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Dedication

To my friend Captain Philippe Tailliez, father of all French Navy divers, who steered me towards diving as a teenager, and subsequently into underwater intervention. 

His motto: ‘Enthusiasm is the only virtue.’

To my friend George Tulloch, with whom I spent much time at the Titanic site and who introduced me to his country, the United States of America. Without him, this entire story would probably never have occurred.
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Tribute to Paul-Henri Nargeolet

On June 22, 2023, once the discovery of debris from the Titan submersible had been confirmed, the world’s media headlined the disappearance of ‘Mr. Titanic’. But for us, his children, and grandchildren, he was first and foremost Dad and Grandpa. A father and grandfather not quite like any other, he was determined to pass on his philosophy for life: first of all, go all out for the things you love to do. For him, doing things out of obligation was strictly forbidden. Work had to be at least a pleasure, preferably a passion. To live one’s life consisted, according to him, in having goals and giving one’s all to achieve them. The second prohibition was routine. He hated routine, to the point of doing everything he could to escape it: ‘I make a habit of never having a habit’, he often said.

Our grandparents lived in Chamonix, where our grandfather was a pharmacist. When our grandmother was seven months pregnant, she was at her hairdresser’s when there was an explosion in the pharmacy on the opposite side of the road. She was so frightened that she gave birth prematurely. In 1946, a seven-month-old premature baby had very little chance of survival, but he pulled through. Our father often laughed about it, saying that having been born in an explosion, he could only become a clearance diver, specialising in explosives. And his death, too, was linked to an explosion-implosion – a whole existence written between two deflagrations.

As for his passion for the sea, he has lived it to the full, every day of his life since childhood. Perhaps it’s because he was born under the water sign of Pisces. In any case, this mountain man became hooked on diving at the age of 8 or 9, when his parents were stationed in Morocco. After school, he would set off alone with his fins, mask and snorkel, sometimes risking his life – on more than one occasion, he had been swept away by the current and barely escaped – but he always came back.

Later, he chose to become a clearance diver in the French Navy, a high-risk career. From the training and his experiences, he acquired a 100% awareness in the importance of safety. He was known to be very protective of his crew members, concerned about their comfort and working conditions. During diving missions to the Titanic, he sometimes refused, as expedition director, to lower the submersible due to bad weather conditions. To those who argued that this was a waste of time and money, he objected, ‘We’re not in the business of putting people at risk just because we’re in a hurry to finish the mission’. An attitude that didn’t win him many friends, but as long as he saw the slightest danger, his position remained unchanged: ‘We’re not diving’. At the same time, he knew how to play down the situation without turning a blind eye to it. In a video, he recounts how, on a very stormy day, a member of crew on the accompanying boat became worried and asked him, ‘could we sink?’, to which he replied with a laugh, ‘of course, we could sink!’. That’s just like him, refusing unnecessary risks but accepting the inevitable dangers. In fact, he talked about them as little as possible to protect us. He sometimes mentioned consequences, but he never went so far as to say, ‘if this happens, I’ll die tomorrow’.

His all-consuming passion for the sea went through three stages: first diving, practiced since childhood and adolescence, then underwater research with the French Institute for Sea Exploration (IFREMER) and, above all, the exploration of the Titanic, which became his life’s number one priority. Underlying it all was the desire to go where no one else went, to do what no one else was doing, to be the first to discover what had never been seen before. 

Beyond his knowledge of the Titanic, he remained an aquanaut and oceanographer, whose contribution to underwater exploration and research techniques is invaluable. With him, the location and recovery of objects on the seabed – such as the black boxes from planes or helicopters after a crash – have progressed considerably. His constant vision was what had originally been developed for the Titanic would have many more applications in the future.

In 2022, he took advantage of the Titanic expedition to visit the site of a mysterious wreck nearby, spotted by sonar as early as 1998. This mass turned out to be an unknown volcanic formation at a depth of 2,900m, home to a rich and colourful ecosystem, despite there being no light at all at this depth. This underwater reef, an essential discovery to our knowledge of abyssal biodiversity, has been named the ‘Nargeolet-Fanning ridge’ in his honour and that of another member of the mission. For him, having discovered an exceptional natural site was even more important than having found a shipwreck.

His missions and activities were shrouded in the utmost discretion. His humility with us was such that it was the media that revealed just how well known and recognised he was throughout the world for his work. As such, it was only after his death that we learned that the Cité de la Mer in Cherbourg would never have existed without his work. He would only say that he helped the Cité de la Mer a little … And he would never say ‘I’m the Titanic expert’. What’s more, we didn’t know that he was still going down in the submersible, we were convinced that at his age he was staying on board the escort boat. However, amongst his papers we found his latest submarine piloting certificate, dated March 2023. At the age of 77, he truly was physically and mentally fit.

Although he didn’t talk much about his expeditions, he was keen to pass on his passion for the sea. Our fondest childhood memories are of regular outings with him on our pointu, a small, traditional Mediterranean wooden boat. Arriving at his site of choice off the coast of Sanary in Provence, he would say, ‘I’ll be back in half an hour’, before diving in with the tanks. Once he was at the bottom of the water, he’d forget about everything else, only coming back up after an hour or more. He never asked us to accompany him on his dives, but instead taught us to pilot the boat, because he loved passing on his knowledge. One day, when we were about 4 and 5 years old, we came across an orca near Grand Rouveau Island, which was bigger than our boat.

From 1987 onwards, his life revolved around the Titanic. He went to sea every summer to explore the wreck, spending more and more time in the United States. Until the day he met George Tulloch, founder of the RMS Titanic, Inc. company. This was the beginning of an incredible friendship between two men who had nothing in common. Dad was a sporty, athletic, record-breaking snorkeler, who got up every morning at six o’clock to run, swim and cycle. Tulloch, in contrast was a heavy smoker and soda-drinker. Yet their professional and friendly relationship was impressive, and when they were together they were like two brothers. 

At the time, Dad spoke very little English, so dialogue between them was difficult, but they immediately became close. Thanks to George, he discovered what the United States was really like, and became fascinated by their way of life and their different vision of existence. So much so, in fact, that he moved there full-time, and then applied for, and was granted, American citizenship. He was very proud of this. In 2022, having just moved into a lakeside house, the first thing he did was plant a flagpole on the shore to hoist the American flag. While France remained his country of birth, the United States was his chosen homeland. Meeting George Tulloch, then marrying journalist Michele Marsh, were the two triggers for his move to America. The third was the proximity of the Titanic off the East Coast. It was their shared passion for the liner, its history and its wreck that brought Dad, George Tulloch, Michele Marsh and all his American friends together.

Even as an expatriate on the other side of the Atlantic, he made a point of keeping in touch with his family, especially his grandchildren, of showing up for celebrations and birthdays, of being present as a grandfather, even from a distance. In fact, it was precisely to please his grandchildren and to pass on his story to them, that he finally agreed to publish this book. Until then, he hadn’t seen the point, preferring to devote all his time to his explorations, which he considered a priority. When his grandchildren asked him, ‘Grandpa, when are you retiring?’, his answer was invariable, ‘My what?’. For him, retirement didn’t exist, it was inconceivable. In a way, they understood this, even if they were saddened by his death. When one of the children was told that the submersible would never come back up, he replied, ‘Papy is where he always wanted to be’. 

Chloé and Sidonie Nargeolet

We would like to thank Jessica Sanders, President of RMS Titanic, Inc., Bill Price from the Los Angeles Adventurers Club, James Cameron and all those who left us messages of condolence at the ceremony organized by RMS Titanic, Inc., as well as John Paschall, Renata Rojas and Rory Golden. And to the memory of George Tulloch, who played his part in introducing our father to his new life in the United States. 

We would also like to thank all those who took part in the search for the Titan submersible, and all those who contacted us to express their support and sympathy.




Chapter 1

Saturday 25th July 1987

First dive to the Titanic

12.22. We’re on target.

Three scribbled words in the Nautile’s logbook to express the indescribable. The bow of the Titanic had just appeared in our submersible’s searchlights. Instantly, the cabin fell silent. Guy Sciarrone, Max Dubois and I had been exchanging information for the last hour and a half of our descent to the bottom, but no one had said a word for a good ten minutes. Before our eyes rose the incredibly spectacular view of the wreck: the foredeck, with winches and anchor chains, still in place seventy-five years later. The scene was startling. At this depth, marine life is minimal. No rippling seaweed, no carpet of sponges, no gorgonians or multicoloured corals to mask the scrap metal. The only hints of colour were the rusticles – rusty stalactites produced by microorganisms – whose orange colour contrasted with the grey veil of marine sediment and the absolute blackness of the water.

Where did the fascination with the Titanic come from? If the facts are anything to go by, the Titanic was not the outstanding liner it’s often portrayed to be, nor the world’s largest ship, or even the first of her line. She was one in a series of three identical transatlantic liners built for the Southampton–New York route, ordered in 1908 by the White Star Line from the Harland & Wolff shipyard in Belfast. The first to be launched, the RMS Olympic, went into service on 14th June 1911. Converted for troop transport during the First World War, it distinguished itself by deliberately ramming a semi-submerged German submarine, the U-103, and sinking it. After being overhauled and modernized, it resumed an uneventful career in 1920, until it was withdrawn from service in 1935. It remains known in maritime history as Old Reliable.

The third in the series, the Gigantic, was given the more modest name of Britannic after the tragedy. It was launched in February 1914, and was immediately transformed into a hospital ship. It sank after hitting a mine in the Aegean Sea in November 1916. Unlike the Titanic, the wreck is relatively accessible at a depth of 120 metres. Most importantly, its hull, lying on its starboard side, remains intact, even though the bow was almost completely detached when the mine exploded. Its ongoing exploration provides valuable information on the Titanic’s interior layout—in particular the boiler room and engine room, which are identical on both liners. On the Britannic, they remain intact, while on the Titanic they are unrecognizable, twisted and broken by the destruction of the first row of auxiliary boilers when the ship broke up.

The Titanic, originally conceived as Olympic’s twin, benefitted from its elder brother’s lessons in refinement – in first class, naturally. Second and third class were more spartan, although the Titanic’s third class was as comfortable as second class on many other competing liners. The interior fittings were upgraded, the upper deck was enclosed and glazed (Olympic’s first-class passengers had complained about the wind), and the carpets were reputedly of unprecedented thickness – details the journalists of the time raved about. And they repeated endlessly that ‘the Titanic is unsinkable’. The company, more realistic or more cautious, actually described its liners as ‘practically unsinkable’, but the press ignored this nuance. The two billionaire suites with their private promenade deck attracted more press attention, as did the Café Parisien, a faithful copy of a café terrace on the Grands Boulevards of Paris. But just as the Titanic relegated the once headline-worthy Olympic to second place, so it was with the even more luxurious and grandiose Gigantic. Fêted with superlatives in the press, it seemed destined to dethrone its predecessor. All it took was one iceberg to turn everything upside down and render the Titanic unique and immortal.

Since its sinking, the Titanic has become the holy grail of wreck hunters, not to mention treasure hunters. Don’t they say that a fortune in diamonds and ingots lies dormant in the ship’s vault? In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, the craziest projects were hatched, starting with refloating the ship. They didn’t know back then that it was impossible, since the hull had broken up before it hit the bottom. The first somewhat scientific attempt dates back to 1977, when geologist Robert Ballard, from the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute in Massachusetts, tried to survey the area with detection equipment suspended from the vertical tube of a drill ship. The tube broke, the equipment was lost; it was a complete failure.

Next up was the eccentric Jack Grimm. After failing to track down Scotland’s Loch Ness Monster, the Nepalese Yeti and its North American deep-forest counterpart, the sasquatch, not to mention proudly displaying what he thought was a fragment of Noah’s Ark from Mount Ararat, the Texan billionaire decided to go fish for the Titanic’s (hypothetical) treasure in 1980. For three years, he combed a vast area around the ship’s last known position, to no avail, although in 1981 he did claim to have spotted a propeller which, he believed, could only belong to the liner (he was later unable to find it). Robert Ballard, meanwhile, had also become a wreck hunter, and hadn’t given up on locating the Titanic. A new expedition was organized in the summer of 1985, bringing together the Americans from Woods Hole and the French from Ifremer, and mobilizing the Knorr and Le Suroît vessels. The Franco-American duo Jean-Louis Michel and Robert Ballard set out to find the wreck, but to no avail. Their investigation campaign, which lasted almost a month and a half and involved the use of a new, sophisticated side-scan sonar, came to nothing.

An extra three weeks of patrols, this time using an underwater pod bristling with searchlights, sensors and cameras, the Argo, brought no more results. The expedition was about to return home empty-handed when, at 1am on 1st September, instead of the dreary sediment plain, a strange object loomed up
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