was to follow. It soon became obvious that the
winchman had no experience. He lowered the derrick to
help us secure the blade to the cable and when he attempted
the lift all that happened was that the vessel moved to the
blade and then began to tilt over. A lot of shouting by the
skipper soon put a stop to that operation. The winchman
raised the derrick until it was at an angle of about forty-five
degrees, then started the lift again. All went fine until the
blade cleared the water. Then it began to swing. Each arc
brought it closer to the side of the vessel and soon it was
crashing into it with quite a bang. The blade was soon
dropped back into the water and the winchman then moved
the derrick to almost vertical so that the blade came up
alongside the vessel.
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Another disaster was in the making. Instead of dropping
it straight into the hold once it was clear of the side, the
winchman again allowed the blade to start swinging. Within
seconds it was once more going through forty-five degrees,
at a steadily increasing velocity. Panic began to take hold.
Three tons of propeller blade swinging free soon starts to
make its mark. The stanchions that secured the mast and
derrick began to bend and the welding started to crack. It
was frightful to look at. Lowered slowly it would have
punched a hole through the side of the vessel. The winch-
man did the only thing possible. As the blade came to the far
end of its swing, off came the brake and the blade went back
to the depths with a tremendous splash.

Another conference was followed by a few more quid
changing hands, and after much hard work we finally got
the blade inboard. As soon as it cleared the side of the ship,
before it could start to swing, the winchman dropped it into
the hold with a crash. On the next lift, he promptly forgot
everything he’d learned on the first one and allowed a con-
denser end-plate to swing free. It wasn’t such a problem as
the propeller blade; the end-plate only weighed about half a
ton. After a few more dents in the side of the ship and a few
more ominous creaks from the derrick, that too found its
way into the hold.

The whole day went on in much the same vein and what
should have been an easy day for us turned out to be one of
the longest and most arduous I can ever recall. The vessel
had to be constantly repositioned – by the divers, not the
crew. Their ropes were old and rotten, and broke repeatedly
and there were constant cock-ups. We were also short of
food; the crew had made sure of that.

After thirteen hours of hard work and stomach-knotting
tension, at last the day was done. One glance into the hold
told me that all the trauma had been worth it. Some sixteen
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tons of prime non-ferrous metal lay in the hold, enough to
clear my debts and make me the outright owner of the
Otranto.

The Otranto alone carried enough non-ferrous fittings to
keep us going for years, but on days when sea conditions
made it impossible to work the wreck – and they were fre-
quent – we could pull scrap from the Floristan, which was in
a less exposed position.

We worked from Kilchiaran Bay, using the Zodiac to get
out to the dive-site. At first we changed on the beach at the
head of the bay, near a small cliff with a waterfall which was
very handy for washing the salt out of our diving suits. A
small cove at the seaward end of the bay, sheltered from the
west by a line of rocks, made a much better base for opera-
tions however. The only problem was that we needed a
four-wheel-drive vehicle to reach it.

Driving down to Portnahaven on the south-west tip of
the island one day, we noticed a derelict Land Rover in a
field next to the road. Most of the paint was missing, show-
ing its aluminium body, and it had a well-knackered canvas
back and four flat tyres, but it hadn’t been stripped for spares.
We had a quick chat with the farmer, a few pounds changed
hands and it was ours. A coat of green paint, some second-
hand tyres, a change of oil and we had it running in no time.
It served us well over the coming months, but it carried so
much weight that in the end we broke its back.

The track around the top side of Kilchiaran Bay leading
to the cove had been constructed by the Army many years
before. The line of it could still be traced easily enough,
winding around the steep cliffs, sometimes reaching fifty or
sixty feet above the bay, but time and the weather had taken
their toll. As we made our first journey along it, the Land
Rover leaned at an ever crazier angle, the wheels inches
from a sheer drop. We were forced to hang on to the uphill
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side, like the crew of a racing yacht, to stop our prized new
possession from rolling over and crashing on to the rocks
below us. The last turn into the cove was over a deep gully,
spanned by a small dry-stone bridge. What was left of the
bridge could only be negotiated with extreme care. There
was nothing to spare at all, both sets of wheels were no more
than two inches from the edge.

The effort was worth it, however, for the cove was an
ideal place to work from, only 100 yards from the wreck of
the Floristan. The boulder-littered beach sloped up to a small
grassy bank where the remains of a lifeboat from the wreck
had been washed up. It became our base.

We found plenty of non-ferrous metal on the Floristan,
including a part-cargo of twelve-foot brass tubes, some full
of sand. It was an awkward cargo to handle from the Zodiac,
so we built a raft out of scaffolding tubes and forty-gallon oil
drums and fixed a line from the shore so that we could pull
ourselves out to the wreck-site. One of us stayed on the raft
stacking the tubes, while the other two passed them up from
below the water.

On calm days it was a pleasure to take my turn on the raft.
I used to sit there daydreaming as I waited for the tug on the
rope that signalled that the diver below had fixed a load to
the line. The big transatlantic jets, outward bound for
America, used to pass directly over the middle of the bay. I’d
watch them trailing vapour as they sped towards the horizon
to the west. I dreamed of being on one one day, until a sharp
tug on the line would bring me back to reality, straining and
heaving at the rope and wondering what they had tied on
this time.

We soon discovered the carrying capacity of the raft. A
few tubes too many and it slowly started to sink. That was
the signal for the diver to jump into the water. Without his
weight the raft was buoyant enough for us to pull it into the
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shore and unload the tubes. When we’d finished with it and
were ready to start for home, we simply removed the drums,
and let it sink to the bottom, ready to be retrieved for our
next operation.

We were at work on the Floristan one day when we
noticed a group of five men making their way around the
bay towards us. As they came closer, we could see by their
clothes that they were locals, not tourists. They were rough-
looking lads and had obviously not walked all that way for a
picnic. They looked to have trouble in mind.

The leader shouted, ‘I want to talk to you.’
Rather than pull the raft in to the shore, we decided to

swim in, making sure we all had our diving knives with us.
We landed a distance away from them, giving us time to
strip off our fins and get ready, just in case. We were an
awful long way from the nearest police station and there
were no witnesses in this lonely spot. As we walked towards
them, I recognised the leader. He was the local coalman,
Willy Burke, who also dabbled in scrap metal. He was
quietly spoken, but a hard-looking man and he constantly
glanced behind him as he talked, as if expecting an attack.
He’d been pointed out to us before as someone to steer well
clear of.

What he said was brief and to the point. He owned the
wreck that we were working and produced the documents
to prove it – the paperwork that we’d been assured could
not be traced. Things were a little ugly at first, but when we
all calmed down we sorted out an agreement that was a true
British compromise; we got to keep the wreck, but we now
had a new partner, Willy Burke. As I got to know him
better I found I rather liked him. He was a rough, tough
character with some gypsy blood in him, but he was direct
and straightforward and lived by a simple set of rules that I
found it hard to disagree with.
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With our new partner’s blessing, we moved all the tubes
we’d collected back around the bay in our old Land Rover
and stacked them by the road. Then we booked a lorry to
come over and collect them. It completely blocked the nar-
row road, but no one appeared to mind; life was very steady
on the island.

It was only when we started to load the tubes that I
realised just how many we’d collected. Loading them was
endless, the piles never seemed to get any smaller. It took so
long that by the time we’d crossed to the mainland on the
ferry and driven down to Glasgow, the metal dealers’ yard
had closed for the weekend.

Next came the really good news. Our lorry driver had
to get back to his base and refused to go any further. What
the hell could we do with a load of brass tubes in Glasgow
on a Friday night? If we dumped them at the roadside
there’d be none left in the morning. We tried and failed to
hire another lorry, but we did manage to talk our driver
into going down the road to the first transport café south
of Glasgow. There we found someone willing to run the
tubes down as far as Carlisle. Already knackered from our
long day’s work, we began transferring the brass tubes to
the other lorry.

We repeated the whole sequence in Carlisle, getting the
driver to take us to the first transport café down the A6,
where we found another two lorry drivers going to
Manchester. They agreed to run the tubes down to Keighley
for a few pounds.

‘Are there any steep hills on the way down the A65?’ one
asked.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Why?’
‘Oh, it’s just that we’re already carrying over thirty tons

of steel plate.’
Close to exhaustion, we transferred the tubes again,
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praying it would be the last time. Dawn had broken, the
birds were singing and all was going well, until just to the
south of Kendal we came to a short, sharp hill. The first lorry
got stuck on a bend halfway up. The road was completely
blocked. We managed to get both lorries to reverse back
down the hill and once more moved the tubes from the first
one to the one in the rear, which was carrying less steel
plate. This time they both managed the hill – just.

We finally arrived in Keighley, where once again we had
to transfer the tubes, this time to Frank’s coal lorry. We’d
moved the whole stack of tubes six times in the course of the
journey down from Islay.

At the weigh-in on Monday, we found we had over five
tons of brass – or at least, most of it was brass. We knew
there was a fair amount of sand inside the tubes, but in get-
ting them out of the sea, the water had washed it out of the
ends, so none was visible. We took the money and ran.

It was some time before we called on that particular
dealer again. He broke into a smile when he saw us – always
a bad sign in a scrap dealer. ‘Lads,’ he said. ‘Come and look
at this lot.’

He took us round the back where he had a fair old col-
lection of sandbags full of sand, some seven hundredweight
in all. ‘It came from those tubes you sold me,’ he said. There
was no doubt it was our sand – I could smell the sea on it,
and after a token protest we allowed him to knock a per-
centage off the load we were just weighing in.

Back on Islay, we found that our new partner had
invested in a 25-foot launch to speed up the work of bring-
ing the scrap from the Otranto ashore. The second day we
used it was a reasonable one for the west coast – a bitterly
cold north-easterly, blowing about Force 3 or 4 – and for a
change, the sea over the wreck was almost flat calm. As dusk
fell we listened to the shipping forecast; the wind would
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remain easterly, backing a little further to the north-east and
increasing marginally. It was just a fresh breeze for that coast.
With most of our diving gear on board however, we played
safe. Before we went back to our digs for the night, we made
the launch secure in the cove with six lines.

The first indication that something was wrong came in a
phone call the next morning from Willy. ‘You’d better
come across, we’ve a problem with the boat.’

I noticed a change in the wind direction straight away –
it was now in the west and blowing hard – but that didn’t
prepare us for the sight that met our eyes at Kilchiaran Bay.

The cove had been completely transformed. The day
before the beach had been littered with huge boulders; now
not one could be seen. All had gone, replaced by an unbro-
ken stretch of pure golden sand. Where the sand came from
I do not know; there is none at all in the area.

The launch had been reduced to matchwood; we col-
lected the bits and made a bonfire of them. The two largest
items we found were the fuel tank tossed up on the grass and
the engine block resting against the cliff. It had been bat-
tered by the sea into a smooth, rounded shape. Then one of
the lads noticed the winch. It was an ex-War Department
type, and weighed about eighty pounds plus the weight of
the cable. We had left it the previous night with its cables
secured under the launch and another forty feet of cable
inside it. Three strong men could not have lifted that winch
and its dragging cable, entwined with kelp. Yet it had been
thrown up on to the cliff, higher than I could ever have
imagined the sea reaching.

I stood on the cliff-top looking at the weather. It was a
bright sunny morning and even though the wind took our
breath away and the waves outside the bay were all ten-foot
white-tops, our small cove was relatively quiet. The launch
would have been fine had the shipping forecast been
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accurate but instead of a Force 4 north-easterly, the bay had
been hit by a Force 12 westerly. Neither the launch, nor the
diving gear had been insured. We had learned the costly
lesson once again of what an implacable and unpredictable
enemy the sea could be.

After clearing the rest of the Floristan’s cargo, we turned
our attention to the Otranto again. To make the recoveries
from that exposed site we needed something much more
substantial than the Zodiac and our scaffolding-pole raft. We
eventually found an ex-army bridging pontoon at a govern-
ment-surplus sale in Yorkshire. It was old but solidly built of
marine ply, about 14 feet long by 7 feet wide and 4 feet
deep. It even had a handrail round the outside that proved
ideal for divers to hang on to. We bought a Seagull eight-
horsepower outboard motor to power it through the water
and Snowy built a trailer big enough to carry it.

We towed it to Scotland behind Snowy’s Morris
Traveller, setting off in the early hours of the morning to
avoid any trouble with the police about the trailer’s lack of
brakes. We then hitched it to the Land Rover for the last
perilous couple of miles to the cove at the end of Kilchiaran
Bay and launched it into the water. It travelled through the
waves with all the speed and grace of a bathtub full of con-
crete but it got the job done and that was all that counted.

There were still many days when sea conditions were too
rough to get out to the Otranto and even with apparently
calm and flat seas, the wreck was no picnic to work. If you
did not know what to look for you could miss the long, low
swell coming in from the west. But once underwater you
were driven backward and forwards over the sea-bed by the
action of the waves. Below sixty feet you were in the quiet
zone, where surface turbulence had very little effect, but
the general depth of water over the Otranto was only
between thirty and forty feet. Hanging on to a piece of
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wreckage was like streaming from a lamppost in a hurri-
cane, with the added problem that the wind reversed direc-
tion every few seconds.

You also had to be very careful which piece of wreckage
you took hold of. What looked like inch-thick steel plate
could crumble in your hands and leave a jagged knife-edge
to rip you and your suit into ribbons. An apparently sub-
stantial bolt could also break away, leaving a needle-sharp
point.

We travelled over to Kilchiaran every morning from our
digs in Port Charlotte and steered the pontoon out to the
wreck site. We dived solo; if anything went wrong on the
bottom, the diver had to fix it himself. The water was gin
clear and I could see the Otranto’s massive engine block as
soon as I put my head below the surface. From above I could
see how the ship had wrapped itself around the reef on that
terrible day so many years ago and broken almost in half; the
bow section lay at an angle of 120 degrees to the stern. I
could follow the line of the twin shafts from the rear of the
engine all the way to what was left of the propellers at the
stern, pointing in towards the shore. There were eleven
large boilers strewn at different angles around the wreck and
looking down between the sections as I swam towards the
bow I could see stacks of large brass shell cases, loaded with
cordite. Swimming above the wreck was like looking down
on a vast scrap yard.

We rigged a lifting device – a Tirfor, which the Americans
call a ‘walky-dog’ or ‘come-along’ – to the pontoon to help
us lift the pumps and bearings, plus larger pieces of metal
weighing anything up to half a ton. We tied the scrap to the
steel cable from the Tirfor and raised it by cranking a long
lever. Unable to get the heavy pieces inboard, we sailed them
back into the shelter of the cove, suspended below the pon-
toon, and pulled them out at low water.
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Sometimes we tried to raise pieces that were too heavy or
were still attached to the hull of the wreck. Raising the
Otranto itself was well beyond the lifting power of the
Tirfor. Instead one end of the pontoon would begin to sink
beneath the waves and the other swing wildly in the swell.
Sometimes this solved the problem by breaking the load free
from the wreck below us, but in most cases we only had a
few seconds to drop the load before the pontoon joined the
piece we were trying to lift on the sea-bed.

When we’d cleared all the loose non-ferrous metal –
which took some considerable time – we began to use
explosives to blast the rest free. Whenever possible we made
that the last job of the day, allowing the water to clear again
overnight. We had considerable experience with explosives
by now, but every now and again we were given a reminder
of how dangerous the least inattention while using them
could be.

We were working on the Otranto one day when the con-
ditions were marginal. There was a nasty choppy swell and
a stiff breeze, and it was pouring with rain as well. I’d been
down on the wreck laying a number of large charges, fixing
the detonators and tying off the firing cable to prevent them
from dragging from their set positions. As I was about to get
back on board the pontoon, someone on deck cast off the
anchor. Before they had a chance to start paying out the
firing cable the pontoon started to drift with the swell. I
lunged for the rail, pulled myself clear of the water and hung
there as it picked up speed. No one had made any connec-
tion to the battery with the firing cable but in the panic to
pay out the cable it shorted and detonated the charges. Had
I still been in the water rather than hanging on to the side of
the pontoon, I would have been killed instantly by the
shock wave through the water.
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Although the seas around Islay were full of life, the hard
work of hauling scrap left little time to admire it. Sometimes
I’d notice a sudden darkening and look upwards to see a
great shoal of fish, but much passed unnoticed. Conger eels
and lobsters were an exception, however. You need to get
your eye in to find lobsters, for they’re very well camou-
flaged and know just how to tuck themselves away out of
sight, but sometimes I chanced on one just waiting for the
pot. Before putting my hand or arm into a dark hole or pipe,
I always had a good look first, in case it was the home of a
big conger eel or a large lobster; both can give you a very
savage nip. I always paid very close attention to conger eels.
They love wrecks and can be a nasty handful if provoked. I
have never seen a lobsterman move as fast as when a conger
eel came up in a pot that had just been lifted on to deck.

Once we had just detonated a charge on a wreck. After
the explosion up came a number of fish and a fair-sized con-
ger eel, belly uppermost. It looked well dead, but I remem-
bered a couple of stories I’d heard in the past. One was about
a cat that had been nosing around a rubbish tip where some
fishermen had dumped the head of a conger eel a couple of
days before. The eel grabbed the cat and there was one hell
of a struggle to get it free. There was also a tale about a con-
ger biting the heel off a fisherman’s wellington boot.

When Snowy told me to get hold of the conger eel, I
remembered the stories. ‘Get stuffed,’ I said. ‘You do it.’ He
gave me a suspicious look and then poked his diving knife
into its mouth. Its jaws clamped shut like a steel trap. Snowy
hurriedly jerked his knife clear.

Another time I had to place a set of charges in the open-
ing of a large condenser. Every time I approached, out
would pop the head of the largest conger eel I’d ever seen,
deep purple in colour, with big dark eyes that gave the
unmistakeable warning, ‘Keep away.’ In the end I shoved
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the charges into the opening any old how, keeping my
hands well out of the way, and then put some distance
between myself and the condenser as quickly as I could.
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CHAPTER SIX

YELLOW SUBMARINE

�
Until we found the Otranto I’d never really had the

chance to look to the future. I was so obsessed with
earning the money to feed my growing family and pay that
week’s bills that I never sat down and planned what I might
be doing in a few months, never mind a few years, hence.
But as I stumbled down the beach through rain, sleet and
snow to begin another day’s back-breaking work on the
wreck, I kept thinking, there must be better things to look
for than scrap metal.

Unearthing the documentation on the Otranto had fired
my interest in research. I discovered that I was good at it and
soon it became a passion. Whenever the weather turned
sour, and during the long winter months when very little
diving was possible, I took to studying old nautical records.
I also began a dialogue with the Salvage Association that
continues to this day. My interest in historical wrecks was-
n’t entirely romantic; any metal carried on them was likely
to be far more valuable than brass or copper. I’d heard the
local fishermen’s handed-down tales about the Spanish
Armada galleons wrecked around the coasts of Scotland and
Ireland and I collected information on the more promising
of the thirty or so wrecks.

The Armada was a fighting force not a treasure fleet, but
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some of the ships carried valuables. Paymaster vessels had
silver and gold coins to pay the soldiers and crew, and some
of the 1,500 Spanish nobles sailing with the Armada were so
confident of victory that they brought their own personal
chests full of money and valuables.

The defeated Armada’s retreat through the Channel was
cut off and the surviving vessels were forced to make the
2,000-mile journey right round the coast of Britain and
Ireland to reach safety. Few of them made it. Fierce storms
drove many of the ships on to the wild, rocky coasts of
Scotland and Ireland. Those who escaped drowning were
often butchered when they struggled ashore.

I soon decided that the only wrecks of interest were off
the Irish coast. One of the paymaster vessels, the Santa Maria
de la Rosa, lay in the Blasket Sound. According to contem-
porary reports, ‘Having broke its anchor in a great gale, it
drifted across the Sound and struck the rock called
Stromboli; it then disappeared.’ Many attempts had been
made to find the wreck, but I’d neither read nor heard of
any cargo being recovered.

The wreck of the Gerona, a galliass that foundered on
the north-west coast of Ireland, was of even more interest.
Along with other Armada vessels, the Gerona had sought
shelter in the harbour at Killybegs, and when it was found
to be the soundest vessel, most of the nobles transferred
themselves and their valuables to it. It proved to be a mis-
take. The Gerona ran aground and sank soon after setting
sail.

Although it was not entirely clear whether the Spanish or
British government held the title to Armada wrecks in
United Kingdom waters, I was confident that having
wrecked on the Ulster coast in 1588, when Britain and
Spain were at war, the Gerona could only be classified as a
war prize, and therefore the property of the UK govern-
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ment. I unearthed every scrap of information about the
wreck, ploughing through mountains of contemporary
documents and tens of thousands of words for the chance
remark, the tell-tale detail, the unconsidered item, that
others before me might have missed.

The massive bound volumes of the Irish and British State
Papers contained most of the available information but I also
wrote to the Spanish archive in Seville and found a friendly
college professor from Leeds to translate the photocopies
they sent. The crucial piece of evidence was in the Irish
State Papers. It was late on a cold and dark afternoon, and I
had been poring over manuscripts all day. My head ached
and my eyes were bloodshot from deciphering archaic
scripts and fading copperplate handwriting. I was ready to
pack it in for the day, but decided to give it another half-
hour. As I turned another page, a phrase leapt out at me.
‘Close to and hard by the Castle of Dunluce, it struck the
rock called Bunboise and sank.’

I could not wipe the smile from my face. The description
was as good as a grid reference. I was now more than con-
fident that I could find what was left of the Gerona. My con-
fidence was increased when I studied the 1:25,000
Ordnance Survey map of that area of the coast. Below one
steep cliff was a prominent rock named ‘Rock of the
Spaniards’. The distance from Islay to the wreck-site was no
more than forty-five miles, just five hours by boat. I tried to
convince Frank and Snowy that we should at least give it a
week down there to see if we could find the wreck, but I
found myself in a minority of one. The invariable answer
from the others was, ‘Stick to the Otranto, lad. Bird in t’hand
is better than two in t’bush.’

I should have stuck to my guns, broken away and set up
a new team. Instead I capitulated, though I was less than
pleased about it, having spent a lot of time and money on
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the research. I was even less happy a couple of years later
when I saw television pictures of the Belgian diver Robert
Stenuit coming up from ‘my wreck’ with a big gold money-
chain around his neck. I was mad with anger and frustration
for days afterwards.

Finding a wreck now can be a hugely complex logistical
operation, involving months or even years of research in
libraries and record offices, and millions of pounds’ worth of
up-to-the-minute technology: satellite navigation and
dynamic positioning to hold station over the wreck, radar,
side-scan sonars and submersible remote-operated vehicles
(ROVs) to survey it. But in those early days of my diving
career, it was rather less complex. Most of the ones we
found were close inshore and the research often involved
nothing more than buying the local lobstermen a pint.
They’d point out sites where they’d lost lobster pots, a good
indicator of something unusual on the sea-bed. The local
lifeboat station and the farmers whose land abutted the sea
were other useful sources of information. As we moved
further offshore, fishermen became our prime sources.
Wrecks and lost nets go together, so we used to help the
local trawlermen recover their nets or clam dredges and in
return we got priceless information.

Sometimes even the name of a landscape feature could
give a clue to a wreck-site. Years later I was to reflect rue-
fully on the number of times we had sailed past Frenchman’s
Rock on the Rhinns of Islay, without giving it a second
thought. Only when I heard that a diver had brought up
cannon from a wrecked French man-of-war did I reflect on
the origins of the name.

Once we’d worked the easily identifiable wreck-sites,
research became the vital factor. I was our nominated
researcher – the easy job, according to the other team mem-
bers. I discovered the prime sources for information on
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wrecks and read all I could. I soon learned that finding the
approximate locations of wrecks was relatively simple.
Lloyd’s of London had produced the definitive book on the
subject: The Directory of Disasters at Sea, 1900 –1965. It
included details of the name, size, weight and brief descrip-
tion of every wreck and the approximate location where it
sank. If it was carrying a special cargo, there was also a brief
description of that.

Older shipwrecks were covered in the Lloyd’s records
held in the Old Guildhall in London. Every insured wreck
as far back as the 1670s was documented in the Loss Books,
a painstaking accumulation of human disaster on an almost
unimaginable scale. In the five years between 1864 and 1869
alone, thousands of insured vessels had sunk, 1,000 of which
disappeared without trace.

Having chosen a promising wreck from the basic infor-
mation, I then had to do the detailed research, slowly bring-
ing it to life. Sometimes a chance remark in a book or the
files of a local newspaper would set me on the trail. Some
vital information was contained in general books – biogra-
phies, war histories and so on – but most was buried in the
Public Record Office at Kew and the Naval Records Office
at Taunton. I always found it a great thrill to get hold of the
original papers, sometimes going back two or three hundred
years, and read the beautiful, freehand old English script.
The Salvage Association in London and the War Risks
Insurance Office – which looked after all government-
owned cargoes lost during the two world wars – could also
supply details of any wreck that was not included in the
secret list.

Amongst those wrecks was HMS Edinburgh and its cargo
of gold, lying inside the Arctic Circle, hundreds of feet
below the surface of the Barents Sea. I remembered the
name well, for I’d read about it in my earliest days as a diver.
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I daydreamed for a few minutes about being the man to find
and recover that fabulous cargo, then reluctantly pushed it
from my mind. At the time the wreck might as well have
been on the moon, for the diving and search technology to
reach such depths was just not available. I logged it for a later
date and turned back to the humbler rewards in the inshore
waters of the west of Scotland.

I spent weeks and sometimes months poring over dusty
documents – charts, bills of lading, copies of signals. The
most important document of all was usually the captain’s
report, which contained details of the sinking, including his
estimate of the ship’s last known position. That was often
well wide of the mark however, and no matter how good
the documents, they never told the whole story. Having
read and researched everything, I then had to talk to sur-
vivors and witnesses, if any, and go to the area, gradually
building up a picture in my mind that would give us the best
approximation of the site of the wreck. Only then would
the diving begin.

Sometimes the wreck-site would be immediately obvious;
swimming over a wreck that had been well broken up by the
action of the sea was like a bird’s-eye view of a junk yard. At
other times, only an unusually straight line on the sea-bed, an
unfamiliar pattern of seaweed or a momentary glint of metal
told us we had found it. After a while we learned to read the
markings on the ocean floor – rust stains, the scrapes made by
trawler otter-boards – and developed an almost instinctive
feel for anything unusual about the sea-bed.

It was hard, often frustrating work but there were ways to
make the search a little easier. We could do a towed-diver
search, or we could get a local trawlerman to do a bottom
search with his depth sounder. If he was doing well enough
to have a Decca navigational system, it also helped us fix an
accurate position.
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Even the best available information and equipment was
not always enough, however. Wrecks were often simply not
where the records or witnesses suggested they should have
been and sometimes we found a wreck only to discover that
it had already been stripped by pirate salvors. Even when we
found an apparently workable, shallow-water wreck, we
had to use great caution when approaching the site for the
first time. Trailing cables, abandoned fishing nets and col-
lapsing structures were all highly dangerous, and many
wrecks carried toxic or unstable cargoes.

Although there were many disappointments, there were
plenty of successes too, and being hungry divers we seized
any chance of salvage that came our way. When we came
upon the wreck of a U-boat in water so shallow that the
coning tower occasionally showed above the surface, we
decided it was well worth a look. That submarine, U-570,
had been ill-fated from the moment it was launched. It ran
aground off Iceland and then surfaced off the coast of Britain
just as a Sunderland flying boat was passing overhead. To the
pilot’s astonishment, the U-boat captain promptly hoisted
the surrender flag, the only time in history that a ship has
been taken prisoner by an aircraft. The crew subjected the
skipper to an impromptu court martial at their prisoner-of-
war camp because of his cowardice and sentenced him to
death. The authorities got to hear of it and moved him to
another camp before the sentence could be carried out. His
second-in-command was then ordered to escape and salvage
some honour by scuttling the U-boat, but was shot dead by
the guards as he made the attempt.

U-570 was renamed HMS Graph and pressed into service
with the Royal Navy after a refit at Barrow. At the end of
the war, in a fitting end to an inglorious career, HMS Graph
broke its tow-line in bad weather as it was being towed
away to be scrapped. It went aground near Coul Point in a
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very exposed position. There it lay for the next twenty-five
years. A very nasty reef and a big Atlantic swell running on
to the shore made Coul Point look a forbidding place.
Admiralty divers had decided the sub was irretrievable, but
after our experience in the wild waters of the coast, the tides
around Coul Point were child’s play to us.

Frank and I dived down to take a look at the submarine;
one look was enough. The prow had been smashed open by
the pounding it had taken from the sea over the years and
there seemed to be bronze torpedo tubes all over the place.
We walked back to the car with a spring in our step. The
Otranto was forgotten for the moment; those torpedo tubes
could not be allowed to lie there a moment longer.

When I’d first arrived on Islay the U-boat had been
among the list of wrecks we’d offered to purchase. In due
course the owners replied. We could buy it for the princely
sum of £100. Despite the low price, the others argued that
as it was just there for the fish anyway, why pay good money
for it when we could have anything worth salvaging for
nothing, with no one any the wiser? I hesitated, then gave
in.

Willy borrowed an ex-army breakdown wagon with a
powerful winch. We got it as close to the Graph as possible,
then pulled out the winch cable, including extensions, all
the way to the site. Our first move was to put down a couple
of charges just to loosen things up. Instead of the usual small
splash, a water spout twenty feet high erupted from the site.
We thought for a moment that a live torpedo had been left
on board.

We recovered the tubes over the next few days, and even
though the conditions were calm, the shallow water near the
wreck made the work very difficult. One minute you were
clear of the water altogether, the next a lazy six-foot swell
bore down and you had to hang on to any outcrop you
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could find, before you were washed head over heels on to
the rocks. With all three divers tugging, we managed to get
the tubes out of the gully where the Graph was lying but
then the really hard part started, hauling them over rough
ground with the swell running over the top of us.

It was all done quite openly and we even stored the tubes
next door to the police station. Unknown to us however,
Mr Scott, the manager of the Ardbegg Distillery on Islay,
who fancied his chances in salvage, had acquired the rights
to the Graph. He promptly lodged a complaint with the
police.

We went straight up to see him and paid him £400 – four
times the price of the wreck in the first place. Well satisfied
with his effortless profit, he agreed to withdraw his com-
plaint, but the police insisted on taking us to court. We 
didn’t take the case too seriously, but our co-conspirator,
Willy Burke, saw it in an entirely different light and retained
Joe Beltrami, one of Scotland’s leading criminal lawyers. It
proved to be a mistake; if Joe Beltrami left Glasgow on a
case, the Scottish press sensed a story and followed him.

A couple of days before our court appearance, my next-
door neighbour in Keighley asked me, ‘What’s this about
you and this U-boat, Keith?’

‘How do you know about that?’
‘It’s in this morning’s Express.’
It turned out that all the national papers had covered the

story. The Beatles’ Yellow Submarine was top of the charts at
the time and the press had a field day. I tried to smile as
everyone I met around the town that day came out with the
same joke: ‘How about a sub, Keith?’

We stayed overnight in Tarbert on Loch Fyne. The hotel
was packed with reporters on their way to Campbelltown.
As we drove down the next morning, I turned on the radio.
Even Jimmy Young was discussing the trial.
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We met Joe at the door of the court. He had already
spoken to the Procurator Fiscal and the judge. ‘You can
fight the case,’ he said. ‘But it’ll last about twelve days and
at the end of it, you’ll be found guilty and fined £50. Alter-
natively, you can go in and plead guilty, in which case you’ll
be out in ten minutes with the same £50 fine.’ It didn’t take
us long to make up our minds. The Sheriff’s Court was
packed to the rafters. We took our place in the dock,
pleaded guilty and Joe put forward our plea in mitigation.

After the sentence – the £50 fine – we were the first to be
let out of court and the first thing on our minds was a drink.
We were halfway down the main street when we heard a
commotion behind us. A whole host of reporters and
photographers were chasing us down the street. We dived
into the first bar we could find and sat in the darkest corner.
No pleading by the press could get us to move, but in the end
we decided the only way we’d be able to finish our drinks in
peace was to go outside and let them take a few pictures.

The newspaper billboards we passed on the way home
told a changing tale the further we got from Campbelltown.
In Glasgow we were still ‘hero divers’ who’d gone wrong,
but by the time we got to Keighley we were the worst kind
of villains.

A while later, in a memorable piece of poetic justice, our
old adversary Mr Scott also finished up in the dock at
Campbelltown. The instrument of his downfall was the
Agious Minas, a Greek vessel loaded to the bridge with
Russian timber. It ran into the cliffs just north of the Rhinns
of Islay, despite a sea so calm you could have sailed paper
boats on it. It lay there below the cliffs, just like a parked car.
How a vessel with radar and all the other wonders of
modern navigation could do this was a mystery. As the old
saying in the fishing industry goes, ‘Johnnie Walker must
have been at the wheel.’
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It ran aground in winter, normally a time of ferocious
gales, but the weather remained calm for several weeks.
Scrap dealers and timber merchants arrived by the score,
offering silly money for the cargo and the wreck, but we
bided our time, knowing that the first big blow from the
west would put the ship under the water and into our
domain. In the end Willy Burke bought the hull and fittings,
while Mr Scott got the contract to remove the timber.

He began winching it up the cliffs and carrying it across
the moor to the road, but the farmer who owned the land
wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth, and he
promptly started charging Scott a fee for each load he car-
ried across his land. It was proving an expensive operation
for him, because to get his timber off the boat, he also had
to tie his ropes to the forward mast. That belonged to Willy,
who made him pay heavily for the privilege.

Mr Scott had one further price to pay. One night I was
approached in the Islay Hotel by his foreman, who’d just lost
his job after a big row with his boss. He told me that while
removing timber from the Agious, Mr Scott had also taken
the radio equipment and the tools from the engine room.
They were hidden behind some cupboards in his office.

‘Will you stand up and be counted?’ I asked.
‘You can count on it, Keith.’
I got into my car and drove straight to the police station

in Bowmore, where I told the desk sergeant the story. Then
I decided to wait outside for a few minutes. It was well
worth it. There was not much crime in the islands and the
police were probably bored out of their minds most of the
time. Faced with the chance of some proper police work for
once, half a dozen of them came rushing out of the station
like Keystone Cops, pulling on their jackets as they ran.
They jumped into their Land Rover and tore off to Ardbegg
Distillery, where they marched into Scott’s office, removed
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the cupboards and found the radios. Scott duly had his own
fifteen minutes of fame with an appearance at the Sheriff’s
Court.

He also lost his chance of any further profit on the wreck.
He had only removed part of the timber when a gale from
the west came at last, sinking the wreck and scattering the
cargo far and wide. Gullies up the west side of Islay and the
other islands were crammed with timber. The locals took
full advantage, taking it away by the tractor- and trailer-load,
just like the scotch in Whisky Galore.

Our first trip down to the vessel was on a stormy day. We
walked along the cliff-tops and stood looking down on to
the wreck sixty feet below us. The Agious was in a sorry
state. It was smothered in weed and the No. 3 and 4 holds
were under water, and what remained of the bridge section
was just showing. The bow section around the No. 1 hold
had been driven so far on to the rocks that it couldn’t sink.

We climbed down a rope to a ledge on the cliff and then
crossed to the bow section of the ship by a ramshackle
makeshift bridge – a series of planks from the cargo lashed
together with rope. The handrail was another rope from the
mast to the shore.

The seas pounding the hull made the ship shift to and fro
with a grinding, rumbling sound, which in turn rocked the
plank bridge. The sea below it was boiling with white foam.
As I put my weight on one set of planks, it dipped alarm-
ingly. Holding my balance became a work of art, especially
near the centre, where the hand line was down around my
knees.

After all the effort and danger of getting on to the ship we
found the amount of scrap to be recovered was very small.
The Agious had obviously been built to the tightest of bud-
gets and her propeller and most of her pump work was near-
worthless cast iron. The No. 1 hold was still full of timber,
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however. It was too dangerous to get to by boat and the
farmer was licking his lips at the prospect of another sub-
stantial windfall from his impromptu toll-gate, when I said
to Willy, ‘If the sums work out, why not try a helicopter?’

He duly hired one. It carried loads of a quarter of a ton,
hovering over the hold with its fixed wire hanging down.
On grabbing the cable to attach the load of timber, you also
got a tremendous shock from the static electricity discharged
by the helicopter. Dropping the cable brought the usual cry
of ‘Soft bastard’.

Removing the timber was like one of those fairy tales
about a magic goblet that never empties. The hold was full
of water and the level of timber always remained the same,
the next layer floating to the surface as the previous one was
removed.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

TARF’S TAIL

�
Despite the bad press from my courtroom appearance,

after years of wheeling and dealing on the margins of
the salvage industry I felt I now had the experience and the
confidence to take on more substantial contracts. Knowing
that the Salvage Association was desperate to boost compe-
tition in an industry dominated by one giant company, I
kept pestering them for the chance to prove myself.

Finally it paid off. In the autumn of 1968 the manager,
Mr Smith, gave me a piece of paper with three words writ-
ten on it: ‘Johanna Thorden, Swona’, and told me, ‘Go and
find this or don’t come back.’ I hurried to begin the
research. Over the next couple of weeks, I gradually pieced
together the story of the wreck. 

A Finnish ship of 5,500 tons, the Johanna Thorden was
returning from her maiden voyage to New York in January
1937. On board were the young wife of the chief engineer
and their six-year-old son. A Danish engineer also had his
wife and three-year-old boy with him. Six days out from
New York, north-westerly gales blew up. Battered by the
wind and heavy seas, the little ship entered the notorious
passage through the Pentland Firth. At 4.30 on the morning
of 12 January, a few miles from the Pentland Skerries, she
was hit by the full force of a southerly gale.
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Captain Simola and his Finnish crew may not have been
aware of a new light erected at Tor Ness on the island of
Hoy while the ship was in New York, or the sheer force of
the gale may have pushed the ship too far to the north.
Whatever the case, at 5.45 it struck the rocks with a judder-
ing, grinding crash. The impact was so violent that the wire-
less mast was smashed and swept away. With no means of
signalling for help, the crew fought desperately to save the
ship and passengers. They collected clothes, soaked them
with petrol and set them alight. Forty distress rockets were
also fired, but the rain, driven by the howling winds,
obscured them.

The storm ground the Johanna Thorden relentlessly on to
the reef and the captain gave orders to abandon ship. In
pitch darkness and towering seas twenty-four people,
including the women and children, climbed into one
lifeboat, while the captain and the remaining crew clam-
bered into the other.

About eleven o’clock that morning, their lifeboat came
ashore on South Ronaldsay. It upended three times in the
breakers as it was driven on to the shore and five of the crew
were thrown to their deaths in the boiling surf. The sur-
vivors staggered to a nearby farmhouse. The first that any-
one on the islands knew of the tragedy was when a farmer’s
wife heard a knock on her door. She opened it expecting to
see a neighbour but found instead eight drenched and shiv-
ering strangers, some almost naked. She raised the alarm and
a search began but there was no sign of the other lifeboat
carrying the women and children and the rest of the crew.
It eventually came ashore, empty, at Deerness. Dead bodies
from the disaster were washed up on five different Orkney
islands. The previous night a woman had dreamed that she
saw the body of a slim, lovely girl lying among the rocks on
South Ronaldsay. Next day, the body of the wife of the
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Danish engineer was discovered there.
The survivors told the Receiver of Wrecks at Kirkwall

that they had foundered on the Pentland Skerries and that
half the broken ship was later carried to Swona by the sea,
but the islanders were unanimous that the ship had actually
wrecked on Lowther Reef on Swona.

When she broke in two and sank, a cargo which included
100 cars, hundreds of radio receivers and 250 tons of copper
went down with her. On 14 January the Lloyd’s agent at
Kirkwall reported that a small portion of the bows was still
showing above water, but there was no sign of the stern por-
tion of the ship containing most of the copper cargo. The
relentless gale had driven the wreck on to the Tarf’s Tail on
the south side of Swona, some four miles from the reef. Part
of the wreck could still be seen with huge seas breaking over
it.

Then on Monday 18 January, a huge wave lifted the
entire bow and swivelled it around. The ship remained
poised on the rocks until the next big wave swept her away.
Hides, fruit, raw tobacco, paraffin wax, motor tyres and
other cargo were washed ashore, but the copper remained
buried beneath the waves. In 1969 copper was worth more
than £500 a ton, valuing the Johanna Thorden’s cargo at
£125,000. There was only one problem. Despite the value
of the cargo, every salvage company had turned down the
chance to work the wreck, for it lay in a dangerously
exposed position in the centre of the Pentland Firth, swept
by its ferocious tides.

I carried the piece of paper Mr Smith had given me
around for quite a while, then travelling back from Islay on
the ferry one day, Frank got talking to a coastguard officer
who was doing an inspection tour and who had at one time
been stationed in the Orkneys. We told him that we’d soon
be paying a visit to the island to look for a sunken wreck and
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he mentioned a few people who might be of help. Robert
Swanney, the son of the owner of the Point of Ayre hotel in
Kirkwall, had got himself involved in a bit of salvage work
on the blockships which had been sunk in the passages into
the fleet anchorage at Scapa Flow to stop enemy U-boats
from getting through. Ginger Brown from Stromness had
worked for Cox and Danks, the company that had bought
and lifted a part of the German battle fleet that had scuttled
itself in the Flow just after the end of the First World War.
The coastguard officer also mentioned the Rosie family of
South Ronaldsay. Mac Rosie lived at Sandwick Bay and
fished the lobsters around the island of Swona. His brother,
Jimmy, lived right down on the tip of South Ronaldsay. He
had also been involved with wrecks in the past. There was
also another Jimmy Rosie, no relation to the others, who
actually lived on the island of Swona with his sister. That
made my ears prick up. The third of the three words on my
scrap of paper was ‘Swona’. By this time I had done a con-
siderable amount of research on the Johanna Thorden, and I
knew that if the ship and her cargo had survived their
battering by the sea, they would be found somewhere off
the southern tip of Swona.

We made our first trip to Orkney soon afterwards, flying
up from Glasgow; how the times were changing. We hired
a car on the island, booked in at the Point of Ayre Hotel and
set about making contacts. Robert Swanney, who ran the
hotel, still owned a few of the blockships in Kirk Sound –
the one used by the U-boat U-47, which sank the Royal
Oak in the fleet anchorage on the night of 13 October 1939.
An Orkney man was turning his car round by the commu-
nity hall that night when his headlights picked out the shape
of a submarine. He assumed it was British and went home
to bed. Two hours later the Royal Oak exploded and sank.

Robert Swanney told us he would pass on his rights of
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salvage in the blockships for a consideration and we set off
in good spirits for our next visit, to Ginger Brown at
Stromness. He was a little stooped, with thinning hair and
watery eyes, but you could tell he’d been a powerful man in
his youth. He had a great fund of stories about the raising of
the German fleet and told us about a large propeller still
attached to one of the sunken blockships. He let us know
that he wasn’t averse to recovering a bit of scrap himself.
There was plenty around, for the Orkneys had been the
main British naval base through two world wars.

Ginger owned a small stern-type trawler, the Three Boys.
It had a forward wheelhouse, leaving lots of deck space at
the rear, ideal for lifting a bit of scrap. Would he be inter-
ested in a ‘no cure, no pay’ deal, using his trawler to lift a
nice little cargo? He would. All we had to do now was find
the wreck.

Next we went to see Mac Rosie, who lived in a small
croft at the head of Sandwick Bay. From his front door there
was a spectacular view over the Pentland Firth. Right in the
middle was the island of Swona. It was a little over a mile
long and barely half a mile wide, and slightly crescent-
shaped, with the two tips of the crescent facing the west.
Mac was a small wiry man with a strong liking for a dram
and a permanent twinkle in his eye. His silver-haired wife
Maggie was twice his size and ran the croft with a rod of
iron, but she was warm and kind-hearted and there was
always a kettle bubbling on the peat fire, ready to make a
cup of tea for visitors.

Our first meeting with them was altogether different
from the one with Ginger. They were very cautious at first;
after all, we were strangers. After hours of polite chat, punc-
tuated by long silences, we finally got around to our interest
in the wrecks around Swona.

‘That may be a problem,’ said Mac. ‘Jimmy Rosie owns
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the island and thinks he also owns all the wrecks around it.’
I had to stifle a smile. ‘All the wrecks’ was music to my

ears.
I realised that if we were going to get anywhere, it would

be better to show some trust in them, so I named the wreck
we were interested in and told Mac that if we found it there
would be a season’s work in it for him. That seemed to
remove most of his lingering doubts and a trip to the island
suddenly became a possibility. He had a number of places in
mind for us to search, where he had lost lobster pots in the
past.

He knew of one wreck near the southern end of the
island, which he called the Marmalade Boat, after a part-
cargo it had been carrying. The islanders of South
Ronaldsay had collected a lifetime’s supply of marmalade
from the beaches. I didn’t recall any on the manifest of the
Johanna Thorden and pressed him for details of other wrecks.
I soon learned that most of them were named after their car-
goes. The SS Politician on Barra was known as the Whisky
Boat and the Agious on Islay had already been rechristened
the Timber Boat.

Just around the coast from where the Johanna Thorden
sank was a wreck Mac’s brother Jimmy called the Cornflake
Boat. He told us the story at his small croft right on the
southern tip of South Ronaldsay, looking out over the
Pentland Skerries. A Swedish ship, the Gunnaren, ran
aground on Swona one summer night. Jimmy was one of
the men appointed by the local customs officers to mount
guard by day to ensure that no one helped themselves to the
cargo. Jimmy had other ideas. During the night, he and a
couple of friends sailed across to the island, climbed on to
the Gunnaren and after rummaging through the hold in the
dark, came away with their small boat loaded down to the
gunwales.
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The following morning he turned up as usual to do his
day’s duty. ‘We must have had a right bunch of lunatics on
board last night,’ the customs officer said. ‘Just look at this.’
He showed Jimmy the hold he had scavenged the previous
night. There were boxes and boxes of brand-new
Remington typewriters, still stacked up, untouched. ‘Look,’
he said. ‘All they took were a few boxes of cornflakes.’

The story inevitably got about and Jimmy had to endure
a good deal of leg-pulling, but whenever he was asked,
‘Why the cornflakes Jimmy?’ he had the perfect answer:
‘You can’t eat typewriters.’

It was too late in the season to begin the search for the
Johanna Thorden but before we parted company from Mac,
we arranged that he would ring us in spring as soon as the
conditions were right for us to return to Swona. We went
to bed that night happy men. Before we left the islands the
next morning, we went to look at the Irene, a wreck that cost
the lives of the crew of the Longhope lifeboat as they went
to its assistance. On seeing it for the first time I was stag-
gered; the crew could almost have stepped ashore from the
wreck at low water. To get on board we simply walked
down to the beach and climbed up a rope ladder. The
Longhope lifeboatmen lost their lives trying to save men
who could have saved themselves without risk to anyone.

We went south to begin our winter routine. We stayed
in Keighley, listening to the shipping forecast and poring
over the weather charts. Whenever a clear, calm spell of
weather was forecast or a period of easterly winds that would
flatten the seas on the west coast, we made the dash from
Keighley to Islay to grab another load of scrap from the
Otranto.

One bitterly cold morning, having driven all night, we
arrived at Kilchiaran at first light. A stiff easterly was blow-
ing down from the hilltop. Getting into a cold, damp wet
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suit was not the ideal way to start the day after a sleepless
night, but I just had to grit my teeth and get on with it.
Getting into the water took even greater determination,
though it was actually warmer than the air temperature.

We worked all day, getting colder and colder, but the
worst part came when we had to come out of the sea. A full
snow storm was blowing as numb with cold, we stripped off
our suits and began making feeble attempts to dry ourselves
with a towel that was already three parts soaked. The only
thing that kept us moving was the sight of the fire Willy had
made from the timbers of the old lifeboat. He had a skillet
full of steaks cooking over it. The next morning, gleaming
among the cold ashes from the fire were the hundreds of
copper nails that had once held the lifeboat together. We
gathered them up and found we had another half-hundred-
weight of copper to weigh in.

As the days began to lengthen again and the weather
started to improve we waited with growing impatience for
the call from Mac to return to Swona. Finally it came. We
returned to the Orkneys within days, with all our diving
gear. Frank had decided he would do a dive in Hoy Sound
on one of the blockships to look for Ginger’s propeller,
while Snowy and I went with Mac to look for the Johanna
Thorden.

I arrived at Mac’s place feeling rather apprehensive. I’d
been doing a lot of reading about the terrible tides in the
Pentland Firth. In certain places, the spring tides could reach
as high as thirteen knots. As we waited for Mac, we watched
a big ship attempting to make the passage through the Firth.
It appeared to be moving at a fair speed from the bow wave
it was creating, but we realised it was making no headway at
all, held stationary by the power of the onrushing tide. After
a time there was a puff of black smoke from the funnel and
the ship fell away back down the tide to await slack water or
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take the longer route up and around the islands. Mac had
been sailing the Firth all his life and explained that we had
to work with the tides; the ebb took you across to Swona,
the flood brought you back.

His boat was home made, about seventeen feet long and
very beamy (wide). He’d also built the slipway on which it
was pulled out of the water every night, using an ingenious
pulley system he’d invented. The boat had a lugsail and a
small Ford side-valve engine. On seeing it for the first time,
Snowy and I were even more nervous; the tiny engine did-
n’t look as though it would get us anywhere.

Mac’s partner in his lobster business, Murdo, was also on
board. He was Mac’s opposite. Mac was thin and elfish-
looking, but Murdo carried a bit of weight and had a round,
ruddy face. Before we got into the boat they took on a fresh
load of lobster bait from a barrel of the most vile, stinking
dead fish imaginable. A few scoops of this evil brew were
transferred to a container on the boat. Mac assured me that
the lobsters liked the smell, but one whiff would have made
half the so-called sailors I knew at the time run for the side.

Snowy and I got ourselves and our gear into the bows of
the boat and away we went. Instead of heading straight for
the island, Mac set a course a little to the north, to catch the
last of the ebb, taking us across quicker and saving petrol. As
we came close to the island, he cut across the clearly visible
current and got the boat into the flow that ran down the east
side. It swept us down to the Haven, a small anchorage
where Jimmy Rosie of Swona kept his boat.

I now found out that Mac was not only the lobsterman
but the island postman and delivery man as well. Mail and
provisions were handed over to Jimmy, while Mac and
Murdo took delivery of a few bottles of Jimmy’s home-
brewed beer in return. It looked horrible stuff and smelt
almost as bad as the lobster bait. A sip of it later in the day
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was enough to convince me to leave it well alone in future,
but Mac and Murdo seemed to love it.

After the two lads had had their drink it was slack water
and we got down to the serious stuff, moving slowly down
the east side of the island towards the Tarf ’s Tail, where the
wreck had foundered. I had no idea what a tarf was but it
must have been a pretty unpleasant creature, judging by the
sharp rocks and fierce seas that lashed around its tail. Mac
suggested a couple of places for us to dive where he’d
noticed that the lobsters were often rust-coloured, suggest-
ing iron-staining from a sunken wreck.

The visibility underwater was good – up to eighty feet –
but we could find no sign of wreckage whatsoever. I was
beginning to worry. Had the fierce tides carried it away into
deep water? Then on our next dive we saw it, lying in about
sixty feet of water. The whole bow section of the ship had
been broken up by the surging tides, but I could see coils
and coils of copper wire lying in what had been the forward
holds. We paid scant attention to the wreck’s position or
anything else. We had found it, that was enough. All we
wanted to do now was get ready to start diving for metal.

Before that, we had to learn our first lesson about the
tides in the Pentland Firth. The incoming flood tide sweeps
up the Atlantic from the south towards the British Isles. The
main wave carries on up the Irish coast at a far greater speed
than the part that splits at Land’s End and goes up the
English Channel, where the narrow Straits of Dover restrict
the flow of water into the North Sea.

All through the ebb, however, the North Sea has been
emptying itself at its northern end. By the time the new
flood tide reaches the north of Scotland, having travelled
unimpeded up the west coast, the sea level in the North Sea
is many feet lower than the inrushing tide. That imbalance
produces the terrible tides in the Pentland Firth, as the sea
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roars through the narrow passage between the Orkneys and
the north coast of Scotland. On the ebb, the returning tide
rips back into the northern reaches of the Atlantic with the
same frightening velocity.

Even after checking all Mac’s lobster pots around the
island, we still had time to kill waiting for the flood tide to
run off a little and take us back across the Firth. He put us
ashore for a look around, whilst he and Murdo sank a few
more bottles of Jimmy’s home-brew.

There were steep cliffs on the east side of the island, but
the land sloped down more gently towards the rocky fore-
shore to the west. A few sheep were grazing the coarse grass-
land and we saw many eider ducks nesting amongst the
tussocks of grass. A community of small crofts and even a
school had once survived on Swona but now only Jimmy
Rosie and his sister remained. We passed a number of ruins
and empty crofts, but the main one was easily recognisable
by the smoke coming from the chimney. Already briefed by
Mac, Jimmy invited us in.

Going through the door was like stepping back in time.
I’ll never forget the sight of his sister sweeping the ashes
from the hearth with a raven’s wing. They lived a life as
simple, hard and frugal as any monk, but wanted no other.
They could both walk among the seals on the beaches of
Swona as if they were members of the tribe. If I tried, the
seals either attacked me or ran away.

I got to know Jimmy well while we were working off
Swona, but his sister was much less approachable.  When she
saw the boat coming, she usually disappeared and stayed in
hiding somewhere until we’d left the island.

Jimmy was happy to talk about the wreck of the Johanna
Thorden and even brought out some local press cuttings.
They told the story of the wreck and showed an aerial view
of the ship stranded and breaking up at the place we had just
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dived. We were definitely in the right place, on the right
wreck.

As we started back to the boat, we saw that a change in
the weather had taken place. A cold easterly breeze had
sprung up. It meant nothing to us until we reached the bay
where Mac and Murdo were waiting. Instead of the
relatively calm sea we had left as we set off to explore the
island, the boat now appeared to be in an eddy. What was
going on outside it did not bear looking at. A raging torrent
was hitting the west side of the island and coming around
the southern end at a speed I would not have believed pos-
sible if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. As he got ready
to cast off, Mac told us that the build-up of the flood tide
from the west raised the water level on that side of the island
some three feet higher than on the east. The easterly wind
into the tide was not making our passage back to the main-
land look any easier. How the hell were we going to get
back through this devil’s cauldron?

While we’d been exploring the island, Mac and Murdo
had been polishing off the home-brew. They were in fair
form and didn’t even seem to notice the sea conditions. I
had eyes for nothing else. To make matters worse, when he
cast off Mac appeared to be steering the boat in completely
the wrong direction. Instead of north-east, we were head-
ing south-east, directly towards the Pentland Skerries, a
place that any sailor knows to avoid at all costs. We sailed
down the edge of the tidal race, which was worse than any-
thing I’d ever seen. It was like a river in flood within the sea,
with giant waves towering above us. I tried not to look too
closely at it. Both Snowy and I were prepared to swim if we
had to, but we wouldn’t have lasted long in that hellish tide.

After what appeared to be hours but must have been ten
minutes, Mac changed direction, hoisted the lugsail and
away we went, skimming over the waves into the bay and
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home. We were drenched to the skin and freezing cold but
mightily pleased to be safe on dry land. Mac had used the
edge of the flood tide to get him to the point where part of
it was hitting South Ronaldsay and being diverted up
towards Scapa Flow. It carried us all the way back to the
jetty and safety. It was clear we had an awful lot to learn
about the local sea conditions.

I now had to go back to the Salvage Association and give
Mr Smith the good news about the Johanna Thorden. I also
had to decide the percentage we’d offer the underwriters on
a ‘no cure, no pay’ contract for the right to recover the
cargo. The British & Foreign Insurance Company had
covered the copper for £17,000 in 1937. It was now worth
ten times that amount. I’d heard plenty of complaints about
greedy salvors and I resolved to offer the underwriters a
good enough return for them to be eager to find me more
work.

A short time later I was told that we’d got the rights. The
agreement was signed on 27 May 1969. I was on my way.
An overdraft was arranged with a bank in Keighley to cover
the time until we could sell the copper – there were still
mouths to feed. A couple of weeks later, we arrived back in
Orkney to start work on the Johanna Thorden.

Ginger’s son, George, was the skipper of the Three Boys.
He kept the boat in Stromness and though working from
there meant a long sail across Scapa Flow and back every
day, he didn’t seem to mind. He just wanted the Three Boys
safe in Stromness harbour every night.

We quickly dropped into a routine. At the start of the day
George would come over from Stromness and pick up Mac,
Frank, Snowy and me from Mac’s place. Mac was our pilot.
His job was to show us how to work the tides in the area of
the wreck and without him we would have had big prob-
lems. He told us that we could only work the wreck during
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the flood tide which hits the west side of the island and swirls
around it, creating a giant eddy at the southern end, right
over the place where the Johanna Thorden lay. ‘Once the ebb
tide starts to run there’s no chance at all of diving,’ he said.
We nudged each other thinking, ‘What does he know about
diving?’ But we were soon to learn that he was right.

As Mac had planned, we arrived on our first day on site
just as the last of the ebb tide was running away. The sea in
the area of the wreck was flat calm. You could have paddled
a bathtub around the Tarf ’s Tail. That didn’t last long and
the flood tide was soon roaring around the point.

On the first dive we did a quick survey of the wreck. It
was lying in a steep gully. The bows were pointing towards
the shore, about thirty feet down at low water. The sea-
ward end of the wreck was a further sixty feet down. The
whole of the stern section of the vessel was missing, but we
would worry about that later. We had No. 1 and 2 holds
to work first.

The wreck was partially shielded from the flood tide by a
ridge of rock that ran out from the island. Only the protec-
tion of the ridge enabled us to work it at all; without it, the
cargo of the Johanna Thorden would still be lying on the bot-
tom. We secured a chain to the wreck and fixed the largest
orange buoy we could find, two feet across, on the end of
it. The force of the ebb tide took the buoy right to the bot-
tom, but once the tide ran off, it popped up again like magic,
signalling that it was time to start work.

Diving on the Johanna Thorden was unlike anything I had
ever experienced. It was a pig to work from start to finish
and very frightening. It was plain suicide to enter the water
during the ebb tide, which ran straight across the wreck-site
at a terrifying speed. But diving over the flood tide meant
working at depths varying from a reasonably safe fifty feet
down to a potentially lethal 120 feet.
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I knew that it was possible to get scuba divers down to
almost 200 feet, but the limited time they could spend there
didn’t compensate for the long periods they had to spend in
decompression afterwards. Even at 100 feet, the recom-
mended working time was a paltry twenty minutes. Any
longer and decompression was necessary. I knew precious
little about proper decompression procedures, but despite
the dangers, I made countless dives to 120 feet looking for
the stern section. We gradually employed extra divers with
us, again on ‘no cure, no pay’ terms, but I was the only
member of the team prepared to work that deep.

My only knowledge of the techniques associated with
decompression had been gleaned from hearsay and the
British Sub-Aqua Club Diving Manual. Now that I was
diving regularly into the danger zone, however, I began to
take a much more active interest in the subject. I studied
every text I could get my hands on, including the US Navy
Diving Manual, which had the most up-to-date informa-
tion. I also began trying to learn more about the physics of
diving, for men plumbing the ocean depths need at least a
working knowledge of it if they are to survive.

Dimly remembered names from school science lessons –
Boyle’s Law, Charles’ Law, Dalton’s Law – suddenly
assumed a vital interest for me that even the most charis-
matic of physics teachers could not have induced. The con-
sequences of changes in pressure, temperature and volume
on gases were no longer academic; they could make the dif-
ference between life and death. If a diver cannot make the
necessary allowances for temperature and pressure when
reading the gauges of his breathing equipment, or cannot
assess the capacity of a compressor to deliver the necessary
air to a given operating depth, or is unaware of the effects
that changing pressure will have on the gas in his lungs, his
next dive into the depths may be a one-way trip.
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Boyle’s Law states that the pressure and volume of a gas
are inversely related – the higher the pressure, the smaller
the volume. Descending from the surface to 33 feet doubles
the pressure and halves the volume of any quantity of gas.
The change in volume is directly proportional to the change
in pressure and consequently its effect is most dramatic near
the surface. A cubic foot of gas at surface pressure – one
atmosphere – occupies half a cubic foot at 33 feet – two
atmospheres – and one third of a cubic foot at 66 feet, when
the pressure is three atmospheres. The implications for
divers of this apparently arcane law of physics are crucial.
The volume of gas in a diver’s blood increases more in the
reduction of a single atmosphere of pressure during the last
33 feet of an ascent than in all the atmospheres of pressure
that preceded it, whatever the total depth. The result is the
opposite of what a layman might expect; a sudden change in
depth while in shallow water is far more dangerous than in
the deeps.

The tissues of the human body can withstand enormous
pressures. Men have dived well beyond 1,000 feet below the
surface without ill-effects, but the problems for divers begin
with the effects pressure has not on the tissues but on the
gases filling the natural air spaces within the body. High-
pressure gas trapped inside poor dental fillings can produce
blinding toothache and changes in pressure can also cause
serious pain or permanent damage to a diver’s ears if they are
blocked by wax or the effects of a cold or infection. My
eldest son Graham’s active diving career was to be cut short
and the quality of his life blighted by tinnitus – a permanent
ringing in the ears caused by damage sustained on a dive –
but there are also other, far more deadly perils awaiting
divers.

The more I understood about the physics of diving, the
more horrified I was by some of the risks I had already taken.
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I could easily have died from an embolism on my first-ever
dive and I could well have poisoned myself in the early days
through breathing contaminated air. It was a miracle too
that I never suffered a bend when returning from the depths,
particularly on the Johanna Thorden, where I regularly bent
the rules of safety to breaking point. I knew enough to
realise that the short-cuts could only go so far, however. All
divers are governed by a set of physical laws that they trans-
gress at their peril.

Hypoxia – shortage of oxygen – is an obvious potential
killer for a diver, but it is equally unsafe to breathe pure oxy-
gen below twenty-five feet, where the greater absorption of
oxygen under increasing pressure makes it a poison, not a
life-saver. Divers almost invariably breathe a mixture of
gases; either normal air, a mixture of roughly 21 per cent
oxygen, 78 per cent nitrogen and one per cent other gases,
or an inert gas such as helium or neon, acting as a carrier for
the oxygen.

Another of those barely remembered physics theorems,
Dalton’s Law, proves that as depth increases, more mole-
cules of each constituent gas are compressed into the same
volume. A diver breathing a normal air mixture under five
atmospheres of pressure is inhaling more oxygen than if he
was breathing pure oxygen at surface pressure. Absorption
of oxygen at surface equivalents of greater than 1.6 atmos-
pheres will lead to oxygen poisoning, which attacks the cen-
tral nervous system even before it has a noticeable effect on
the lungs. A high level of CO2 in the gas mixture, whether
from exertion or contamination, greatly increases the toxic-
ity of the oxygen.

The first symptoms of oxygen poisoning are often invol-
untary twitches of the facial or other muscles. Tunnel vision,
dizziness, headaches, nausea, confusion, lack of co-ordina-
tion, extreme fatigue, difficulty in breathing and convulsions

124

GOLDFINDER

7797_Jessop Pro-11_v.qxd  1/9/01  8:31 AM  Page 124



will follow. If the oxygen level is not reduced, the diver will
die. Similarly, air containing two per cent CO2 – which is
perfectly breathable on dry land – is the surface equivalent
of ten per cent CO2 at five atmospheres of pressure, enough
to kill by carbon dioxide poisoning.

Even with the right gas mixture for the depth of the dive,
divers must also undergo the correct decompression when
returning from the deeps. A balloon full of air taken down to
depth will contract to the size of a ping-pong ball and then
spring back to its normal size as it is returned to the surface.
Human lungs and body tissues do not have the flexibility of
a rubber balloon. They act as permeable membranes,
diffusing the gas that the diver is breathing throughout his
body. Some gases are more readily absorbed than others;
nitrogen, for example, is five times more soluble in body fat
than it is in water, hastening the possible onset of the narcs –
nitrogen narcosis. For this reason, helium or neon is normally
used as the inert gas in deep diving.

Once the body is saturated with gas, it will remain in
solution within the body as long as the external pressure is
maintained. When the diver begins his ascent to the surface
however, the dissolved gas will begin to re-emerge from
solution. If his rate of ascent is carefully controlled by the
lengthy process of decompression, the gas absorbed into the
tissues under the pressure of the depths will be returned in
the bloodstream to the lungs and safely exhaled. But too
swift or too short a decompression causes bubbles to form
from the dissolved gases and become trapped in the small
blood vessels, causing intense pain in the joints – the bends.
If uncorrected, the diver will suffer progressively worse
symptoms of decompression sickness. They usually begin
during the ascent, but may not be detectable until some time
after reaching the surface.

Skin bends occur when gas bubbles form just below the
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skin, leading to burning sensations and a vivid red rash or
mottling of the skin. The initial hit or bend usually shows
itself as a stabbing pain in the arm or leg, however. The pain
seems to come from deep within a joint or bone and begins
as a slight ache but rapidly becomes unbearable. It often
occurs at a previous weak point. I once playfully punched a
diver on the upper arm during a test dive in a decompres-
sion chamber to 200 feet. On the way back up he took a hit
from the bends at the exact spot I had punched him.

In a minority of cases – around five per cent – more
severe symptoms may occur. These include the staggers
(attacks of severe dizziness), the chokes (inability to breathe),
paralysis and unconsciousness. Returning to depth or
increasing the pressure will normally alleviate the bends, but
seriously ill divers will require more intensive treatment.

Gas embolism is a related but even more serious problem.
Gas retained in the lungs during an ascent, either because the
diver’s air passages have become blocked or because he is
holding his breath deliberately or in panic, can kill. The best
analogy I could find was a bottle of lemonade with the cap
screwed on. If the cap is released, lowering the pressure on
the lemonade, the gas in solution in the liquid immediately
forms bubbles. The quicker the cap is released, the bigger
and faster the bubbles are formed. Rising from the depths
too fast is like unscrewing the lid of the bottle. The gas
forced through the walls of the lungs by the increase in pres-
sure forms bubbles that may block the arteries, the spinal
cord or the brain, or damage the function of the vital organs.
Pressure from gas around the heart can slow or stop it alto-
gether, and gas pooling in the chest cavity may cause the
collapse of one or both lungs.

Symptoms may not appear until the diver has surfaced,
though he will feel a pain like a punch in the chest if one of
his lungs ruptures. Within seconds of reaching the surface,
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however, he may suffer vertigo, blurred vision, difficulty in
breathing, cyanosis and partial paralysis. He may collapse and
even stop breathing. Any gas embolism will almost invari-
ably disrupt the blood supply to the brain and spinal cord;
without prompt treatment, including immediate recom-
pression, the inevitable result will be paralysis, brain damage
or death.

My increased knowledge made me a little more wary, but
only a little. No sane diver would deliberately risk an attack
of the bends but when it came down to it, there was a job
to be done and mouths to feed. If there was metal to be sal-
vaged at 120 feet or even deeper, someone had to go down
there. There were few volunteers.

To get to the wreck we went down the chain from the
buoy hand over hand. All the time the current would be rip-
ping and tearing at us. To let go would have meant being
swept off the wreck-site and down the tide towards the
Pentland Skerries. Even if I’d shouted my head off after
reaching the surface, no one on the boat could have heard
me above the noise of the tide.

I clung to the chain until I got into the shelter of the reef.
Then all was peace and calm, even though a ferocious tide
was rushing past just a few feet above. At times I used to
have to look the other way and pretend it wasn’t there, but
we had a job to do, and the coils of copper were soon com-
ing to the surface.

Long immersion in sea water has little effect on copper,
apart from encrustation by barnacles and kelp, and the metal
we began recovering was in very good condition despite
lying underwater for thirty-two years. Some of it was easy
to reach but much of it was trapped beneath other cargo like
the old car engines and ships’ plates, and we had to blow
away the obstructions with explosives.

While we were gathering the copper from the bow
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section of the wreck, we also had to give some thought to
finding the stern section, where half the cargo had been
stowed. Over 100 tons of copper ingots had gone with the
stern when it broke away and drifted over a shelf into deeper
water. Any search for it could only be done at slack water on
neap tides. On spring tides there was no such thing as slack
water. One day when the main dive was finished and we had
our load for the day, I set off with Mac in his lobster boat. He
lowered a line over the side with a very heavy weight to keep
it vertical in the water. I then swam down the line. If I spot-
ted anything I could swim over to it and tie off the line as a
marker.

There was a very short time – around ten minutes –
before the tide started running and dragged me back to the
surface. In any event, at this depth I only had a little over ten
minutes diving time without having to do decompression
stops on the return.

As I clung to the line I could see the direction the stern
section must have followed, from the bits of steel plate and
the odd copper ingot scattered across the sea-bed, but there
was no sign of the section itself. It was also getting steadily
deeper the further I got from the island.

Using this method, I carried on the search over a number
of days, with Mac using his land markers to put me back
exactly where I had finished the day before. On the fifth day
I came across what looked like a huge pile of bars. The dis-
tortion of colours underwater made them look purple, but I
knew that out of the water they would be a vivid green, the
colour of copper stained by long immersion in the sea. I
swam over and found a mountain of copper ingots, many
tons, just lying there on the bottom. They had obviously
spilled from the wreck as it broke in two and drifted down
the tide. I had one small problem; on this day of all days I
didn’t have a buoy line with me. I was too far from the
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ingots to tie the downline to them. I would have had to drag
the dinghy over to the ingots and with the tide just starting
to run, it was a non-starter, especially at this depth.

I decided to head straight to the surface to let them know
what I’d found and to make sure they didn’t allow the
heavily weighted downline to drag. Trying to control my
impatience, I waited while they found a buoy line. Just
before I disappeared under the surface again I looked up and
said to Murdo, ‘Don’t let any weight come on to the line.’

‘Don’t worry yourself about that,’ he said, but I noticed
him relax his hands and I saw the line zip over the side by a
couple of feet. When I got back to the bottom there was no
sign of the ingots; we had drifted away from them. That was
the end of the dive for that day. We searched and searched
for that pile of ingots but never found them again.

After a few more fruitless searches for the stern section
from the downline, I swam down to the sea-bed and began
following the signs across the bottom, a trail of solitary
ingots and coils of copper wire. I had gone some way when
I suddenly noticed that I was getting out of the shelter of the
reef. The tide was picking at me, trying to pull me from the
sea-bed.

Just then, at the limit of my vision – perhaps fifty feet
away – I noticed another very large pile of copper ingots and
round bars. I was looking at a minimum of £1,000 worth of
copper. I swam over to it, but in the excitement of the find
I lost my bearings. As I looked around, I realised just how
strong the tide had become. As sweat clouded the inside of
my mask, I saw plankton, bits of weeds and debris hurtling
past me. There was a thud as a thick piece of kelp stem
banged into my mask and whirled away on the tide. I knew
that if I let go of the ingot I was holding I would be swept
away.

I glanced at my contents gauge. I had very little air left. I
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couldn’t go straight to the surface, for I would have been
whipped away like a cork in the surf, my cries drowned by
the thundering roar of the tide surging through the narrows
of the Firth. I came close to panic. All my landmarks had
now disappeared, yet I had to find my original start or
perish. I searched blindly, groping through the murky water
tearing at me.

You do not use a compass when working on a wreck – it
would not last long working among the tangles of jagged
metal – but divers soon develop an awareness of where they
are underwater and how far they have swum in any direc-
tion. You also use clues offered by the sea-bed. The angle of
the sun’s rays, the strata of the rock, the ripples in the sand,
the direction of the tide – all may help you to navigate on
the bottom and find your way back to your starting point.

I raked the sea-bed with my eyes, but could see nothing
obvious. I knew that the tide swirled around the area of the
wreck, so the tide direction didn’t really help. I was on a
rocky, broadly level area. The strata of the rock were similar
to slate. I’d noticed the same strata on the island, running in
a north-south direction, leaning towards the west. It was the
only clue I could find. I set off to work my way across the
line of the strata, following the direction that it was leaning.
I pulled myself along, hand over hand, never releasing one
handhold until I had secured another, my fingers scrabbling
for grip on the slimy rock as the tide built towards the flood.
If I lost my hold, I knew I would be swept away.

I fought down another wave of panic and crawled on,
like a mountaineer dragging himself up a sheer rock face.
After an eternity, the sea-bed started to slope upwards.
Away to my left I caught a brief flash of something glitter-
ing in the murk. A long strand of thick copper wire, its end
burnished by the action of the tide, was fluttering in the tidal
rip like a cotton thread in a gale. I seized it and began to
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follow it upwards, still hauling myself hand over hand.
I dragged myself over a ridge and saw the bow section just

below me. Almost sobbing with relief, I slid down the rock
wall, feeling the strength of the tide easing as I dropped into
the shelter of the reef. I climbed the rope to the boat and
collapsed on the deck.

TARF’S TAIL
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CHAPTER EIGHT

THE COPPER KINGS

�
The copper wire that had saved me on one occasion

almost killed me on another. The wire in the holds was
in huge tangled bundles of around two or three tons as a
result of the breaking up of the vessel and we worked with
large wire-clippers to cut away manageable sections.

I was cutting away one day, up inside a bundle when,
unbeknown to me, my harness and I became entangled in
the wire. I was held fast between the bundle being hauled to
the surface and the mass of wire still on the bottom, in the
middle of an agonising and terrifying tug-of-war. Somehow
I kept my wits and managed to cut myself free before I or
my equipment was torn apart.

There was an even worse experience to come, this time
caused by sheer blind panic – not mine, because I knew that
panic underwater had only one conclusion, death. It came
without warning, from someone else. I won’t name him,
because by now he’s probably a good and respected diver.
By mid-season we’d increased our team to eight divers, pay-
ing them on tonnage recovered. I’d hired this man because
of the reluctance of the regular diving team to go deep with
me. This man said he would. I pointed out the depth we
would be diving to – 120 feet – more than once and asked
him if he had done it before.
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‘Of course, no problem,’ was the confident reply.
‘Good. Stick with me and we’ll be fine.’
We had only been searching on the bottom for five

minutes when it happened. He suddenly leaped on my back.
His arms tightened round my neck and his legs wound
around my waist. I twisted round and one look in his eyes
told me everything. He was paralysed with terror.

I fought to free myself but there was no way of breaking
his grip. Somehow I had to get us both to the surface. I
began swimming slowly towards the downline and then
painfully pulling myself upwards, battling against the dead
weight of the panic-stricken diver, whose arms were cutting
off my air supply.

Every time I looked upwards, the faint grey glow from
the surface seemed as far away as ever. My lungs were burst-
ing and my strength ebbing rapidly. Finning desperately up
through the water, with the diver still clinging to my back
like a limpet, I no longer dared to look up, but concentrated
grimly on placing one hand above the other, the muscles in
my arms screaming at the effort. Finally I felt the slap of a
wave against my head. I spat out my mouthpiece and had
just enough energy left to scream, ‘Get this bloody monkey
off my back.’

Even without attacks from panic-stricken divers, it was a
miracle that I never suffered from the bends whilst diving
that wreck. Even though I knew the risks, I often went too
deep in search of copper. I was lucky, but I had enough
sense not to push my luck too far. I was alert for the onset
of any symptoms and made sure I always had enough air left
to make a decompression stop if necessary. In the event I
never needed to, probably because I’d also developed a
measure of resistance from the long hours I’d spent under-
water. I was more fish than man in those days.

There were rich compensations for the dangers. In 1969,
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the first year we spent on the Johanna Thorden, we pulled up
ninety tons of metal. With scrap copper at a price in excess
of £500 per ton, we earned over £45,000 from our year’s
work. Just as important, from my point of view, I was
demonstrating to the Salvage Association and the insurance
underwriters that I could deliver the goods and earn them a
return on cargoes long given up as lost.

One of our main problems with the copper we were
landing was where to store the stuff. It had to be put straight
into bond, but there was no customs enclosure on the island.
Luckily, there were three old sheds standing empty on the
end of Scapa Pier. We hired them from the Pier Master. The
excise men took a more than passing interest in the sheds.
They checked them regularly and put their own locks on
the door.

We soon filled the sheds so full that we were forced to
stop diving until we’d sold the copper. It was a jumbled mess
of barnacle-encrusted ingots, bars, billets and wire, but it
gleamed like gold to us. I called the Salvage Association in
London. ‘No problem,’ Mr Smith said. ‘Just inform
Customs that you’re going to ship the copper to the smelters
in the Midlands.’ I also had to sign a document allowing the
customs officers to actually see the wire going into the fur-
naces, just to reassure themselves that we weren’t pulling a
scam and selling it as new copper.

All unwrought copper – bars, billets and ingots – comes
into the country duty free. Duty is payable on wrought cop-
per such as the copper wire which made up the majority of
the Johanna Thorden’s cargo, unless it’s classified as scrap.
There had been no doubt in our own minds or those of the
customs officers that our tangled mess of wire could only be
scrap metal.

I strolled into the customs office in Kirkwall one day to
finalise the details. The duty officer greeted me with a
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sardonic grin. ‘Good morning, Mr Jessop, we have some
good news for you. You owe us twenty-two thousand
pounds. The copper incurs import duty of eleven thousand
pounds and an import levy of another eleven thousand
pounds. The wire is being classified as new rather than
scrap.’

This was the year of Our Lord Harold Wilson. His
government had decreed that all imports were to have an
extra levy placed on them to deter people from buying
goods from abroad and since the Johanna Thorden’s cargo of
copper had been bound for Sweden when it sank, an import
levy was now required.

‘You’re classifying it as new copper?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Then get the price for new copper and I’ll gladly pay you

your duty.’
There was no response. I was speechless, but not for long.

I raged around the office, threatening to throw all the cop-
per back in the sea, though that wouldn’t have pleased our
bank manager, who had advanced us £10,000 against it.

I eventually stormed out of the office and phoned Mr
Smith again. ‘Calm down,’ he said. ‘Go and have a cup of
coffee. I’ll sort it out and call you back within fifteen
minutes.’

He was as good as his word. After speaking to him again
I went back to Customs with my wife Mildred as a witness,
filled in a form and made a declaration that the copper was
leaving bond only to be shipped abroad. With the help of
the Salvage Association we then sold the copper to West
Germany and received £14 per ton more than we’d been
offered by the British scrap merchants. The Germans
promptly melted it down and sold it back to Britain, placing
a small extra strain on our balance of payments deficit.
Before the following diving season, I received a letter from
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a senior government official asking us to dispose of the rest
of the copper in Britain, where there was an urgent need for
it. Of course there would be no duty or import levy to pay.
Strange are the ways of governments.

Our first pay-out from the sale of the copper brought a
few changes to my life. My promise to Mildred that one day
my salvage efforts would pay off had now come true. For the
first time in our married life we’d money in the bank and no
debts. The first thing we did was to buy the council house
we lived in, for cash, and then we spent almost as much
again renovating the place. I also bought an almost new car,
once again paid for in cash.

Although the Johanna Thorden was giving me a good living
and occupying most of my attention, I wasn’t averse to earn-
ing a few quid on the side when the opportunity presented
itself. Towards the end of that first season in the Orkneys, I
was introduced to Giles Neels, a BBC producer. He was
making a programme about the scuttling of the German
fleet in Scapa Flow at the end of the First World War and
asked if I could shoot some film of one of the German ves-
sels on the sea-bed. The fee was more than generous.

We had our own underwater camera, but Giles insisted
that I use the BBC’s top-quality equipment. ‘We can’t
afford any mistakes, Keith.’

The next day dawned clear and calm, perfect for the job
in hand. Frank and I got ourselves ready, dropped over the
side and Giles passed me the camera. ‘Be careful with it.’

‘Of course.’ As soon as I disappeared below the surface, I
noticed a thin stream of air bubbles coming from the sup-
posedly waterproof outer case of the camera. I peered at the
lens. It was already a quarter full of sea water. I returned to
the surface. ‘Sorry Giles, but I think you’ll find your camera
is knackered.’
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Giles returned to London without his underwater
sequence, but I promised to do what I could with my own
camera. A couple of days later, on our way back from the
Johanna Thorden, we passed the wreck of the Royal Oak. The
massive 35,000-ton battleship lay upside down on the bot-
tom, its keel so close to the surface you could see it from the
aircraft as you came in over Scapa Flow to land at Orkney
Airport. I decided that one sunken wreck was as good as
another and told the lads to drop me off and come back in
ten minutes. If they’d stayed on site, someone would have
been straight out to investigate what we were up to.

Looking up at the Royal Oak from the sea-bed was an
awe-inspiring sight. She was resting on her director tower,
her forward, aft and waist guns sticking out like so many
fingers. I didn’t let my awe blind me to more prosaic mat-
ters but sadly the ship’s propellers were already missing,
taken by the Navy for scrap.

Giles was delighted with my film and a few days later I
saw my handiwork on the BBC, the unmistakable outline of
the Royal Oak movingly described as a sunken German
battleship. Sorry Giles.

Through the BBC I’d met Arthur Nundy, who owned
the wrecks of the German fleet in Scapa Flow and the giant
British naval bases on Hoy and Flotta. We made a trip over
to Arthur’s place on Hoy one day to borrow some detona-
tors and had a good laugh over the filming incident. He
always had a smile on his lips, but his dark eyes held the
brooding look of a man who had seen many things in his
life. He also had a damaged arm, the result of a bad bend
while diving.

The fact that we were not just divers but salvage men
made us an instant hit with Arthur, and he took us on a tour
of his kingdom. For thousands of servicemen, the last sight
of Britain had been this grim and lonely place. Some of the
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buildings had been pulled down, but many were still stand-
ing, including the mess halls and the camp cinema. They
were eerie places, the sea-mist filling them with ghosts.
There was also a ruined building with a domed roof like the
London Planetarium, where gunners had once practised
shooting at silhouettes of aircraft projected on to the dome.

Arthur’s salvage vessel, the Barholm, was an ex-naval bar
boat, stripped of every superfluous item; even the floor
boards had been removed. The only inessential was the
growth of weed on the bottom, which must have been at
least a yard long.

The scrapyard at the pier was loaded with metal from the
German fleet. There were stacks of massive pieces of
armour-plating, and we saw a couple of his lads stripping a
giant generator. Arthur was also sitting on a coal mine. The
fleets of two world wars had coaled their vessels at the piers.
Any time he needed some coal, all he had to do was put a
grab on the derrick and drop it over the side of the pier.

As we were walking around the base, Arthur spotted a
piece of thickish electric cable sticking up from the ground.
‘Just wait here lads,’ he said. He disappeared, only to return
on his tractor. He tied the cable to the back of the tractor
and started to pull it backwards and forwards. Somehow he
managed to overturn the tractor in the process. He jumped
clear but broke his arm.

With thousands of tons of scrap metal at his disposal, it
seemed crazy to be dragging at a few pounds’ worth with a
tractor, but that was Arthur. He was a true scrap man at
heart. Nothing that might have a value was ever thrown
away. If he’d seen a sixpence superglued to a path he’d have
used dynamite to get it off. He was still trying to do deals as
we helped him on to the boat to take him to a doctor. ‘Do
you want some caustic soda for washing down?’ he asked,
pointing to a shed full of mouldering containers. He had
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tons of it, left by the Navy decades before. It was in a real
state.

Arthur was nearing retirement and later offered to sell me
his whole business – the naval base, the piers, his boat and
the remains of the German fleet resting on the bottom. The
asking price was £90,000. It was a huge amount of money
in those days and reluctantly I turned it down. Had I bought
it, I’d have made my first million without breaking sweat.
The giant oil company Occidental later built their North
Sea base there and paid a fortune for the site.

At the end of our first season on the Johanna Thorden, we
went back to Islay for the winter period. By then we were
one partner short however, for Snowy had done a bunk.
One morning when the weather was too rough to dive,
Frank and I had gone down to Kirkwall. By the time we got
back, Snowy had disappeared, leaving no word of explana-
tion. It saddened me. We’d been through a lot of tough
times together and I liked and respected Snowy. I could
think of no incident in the previous few days that would
have driven him to leave.

Ever since Frank had joined us on a fairly full-time basis,
there had been three of us, and when three work together,
it always tends to be two against one. It changed around – it
wasn’t always the same two – but it created friction. Back in
Keighley, we spent very little time in each other’s company.
We were three entirely different people, each with our own
strengths and weaknesses, and had virtually nothing in com-
mon other than salvage, but until Snowy’s disappearing act
we’d always managed to set aside our personal differences.

We worked very well as a team on the wrecks and that
was the bond – the only one – that held us together. The
only reason I could come up with for Snowy’s sudden exit
was that up to that time we’d always worked as three equal
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partners and he might have felt that he was getting left out
of the work in the Orkneys. That was certainly not my
intention. There was no one more disappointed than me
when I found he’d gone. If the three of us could have got
along better, I really believe we could have gone on to build
a very successful salvage business, outstripping any other in
the British Isles at the time, but it just didn’t work out,
which was a great pity.

A short time later Snowy was back on Islay, but not to
work with us. He’d joined forces with Peter Sellars and Big
John to salvage the wreck of the Rothesay Castle off Nave
Island, on the north-west tip. A little later he tried his hand
in the North Sea, then gave up diving and bought himself a
big lorry. Over the years he’s done very well; he deserves to,
he’s worked hard for it, but I never did find out why he’d
left us in Orkney.

We’d assembled a good team of divers during the summer
and wanted to keep them together ready for the next season
on Orkney. We hired an MFV, a 65-footer called the
Golden West, out of Tarbert on Loch Fyne to help us work
the Otranto. After a couple of good lifts from the wreck, we
bought the boat outright for £4,000. Once again we were
sailors, but this time the craft was a far cry from the oily old
tub we had sailed out of Fleetwood a few years before.

After what had happened to Willy Burke’s launch, we
knew we couldn’t berth the Golden West on the west coast
of Islay overnight. We needed a safe harbour. There were
only two choices: Port Ellen on the south-east corner of the
island, or Port Askaig up the Sound of Islay. In the wrong
conditions the approach to either of them could turn your
hair white. We chose Port Ellen.

To reach the Otranto we had to pass first the Mull of Oa
and then the Rhinns of Islay at the south-west tip of the
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island. The winds and tides there could be terrifying. If you
caught it at the wrong time, a tremendous tidal race against
the wind made it a passage for the brave only. Willy con-
vinced us that he knew the passage between the main island
and the small island, on which the lighthouse stood, like the
back of his hand. The channel was narrow and shallow and
we touched once or twice, but it was better than taking a
battering from the wind and tide on the outside.

There were some tense moments at the top end of the
passage, however. You had to line up a set of markers on the
starboard side, then go hard a-port until the passage opened
up between the island and Frenchman’s Rocks, a vicious
group of jagged rocks. Once through the gap, you were on
the west coast. On the north-going tide the passage could be
like a millpond, but when the tide was running south it was
another story. Many times I steered the Golden West through
the white water, with everything fastened down and the rest
of the crew hanging on for grim death. Big as she was, the
boat would go on her beam ends but somehow we always
made it.

After one hard day’s work, I was approaching the passage
in a roughish sea, when I saw the power of the tide was
making the water look calm. I looked to the south of the
passage. If you could see white water there, you knew you
were in for a rough one. The sea was boiling with foam. It
was now ‘make your mind up’ time. I had to decide imme-
diately, because once caught by the current, there was no
chance of turning around, you just had to go for it. I turned
the boat around and made the long journey all the way back
round the island to Port Askaig. It was a long, rough jour-
ney, for by now a full south-west gale was blowing and a
giant swell was building. It took us the best part of five
hours. All that rather than face the 200 yards of wild water
leading to the passage between the islands. Anyone who
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wants to dispute my choice is welcome to try it for them-
selves. Their boat could easily end up as an underwater
salvage man’s next job.

The only place that approached it for danger was off the
north end of Jura. We’d often sail up the west coast, a mag-
nificent journey on a good day. There were wild deer and
goats feeding near the shoreline and golden eagles soaring
over the rocky cliffs, an unforgettable sight. You had to be
sure that the tide was right before entering the Gulf of
Corryvreckan, however. There was a huge whirlpool there
created by the tide and an awful battering awaited you if you
got it wrong.

The Golden West changed our work routine in many
ways. We could keep a better eye on the rest of the diving
team now that they slept on board and we no longer needed
the ferries to run our hard-earned scrap to the mainland. But
using our own ship did bring its own problems. We put one
load of scrap aboard the Golden West and sailed round the
Mull of Kintyre and across the Firth of Clyde. Our lorry
arrived at the docks early the next morning and we were just
about to start loading it when down the jetty came a chap
from the dockers’ union with two of his henchmen.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ he said in his near-
incomprehensible accent. ‘What the fucking hell do you
think you’re doing?’

‘Loading our scrap on our lorry.’
‘You can’t do that. This is a union-controlled dock.’ He

glanced around him. ‘We need to have a chat.’
We stopped work and had a chat around a table over a

mug of tea. It soon became obvious that union rights came
a distant second to the chance of a back-hander. By luck one
of the lads was taking a bottle of Islay whisky back home.
This was put on the table, but it was made clear that would
only do for starters. A cash donation would also be needed.
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‘Listen,’ I said. ‘The money for the sale of the scrap is
being brought to the dock by car. We’ll make sure a few
quid finds its way into your pockets.’

By now he was convinced we were not a bad set of
blokes, though he could also see that there were half a dozen
of us, all very fit lads.

All good friends now, we asked, ‘No problem loading the
wagon whilst we wait for the money?’

‘Go ahead,’ he said, ‘But don’t leave the dock.’ We took
our time loading the wagon, skylarking to put the dockers
at ease. Lunchtime approached and like all good union men
on the docks, once it was time to stop doing nothing they
all disappeared to the pub. We glanced around the deserted
dock and were away like a shot from a gun. We had
weighed in our scrap, collected our cash and were back at
sea before the dockers even knew we were gone.

On our way back up to Islay one night the following
week, we chose to go up in one of our divers’ cars. His
liking for all things American was reflected in his choice of
vehicle, a large black American hearse. It was a handy car for
the job, with lots of room for us and the 200 pounds of
explosives we were taking up to the island. It was rather
cramped in the front so I decided to get in the back and have
a sleep. As we went down Western Avenue in Glasgow, I
was awakened by a siren and the blue flashing lights of a
police car. Oh hell, I thought, we’re going to have to
explain about the explosives.

The police thought they had caught us doing a runner
with a corpse, as someone had reported seeing a body in the
back. Then I came to life and reared up in the back. ‘What
the hell’s going on?’ They went white for a second, then
burst out laughing. They waved us on our way, luckily
without noticing the explosives. I didn’t know much about
the laws governing the transport of high explosive, but I was

THE COPPER KINGS

143

7797_Jessop Pro-11_v.qxd  1/9/01  8:31 AM  Page 143



pretty sure that carrying it in the back of a hearse was not an
approved method.

Early the next spring we sailed the Golden West all the
way back from Islay to the Orkneys, stopping to follow up
any rumours of wrecks along the way. We revelled in the
challenges that presented themselves on those wild coasts,
constantly breaking all the rules of diving and getting away
with it. They were real roustabout days, full of adventure,
incident and danger. Working the Johanna Thorden had
earned us the local nickname the Copper Kings, and it was
one of the most prosperous periods of my early career as a
salvage diver. Looking back now, I turn cold at some of the
risks I took, but I was in my prime then, supremely fit and
confident to the point of arrogance in my ability.

When we arrived back in Orkney, we found another sal-
vage vessel, a green trawler, tied up alongside the pier at St
Margaret Hope. It belonged to a team from the south of
England who had bought the rights to a sunken German U-
boat, the U-116, for just seven shillings and sixpence. It had
struck a mine and gone down in Panhope Bay during the
First World War, while trying to get through Hoxa Sound
into the fleet anchorage in Scapa Flow. We exchanged
guarded greetings with the crew, not exactly thrilled to see
another salvage boat on what we regarded as our turf. A few
days later we were working on the Johanna Thorden when
we heard a huge explosion. It sounded like a massive charge
going off in a quarry. That evening the big green trawler
limped back into harbour. Gone was the usual dash to tie-
up, just to show us how quick they could do it.

No one wanted to talk but it doesn’t take long for a story
to get out in a close-knit community like Orkney.The team
had set a number of charges on the U-boat to crack open the
hull, but unknown to them there were live torpedoes in the
forward tubes. They stood off the normal safe distance to
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blow the charges, but got rather a nasty shock. The charge
went off all right, but so did the torpedoes. One of the crew,
Plug Jenkins, was standing on the hatch ready to take a
photo of the water splash, when the explosion sent him and
the hatch covers straight up in the air. When they came
down again they all disappeared into the hold together. Plug
survived but the damage to the vessel was considerable. The
engine bed was cracked and not a toilet bowl or basin was
left in one piece.

After they’d repaired the ship, we saw them bring in the
bulkhead plate with the torpedo tubes. They were quite a
sight. They looked like exploding cigars, all plastered back
against the bulkhead.

It was a good story around the islands for quite some
time, and naturally no one enjoyed telling it more than us.
They were the opposition after all, and even worse, they
were southerners.
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CHAPTER NINE

THE GOLDEN WEST

�
About halfway through 1970 the Johanna Thorden’s cargo

was almost exhausted. The divers, employed on a ‘no
cure, no pay’ system, were getting restless. I was spending
every spare minute doing wreck research, in the hope of
finding another Johanna Thorden or Otranto. As well as lead-
ing us to workable wrecks, my researches also began to turn
up the things that governments often prefer to see buried in
the ocean depths for all time.

I called in at a particular office in London to check some
of my findings against the records available. The person in
charge was called away for a few minutes, and whether
intentionally or not, he left a cargo manifest on the desk
alongside me. The position in which it had been placed
made it impossible for me not to see it. Much to my surprise,
I discovered that it was the cargo manifest of the Lusitania.

The sinking of this ship by a German U-boat was the event
that brought the Americans into the First World War. The
British government claimed at the time – and continues to
claim to this day – that the Lusitania was carrying no war
materials, only passengers. They accused the Germans of
committing a war crime by sinking a vessel full of innocent
civilians. The manifest told a different story. It was plain to see
that the Lusitania had a huge cargo of armaments on board.
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When the official returned to the office, he picked up the
file, returned it to a cabinet and continued our conversation
as if nothing had happened. He never referred to it again and
taking my lead from him, I also kept silent.

I was unsure if I was being leaked a story the official
wished to see published or being tested on my ability to
keep a secret. I did know that if I was identified as the source
of a leak, I could wave goodbye to any hopes of winning
salvage contracts for any government-owned wrecks in the
future. I’ve kept my silence until now.

I found the first traces of another government cover-up
whilst looking for a shipwreck on the wild west coast of
Orkney, near the memorial to Lord Kitchener at Marwick
Head. He was killed when his ship, the Hampshire, allegedly
struck a German mine during the First World War. He had
been on his way to Archangel on a top-secret mission to
bolster the Tsar and provide whatever inducements were
necessary to prevent the Russians from agreeing a separate
armistice with Germany.

The German Naval Command had intercepted a com-
munication from a British minesweeper claiming to have
cleared a path west of the Orkneys. They became suspicious
when the message was repeated three times inside an hour
and believing that an important shipment was about to be
made through Scapa Flow, a U-boat was instructed to lay
fresh mines off Marwick Head. The Hampshire and its two
escort destroyers, HMS Unity and HMS Victor, left just
before 5 p.m. on 5 June. Despite its heavy armament, the
Hampshire was one of the Navy’s fastest ships and it main-
tained sixteen knots despite storm-force headwinds and
mountainous seas. The escorts could not match its speed and
the Hampshire’s captain eventually signalled them to return
to Scapa Flow. Not long afterwards there was a huge explo-
sion towards the bows of the ship.
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The Hampshire sank within minutes, bow first, driven
down into the depths by the still-turning propellers. No
lifeboats could be launched and though a few men managed
to cling to floats thrown into the towering seas, most
drowned or died of exposure before they reached shore.
Only a dozen men of the 650 on board survived.

We met a very old farmer at Marwick Head and got into
conversation with him. Unprompted, he started to tell us
about the terrible night when the Hampshire had sunk.
Because of the activity of Army and Navy units they knew
something was afoot offshore and went down to the beach
to have a look. Bodies and survivors were coming ashore
but the locals’ attempts to help were blocked by the military
units guarding the beach. They were told that no one was
to be touched and the survivors were left to die on the
beach.

I can still remember the hurt in the old man’s voice as he
told us the tale, but at the time we took it with a pinch of
salt; we were more interested in the wrecks close inshore.
Some time later, a Scottish author, Alisdair Alpin
MacGregor, suggested the British had sunk the Hampshire to
get rid of Kitchener, who was becoming far too powerful a
figure for the government’s liking. Once more I dismissed it
as a wild fantasy, but while doing research in the Public
Record Office I withdrew the Hampshire file, for there was
supposedly a large amount of gold on board at the time of
the sinking. It made very interesting reading. According to
the file, a lead-lined coffin was rumoured to be already wait-
ing for Kitchener in Stromness before his ship had even left
port.

As I searched for further information, I discovered that a
salvage attempt had already been made. A team of divers
recruited by the notorious arms dealer and conspirator, Sir
Basil Zaharoff, found the wreck in 1932 and returned the
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next summer to try to salvage the gold it contained. The
vessel was half buried in sand and silt and swept by danger-
ous currents, but the divers eventually reached the strong-
room, which had been secretly constructed just before the
Hampshire’s fatal voyage.

The divers managed to cut their way in and found chests
full of gold coins. Coins then worth £60,000 were
retrieved, along with some paper money and documents,
before a fierce storm drove them off. They returned to the
wreck a few days later and again cleared a way to the strong-
room, but a sudden storm surge then caused the divers to be
smashed into the ship’s hull. The badly injured men
struggled to the surface and were rescued, but the operation
was abandoned. All subsequent attempts to obtain permis-
sion to salvage the ship have been refused. Even today,
people are kept well away from the site.

Much of my research was done in archives and record
offices but some required a less orthodox approach. As I cast
around for another workable wreck on Orkney, I heard
stories of magnetic mines dropped in Longhope Sound by
German planes during the war. British scientists had devised
a method of clearing the mines by towing a coil of thick,
electrified copper wire mounted on an unmanned cata-
maran. The current passing through the cable detonated the
mines but the resulting explosion sank both the catamaran
and the copper wire, weighing several tons.

Mac told me of an Orkney character called Fred, who’d
been the coxswain of the Longhope lifeboat for many years.
He was reputed to know the exact spot where two of these
coils had sunk. Steeling myself for yet another disappoint-
ment, I set off with Mac in the Golden West to meet him. In
Longhope, Fred was waiting in the local pub. He was gaunt
and grey-stubbled, with a pipe clamped between his teeth.
The metal cap from a whisky bottle acted as a rainproof
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cover for it. On his head he wore a flat cap with the press-
stud undone, as was usual in these parts. His recollection of
the incident was very hazy to begin with but seemed to
improve under the stimulus of liberal quantities of malt
whisky, one of the essential lubricants for all social occasions
in the Orkneys.

My wreck researches had already led me into many
marathon sessions with local fishermen as I tried to extract
information from them, but this was to be the most memo-
rable session of all. Mac joined in with his customary enthu-
siasm, while I did my best to keep up. My two friends could
have been drinking coloured water for all the effect it
appeared to have on them, but I was scarcely able to man-
age a single coherent sentence during the two solid days that
the session continued.

On the afternoon of the second day I finally managed to
persuade Fred to go out in the boat. I followed unsteadily
down to the quay. We sailed the Golden West out to the
middle of Longhope Sound, directed by Fred, standing like
a figurehead in the prow. With a dramatic gesture, he held
up his hand and I cut the engine. He sniffed the air, took a
couple of long pulls on his pipe and then announced, ‘The
copper sank just around here.’

The diver went over the side, and reappeared a few
seconds later shouting, ‘There’s a bloody great coil of cop-
per directly below us.’

Fred just smiled to himself, gazing into the middle dis-
tance. He had known where the copper was all the time, but
I didn’t begrudge him a single drop of that whisky. The cop-
per wire weighed in at around nine tons, yielding a very
healthy profit even after deducting the cost of half a dozen
bottles of single malt.

Windfalls like that were becoming increasingly rare,
however. After an anxious few weeks, we found another
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cargo of copper on the island. It was a small one, nothing
like the Johanna Thorden, but it would help. I started to trace
the owners via the Salvage Association, but in the meantime
we decided to take our chances as volunteer salvors.

Frank and I were now working two weeks on, two weeks
off, and it just happened to be my turn to go home to
Keighley when we decided to ease our cash-flow problems
by selling one of the slabs of copper. It fell to me to do the
run down in our Transit van. I threw a couple of sacks over
the slab to hide it from prying eyes, and to a casual glance
the van looked empty.

The slab weighed about a ton and a half and it certainly
set the van right down on its springs. As usual, I solved the
problem by pumping a considerable amount of extra air into
the tyres. I saw the garage owner glance at the air-pressure
gauge and then back away round the corner of the building
as I squeezed a few more pounds into the already bulging
tyres. The way the van handled showed what a weight there
was in the back as I drove down to Stromness to catch the
ferry across to Scrabster on the mainland. In those days there
was no such thing as a roll-on, roll-off ferry in the islands.
You just drove alongside the ferry, stopped over two steel
nets for the back and front wheels, and the vehicle was lifted
aboard.

I took my place in the queue and had a few words with
people I knew.

‘What are you working on now, Keith?’
‘Nothing. Just going home for a week.’
It was now my turn to park the van on the nets. The sign

on the derrick read ‘safe working load 21⁄2 tons’. The Transit
couldn’t have been far off that. I got out of the van and
wandered up to the far end of the pier, just in case. The
cable came tight and quivered, but the van just stayed on the
ground. Then I noticed the vessel was beginning to lean
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over to the van. The bilge keel even came clear of the water,
showing a fair amount of weed on the ship’s bottom. Not
many people noticed, but I did. Just as I’d decided that the
ferry was going to go right over and was ready to make a run
for it, the van lifted from the ground. It was lowered on to
the deck just as the ship returned to the vertical. By that time
I’d run out of prayers.

On board I got a few looks from the crew members.
‘Bloody heavy Transit you’ve got there,’ one said, looking
in the back. He could see nothing but an empty van.

‘They’re well made, these vans nowadays,’ I said airily.
‘There’s good stuff in them.’

At Scrabster the van lifted from the deck all right, but
once over the side, the ship keeled over again, dropping it
on the quay with a dull thud. I closed my eyes, afraid that
the suspension would collapse from the impact. When I
opened them, the van was miraculously intact. I hopped in
and was away in a crash of gears and a cloud of blue smoke.

So started one of the longest drives I have ever made. I
had to reverse up some of the hills and getting down the
other side involved equal use of first gear, brakes and
prayers. I finally made it to Keighley twenty-four hours after
setting off.

The money from the copper bought us a little more time,
and as I searched for other wrecks, I heard of a big steamer,
the Bella Vista, that had sunk off North Ronaldsay, the most
northerly of the Orkney islands. Rather than sail the boat all
the way there ‘on spec’, we decided to fly up and talk to a few
locals first.The flight was on a Normand Islander, an airborne
bus stopping at every one of the outer islands. The runways
were all grass strips and one covered both sides of a steeply
sloping valley. We landed facing down at an angle of about
forty-five degrees and rolled to a stop on the uphill section.

North Ronaldsay was a low, flat island, with a few
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scrubby trees bent almost flat by the force of the prevailing
wind. There was a scattering of single-storey cottages, a few
farm buildings and one more substantial house, the Manse,
at the southern end of the island. We decided to make that
our starting-point. As we got closer we could see a small
cannon on either side of the front door. It brought a smile
to our faces; cannons equalled wrecks.

No one answered our knock, but we wandered down to
the beach to have a look for ourselves. There was a cairn on
a small hillock overlooking the sea. Perched on the top was
a ship’s bell, another very encouraging sign. At the edge of
the beach, we came to a dry-stone wall which ran right the
way around the island. It was built not to keep the sheep –
of which there were plenty – in, but to make sure they
stayed on the beach and foreshore. They fed on the abun-
dant seaweed that showed itself between tides, leaving the
sparse grazing on the island itself for a few bony cows.

Before leaving North Ronaldsay we made contact with
an old man, the local historian, who knew everything there
was to know about wrecks off the rocky coasts of the island.
He confirmed the position of the Bella Vista and also told us
about a Swedish sailing vessel that had wrecked long ago on
a reef off the south-east tip of the island, carrying a huge
cargo of 800,000 silver coins. We decided there and then to
bring up the Golden West.

During our conversation he also talked about the Morton
Papers, which had just been released by the family to the
Record Office in Edinburgh. The Earl of Morton had con-
trolled all the islands in the mid-seventeenth century and
made himself a steady additional income from the cargoes of
shipwrecks. I made haste to study them and discovered that
the Earl had been a hard, stone-hearted character. He sent
men out to dive for a handful of coins or whatever cargo
they could find. They were diving in the wild, cold waters
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without safety gear, protective clothing or breathing appa-
ratus. Many died and while Earl Morton prospered, the sur-
vivors’ reward was almost nothing at all. I read a series of
their pitiful letters amongst the papers, begging for some
relief for their starving wives and children. There was no
sign that Earl Morton paid any attention to their pleas.

The papers also referred to the Swedish sailing ship, the
Svicia. To my immense disappointment I discovered that the
cargo of silver coins had been carried on the outbound
journey to the Indies. Her cargo on the return, paid for with
the silver, was of silks, spices and timber. As I unrolled one
letter, a silk handkerchief fluttered out, part of the Svicia’s
cargo that had washed ashore on Reef Dyke on North
Ronaldsay.

The Morton Papers also told of the Kennermerland, a
Dutch merchantman wrecked on Out Skerries, in the
Shetlands, in 1664. The vessel had been carrying six chests
of gold and silver coins, but when Morton came to hand
over the Crown’s share of the recovery, he claimed only to
have found three. It cost him dearly, for Charles II promptly
stripped him of his earldom.

There was a strong possibility that Morton had been
framed by Charles’s agents, however. If he had been telling
the truth, then three chests of gold and silver were still lying
on the bottom waiting to be found. The odds weren’t good,
but in the absence of any better prospects, it seemed worth
a gamble.

The papers describing the incident were in such archaic
English that I’d had them translated at the University of
Leeds. As we were about to set sail for the Shetlands, some-
one drew my attention to a story in the morning paper. A
‘university diving team’ were in the Shetlands hoping to
find a cargo of gold coins. I didn’t need to be a rocket
scientist to work out which university the students were
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from. The last laugh was on them, however, for no trace of
the gold coins remained on the wreck. Later research by
students from Birmingham and Manchester appeared to
establish that the three missing chests had been transferred to
another Dutch ship and carried to the East Indies. It
appeared that Earl Morton had been wronged, but I wasn’t
going to shed any tears on his behalf, after the way he’d
treated his divers.

Although the Kennermerland and the Svicia had been
write-offs, there appeared to be enough non-ferrous metal
on the Bella Vista to make it worth salvage. We bought the
rights and sailed the Golden West up to North Ronaldsay,
but when we got in the water we found that someone had
already stripped the wreck. The only remaining non-ferrous
metal was a small condenser. It was a pathetically small load
to take back with us.

When we got back to Orkney two of our divers had
found a decent-sized propeller on the east side of the islands
and applied for the rights to salve. We blew it into four sec-
tions, got it aboard and arrived in Kirkwall harbour after
midnight. We were too late for a drink, so we decided to get
the blades into the back of the Transit, out of harm’s way.
This time the weight in the back of the van must have been
around three tons. Naturally we had to put a little extra air
into the tyres the next morning. The garage owner took one
look at the van and beat a hasty retreat before I’d even taken
the dustcaps off.

By the end of the 1970 season we seemed to have reached
the end of the line. We’d formally closed down the Johanna
Thorden operation and informed the Salvage Association that
we’d recovered all we could of the cargo. The stern section
was still out there somewhere but it was beyond our reach.

I sailed away from the Tarf ’s Tail for the last time with a
mixture of feelings. I was glad not to have to risk my life in
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those turbulent waters and terrible tides again, but the
Johanna Thorden had earned me a substantial sum of money
and made my name with the Salvage Association. Every
other salvor offered the chance of the Johanna Thorden had
taken one look at the wreck-site and the sea conditions and
turned it down flat. I now had the beginnings of a reputa-
tion as a man who could win a return from the least promis-
ing wrecks. I also had vital experience of working in the
most difficult sea conditions and in sea temperatures that
chilled men to the bone.

As I watched the coast of Swona receding into the mist,
I began to think of other, richer cargoes lying waiting in the
blackness of the ocean depths. One in particular, HMS
Edinburgh, in the freezing waters of the Arctic, kept coming
back into my mind. It was still well beyond my reach, but it
no longer seemed an impossible dream. I could see a day
coming when some diver would salvage the Edinburgh’s
gold. The thought kept coming back to me, why not me?

I had other, more pressing concerns, however. Like the
Johanna Thorden, the other wrecks around the Orkneys were
now pretty well worked out. We laid up the Golden West in
Crinan for the winter and in desperation I decided to try a
ships’ graveyard nearer to my home: Flamborough Head on
the Yorkshire coast. Most of the wrecks there were below
the 100-foot mark and the tides, sands and poor visibility all
caused problems, but by then the choice was to dive there
or pack it in altogether.

I made friends with Alwin Emmerson, who worked the
lobsters with his cobble from North Landing and knew the
waters around the Head like the back of his hand. He also
knew the positions of a number of wrecks, having lost many
lobster pots on them. He called me one afternoon. ‘One of
my pots is well fast in a wreck. Come on out.’ After the long
drive out to Flamborough, I got into the water just before
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dusk. Sea conditions were not bad but visibility was very
marginal, with a haze of sediment hanging in the water like
fog.

I was diving on my own, for Frank was back at his coal
business. Down the pot line I went. By the time I’d reached
the bottom, I was in total darkness. By feeling around I dis-
covered that I was on the keel of a sunken vessel, which was
lying on its side. Visibility was so bad that I couldn’t even
tell whether it was on its port or starboard side.

I then made a very foolish decision. I thought that if I just
cleared the pot line and went back to the surface, Alwin
would think that all his effort had been a waste of time. Next
time he found a wreck he might not even bother to phone
me. Instead of going back up the line, I began to feel my
way along the keel, hoping to find the stern and, with luck,
a nice bronze propeller. I groped my way right to the end
but found nothing. I turned round and began to inch back
along the keel, but after a few minutes I decided to abandon
the search and come back when visibility was better. I was
about to let go of the keel and swim to the surface when
something stopped me. Some sixth sense, or perhaps the
memory of the cave in the Dales all those years before,
caused me to stop and feel my way back to the line instead.
It saved my life.

Back on the surface, I could see the disappointment in
Alwin’s eyes, but I explained the conditions on the wreck,
and told him to tie a white pint pot to a line and drop it over
the side in future. He could then tell me the underwater
visibility from the depth the pot disappeared from sight.

A couple of days later I was back on the wreck, this time
in very clear water. I could see the ship before I got down
to it. I also saw something else that made my blood run cold.
A very big fishing net was draped right over the wreck, like
a shroud. As I’d crawled along the keel in the darkness I’d
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been directly below it. Any attempt by me to swim to the
surface would have left me hopelessly entangled in the net.
My chances of getting clear before my air ran out would
have been zero. That near miss persuaded me never to dive
on my own again in those conditions.

In any event, there was virtually nowhere worth diving –
around Britain at least. All the shallow-water wrecks – even
off the Western Isles, Orkneys and Shetlands – had already
been worked by ourselves or other salvors. There was
nothing left except off-limits ships like the Hampshire and
the Royal Oak, or wrecks that were already owned by our
rivals. Frank had a secure wage from his coal business, but I
was seeing my capital drain away in increasingly futile
searches for new wrecks. I still had money in the bank, a car
and a house, but my only other assets were the wreck of the
Otranto and my research files.

My researches told me that there was a future in salvage,
but not if we carried on the way we were. We could have
gone back to the Otranto again, for there was still plenty of
non-ferrous metal to be lifted from it, but that seemed to be
merely postponing the inevitable, to no useful purpose. I
made it clear to Frank that I was not prepared to do that. If
the partnership was to continue we would have to find new
wrecks together. I couldn’t continue doing individual dives
while Frank ran his coal round and turned up only when a
wreck had finally been found.

It was high time to take stock of my situation. As I relaxed
with my family, my thoughts began to crystallise. I decided
the only thing to do was close down the diving operations
in Scotland, sell the Golden West and break from my old
partners. There had never been much love lost between us,
so that part of the decision was easy to make.

I had sufficient capital to live in reasonable comfort for a
year. I would spend that time planning my future, research-
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ing prospective wrecks and getting to know my children
better. I’d missed much of their childhood. Whenever the
weather was set fair, I had to be in the water salvaging metal,
even if that meant missing Christmas or their birthdays. I’d
come home from a trip to find that one of the children had
taken their first steps or spoken their first words. It takes an
awful lot of money to compensate for missing something
like that.

I loved my homecomings; the only problem was that I’d
sometimes be greeted by Mildred with a list of the children’s
misdemeanours in my absence and a demand that I disci-
pline them – usually Graham or Carol. It was the last thing
I wanted to do, but instead of scooping them up in my arms
I’d try to look stern and take them upstairs to read them the
Riot Act.

Each time I came home, I noticed a change in them. I like
to think that Graham is a chip off the old block. He was –
and still is to some extent – a lad straight out of the pages of
Tom Sawyer. He was a stocky little character at birth and
soon grew into a strapping young lad. We sent him to school
smart, clean and spotless every morning but he invariably
came home in the evenings looking as if he had been fight-
ing most of the day. Out of school, he was the leader of his
own version of the Jay Street Gang. They went everywhere
together, with Sam, his Jack Russell terrier, tagging along
behind. I shudder to think of some of the things they got up
to, out of sight of their parents.

It was obvious from the start that Graham was going to
follow me into the salvage-diving business. When I was
working on the Scottish islands, the whole family used to
come up for a long summer holiday. I can still remember
Graham and his gang of mates all lined up in their swimming
costumes, waiting for our boat to come in. If any scrap fell
into the water as we were unloading it, they used to dive for
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it and then Graham would negotiate a price with us for its
return.

Our second child, Carol, was the answer to a dad’s
prayer, a bonny baby with blonde hair and blue eyes. She
soon learned how to get around her father. She had large,
almond-shaped eyes just like her mother’s, in which, it
appeared, tears could flow at will whenever anything she
wanted was refused. Unlike Graham, she was always neat
and tidy and enjoyed housework. She played with her dolls
and did all the things little girls do, but despite that, one of
her biggest disappointments in life was that she was born a
girl and wasn’t allowed to do the same things as the boys.
She hated to miss out and even now she still regrets that she
had to stay at home when Graham and Ian went diving with
me.

Ian was quite different from Graham and Carol. Never
one for getting himself dirty, he preferred to stay around the
house to play, rather than disappearing for hours on end like
his brother. From an early age he was good with his hands
and liked to make models, something which neither
Graham nor I had the time, the patience or the know-how
to do. Unlike his siblings, he was very shy and reluctant to
speak to anyone he didn’t know. That quiet, shy exterior
concealed a sharp character in the making, however. I later
learned that he often played truant from school. Mildred
would leave him at the school gates but once she’d gone,
he’d do a disappearing act down to town, returning just in
time to meet his mother back at the gates after school.

I often wondered what it must have been like for the
children at school, compared to my own schooldays. They
missed me badly when I was away, but I also knew that I’d
have given my right arm to have had a father who was lead-
ing such a life and getting stories written about him in the
papers. I never had the privilege; I never had a father.
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My local fame had its downside, however. I found out
years afterwards that many of the fights Graham had in his
schooldays were caused by some of the other boys’ resent-
ment of the press stories about my exploits.

Graham, Ian and Carol had grown up with only a part-
time father, home for odd weekends, away the rest of the
time. Shaken by that guilty realisation, I took the whole
family away on holiday for the first time in years. As we lay
on the beach, I watched Graham splashing around in the sea.
He had grown into a strapping fifteen-year-old and thought
of nothing else but becoming a diver like his dad. That
suited me, I saw him as a future partner. The Otranto’s non-
ferrous metal would keep for now, money in the bank for
the future. When Graham was old enough to learn his
father’s trade, we would work it together.

When we returned from holiday I began intensive
research, scouring every available source for details of valu-
able wrecks. One giant obstacle kept appearing however,
the Southampton-based salvage company, Risdon Beazley.
They specialised in ‘blast and grab’, lowering explosives
down to wrecks using an observation bell and then blowing
them apart. The cargo and other objects of value were then
hauled to the surface using a giant mechanical grab. It was
like one of those penny machines in an amusement arcade
which snatches up sweets and plastic novelties, but though
it was crude, it had worked well enough for Risdon Beazley
to dominate the industry for many years. The company was
so successful that in practical terms they had slammed the
door shut in the face of every other would-be salvor.

I grew weary of following up leads on potentially lucra-
tive wrecks, questioning survivors and witnesses and travel-
ling to London to search official documents, only to find
that Risdon Beazley had travelled the same path years before
and already owned the salvage rights. There was virtually
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nothing left except the scraps from Risdon Beazley’s groan-
ing table.

In the course of my researches I’d developed strong con-
tacts with the Salvage Association. Their officials were effi-
cient and friendly and I received a good deal of advice from
the manager, Mr Smith. It was clear that they felt a growing
impatience with Risdon Beazley, which had been sitting on
numerous valuable contracts for years. The Association had
already begun moves to reclaim several of them.

A successful salvage operation on one of those contracts
would yield enough profit to finance work on even more
valuable and inaccessible wrecks. I knew of a score of
immensely valuable deep-water wrecks scattered around the
world. The most fabulous of all Spanish galleons, the San
José, lay around thirty miles off the Colombian harbour of
Cartagena, at a depth of around 750 feet. The sixty-gun
flagship was leading a treasure fleet carrying twenty-two
million pesos of gold and silver back to Spain from the New
World in 1708.

Two fleets normally returned from the New World in
Spain every year. The Tierra Firma Armada collected the
gold and silver from the South American mainland, while
the Nueva Espana Armada transported the treasure of
Mexico. The yearly shipments had been interrupted by war
in Europe however and no precious metal had been shipped
for six years. As a result the Tierra Firma Armada led by the
San José was bulging with silver and gold when it set sail.

On 8 June the treasure fleet was spotted by Charles
Wagner, the captain of a seventy-gun British warship, HMS
Expedition. With two other warships and a small fireship,
Wagner’s mission was to patrol the coasts of Colombia and
Venezuela, destroying any Spanish shipping that crossed his
path. At 5 p.m. Expedition fired the first broadside of the
engagement. A fierce battle raged for two hours, with both
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ships sustaining damage from the close-range cannon fire.
Then there was a massive explosion as the San José’s powder
magazine erupted. The ship sank almost at once, as blazing
spars and rigging showered down on the Expedition. Less
than a dozen of the San José’s crew of more than 600
survived.

In addition to the official cargo of perhaps five million
gold pesos and seven million silver pesos, the San José also
carried the very considerable private wealth and jewellery of
its noble passengers. The modern value of the ship’s con-
tents might reach £2 billion.

If the San José was the most fabulous wreck of all, there
was no shortage of other valuable cargoes scattered around
the oceans of the world. The Central America, a wooden
side-wheel paddle steamer, sank in the Caribbean in 1857,
on its way from the goldfields of San Francisco to New
York. The cargo of gold bars and coins, then worth $2 mil-
lion, would today fetch around £1 billion. The Prins
Frederik, a Dutch steamer bound for Java, sank in the Bay of
Biscay in June 1890 after colliding with a British steamship,
the Marpessa, in thick fog. Its cargo included 400,000 silver
rijksdaalders, payment for the Dutch army in Batavia. The
coins were stowed in wooden casks and stored in a bullion
room lined with quarter-inch iron plate.

The City of Cairo, a British-built passenger liner of 8,000
tons had been torpedoed by a German U-boat in the South
Atlantic in November 1942. The ship had a crew of about
150 and about the same number of passengers, nearly a third
of whom were women and children. A cargo of cotton and
manganese ore had been supplemented at the last moment
by 2,000 boxes of silver coins, weighing a total of three mil-
lion ounces. The captain of the U-boat waited twenty
minutes for the crew and passengers to abandon ship before
firing a second torpedo, which sank the ship. The survivors,
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crammed into six tiny lifeboats, were over 1,000 miles from
the African coast and twice as far from South America. The
tiny island of St Helena, 500 miles to the north, was the
nearest land.

The boats lost contact with each other almost at once and
all the survivors of the sinking endured terrible hardships.
The occupants of four of the boats were rescued after drift-
ing for a fortnight, during which a score of people died. The
occupants of the other two boats were less fortunate.

The fastest lifeboat, commanded by Chief Officer Sidney
Britt, had fifty-four people on board. They attempted to
reach St Helena, but missed the island and as they drifted on,
the survivors began to fight over the dwindling water ration.
Britt died on 20 November. Several others died of thirst or
simply abandoned the struggle and threw themselves over-
board, according to the three survivors still alive when the
boat was finally spotted by a German blockade-runner, the
Rhakotis, on 12 December, some 500 miles north-west of St
Helena. One of the three men died just after the rescue. The
remaining two were again shipwrecked when the Rhakotis
itself was sunk. Both survived, although one of them
became a prisoner-of-war.

The seventeen people in the last lifeboat endured an even
more extraordinary voyage. After two and a half weeks adrift,
having seen no trace of St Helena, they decided to set sail for
the coast of South America, a further 1,500 miles away. After
fifty-one days adrift they were spotted by the Brazilian ship
Caravellas just eighty miles from the South American coast.
Only two out of the seventeen remained alive.

There were countless other wartime wrecks including
scores of German U-boats and Japanese cargo submarines
such as the I-52, sunk by depth charges off the Azores in
June 1944, with a cargo of wolfram, molybdenum, tin, rub-
ber, quinine and several tons of gold ingots.
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A great mystery surrounded the loss of the US liberty
ship, John Barry, off Oman in August of the same year, carry-
ing $26 million in silver bullion and three million silver
Saudi riyals.

Any one of these wrecks or a score of others would make
me rich beyond my imagination, but my thoughts remained
focused on that other vessel, the British cruiser lying at the
bottom of the Barents Sea. There would be time to think
about the others in the future, but for the moment, the one
wreck I wanted above all others was HMS Edinburgh and its
cargo of ten tons of gold.

To salvage it would take capital I did not have and diving
expertise that for all my experience, I did not yet possess,
however. I had already gone as deep, and sometimes deeper,
than it was safe to dive using conventional methods, but the
more research I did, the more I realised that the most
promising wrecks lay below those depths. Up to this time
they had been the sole province of the blast-and-grab mer-
chants like Risdon Beazley, but I knew even then that
cargoes like diamonds and gold could only be recovered by
divers. Before I could begin laying serious plans to claim the
Edinburgh’s gold, I first had to learn the techniques being
used in the one place in the world where the rules of diving
technology were being torn up and rewritten daily – the
North Sea oilfields. The advent of North Sea oil answered
one of my prayers. When the chance came, late in 1971, I
took it with both hands.
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CHAPTER TEN

ULTIMA THULE

�
My early days in salvage had taught me to look after

myself, simply because we dived as individuals; we
could pull up more scrap that way. In the offshore oil busi-
ness it was different. You were very well paid but instead of
relying on yourself, you had to put your faith and your life
in the hands of the dive supervisors on the surface.

I entered a different world altogether. It was the first time
I had gone down to the sea-bed in a diving bell. After years
of swimming down to wrecks or travelling out to them in
leaky boats, the bell was a luxury, like going to work in a
taxi. There were no long swims, less exposure to the ele-
ments and if anything went wrong, the distance to safety was
greatly reduced.

I went out to Norway with a friend, who had worked
with me in Orkney, to join a US diving company. When
we gathered for our first meeting with the operations man-
ager, there were six of us off-the-peg guys and a couple of
regulars who would run the dives. We were told the rate for
the job. Divers were a scarce commodity in those days and
paid accordingly, in dollars. It was well above anything we
could have earned in the UK at the time, though still much
less than the American divers were earning for the same job.
Many of them already had years of oilfield diving experience
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and the commercial diving schools in the United States also
turned out fine divers, but it was a source of some friction.

We were put up in a very smart hotel and our final
instructions were, ‘Don’t get into trouble at the hotel and
keep off the drink.’ Despite the warning, I soon had my first
taste of Norwegian beer. The price – £1.60 a pint – was a
severe shock. Back in the UK, it would have bought you a
gallon. The Norwegians had their own answer to the prob-
lem; they brewed their own beer and could certainly sink
plenty of it.

Our first job was to blow up five well-heads in the
Atlantic and the North Sea. Over the next few days we
helped to load all the gear on to a supply vessel with a diving
system mounted on the work-deck. Money appeared to be
no object. All the equipment was new and the ropes were
the best nylon. It was a far cry from the days when I used to
scrounge ropes from fishermen or pick up the ones that had
fallen off lorries on the road to Scotland.

The first well-head had a buoy attached to it and our
instructions were very straightforward: ‘Get hold of the
buoy, slide the explosives down the cable and Bang! Job
done.’

It didn’t prove quite that easy. The weather and sea con-
ditions were what you would expect near a location the
Romans had christened Ultima Thule – the end of the earth.
A long, lazy Atlantic swell caused the stern of our vessel to
rise and fall twelve feet. As conditions deteriorated, the job
became very dangerous. Getting the buoy on board was
only the first of our problems. Fixing a bundle of explosives
around the downline and then lowering it to the sea-bed
was even worse. We lost about 600 feet of nylon line and
seventy pounds of explosives in the process and I would take
a fair bet that the well-head is still there.

When a storm blew up we took shelter, anchoring in a
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secluded bay, well away from any habitation. This was by
design rather than accident; the company’s instructions to
the captain had been quite explicit: ‘Keep the divers away
from drink.’

After three days at anchor, there was a near mutiny.
Unlike the Bounty, we let the captain stay on board the ship
and we set off for the shore in one of the lifeboats. We
beached it and then started to walk to the nearest alehouse.
It was a bloody long walk. After many miles we managed to
find one, but we only had a couple of pints, because the
thought of the long hike back to the vessel afterwards put us
off. We arrived back on board completely exhausted.

Our next well-heads were all in the North Sea, but this
time we had to find them first. We had an expert on board
with a proton magnetometer, which registered the varia-
tions in the Earth’s magnetic field caused by the faint mag-
netic fields generated by ferrous metal objects on the
sea-bed. Developed for use by the Navy during the war, the
magnetometer could in theory detect a substantial metal
object like the steel hull of a submarine at a distance of up to
a quarter of a mile. Any iron or steel object – a well-head, a
cannonball from a shipwreck, or even a lump of ore-bearing
rock – would cause a variation. However, and as soon
became apparent, it took considerable skill and experience
to evaluate the information collected.

The magnetometer was highly sensitive, giving readings in
units of one millionth of a gamma, and was a grand-looking
machine, but either it or its operator were in need of some
adjustment. We searched and searched, but by the end of the
second week not one well-head had been found. A crisis
meeting was called. We all had hopes of some steady work in
the North Sea for the next few years and none of us wanted
to return and report such a cock-up. After a free and frank
discussion, a solution was proposed.
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We began to create a complete set of records showing
that we’d found all the well-heads and destroyed them. One
problem remained however. We still had about half a ton of
explosives on board. If the story was true, they would all
have been used. We decided to place them on the sea-bed
and blow the lot.

The fateful day dawned beautiful and calm. The ship’s
boat was lowered and the explosives were loaded, accom-
panied by a few of the divers. They got well away from the
mother ship before lowering the explosives to the sea-bed.
Then they stood off a similar distance and fired the charges.

There was one more problem. We’d stood off to the
north, while the lifeboat went away to the south. But
unknown to anyone on board, as the lifeboat paid out its
firing cable both boats were drifting south. I couldn’t swear
we were right over the explosives when they went off, but
we must have been pretty close. I was standing on deck with
my camera, ready to film the eruption of any waterspout,
when, just like Plug Jenkins on his salvage boat, my feet left
the deck by several inches. Every fuse on board blew and the
crew came out of the engine room like bullets. It was pure
luck that there was no major damage to the ship.

When we got back, the oil company and the diving com-
pany were both so delighted with our performance that they
wanted to turn the ship around and send us straight out
again to blow another five well-heads. They sat there baffled
as an ever-lengthening list of divers all offered excuses for
having to go home instead. Never have so many grand-
mothers’ funerals occurred on one weekend; mine was
being buried for the second time, thirty years after the first.

I soon discovered that it wasn’t wise to say no to any job
in the North Sea. Employment lasted only as long as the
particular job you were doing. You were constantly chang-
ing jobs and companies, but once your name was known,
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you were put on the list, and if a job came up you got the
call. It could come at any time of day or night and I lost a
few jobs because there was no one at home to answer the
phone. On receiving the call you had to be ready to go
immediately. To turn down a job, whatever the reason,
meant you went to the bottom of the list, only to be called
if they were desperate for divers.

On the exploration rigs, which provided regular work,
divers worked a simple routine of two weeks on and two
weeks off. On the construction barges, all the underwater
work for setting up the oilfield was generally done ‘on, stop,
on’. That was usually six weeks on and six weeks off,
although I met divers who had been on barges for months
on end. Most of the work was saturation diving. It gave us
the chance to earn big money, but it was money hard
earned.

Saturation diving had revolutionised offshore oil explo-
ration. In almost any deep dive, the amount of time actually
needed for the task is far exceeded by the time required in
decompression afterwards. A diver working for an hour at
200 feet needs to spend a further three hours and twenty
minutes in decompression and the time required for decom-
pression increases at an exponential rate. The deeper the
dive and the longer its duration, the worse the ratio between
work time and non-productive decompression time. That
holds true until a diver reaches the point where his body can
absorb no more gas – depending on the gas, that takes
between eight and twenty-four hours. His blood and body
tissue are now saturated with the gas and provided he goes
no deeper, his decompression time remains the same, no
matter how much longer he remains at that depth.

Once accurate decompression tables for different depths
and durations of dives had been compiled – a dangerous
process of trial and error with little theoretical underpinning
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– the only restrictions on a diver were those imposed by his
equipment and by his physical and psychological limitations.

Lengthy periods of decompression in the water were a
practical impossibility for a free-swimming diver. He could
not carry enough gas to sustain him over the course of
hours or even days at depth and was vulnerable to every-
thing from hypothermia to the effects of sudden surface
storms. The introduction of deep-diving systems – a diving
bell pressurised independently of the surrounding ocean
and a chamber on deck in which divers could undergo
decompression in dryness and relative comfort – was the
essential accompaniment to the development of saturation
diving techniques.

Diving bells were far from a new invention; they had
been in use for centuries. The name came from the shape of
the original ones, which were open at the bottom and
shaped like a church bell. The air trapped inside a bell as it
was lowered into the depths enabled a diver to breathe, but
his freedom of operation was very limited, and being reliant
on his shipmates to haul him up before his air was exhausted,
his life expectancy was not very great. Modern enclosed
diving bells offered greater comfort, safety and work effi-
ciency for divers – once the theories of saturation diving and
decompression had been put to the test.

The theory of saturation diving – such as it was – was
largely proved by the pioneering efforts of three men:
Jacques Cousteau, Edwin Link and George Bond. In
September 1962, Cousteau sent two divers down to thirty-
three feet in the pressure-balanced, gas-filled, Conshelf I –
Continental Shelf Station Number One – off Marseilles.
They remained there for a week, making daily dives down
to eighty-five feet. At almost the same time, Edwin Link,
the American inventor of a flight simulator used to train air
crew, devised a diving system in which his chief diver,
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Robert Stenuit, remained at 243 feet for twenty-six hours
before returning safely to the surface.

Cousteau pushed back the frontiers a little further the
next summer, when six of his divers spent one month in
Conshelf II at 36 feet and made daily dives to 100 feet for up
to five hours, without decompression. Two of them were
lowered to 90 feet in another chamber and made dives from
there to a depth of 363 feet. The following year, 1964, Link
again leap-frogged Cousteau’s experiments by sending two
divers, Robert Stenuit and Jon Lindbergh, down to 432 feet
for forty-eight hours.

The US armed forces were showing considerable interest
in the military applications of saturation diving and US
Navy Captain George Bond pioneered the next leap for-
ward in the same year. The Sealab experiment saw four
divers operate at 192 feet for nine days. The Sealab was then
raised to 81 feet and the divers transferred to a chamber. It
was craned aboard a support ship, allowing them to com-
plete their decompression on deck. Sealab II, launched in
1965, sent three groups of ten divers down to 205 feet. They
all remained there for fifteen days and one man – astronaut
Scott Carpenter – actually spent a month at that depth.

The experiments had significance for both Navy divers
and NASA astronauts, but the implications for the offshore
oil industry were enormous. Saturation diving and deck
decompression allowed divers to work for sustained periods
at previously unheard-of depths, but also dramatically
reduced the overall duration of such diving operations. A
task at a depth of 200 feet that would take forty days of
bounce diving to accomplish could be completed in seven
days by a diver remaining in saturation – five days at work,
two days in decompression afterwards.

Men operating from diving bells, whether bounce diving
or in saturation, could be returned under bottom pressure to
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the deck of an oil rig or exploration vessel and transferred to
a chamber. There they could be maintained at pressure or
decompressed in relative comfort and safety, while the bell
returned to the depths with another pair of divers. Work
could continue round the clock and as the depth at which
divers could operate was steadily increased, the cost in dive
time and the necessary support staff and equipment was mas-
sively reduced.

The offshore exploration rigs ran all year but the con-
struction barges could not operate in the North Sea storms
and shut down during the winter. Divers then had to look
for work abroad. The phone would ring. ‘Are you available
for a job?’, and it could be anywhere in the world. After ask-
ing the rate and giving a tentative yes, I’d ask, ‘When do I
go?’ The answer was usually, ‘You’re booked on the next
flight to Heathrow.’ You then transferred to a flight to
Muscat, Bombay, Rio or Manila – wherever there was off-
shore oil to be found.

After what could be a thirty-hour journey by plane, heli-
copter and boat, it was not unusual to step on board and find
that a dive had been called. There were no prizes for guess-
ing who was making the dive.

One job was on a drill ship off Oman in the Arabian Sea,
drilling a single hole for exploration purposes. After a night
in Muscat, we took an early-morning flight down to an
airstrip in the south of Oman, a line of oil drums in the
desert.

We stepped out of the aircraft into an oven. Our nice
new lightweight blue overalls were soaked with sweat in
seconds. There was nothing but shimmering sand and rock
as far as the eye could see, apart from a tall individual in
rather tatty Arab clothing making his way across the sand
towards us, from a drab huddle of tents in the distance.
Across his shoulder was the oldest-looking rifle that I had

ULTIMA THULE

173

7797_Jessop Pro-11_v.qxd  1/9/01  8:31 AM  Page 173



ever seen. As he approached, we noticed what appeared to
be a black cloud around him. It turned out to be a million
files. They all left our new Arab friend and descended on us.
I ran off into the desert trying to get rid of them. When I
looked back, the rest of the team were doing the same thing.

We were taken out by helicopter to the drill ship, Glomar
Conception. One of the first things we noticed was the size of
the sharks swimming around the rig and my mate John was
less than thrilled when he was given the job of swimming a
line from the moon-pool out to the side of the ship. I’ve
never seen a diver move as fast. He jumped into the moon-
pool and by the time we turned around to help him up the
outside, he was already waiting for us.

After that burst of excitement, time started to drag. We
had very little to do, apart from maintenance of the diving
equipment and a few practice dives to help us cool off. It was
hot as hell, any metal you touched could burn you. To pass
the time we decided to do a little fishing. We started by try-
ing to catch the colourful fish that swam around the rig but
before long we’d graduated to shark fishing. We used a plas-
tic drum as a float and made our first shark hook out of a
half-inch diameter steel bar. It was fastened to a ten-foot
chain, which in turn was fastened to a large float, then
attached to the steel cable of the tugger winch. True sports-
men, we were taking no chances. There was now only one
minor problem: we had no bait. We solved that by going
down to the galley and scrounging a joint of prime beef.

Nothing happened the first night, although we saw quite
a number of sharks swimming around. On the second
evening, we’d barely got the hook into the water before
there was a tremendous commotion. We gave the signal to
pull in on the winch, which was capable of hauling a few
tons, and a monster shark bounced across the waves to the
ship’s side. It was so big that the winch couldn’t lift it clear
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of the water. We decided to hook up another tugger winch
and this time I drew the short straw. I had to go over the
side, drop down on to the steel fenders and fix the extra
cable around the shark.

The monster hung there half in and half out of the water,
with its mouth fully open, showing some very large and very
sharp teeth. The nearer I got to it, the bigger it looked. I felt
that if I slipped I’d disappear down its mouth without even
touching the sides. I took my time getting down there
because the shark was thrashing about wildly, turning the
water to foam as it crashed against the side of the ship. Much
to my relief, it broke free and went back to the depths before
I reached it. I picked up the hook. The half-inch steel bar
had completely straightened out. Undeterred, we made a
stronger hook and tried again. A couple of days later we
landed a thirteen-foot tiger shark. The poor thing had no
chance. No sooner had it landed on deck than its teeth had
been removed. I still have one mounted on a gold chain.

Over the next few years I worked in the Middle East,
India and the Far East, but whenever possible I preferred the
exploration rigs in the North Sea. The money was good and
two weeks off in every four also gave me time to continue
my research and keep my hand in at salvage.

One of my first permanent jobs in the North Sea was on
board the Drillmaster, a giant semi-submersible drilling rig. I
drove or flew up to Aberdeen on the Friday, ready for the
crew change on Saturday morning. I met the rest of the
diving team to down a few last drinks in one of the hotels
that were springing up around the airport. The rigs them-
selves were as dry as the deserts of Saudi Arabia.

The following morning, hung over, we flew out to the
rig. In those days, anyone wanting a job offshore just had to
turn up at the heliport. Any crews short at departure time
would hire you on the spot. It was very different from all the

ULTIMA THULE

175

7797_Jessop Pro-11_v.qxd  1/9/01  8:31 AM  Page 175



rules and regulations that have been brought in since then,
but we don’t need the oil quite as badly now.

Flight time to the rig was about three and a half hours and
it was always a good idea to have a leak before boarding the
helicopter; there were no toilets on it. In winter, to make
life more exciting, the rotors were continually icing up. We
only discovered this when lumps of ice broke off them and
crashed into the side of the helicopter.

Despite the occasional dangers of air travel, the slow,
uncomfortable workboats were never a popular alternative,
particularly when the weather was rough. On one trip out
to a construction barge in the North Sea, the sea conditions
were so bad it was touch and go whether we could be trans-
ferred from the workboat to the barge. The transfer basket
looked like a cage. A rubber tyre contained a round base
four feet across and the nets enclosing the whole thing were
attached to the hook on the crane by a fifteen-foot nylon
lifting line. Just above the hook was the ‘headache ball’ – a
huge steel ball. The crane driver swung the basket across to
the workboat, and lowered it until it was standing upright
on the deck. Four or five divers threw their luggage into the
centre of the basket and stood on the outside, holding on to
the netting. The crane driver then lifted the basket and
swung it across to the barge.

That was the theory anyway. It was simple in good weather
but we were attempting a transfer when the deck of the
workboat was rising and falling well over fifteen feet and yaw-
ing all over the place. The barge also had a bit of a swing on
it. Over came the basket and out we rushed to attempt the
transfer. Keeping hold of my Samsonite briefcase in one hand,
I threw my bag into the centre and made to grab the netting
for support. Just then the deck of the workboat pitched
upwards. The ‘headache ball’ missed us by inches and hit the
deck with a crash. Had it hit us, it would have killed us.
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Two of the lads slipped and rolled away across the deck,
but it was my lucky day. The workboat dropped back into
a trough and the basket was snatched from the deck with
two of us still hanging on grimly. My knees buckled with
the sharpness of the lift, as the crane driver tried to raise the
‘headache ball’ out of our way. We were dropped safely on
the deck of the barge, but after that near miss he didn’t try
another lift. The workboat pulled away and stood by until
the storm abated. I was glad to be on board the barge and
not with my workmates as they pitched and tossed on the
workboat for the next twenty-four hours.

Once safely on the barge, we settled into the hard routine
of being on call twenty-four hours a day, with constant
work dives being called.

On the rigs life was easier and boredom was always a
problem. Divers always find something to do, however.
There was the maintenance of the gear, practice dives, the
keep-fit routine and lots of use of the ‘hairy stick’ – the
paint brush. Some also tried to sleep the clock round for the
Golden Pillow award. One dive supervisor used to sleep so
long that he even had to hand-wind his automatic watch.
His slumbers were apt to be rudely interrupted at any time
however. The huge operating costs of the exploration rigs
ensured that there was always a sense of frantic urgency.
The well had to be drilled and tested now, whatever the
problems and obstacles. When something went wrong on
the bottom – a fractured hydraulic pipe on the blow-out
preventer (BOP) or any one of a myriad other problems –
the rig stopped working and the Diving Supervisor was
told, ‘A dive is required.’

Getting ready for a bell dive always reminded me of a
space shot. Instead of blasting off into outer space we were
descending into inner space, as Cousteau termed life
beneath the surface of the ocean.
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We worked in pairs on a rota. While the rest of the team
began checking the equipment to be used, my mate and I
were briefed on the task to be completed, then we sorted
out the dive masks, suits, hoods, fins, gloves and weight-
belts each of us would be using. Having checked our per-
sonal gear thoroughly, we began the exhaustive checks on
the bell. Working from a prepared list we ensured that the
gas cylinders fixed to the diving bell for emergency use were
full of the correct diving mixtures – a bottom mix of 93 per
cent helium/7 per cent oxygen, an intermediate mix of 84
per cent helium/16 per cent oxygen, plus one cylinder of
oxygen and one of air.

The drop weight controls also had to be checked just in
case we had to bring the bell to the surface ourselves. We
made sure that all outside and inside valves and connections
were effective, and, most important of all, that O-seals (cir-
cular rubber seals) were in place on both the inner and outer
doors. Inside the bell we connected our dive masks to the
divers’ umbilicals, checked that the CO2 scrubbers were
working and had new sodasorb canisters fitted. We made
sure that the first-aid kit was on board, and the emergency
decompression tables and stop watches in case we had to do
our own stage decompression. We also checked the tool
box on the outside of the bell as the tools had a habit of dis-
appearing.

Checks complete, we ordered the meal we wanted on
our return to the surface and placed a set of clean clothes in
the decompression chamber. We then changed into our
diving suits. We were using ‘hot water suits’, warmed by hot
water pumped down through the umbilical from the sur-
face. The diver adjusted temperature by controlling the flow
rate of the water using a valve on the side of the suit. The
water circulated around the suit, then flowed back into the
sea through the wrist, ankle and neck openings. Diving in
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suits like these was certainly far more comfortable than the
old dry type, like being in a bath of hot water. We now
climbed up through the bell trunking – a circular tube with
a steel door at each end – into the bell. As usual it was cold
and damp, with a strong smell of rubber and the sea. The
bottom door clanged shut behind us. As the diver on this
job, I sat to one side while my mate, the bellman, began to
talk to the diving supervisor over the radio, running through
even more bell checks. In case of accidents, all communica-
tions were taped.

‘Bottom door closed, ready to go,’ reported the bellman.’
I heard the grinding noise as the winch took up the strain

and felt the bell lurch as it came free of the deck, rocking
gently as it was swung out over the trapdoors cut in the deck.
Then the bell was lowered, slowly at first, but accelerating to
ensure a good seal was acquired on the bottom door as the
bell plunged below the surface. It would be held shut by the
outside water pressure only. We checked for signs of water
leaking in, then the bellman reported, ‘We have a seal.’

Usually, you can tell by the slight pressure change on
your eardrums that a seal has been achieved on the bottom
door. However, on one previous dive, each of us thought
that the other had checked the O-seals were in place. It was
surprising how quickly the bell flooded before we got a
message through to the surface. Much to our embarrassment
we found that on that occasion there were no O-seals on the
door.

We were lowered to thirty feet and then paused while we
tested the acoustic communications – a back-up if our main
communications failed. Then we began the descent, passing
rapidly from the light of the surface into the blackness of the
depths. The bellman called out our depth from our outside
depth gauge at fifty-foot intervals, until we reached the
bottom at 450 feet.
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I began putting on the rest of my equipment. The swim
fins came first followed by a diving knife strapped to my leg.
I could then lower my legs into the trunking, giving the
bellman more room to help me on with the rest of my gear.
Next I strapped on my weight-belt. Then followed the
diving harness with the ‘bail-out bottle’ – filled with enough
bottom gas to get me back to the bell if the supply from the
surface failed. I next connected my hot water hose, after first
making sure that I had hot water coming through, so as not
to get a suit full of very cold water at the start.

My bellman now reported to the surface, ‘Diver ready,
ready for blow-down.’ The supervisor on the surface set his
clocks and stop watches running, and gave the command to
go. The dive had officially begun. Its duration would dictate
the amount of time we spent in decompression afterwards.

The bellman threw the lever and there was a high-
pitched whine as high-pressure gas began flooding the bell.
We both tried to clear our ears as the inside pressure
mounted. Finally the noise wound down. A quick look at
the interior depth gauge told me that we were almost at our
depth. Suddenly, the whine of the incoming gas stopped as
the bottom door came free of its seal. The inside bell pres-
sure exactly matched that of the water outside.

The bellman now helped me on with my diving mask,
held in place by a rubber spider, a six-legged, rubber fitting
that sits on the back of the head and each leg in turn is
locked on to lugs around the mask. A protective helmet is
also clamped over the top for safety. I slipped on my gloves.
The bellman made a final check of my gear, gave me the
usual tap on the helmet, then reported once again to the sur-
face: ‘Diver leaving the bell.’

I took a few experimental breaths and then checked my
communications equipment with a few words to the sur-
face. With the bottom door now open I dropped through
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the trunking into the bright pool of light flooding the work
area around the massive Blow Out Preventor on the sea-
bed, being careful not to snag any of my equipment.

Ahead was a job that might take five minutes or stretch
into hours. I took a few moments to look around and get my
bearings. I scanned the bell for leaks and flushed my mask to
clear the condensation that had formed on the glass. There
was no point in hanging around any longer than was neces-
sary. The quicker I completed the job, the less time I would
have to spend in decompression afterwards. 

The BOP’s function was to prevent a blowout of the
well. It was clamped to a steel base-plate, fixed securely to
the casing – the steel tubing lining the well that is concreted
into the sea-bed. Any dangerous build-up of pressure in the
well could be controlled from the surface by closing down a
series of huge valves on the BOP. A massive steel tube, the
Riser, sat on top of the BOP and connected it with the sur-
face. The drill pipe is lowered down inside the Riser to drill
down to the oil-bearing strata deep below the ocean floor.
If something went wrong with the BOP, the Toolpusher –
the man in charge – had to decide whether to send down a
diver to fix it or ‘pull the stack’, raising the BOP to the sur-
face on guide-wires connecting the rig to the base-plate. It
took a brave – or desperate – man to do it, for it burned up
the rig operators’ dollars at a frightening rate.

This time the problem was not serious. One of the four
guide-wires joined to the base plate had snagged on the
Riser, preventing the TV camera from being lowered to do
visual checks on the BOP. 

I decided to swim across to look at the wire. It was caught
on one of the clamp bolts. I gave it a couple of tugs. It was
jammed but not that tightly, and rather than go back to the
bell for a crowbar, I decided to give it one good pull in an
attempt to free it.
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I got myself into a horizontal position, my feet against the
Riser and then hurled myself backwards, giving the wire an
almighty tug. It came free. I smiled to myself; if only all the
jobs were this easy. I now checked to see that no damage
had been done and then reported to the surface, asking them
to take up the slack in the wire.

Then I reported, ‘Diver returning to the bell, job com-
plete.’ Moving back to the bell was easy. My bellman was
pulling in on my umbilical giving me a free ride back. He
had allowed the trunking to flood by lowering the pressure
inside the bell a little. Up inside the trunking I pulled off my
mask but stayed there until the bellman had finished stow-
ing the umbilical. Then he helped me off with my bail-out
bottle, weight-belt and fins and stacked them away. Once I
was back in the bell and all the housekeeping had been
done, bottom and top doors on the trunking closed, the
bellman reported to the surface, ‘Dive complete, ready to go
for a seal.’

Each company I worked for in the oil industry had their
own set of bounce dive decompression tables which varied
considerably from company to company. From the time the
bell started its journey from the sea-bed to the surface you
were operating under the instructions of the dive supervisor.
Depending on which company you worked for, you were
sometimes brought straight back to the surface in the bell,
and then transferred into the deck decompression chambers
to have all your decompression done on the surface. Other
companies started decompression in the bell whilst on the
way back to the surface.

All different systems gradually brought you back to sur-
face pressure, changing breathing gas from bottom mix, to
first an intermediate mix that increased the oxygen content,
and finally to oxygen from masks on the final ascent to the
surface.
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On this particular dive, the bell was brought up to fifty
feet and then held whilst we commenced our stage decom-
pression from inside the diving bell, working on instructions
from the surface. Once having reached a depth decided by
the supervisor, we changed our breathing gas from bottom
mix to an intermediate, this bringing up the oxygen con-
tent. Once this had been completed, the bell was lifted out
of the water and mated up with the deck decompression
chamber, which was also at the same pressure as the inside
of the diving bell. We could hear the clamps that locked bell
and chamber together being tightened, then the whine as
more gas was pumped into the trunking to equalise the
pressure; this allowed both doors on the chamber and the
bell to open. We could now crawl down into the chamber
– our temporary home for the next few hours. The bell and
trunking were then bled down completing the seal on the
chamber.

As we struggled out of our diving suits and took a shower,
the rest of the team were already at work cleaning and
preparing the bell for its next dive. Some of the deckhands
took the chance to have a whiff of the helium diving mix-
ture just for the laugh of hearing their voices in Minnie
Mouse mode.

Inside the chamber, we ate our meal and then settled
down to listen to tapes, read or sleep away the time until
decompression was complete. The moment was easily
recognizable. The chamber door, now free of the internal
pressure cracked open, and we were free to leave the
chamber. Total decompression time for a bottom dive of say
eleven minutes was somewhere in the region of four hours.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

PUSHING AT THE FRONTIERS

�
Iwas now nearing forty – pensionable age for a diver – but

I found that the younger divers valued my experience and
I graduated to Diving Supervisor, controlling the dives and
monitoring the safety of the younger men taking my place.
I attempted to learn everything there was to know about
deep-diving and a fair bit about crisis management, for the
North Sea oilfields in those early days had a lot of the Wild
West about them. The North Sea was a new environment
even for the oil companies. A lot of learning was going on
and lives were being lost. There was no government depart-
ment then to deal with diver safety and the rules tended to
be made up as you went along. Exploration rigs and con-
struction barges cost tens of thousands of dollars a day to
keep running and any suggestions that diving operations be
suspended because conditions were too dangerous were apt
to be treated with contempt. Divers’ lives took a distant
second place to the almighty dollar.

‘When I holler for a diver,’ one Texan oilman told me,
‘the only answer I ever want to hear is “Splash”.’

I saw several examples of the dangerous consequences of
this attitude while working as the supervisor on the dive ship
Northern Protector. It was a DP – dynamic positioning – ves-
sel, able to maintain its position precisely by the use of its
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propellers and bow thrusters, controlled by an on-board
computer. When the ship was on station, a sonar beacon was
lowered to the sea-bed. Its signal was picked up by four
hydrophones. The computer continually compared the
ship’s actual and required positions relative to the beacon
and made the necessary constant minute changes by the use
of the ship’s propellers and side thrusters to keep it precisely
positioned.

We were doing non-destructive testing, checking the
underwater condition of the giant Claymore oil-production
platform. We stationed ourselves alongside the platform,
which towered above us like a skyscraper. There was a con-
stant barrage of noise from the giant generators on the plat-
form, counterpointed by the din from our own engines as
they strained to keep us on station, battling the heavy swell
of the North Sea.

At night, everything was a blaze of light. Torrents of
sparks cascaded from the torches of welders working on the
structure, but they were mere pinpricks beside the flame
belching from the giant flare stack as it burned off the excess
gas. The heat from it would scorch your head, just walking
out on deck. I was in charge of the night shift and worked
from midnight until noon. It was a hard twelve hours and
there were constant incidents caused by the oilmen’s indif-
ference to diver safety.

Many times we had to launch the diving bell even though
the surge and swell of the sea were far above the safety limit.
On one particularly wild night, I expected the captain of the
ship to tell the dive superintendent that he wouldn’t be able
to hold his ship steady enough, but he said nothing. We
looked at each other in the growing silence. Downtime was
logged against the company who called it. Too much down-
time against your name and you would be making a one-
way trip back to Aberdeen. The captain of the ship, the
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diving superintendent and the diving supervisor all knew the
safety limit for holding and launching the diving bell, but
each wanted one of the others to make the decision. In the
meantime, until somebody acted, the bell had to be
launched.

On this occasion, I blew my top and told the superinten-
dent exactly what I thought of him. He just stared back at
me. ‘Why don’t we let the divers decide?’

It was an apparently reasonable compromise, but every
one of us knew that the divers’ supposed free choice was
really no choice at all. Anyone refusing to dive would have
been shipped out immediately and blacklisted throughout
the oil industry. Given the choice between diving in unsafe
conditions or never working as a diver again, all the men
made the inevitable decision.

The shrieking wind and salt spray were lashing at the rig
as I made my way to the control van. I took up my usual
position, monitoring the equipment and talking to the
divers on the radio link as the diving bell was lowered 350
feet below the vessel. One diver stayed in the bell while the
other worked seventy feet up inside the platform, pho-
tographing the welds around one of the joints. Suddenly the
alarm bells in the control van began clanging and red lights
flashed insistently. I knew immediately what had happened.
The DP had failed and the ship was drifting off position fast.
The diver inside the bell was safe because the stout steel
cable for lifting and lowering it would not fail, but the diver
working up inside the rig was only attached to the bell by
his umbilical. He was seconds from death.

I had to pray that he hadn’t tied himself off for stability.
The wave action and the ocean currents pulled and pushed
at you as you tried to work and though it was strictly for-
bidden on safety grounds, many divers tied themselves to the
steel structure. If he had done so, or if his umbilical was
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wrapped around a couple of the horizontals or verticals of
the structure, he would die. Once the weight of the drifting
vessel took up the slack, the umbilical would snap like rotten
thread and the diver couldn’t swim to the surface because
he’d die from the bends.

I had only those few seconds in which to save his life.
‘Diver. Drop what you’re doing and return to the diving

bell.’ I kept my voice even and neutral. I couldn’t allow any
trace of the tension I was feeling to communicate itself, for
panic underwater will kill you quicker than anything.

‘What?’ he replied. ‘Something wrong topside?’
This wasn’t the time for an explanation. ‘No, just make

your way back to the bell now.’
‘What about the camera?’
He was holding a £10,000 piece of equipment in his

hands.
‘Just drop it.’
‘Surface? Should—’
I cut him off short. ‘Just get back to the bell now.’
‘Returning to bell.’
There was nothing further I could do. The seconds

dragged by as I watched the ship drifting steadily further
from the rig. There was a sick feeling in the pit of my
stomach as I waited, fearing that at any moment my headset
would crackle and fall silent. It would be the only sign that
a man’s life had ended.

Finally the line did crackle, but instead of silence there
was the diver’s voice. ‘Clear of the structure. Shall I go back
for the camera now?’

I almost cried with relief. ‘Not bloody likely.’
On that occasion we were lucky, but there were other

times – too many – when men died. One particularly bad
accident happened aboard the Drillmaster. Two divers were
on the bottom, one inside the diving bell, the other work-
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ing outside it. The heavy drop-weight that took the bell
down to the sea-bed was on a cable connected to a winch.
There were two safety devices, a disc brake which was
always locked on and a sprocket that was dogged firmly in
place. The same safety system was used by the US Navy, but
on this dive, both systems suddenly failed for some
unknown reason.

Free of its brake and dog, the winch started to pay out and
the bell began to rise, accelerating faster and faster as the gas
escaping from inside acted like a propellant. The bell
rocketed to the surface like a cork and both the divers died
horrible deaths from embolisms and massive attacks of the
bends. The bell drop-weight system was changed after that,
but it was too late for the two divers.

On one job, working as a diver, we’d fallen well behind
schedule on one pipe-laying job, but conditions were atro-
cious and my view was that we should have stopped diving.
The dive superintendent, who I thought had been drinking,
overruled the divers and the job continued in sea conditions
so bad that I believe even a lifeboatman would have hesi-
tated to launch his craft. When a diver became trapped at
depth, another diver had to jump into that boiling sea to free
him. It was almost a suicide mission, but more by luck than
anything else, we managed to get them both safely back on
board.

Another incident also affected me deeply, the more
tragic because it was the result of such a simple and easily
preventable error. Two divers were undergoing decom-
pression in the chamber on board the rig when the dive
supervisor in the control van noticed that the pressure was
falling very fast in the chamber. He began pumping in gas
to compensate for it, but the gauge continued to fall and he
pumped in more and more in a desperate attempt to save
the divers’ lives.
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A large leak had developed, but only in the small transfer
chamber used to link the decompression chamber itself to
the diving bell. The connecting door had closed and the
pressure in the main chamber remained normal. The pres-
sure gauges for each chamber had been interlinked, how-
ever, and all of them recorded the same rapid drop in
pressure. By the time the error was realised the men were
dead from hypothermia.

Once more modifications were made to prevent such an
accident ever happening again, but once more it was too late
for two divers.

Another tragedy, even more terrible because the men
involved had much longer to contemplate their fate, killed
a friend of mine. He was in the Far East doing saturation
work in an oilfield construction barge. He was in the
decompression chamber with the rest of his dive team when
a hurricane developed and the barge began to founder.
There are lifeboat chambers on barges and dive ships today,
which can be launched over the side in such an emergency.
The divers remain afloat in their chamber, controlling their
own environment until a rescue comes. But there was no
such system on that construction barge. The decompression
chamber was fixed to the deck. There was no way of
removing it and if the divers trapped inside had tried to leave
it, they would have suffered an agonising death from the
bends.

Instead they were given time to write a last letter home,
which they passed out through the hatch before the barge
was abandoned. As the lifeboats moved away, the barge
broke up and sank. The divers inside the decompression
chamber went down with it to the bottom of the ocean.

Black humour was often the only response to such
tragedies. We would just look at each other, shrug and say,
‘No problem. Just open another box of English divers.’
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The offshore oil industry brought tremendous advances
in deep-diving techniques, but it also brought greatly
increased danger. Mechanical and human failure, and the
risks taken under financial pressure, led to many lost lives. I
was one of the lucky ones. I have friends who are in wheel-
chairs for life and others who are dead – the price they paid
for working at the limits of diving technology and human
endurance to bring oil into the UK.

In return for the risks, we were very well paid, in dollars
and with no deductions for tax. The Inland Revenue knew
all about our tax-free money but chose to ignore it. The
Arabs had us over a barrel at the time and the government
priority was to get the North Sea oil onshore quick. Once
the oil started to flow, a deal was done with the Inland
Revenue and we all became regular taxpayers and decent
citizens again.

The young divers spent their money on women and
booze, BMWs and Porsches and Samsonite briefcases,
which usually contained nothing but a few magazines and a
calculator to convert dollars into pounds.

Like sportsmen, divers have a very limited working life
and it upset me to see the way many of the younger ones
blew their money – and there were always plenty of people
ready to help them spend it. My days in salvage had taught
me to look after my hard-earned cash and though I earned
remarkably good money in the North Sea, I never lost sight
of my long-term goal. Much of my income was ploughed
back, building comprehensive research files on wrecks and
lost cargoes and paying for a number of expeditions that
were to pave the way to the greatest prize of all.

The money I earned and the knowledge and experience
I gained laid the foundations of the next stage of my sal-
vage career. But one event in particular confirmed my
belief that the door to the deepest wrecks was now ajar. I
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was working for Ocean Systems on one of the giant
drilling rigs. We were contracted to work on a drilling rig
that was exploring for oil way out in the North Atlantic,
well to the west of the Shetland Islands. We were operat-
ing at the limits of diving technology, deeper than any oil-
field diver had been before.

During my two weeks off, a number of deep depressions
swept across the North Atlantic. I could well imagine the
conditions on the rig, for my previous spell on it had also
been a rough one, with giant waves battering against it. At
times I could not bring myself to look at the sea while strug-
gling around the rig, battling the gales. I just prayed that
whoever had designed and built it knew what he was doing.

Crew-change day came and I flew up to Aberdeen, then
took the old DC3 up to Sumburgh in the Shetlands before
the usual helicopter ride out to the rig. As soon as I landed,
I saw a dozen lengths of badly bent drill-string – the
immensely strong toughened steel shaft that drove the drill-
bit through the bedrock below the ocean floor. I hurried to
swap stories with my opposite number in the crew going
ashore.

It turned out that the company representative had kept
the rig drilling during a particularly bad spell of weather
instead of pulling off and riding out the storm. By the time
he finally agreed to pull the drill-string out of the hole and
detach the BOP from the sea-bed, the drill-string was bent
like a banana.

We got to work, checking the diving equipment and
paperwork to ensure that we were ready to go should a dive
be called. Conditions were not bad for a rig of its size: a fresh
westerly was blowing and a very long Atlantic swell was
running from the west.

We hadn’t been on board long before a dive was called.
They couldn’t get a seal on the BOP, and without one they
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couldn’t drill because of the risk of a blow-out. Full control
of the well was an absolute priority at all times. The BOP
was well illuminated by sub-sea lighting, including the TV
lights for our remote camera. An observation dive was
called, with a diver inspecting the BOP from the safety of
the bell and reporting his findings to the surface. No one got
wet and no decompression was needed.

The diver was on his way down to the sea-bed when the
rep came into the dive shack. It was obvious from his tem-
per that he’d been getting a fair amount of flak from head
office for the downtime and was looking to shift the blame.

The diver’s voice came over the intercom. ‘Bell to sur-
face.’

‘Go ahead diver.’
‘The BOP is not upright. It’s got one hell of a lean on it.’
At this the rep lost control. ‘Who the hell have you got

down there, some sort of idiot?’
The supervisor ignored him. ‘Diver, how can you tell the

BOP isn’t straight?’
‘Surface, I’m looking out of the porthole straight at the

BOP. I assume the bell is hanging straight up and down.
The central line of the BOP is running across the porthole
from seven o’clock to one o’clock, so I think it’s safe to
assume the BOP is leaning.’

The rep had lost his appetite for any more argument. He
turned on his heel and stormed out of the dive shack.

Worse was to follow. We all watched the pictures from
the sea-bed camera as the drilling crew began to pull the
BOP from its base-plate on the sea-bed. As it started to lift,
a five-foot length of the casing lining the well came out of
the hole with it. We now knew why they couldn’t get a seal
on the well. By staying drilling too long in atrocious condi-
tions, the rep had caused the impossible to happen; part of
the casing had broken inside the well.
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A special tool, designed to be lowered into the well to cut
out and remove the damaged sections of casing, had to be
flown out from the United States. A section of sleeving with
new casing attached would then be lowered on to the
down-well section. When all had been pressure-tested, the
BOP and riser could be lowered back into place, and drilling
could resume.

Then another disaster struck. Just as the cutting tool was
being pulled out of the well, it snapped in two as cleanly as
if it had been cut and part of it fell back into the hole, block-
ing the well. It could have been worse, for it could easily
have slipped right down inside the well, which would have
meant abandoning it altogether.

The broken tool had a small circular hole in the centre,
no more than two inches across. The call went out for
another specially made tool, like a spear with a roughened
surface. If they could get the spear into the hole, it would
grip it enough to enable the tool to be pulled out of the well
– that was the theory anyway. But we had to wait a few days
for the tool to be flown in, which was expensive.

The scale of the problem was immense. The sea state was
not good and the fifteen-foot swell was causing a little
movement on the rig. The driller in charge on the platform
had to watch his TV monitor and at just the right moment
drop the spear on the end of an 800-foot drill-string into a
hole just two inches wide. Threading a needle blindfold in
a fast-moving car while someone jogged your arms would
have been easy by comparison.

We watched the operation from the dive shack for over
two days as a succession of drillers endlessly tried and end-
lessly failed to drop the spear in the hole. The tension was
bad enough in the dive shack, I cannot begin to imagine
what it must have been like on the drill floor itself. It was a
good time to keep well out of the rep’s way. He ran the full
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gamut of human emotions, from fury to despair. It caused us
just a little amusement, for he wasn’t the most popular man
on the rig.

I happened to be watching the monitor when I saw the
spear at last enter the hole in the cutting tool. Even that was
only half the job done. There was a long pause and then the
lift started – very, very slowly. The damaged tool was lifted
from the hole, but when it was only five feet above it, it
dropped off the spear and bounced down on to the well-
head. It rolled around the lip for a moment, then dropped
off the side and came to rest in the mud.

There was a great collective sigh of relief, which must
have been echoed back at the company’s headquarters, after
one of the longest and most expensive spells of downtime in
its history.

The fitting of the new length of casing was completed in
a remarkably short time, considering what had to be
achieved. Then the BOP and the other equipment was low-
ered back to the sea-bed and pressure checks on the well
were carried out. A final dive was now called, to recover the
broken tool. It was lying at a depth of 720 feet, a record for
a bounce dive at this time. Two divers duly retrieved the
tool and got certificates commemorating the record, but
their dive had a far greater significance for me.

All the time I’d been working in the offshore oil industry,
the depth at which divers were operating had been gradually
increasing. The deeper waters of the North Sea and the
North Atlantic were the testing grounds for a revolution in
diving technology. It was a risky business for the pioneers
pushing at the frontiers, but the knowledge gained by the
divers breathing mixed gases enabled diving companies to
compile decompression tables. They set the safe limits of
diving operations, the correct mixture of gases and the
length and frequency of decompression stops on the way

194

GOLDFINDER

7797_Jessop Pro-11_v.qxd  1/9/01  8:31 AM  Page 194



back up from the depths. The tables were guarded like state
secrets, for they were priceless commercial information.

We already knew that the only theoretical limits to the
depths to which we could dive were imposed by the length
of time needed for decompression afterwards. As divers
were being pushed deeper, the ratio between work time and
decompression time grew ever bigger, and bounce dives
became less and less economic. Having got a diver down to
a depth of several hundred feet it made financial sense to
keep him there. The technique of saturation diving was
developed in response to that need. Divers would stay at
great depths for long periods – a week or even a month –
both in the ocean and under the artificial pressure of a steel
chamber on the rig. They would then decompress only
once, at the end of the operation or their tour of duty.

That was the theory, but it was one thing to know that
something was theoretically possible and quite another to be
the first one to prove it. Enough test pilots are lying dead to
prove that what works in theory doesn’t always hold up in
practice. Divers were often operating as underwater test
pilots.

Now two divers had pushed past the 700-foot barrier,
opening up the possible salvage of a whole range of rich and
previously unattainable wrecks on the sea-bed. There were
valuable, even priceless cargoes well beyond the range of the
ordinary scuba diver, from Japan to South America, and from
the desolate reaches of the Arctic to the depths of the south-
ern oceans. There were wrecks of antiquity in the Americas
and the Indian Ocean, galleons laden with treasure. And I
knew of countless modern wrecks: merchantmen and war-
ships, German U-boats and Japanese submarines, sunk with
cargoes of tin and copper, opium and quinine, mercury and
industrial diamonds, gold and precious stones.

The pioneering work at the frontiers of diving tech-

PUSHING AT THE FRONTIERS
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nology in the oilfields had now brought those wrecks and
their cargoes within my reach. I still had one particular
wreck in mind, however, with a cargo of stupendous value,
which to my mind could only be salvaged by divers, not
mechanical grabs. The Edinburgh was getting closer. All I
needed was my first really big recovery, the one that would
give me the capital to turn my dreams into reality.
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