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A NOTE FOR READERS

Between the Devil and the Deep is, in the truest sense, the product of collaboration between Mark Cowan as the writer and the people whose story it tells. From the outset, Mark’s approach was to write as factual an account as he could, bearing in mind he was not present for the events described, one that would stand on its own as a piece of journalism. For that, he needed the trust and participation of the people involved. This narrative is based on his interviews with them, on their memoirs, diaries, on contemporaneous reports, online accounts, photographs and videos, and on simply hanging around with people, eating with them, sharing their space, moving with the rhythms of their life and observing them going about their business.


Recreating that period of January 2012 in such detail would not have been possible without the involvement of Martin Robson and his willingness to relive in great detail his experiences in Russia. Mark spent many hours speaking with him about the events. Martin answered his questions candidly and gave him access to files, notes, photographs and dive logs to support his answers. Martin allowed Mark, someone he barely knew at the outset, to intrude into an extremely personal period of his life and accepted his tireless questioning with good grace and humour. In that way, he became an active participant in the storytelling process, helping to recreate the scenes by dredging the recesses of his memory for the tiniest pieces of information. Martin also helped open the doors to a number of the people involved in the expedition and patiently guided Mark’s understanding of what it is like to dive well beyond the limits of one’s comfort level. This book is the result of that collaboration, which is why both of their names adorn the front cover.


While Martin was, obviously, an active participant in the events being recounted, Between the Devil and the Deep is written in third person. This was a narrative choice to allow the book to take the reader to as many places as possible – particularly as the rescue mission got under way – including events that Martin was not party to. As Dr Gennady Sokolov was such a key figure in Martin’s rescue, treatment and recovery, the use of third person gave Mark the freedom to write about those events from the doctor’s point of view.


In August 2018, Mark accompanied Martin on his return to Russia and his reunion with Dr Sokolov. The doctor and his colleagues warmly welcomed the two men into their Institute. They took great pride in showing Mark and Martin around and talking about the groundbreaking research that had been conducted there. Dr Sokolov was gracious with his time and answered as many questions as Mark could ask. They also got to see the doctor run the chamber for a team of divers on a deep dry dive to one hundred metres. The visits to the Institute bookended the trip in which Mark and Martin followed as closely as possible Martin’s original route to Kabardino-Balkaria and Blue Lake. Many people there looked after their welfare, made travel arrangements, interpreted conversations and facilitated a dive in Blue Lake. If one person should be singled out it is Eduard Khuazhev for his hospitality as he took care of them in his hometown of Nalchik.


For the writer, being immersed in the world about which they are reporting can reveal important insights that may not otherwise be available. In some respects, Mark was lucky because he had been a diver for a decade when he first met Martin and started to report his story. To understand the allure of cave diving, he went to Mexico to learn. The hours spent underwater in the middle of the jungle with experienced cave diving instructor Christine Loew opened his eyes to a world beneath his feet, and a subculture of fascinating people. To gain an insight into the work of the technicians who operate recompression chambers, Mark spent time with a friend and recompression chamber technician, Robbie Renalson, and his team in Rugby, UK. Watching them treat a diver suffering the effects of decompression sickness following a holiday dive was particularly helpful.


Even with this understanding, recreating the events of an expedition presented the writer with some obvious problems, among them the conversations people shared. Mark had originally considered dramatising dialogue but feared it might devalue the efforts of reporting. Therefore, no dialogue is invented. Anything that appears in direct quotes was captured by Mark during interviews, is quoted from published material or from personal correspondence. Where this is the case, it has been made clear in the text or in the Notes on Sources.


To research the history of decompression sickness Mark relied on the British Library and the National Archives, Kew, which hold a wealth of books and documents dealing with this long-forgotten story that proved crucial in his research. For records of depths that divers reached during the early days he chose to use the language they used in the spirit of adding authenticity to the text. Where necessary, a conversion to more recognised measurements has been added in parentheses. While the writer acknowledges this choice does not provide a uniform approach throughout the book, it does highlight the changing language of diving.


These historical accounts highlight the painstaking work done by some brilliant minds who set out in search of a solution to the problems of decompression sickness, and to develop safe diving procedures. In telling their stories, Mark would not want any mention of the difficulties they faced to be misconstrued as criticism. The aim was to show how much time and effort they expended on the Herculean task of creating and validating workable diving tables that all divers rely on, and many take for granted. Divers will forever be indebted to the huge number of people whose research over the years has allowed them to explore underwater. Decompression sickness will inevitably remain part of diving, particularly for those mounting significant dives in terms of depth or duration underwater, but those who feature in the pages of this book, along with those who don’t, have all made lasting contributions to improving the safety of the sport.


Perhaps the most challenging part of the book was capturing what was going on inside Martin’s body at the time. Even with current thinking, those details are something that is not fully known. It is exactly that unknowable element, though, that made the book so compelling to research, report and write. Guided by the thoughts, opinions and academic research from some leading experts in the field, Mark chose to include several possible explanations to drive the narrative without drowning readers under the vast weight of technical theories. Having used those hypotheses to tell an interesting story, he fully acknowledges that new research could throw up other possibilities in the future. He didn’t set out to write a treatise on decompression sickness – the subject is too big and there are many people more qualified and better placed to do that. 


Finally, Mark also acknowledges that the phrase ‘the bends’ is not perfectly synonymous with decompression sickness, despite its use as such by laypeople. Originally, the term was a descriptive one to highlight joint or limb pain. With time, it has come to be used as a generic term for decompression disorders. Within the medical profession a classification system has been established to help better recognise the signs and symptoms of the illness. While the writer has tried not to rely overly on the term ‘the bends’, it has sometimes been used it in its more colloquial meaning for brevity, rhythm and to recognise its everyday usage.


Now the book is finished, the writer can’t help but cast a sentimental eye back to when it all started. In the autumn of 2012, Mark was at a diving conference, in Birmingham, when he heard Martin speak about the incident. Afterwards, Mark went to speak with him. Ahead of him was a diver who said to Martin that he should write a book. When Martin replied that he wouldn’t know where to start, Mark said: I do. It’s been a long journey to get here, but what you hold in your hands is a product of that journey. Martin’s story, Mark’s writing, their book.

		



PROLOGUE

BALTIC SEA, 1964

He lay there, incapacitated on the stretcher, in the grip of something he had brought back from the deep. A universal tremor had seized control of all his joints, and every part of him convulsed with pain and strangeness: his arms, his legs, his hands, elbows, knees. Even his jaw shook uncontrollably. He had never known anything like it before, might never see anything like it again, and he couldn’t do much of anything beyond lying there, hurting.


Around him, gathered in the medical bay on board the Soviet salvage vessel Spasatel’noye Sudno 87, were members of the ship’s diving team, a group of men who understood the risks of voyaging deep beneath the sea’s surface. He knew their faces well. These men were like brothers to him. They had lived, trained and sailed together. They had dived into the cold depths of the sea together, gone beyond the limits of what was thought humanly possible, and reached places where no one else had set foot. As a doctor, he had schooled his comrades on the dangers down there in the darkness and he had told them what to do if they surfaced with pains in their joints. Now they looked at him with painful uncertainty, and he stared back at them. But his eyes did not plead for their help.


Gennady Mikhailovich Sokolov had a plan. A plan that broke all the rules.


I have no right to ask you to do this, he said to the medic at his side.


I know, replied junior doctor Vitaly Kushnir.


But Kushnir knew – they all knew – the gravity of what had to be done to help Sokolov even if they couldn’t quite believe what was happening.


Ten hours had passed since Sokolov had been down to the black seabed, 374 feet (114 m) below sea level. Working under pressure, he and a fellow diver attached air hoses to the inlet valves of a submarine lying on the bottom. Reaching such depths was no mean feat back in the mid-1960s, even for men wearing the bubble-shaped copper helmet and lead-soled boots every schoolchild associated with deep-sea divers.


Two men had gone down in the diving bell together as part of the training exercise to test equipment for submarine rescue and worked alongside each other in an alien world on the seabed. Two men had come up from the cold depths, side by side. Two men had jumped from the spherical craft, splashing into seawater that pooled on the deck beneath the skids, and two men had walked into the mess for something to eat. But only one man had gone to bed and woken two hours later to find his body falling apart.


Sitting outside the cylindrical recompression chamber that would be used to treat him, Sokolov could only wonder what the hell had happened down in the dark to spare his comrade but leave him in the gravest struggle for life. He felt anxiety twist his gut and tried to convince himself he would pull through. But even he wasn’t sure he would survive the next few hours. The deep was calling in a debt that Sokolov had amassed on the bottom. It had flooded his body with bubbles of gas smaller than the full stop at the end of this sentence. The bubbles attacked his body from the inside. He was suffering from a condition known as decompression sickness.


Decompression sickness is a barotrauma, defined as an injury to a person breathing compressed gas who experiences a rapid decrease in the pressure of water or air that surrounds them. It is, in the words of one scientist, a ‘man-made disease, a product of the Industrial Revolution and a consequence of the vacuum pump and air compressor’. For 200 years, decompression sickness has plagued divers, miners and engineers in the most disturbing of ways. Even pilots of America’s high-altitude U-2 spy planes had fallen victim to the disorder. One stricken pilot had to be coaxed down by ground controllers and came within five feet of slamming into the runway. The incident left him with persistent headaches, joint pain and a different personality. He couldn’t remember how to shave.


The disorder has gone by many names over the years: caisson sickness, tunnel disease, compressed air illness, dysbarism, the chokes. The Germans called it Luftdruckerkrankungen. The wives of Greek sponge divers christened it Satan’s Disease. Everybody else knows it as ‘the bends’. To non-divers, the vast majority of people that is, the bends is the one sure thing they know about diving. To them, it is the devil lurking in the deep, scary enough to dissuade them from strapping on a tank and jumping into the water. To deep divers, the bends is the Damoclean sword hanging over them whenever they push the limits, and they do everything they can to avoid it because they know what it can do to them.


Decompression sickness can screw your joints in pain, mess with your brain, it can choke you to death, or paralyse you so that you end up crippled for life. The worst affected come into the emergency room, as one doctor says, ‘bent like a pretzel’. The list of symptoms reads like a doctor’s worst nightmare: pain, vertigo, laboured breathing, impaired coordination, confusion, strange skin sensations known as paraesthesia. Worse still is how the effects pile up, one on top of the other, in a systemic attack that devastates the body from the inside out.


The vessels of destruction are commonly believed to be microscopic bubbles of gas which are created on the ascent and grow slowly as the surrounding pressure falls. Imperceptible at first, they lodge in the nooks and crannies of the body and sit there, waiting for the pressure to fall. Then they explode, sudden detonations on a quiet front, obliterating cells, crushing neurons, and sandpapering their way through blood vessels. The bubbles are only one half of the story, though. Bubbles are probably only the gateway to a complex array of consequences and effects that are not yet fully understood, but they can trigger a cascade of biochemical responses that make disturbing reading.


When, in 1912, physiologist Leonard Erskine Hill catalogued fifteen years of research into the affliction, he found all kinds of disturbing abnormalities: giant bubbles swelling the skin; spontaneous flexing of muscles; epileptic fits; raging pulses; blocked and distended bladders; burning eyes; and bedsores sloughing from the body, exposing bone. Within Hill’s gruesome archive, three cases from doctors in different parts of the world underline the protean nature of the illness:


The patient was doubled over and his arms were bent against the front of his body. The pain was so great it made him weep; as great as if someone were tearing open his belly and his chest.


His head swelled and lost shape. In particular, his eyelids grew to the size of eggs, which frightened his comrades. His right eye was black, so that cornea and sclera were indistinguishable.


Japanese, aged about thirty. His condition was of great emaciation. He was suffering complete paraplegia with the loss of control of bladder and rectum, and loss of sensation to the level of the navel.

And on and on. What presented itself unsettled doctors. A Royal Navy pathologist who examined one victim saw black liquid oozing from the incisions made by the scalpel. Veins at the surface of the casualty’s brain were engorged with the same sludge. The pathologist found the liver so full of foam he thought it might float in water. The heart was beaded with so much air that, when lifted, it gurgled loudly.


Doctors also noticed the disorder had a strange effect on the spinal column. Some sufferers were permanently paralysed, but others recovered mobility after a few days or months. Between 1900 and 1908, Dr Graham Blick, district medical officer of Broome, Western Australia, recorded an extraordinarily grim series of cases among pearl fishermen. The strange malady took the legs before the arms, he noted. Some men died within an hour, others clung on for a day or two. Examining the body of each man afterwards, Blick was particularly drawn to the effects on the spinal cord: it looked as if it had been stippled with a knife.


In the 1950s, the US Navy produced an educational film showing the effects of the bends on a hard-hat diver. The black and white footage shows the crewcut man chasing his bubbles to the surface. The next shot is a close-up of the bloodstream of a frog which had been rapidly decompressed. Gleaming with a silver sheen, bubbles race across the screen, first in ones, then twos, then more until they coalesce and swell. Soon, the bubbles look like peas in the withered pod of a vein. The film cuts back to the diver sitting on the deck, attendants helping him out of his equipment. He is in visible discomfort. Then he collapses. The narrator soberly announces that decompression sickness is a most serious condition which requires immediate care to prevent permanent damage and perhaps death. The last few frames show five sailors hurrying across the deck, the diver in their arms, and then passing him through the narrow circular doorway into the recompression chamber.


For those suffering decompression sickness, the standard treatment is to be sealed inside a recompression chamber and placed back under pressure. The initial compression will, according to the laws of physics, crush the bubbles and bring some relief. Then the diver is slowly decompressed for an hour or more to allow the gas to leave the body, and everyone hopes the bubbles haven’t caused irreparable damage.


This, Sokolov knew, was what was expected of him: to be bundled onto a stretcher by his comrades; to be placed inside the chamber; to lie there powerless; to wait for the medics to save him. To be utterly dependent.


Only Sokolov had no intention of doing what was expected.


As the fleet’s chief diving doctor, he knew what all the textbooks said about recompression therapy. He also understood the implications of his condition. According to the rules of the Baltic Sea War Fleet, he had to be pressurised to the equivalent of 300 feet (91 m) and wait for his condition to improve. Such a treatment would have to be reported up the chain of command. Diving would be halted because the chief of medicine was injured and locked away under pressure. The whole exercise and all that went with it could be cancelled. Sokolov wasn’t paralysed by fear of such things when he spoke with his deputy Kushnir.


Behind his grey eyes, Sokolov’s bright mind had been thinking through a new treatment regimen for the bends. Instead of using air, he would breathe pure oxygen. As a result, the treatment time would be shorter and would require less pressure. It was a radical departure from the standard. Sokolov was willing to experiment on himself and direct the treatment from inside the chamber. He had no authority to give Kushnir orders in such circumstances, and his deputy was not compelled to follow them; if anything went wrong, Kushnir would be the one to carry the can.


But who was anyone to argue with the doctor? Those on board knew Sokolov as a man with a boyish smile that said all you needed to know about his love for diving. Only thirty, Sokolov’s exploits in the team were legendary. He had trained to be a diving physiologist and then joined the diving salvage team to know first-hand what the men who might become his patients were up against. He had earned a reputation on board for pushing the limits. He had worked with Valery Rozhdestvensky (the future cosmonaut and hero of the Soviet Union), carrying out secret experiments hundreds of feet below the surface; Sokolov had himself reached a depth of 525 feet (160 m).


Sharing his plan, Sokolov was outwardly convincing, and Kushnir agreed to follow his prescription.


Inside the recompression chamber, Sokolov prepared for the experiment to begin. There’s no guarantee I’ll survive this, he thought. But nor was there any guarantee that the traditional treatment would cure him. Either way, this could be the end, and every one of the divers on the ship must have feared it. Sokolov heard the heavy metal door clang shut. He breathed in deep and readied himself for pressurisation to begin with the first hiss of air.


Poyekhali!

Let’s go!

		



NOT STRANGE, JUST A LITTLE DIFFERENT

Once a man has been bitten by the diving bug he’s done for. For there’s nothing that can be done against this mania, either by fair means or foul. No nook or cranny seems safe from manfish, no cleft, no cave too deep or too dark. He seems to have a close affinity with the members of the mountaineering fraternity. The latter also risk their lives for an experience of a special kind . . . For them too, it is not really the rock face or the mountain that has to be overcome, but their own selves.

Hans Hass, Men Beneath the Sea

A gentle wind came in off the distant snow-capped mountains, between the trees and across the mirrored surface of Blue Lake towards the dive centre on the northern shore. The muffled whirr of a compressor engine groaned in the background and divers with unfastened dry suits hanging at their waists carried aluminium diving cylinders which clanked when stacked on the ground. Air hissed in staccato bursts as divers checked the contents of their tanks. Two men in matching red dry suits and woolly hats stood on the concrete jump platform, taking a moment as they planned to herald a new year of exploration. A cameraman from the Russian television news and cultural channel МИР 24 (MIR 24) towed a reporter with a microphone, and possibility, like the smell of neoprene, was so thick in the air it could almost be brushed away with the hand.


On through the double doors, where rubber hoods and gloves hung from pegs, and along the corridor, past a whiteboard covered in unintelligible squiggles, beyond the storage boxes and duffel bags filled with butyl, Cordura and nickel-plated brass, and towards the drone of the compressor, British explorer Martin Robson crouched over a bench examining his rebreather, lost in the percussion of diving.


The compressor groaned on. The building was carved, like an underground bunker, into the banks of the lake. The corridor, walls tiled white like a sterile cave, was the main line for the centre’s operations. Along one wall stood benches used by divers to prepare and don their gear. Various rooms jumped from the passage, a sparse kitchen-cum-briefing room, a cramped storeroom for equipment, a workshop and a filling station. At the very end, a spiral staircase went up to a whitewashed apse with a mortarboard roof, and out to a tree-lined courtyard that overlooked the lake. Wrapped with floor-to-ceiling windows and decorated with a panoramic mountain frieze, the building had been completed in 2005. It was designed as a scientific centre but now stood as an empty edifice to a long-forgotten dream.


The place was a second home to Robson’s new friend Eduard Khuazhev. For the past six years, he’d been working as a diving instructor, guide and general manager at the centre.


Martin, Martin. Ty gotov k pogruzheniyu? His bass voice echoed along the corridor. Are you ready to go diving?


Da, Robson replied. Yes. He’d only been in the mountains of the distant Russian republic of Kabardino-Balkaria for a day and already Robson was the star attraction. Journalists from the region’s newspapers and television news programmes lined up to interview him, and they described him as a ‘champion deep diver’, ‘famous expert in salvaging’, and the ‘world’s best diving trainer and instructor’.


He was there, in the North Caucasus borderlands, somewhere between Georgia and Chechnya, to lead a multinational diving expedition on a quest to find a submerged cave system hidden somewhere in the lake outside. He might come back from the depths with nothing more than a long immersion on his dive computer, or he might come back with tales of a place not seen since the dawn of time. If he found the cave, it would be nothing more to the world than a footnote in history; but it would be his footnote.


The diving promised to be extreme; it would take him close to the physiological limits of underwater human exploration, and beyond the crush depth of a Second World War U-boat. Yet an inventory of Robson’s life suggested a man who lived at the limits: military childhood. Special forces operative. Falklands War veteran. Commando diver. Boxer. Climber. Cave explorer. No one’s pushover. Robson stood six feet tall, had brown eyes, cropped brown hair, and packed 160 pounds of wiry muscle. He was a private man with a demanding gaze and a mouth that could take its time to warm into a smile. His hard-bitten exterior, weathered at the edges by years of exposure to the cold, the dark and the deep, did not invite admiration on its own. He shied away from small talk – he didn’t need to fill the silence, but when he did speak it was rarely without consequence, says one friend – yet a persona polished hard by experience drew people into his orbit.


The compressor hummed on, and Khuazhev watched Robson assemble his rebreather. Closed-circuit rebreathers are a complex piece of military-grade hardware. Unlike conventional scuba equipment, the unit recycles a diver’s exhaled breath, which is contained in a closed loop, scrubbing the carbon dioxide from it and periodically adding a squirt of fresh oxygen so it can be breathed again. Efficient and economical, the bubble-free machines allow divers to venture deeper and longer than logistically acceptable on traditional scuba, known as open circuit, where the gas is breathed from a pressurised cylinder and then exhaled into the water.


Robson finished preparing his rebreather and looked around at his fellow expedition members. Nearby, a man named Roman Dunaev was assembling his gear. Dunaev had been taught how to dive with a rebreather by Robson and, after hearing his friend was coming to Russia, he had talked his way onto the expedition. Slightly taller than Robson, Dunaev was huge – and hugely gentle – with an easy-going nature and a disarming smile. He was from the industrial port of Rostov-on-Don, on the Sea of Azov, in south-west Russia. He was thirty-seven years old, although his blue eyes and dimpled chin made him look five years younger. The two men were joined by Sergei Gorpinyuk, another expedition diver whom Robson had met for the first time only two days before.


Gorpinyuk, forty-three, was a big man from Moscow. He had agreed to accompany Robson and Dunaev underwater. Gorpinyuk and Dunaev were old friends who had dived together over the years. They had plenty of stories of where they had been, how deep they had gone, what they had seen and done. They could pass the time with ease, talking about diving together. But then, who else understood their strange dreams and even stranger language of decompression schedules, run times, set points and oxygen toxicity?


Anna Kozlova, a friend of Robson’s from Moscow, was also there taking photographs and video of the group. She longed to make a career out of underwater videography and a few years earlier Robson had taught her to dive on a rebreather, which would make it easier to get up close to marine animals without disturbing them. 


Robson smiled to himself. Every dive centre he’d ever known had been occupied by a mix of pragmatists and dreamers who had been presented with opportunity, packed with breathing gas and sent on their way. There were always those who wanted to see mysterious creatures, seated next to those who saw diving as a spiritual journey, next to those who wanted to prove something to themselves. He savoured the comradely tone. He’d been here before, many times over the years, ever since diving had chosen him, or more accurately Commando training officers had chosen it for him, and he’d been happy because it came with the privilege of wearing the coveted green beret. On his first dive, at nineteen, he’d crawled through the murk of a dank, dark pool, alone, with just his breathing for company, unable to see a hand in front of his face. And he loved it.


When everything was ready, the three men zipped themselves into their protective waterproof diving dry suits and smoothed out the seal around their necks to prevent water leaking inside. Bulked out by chunky thermal undergarments worn next to their bodies, the men began to cook as relative humidity inside the suits rocketed. Robson shouldered his rebreather and pulled the breathing loop over his head as he’d done countless times before. He connected the pressure inflation hose to his suit as he always did, held his light in the same hand, the separate battery pack placed in the same spot on his webbing, clipped his secondary light to the same harness ring, put his back-up mask in the same pocket, lined his gauges in the exact same order – compass, computer, back-up computer – on his right wrist. He had back-ups for everything, the writing slates, waterproof notepads, finger spools, strobes, which would be stuffed into a pocket or clipped onto his harness before he went underwater.


Then he heaved himself to his feet. The rebreather hung heavily from his shoulders as Robson headed outside, ready to see what was so special about the lake. Dunaev and Gorpinyuk followed. They all wore thick waterproof gloves, neoprene hoods, like a balaclava, over their heads and black face masks. With emergency cylinders hanging from their harnesses and just a flash of skin showing behind their lenses, they looked like aliens. On the surface, the men could barely move under the burden of their equipment; underwater they would be weightless.


‘I think my next job should be an international tiddlywinks referee,’ Robson joked in such circumstances. ‘The gear will fit into my pocket, and it’ll be warm and dry. It’s still going to be dangerous, though, one of those counters could have my eye out.’


At the water’s edge, each man performed the little personal rituals, checking computers, or whatever else it took to focus their minds. Then they donned their fins and stepped off the platform into the lake. As the first droplets of water wrapped around them, everything changed.


Blue Lake is, depending on one’s particular point of view, a divine example of the earth’s beauty or an inconsequential mountain puddle. Barely 240 metres long and 140 metres wide, the lake’s proportions are too small to impress. Simply trying to locate the blank smudge of water on a satellite image of the mountains is a test of patient examination. With a highway cut alongside the eastern flank, it is not remote enough from human interference to be genuinely tranquil. It is not even the deepest lake in Russia, not by a long shot. The locals call the lake Cherek-köl, an amusing play on a Balkar phrase which roughly translates into ‘rotten waters’. That’s because of the presence of hydrogen sulphide which sometimes laces the water with a stench of rotten eggs so strong it hangs in the air and announces to visitors on the main road that they are nearing the lake before they can even see it.


While it may lack a certain grace, the lake has an allure which seduces the eye and teases the mind. Found in the Cherek Valley, the eastern side, behind a grove of alder shielding the road, is occupied by a wooded bank rising steeply to a precipitous cliff of the Rocky Range. To the west there is oak and hornbeam. In the sunlight of a windless day, the lake’s surface shimmers supernatural cobalt, a 26,000-square-metre oval mirror to the unpolluted skies above. Struck by this scenery, Russian writer Vladimir Gilyarovsky described the unforgettable beauty of the lake as ‘blue as sapphire in the sun’. Those words captured Cherek-köl’s unofficial name: Blue Lake, or Goluboye ozero to Russian speakers.


At the lake’s north-western side is an outflowing river. It meanders beneath a bridge, under a single whitewashed building that serves as a restaurant of sorts, through some trees and into the first of two sump pools before eventually flowing into the Cherek Balkarskiy River. And the discharge is enormous. Flowing out of the lake each day, researchers found, is almost 70 million cubic litres of water. Yet the depth of Blue Lake remains constant. It is like an endlessly overflowing basin. That means there must be an equally large, 70-million-cubic-litre inflow. Only there is no river carrying water to the lake. Well, not on the surface anyway.


The origins of the lake have baffled scientists since 1926 when a professor from the St Petersburg Mine Institute first identified the body of water as a freshwater spring, shaft and lake, all wrapped in one. The fact the lake is found within a region defined by geologists as karstic provides the first clue as to how it is fed. A porous landscape, karst terrain holds little water on its surface. Instead, it’s hidden in underground passageways, the earth’s unseen plumbing, created by the corrosive action of millions of years’ worth of acidic rainwater eating away at the rock, hell-bent on finding its way to the sea. Over time, trickles became streams and streams became rivers. Wherever it finds cracks, water surges to the surface as springs.


‘Karstic rocks can contain big caves.’ Caves. The word tumbles from the mouth of Perm State University geologist and mineralogist Ulyana Zhakova, who was at the time an authority on Blue Lake. ‘The walls are made of limestone and gypsum,’ Zhakova explains, ‘like layers of a cake.’ Highly soluble, the gypsum dissolves at a faster rate than the limestone which sandwiches it. This creates voids in the rock, and these cavities could be substantial: the outflow carries with it each day fifty cubic metres of dissolved gypsum rock crystal suspended within the water.


‘The freshwater is dissolving the gypsum rock, but there are also a lot of tectonic cracks bringing water into this lake,’ Zhakova says. ‘I’m almost sure there are caves.’


Caves. That word again.


‘Like the majority of very deep lakes,’ she says, ‘Blue Lake has the reputation of being unfathomable. There are stories of people and animals who have fallen in and reappeared in the Caspian Sea.’


Some scientific papers refer to the lake as Lower Blue Lake because in the mountains above Cherek Gorge are a handful of pools known as the blue necklace of the Caucasus. The furthest away is Upper Blue Lake, a gently sloping bowl of water eighteen metres deep. A little closer is Secret Lake. Then there is Kel-Ketchchen: the lake that leaked. Hidden among the trees, Kel-Ketchchen is a karst sinkhole with limestone cliffs that drop 200 metres to the bottom where there is a small lake.


According to local folklore, water lapped at the banks of Kel-Ketchchen until a cataclysmic earthquake shook the mountains. The water vanished into the earth, then down in the valley a new lake, Blue Lake, was said to have been born.


‘The Balkar people do not write down their stories,’ says Zhakova. ‘They tell stories from one mouth to another, from grandfather to grandson. When we speak with people, they say, [she adopts the accent of an old lady] “Oh, I remember many, many years ago there was water in the lake. There was an earthquake, and the water disappeared. . .”’


Did an earthquake really open up a hole in the ground, draining one lake to create another? Could all three lakes be linked by tunnels? ‘Who knows,’ says Zhakova. ‘There is much we don’t know.’


Zhakova has a collection of archive photographs of the area. Among them is a black and white image, thought to date back to sometime in the 1960s, of a metal sign which once stood on the banks of the lake. The sign states: ‘Blue Lake. Located on the northern slopes of the Rocky Range, at an elevation of 809 metres above sea level, with a depth of 180–258m, ranks sixth among lakes in USSR. Resulting from the gradual dissolution of unconsolidated carbonate rocks by artesian waters. Waters contains significant quantities of hydrogen sulphide. Bathing is not recommended.’


Cave diving was the maypole around which Martin Robson weaved his adult life. In a world with which Robson would readily admit to sometimes feeling at odds, a submerged cave system deep underground was the one place he truly felt comfortable. While most people looked into caves and saw darkness and claustrophobia, he looked into a cave and wanted to know what was around the next corner.


To the uninitiated, cave diving is one of the world’s most dangerous endeavours, far removed from the cocktail diving of scuba’s single-tank recreational reef tours. The sport is akin to high-altitude mountaineering. Where climbers must contend with vertigo-inducing death drops, cave divers have claustrophobic passageways dominated by primordial counterparts: dark, light; lost, found; poise, panic. Preventing panic is paramount for a cave diver. There are more than enough ways to dispatch yourself underground and underwater, getting lost and running out of air being the most obvious, without letting raw emotion take over. That’s because, when it comes to surviving, there’s no bolting for the surface. The only thing there is a rock ceiling. The only way out is to retrace the route along serpentine tunnels with dead ends and false leads.


The ever-present possibility of disaster is enough to keep most people on the sidelines. But some are just wired differently. Cave divers are, according to an old psychological profile anyway, white-collar professionals, intellectually inclined and, unlike other adventure athletes, introverted. They hold themselves to a higher standard than everyday divers. With their particular equipment and training drills, they see themselves as practitioners of the sport in its purest form. In the hierarchy of the diving world, they are the ones perched on the topmost rung of the diving ladder. There is the difference between a cave diver and someone who simply dives in caves and only the very best go on to explore. They are the ones with nerves of ice and a heart rate which barely blips when, in the dark, one hundred metres down and a mile underground, they spy a thin trail of bubbles streaming from their precious gas supply. That’s because they have already rehearsed every possible fix to save their skin. The sport demands it of them; it demands everything they have and more because being unprepared is just a short step away from the hereafter. That’s not to say cave divers don’t have close calls. Many have had their epics, as in: ‘I was ridin’ my scooter, out in the lead, deep inside, when a piece of limestone sliced my buoyancy wing. Boom. I hit the floor. Cloud o’ silt. Couldn’ see for shit. Gettin’ out was epic.’


In return for the risks, caves offer explorers a place to prove themselves, and arguably the last opportunity on the planet to find somewhere new and unseen in a world photographed, mapped and shrunk to the size of a computer screen. Robson had been around long enough to have the memories of adventure, but he still had dreams washing through him. He had ambitions to map the Marble Caves of Chile and to explore the underground lake at Planagrèze, in France.


In a sport which is defined, as much as it has been defined, by technological progress, Robson’s status as a cave diving explorer was matched by his mastery of the rebreather. In the first decade of the millennium, rebreathers had transformed underwater exploration, taking the power of the possible and charging it with electric anticipation, and Robson had become a sought-after instructor for wealthy divers around the world. Teaching cave diving was a living. Not one that was going to make him rich, but it paid the bills even if he didn’t always share the same tax bracket as his students.


In November 2011, Robson was nearing the end of a month-long assignment in the caves of Florida. It had been a busy year teaching in far-flung places, lodged in one low-rent hotel or another for so long the discount wallpaper, unfamiliar beds and questionable food merged into one. Robson was desperate to get home to the United Kingdom for Christmas and to the woman he loved, Vikki Batten.


Home and Vikki were still another week away, though. Robson had extended his trip to present a paper for sponsor Analox at the Diving Equipment & Marketing Association expo, in Orlando, on the dangers of carbon monoxide poisoning. The subject was close to his heart. Robson’s friend Clément Pouillot had died in Mexico’s Dos Ojos cave, in March 2004, after breathing from a tank contaminated with carbon monoxide.


After his presentation, Robson walked the crowded halls where equipment manufacturers greeted him by name and plugged their latest must-have, and tour operators claimed their untouched dive spots were the Red Sea of twenty years ago, or the next Indonesia, perfect if he had a couple of thousand bucks to spare. Among the sales patter, Robson chanced upon a small stand promoting a book on an expedition to Orda cave, in the Russian Western Urals. Flicking through its glossy pages filled with photographs of startling white crystal cathedrals set against dark passages, he was fascinated. On the stand was the author, Bogdana Vashchenko. Now in her mid-thirties, she had studied theoretical and mathematical physics before coming to the sport.


This place looks amazing, Robson told her. If you have any more projects like this, I’d like to join your team if you think I could be of any help.


Thank you. But we don’t know who you are, he recalled her saying.


While Vashchenko’s response appeared casually dismissive, Robson put it down to the differences in culture and language. We’re not strange, a Russian friend had told him once, just a little different. Robson handed back the book, thanked her and walked off.


Something about Robson piqued Vashchenko’s interest, though, and she did need a diver for her upcoming expedition. After the conversation, she contacted an experienced Russian technical diver named Andrei Bykov. Bykov knew Robson personally, had dived with him on an archaeological expedition in the Black Sea, and he vouched for him. So much, in fact, that Vashchenko ended the conversation thinking Robson had been far too modest about his abilities. To be sure, she spoke to others about the upcoming project and about Robson, and one leading deep diver told her: You have the one you are looking for and he is a good diver.


That was the best recommendation she could possibly get. The following day Vashchenko sought Robson out.


We think you can help us, she said.


‘Us’ was Vashchenko and her partner, photographer Viktor Lyagushkin. The couple had been the toast of the Moscow diving community, briefly, following their publication of the Orda cave book. They’d presented their findings at a diving exposition in the city and Lyagushkin had seen his images published in the Russian edition of National Geographic. Buoyed by its success, they searched for another idea, another book, another exhibition about another unique, little-known beauty spot. They found it at Blue Lake. Only Vashchenko and Lyagushkin had a problem. They needed an experienced deep diver to chart the waters but their first choice, a Russian, had declined their invitation.


Vashchenko pitched the Blue Lake Awareness Project to Robson like a good saleswoman. One version of her press release would later stress the existence of a very deep and significant cave system in the lake. ‘One of the objectives is to locate and explore this cave,’ it read. Some of the best technical divers in Russia were signed up to the project, the release stated. And then there was mention of treasures waiting to be found at the bottom. She sold the issue hard. The press release told of ‘historically significant objects on the bottom’ from antiquity, of ancient peoples moving from Africa to Europe and tossing all manner of valuables into the lake. ‘It is difficult to imagine what discoveries await the inquisitive explorer of the lake, from the precious weapons of Tamerlane’s troops to Second World War Romanian army equipment, from the oldest evidence of human history to the trucks laden with Georgian port wine circa 1920 which has probably matured nicely over the years.’


Historically significant artefacts. Precious weapons. One-hundred-year-old port. Robson wasn’t interested in a Boy’s Own treasure hunt for such things. No, he was energised by the idea of searching for a virgin cave system. Finding some hitherto unseen and untouched piece of the planet was the holy grail of cave diving, and Robson couldn’t shake the idea from his mind. The expedition’s start date was January 2012. Robson consulted his diary. He had a three-week window before he was due in the Philippines for a pre-planned assignment. The timeframe was tight. But for those looking for virgin caves the dreams of exploration die hard.


It’s not easy being the partner of an underwater explorer. Someone committed to pushing into the dark corners of the globe underwater will spend long stretches away from home, doing perilous things that can leave them out of touch for hours or days on end. And while the diver deep in a cave knows they are okay, their partner at home doesn’t. Inevitably then, partners live a life of latent tension concerning an uncertain future. That emotional strain is even harder if the partner is also a diver. They know everything that can go wrong because they have already trained to recognise the hazards lying in wait for them underwater.


As soon as Vikki Batten heard about Blue Lake and the search for a virgin cave system, she knew Robson wouldn’t be able to resist because a passion for cave exploration was something they shared. Vikki had known the desire of underwater exploration since her first dive while holidaying with her parents, in Kenya, in the early 1990s. Then it was the exceptional something she needed to replace her precarious living as a professional dancer. Exiting the water, she knew scuba diving would become her life.


She found a job in the small town of Newhaven, in Sussex, on the south coast of England, working at the counter in a dive centre. It wasn’t perfect, but it beat selling tickets from a theatre box office in London while dreaming of a place on the stage. One day, a new part-time instructor called Martin Robson arrived at the centre.


‘He walked in to fill some cylinders,’ Vikki says. ‘We had a security camera and my boss, a woman, calls another woman and me to the office to look at his bottom on the CCTV. She gave him a ten. That was the very first thing that struck me. After that, it was his deep penetrating eyes, his Scorpio eyes.’


Vikki already had a boyfriend and was planning to tour Australia and work on dive boats serving the Great Barrier Reef. Only she couldn’t stop thinking about this man with Scorpio eyes. Soon they started working together, and then they were spending their free time diving.


‘We were both in other relationships, but we unravelled it all to be together. Martin walked out of everything he’d worked for his whole life to be with me, and I binned Australia. We both threw everything away to go and live together in a flat with no furniture and no belongings,’ she says.


For ten years they ran a successful diver training business in Egham, Surrey, based at an industrial unit which would later become a bathroom showroom. Then, in 2009, Vikki joined the staff at PADI (Professional Association of Diving Instructors), where she managed the company’s technical diving portfolio across the UK, Europe and the Middle East. Robson, meanwhile, established himself as a freelance cave, rebreather and deep-diving instructor. With such careers, it was inevitable they would spend extended periods away from home, but their relationship weathered the time spent apart.


Every time Robson discussed Blue Lake, it was clear to Vikki that he was electrified by the prospect of searching for a virgin cave.


It was too great an opportunity to miss, he told her. Vikki understood his desire, but the dates of the expedition meant he would have to jet off immediately after New Year. The timing couldn’t have been worse. She’d been looking forward to spending time with him, just the two of them, in January, before work commitments took him to the Philippines.


Vikki bottled the hurt until long after driving Robson to London’s Heathrow airport for his flight to Russia. She kissed him goodbye and was back on the road before he’d even reached the check-in desks. Robson didn’t see anything wrong; the airport drop-off had been shorn of sentiment long ago. Only there was more to it for Vikki, something she didn’t realise until much later. In the days before departure, she had begun, unconsciously, to distance herself from him emotionally. ‘I put on a happy face and told him to go and have fun. But I knew the risks were high. I had to consider what I’d do if he didn’t come back. Having a plan of action helps to manage stress: I guess it is a way of avoiding the worry and pain,’ she says.


In truth, Vikki would have relished the opportunity to join him at Blue Lake, but time didn’t allow. Time – and money. After years of living in rented accommodation, they were saving to buy a cottage in the English countryside. In the meantime, they made do with a small house in the village of Clutton, in Somerset, filled with Russian language tapes, diving souvenirs and seashells. 


With Robson gone, the place felt empty, and Vikki slipped back into her routine of being temporarily single with just a cat called Honey for company. She tried hard not to notice the remaining signs of his life, the dive guides, cave maps, a profile of Salvador Dalí on the bookcase in the lounge; his slippers in the hallway; the Bialetti coffee pot that he typically took with him on trips, in the kitchen cupboard; the pile of T-shirts in the wardrobe, ironed and folded to the size of Globe & Laurel, the official, bimonthly journal of the Royal Marines.


And there was a photograph of the couple, one of only a handful on display at home. The snapshot was from a holiday in August 2001 to celebrate their anniversary. It shows Robson and Vikki floating side by side in the head pool of Gourneyras, in Hérault, France, smiling their best camera smiles. Surrounding them is a vibrant splash of emerald waters, pale green leaves floating near grey rock boulders in the background. The photograph was taken by a young Frenchman who had spotted them as he strolled through the forest. It dropped onto their doormat two years later. Vikki loved the picture for its memories: of passing the red sign emblazoned with the words ‘Danger de Mort’; of clambering the steep muddy bank with her equipment, hand over hand down a rope tied to a tree at the top; of the refreshing water holding her on a hot summer’s day; and of four hours exploring together, in the darkness underground. Just the two of them.


Robson landed in Moscow on the evening of 3 January 2012, three hours late due to winter gales battering Britain. The border official didn’t seem to appreciate the late arrival of the flight and really did accuse him of loitering around the airport like a spy. Then Robson watched as the customs officials, three of them standing shoulder to shoulder like an unpacked matryoshka doll, with their peaked caps increasing in size according to rank, really did individually scrutinise his official invitation before passing it along the chain of command to a superior officer with an even bigger peaked cap. The most senior officer at the end of the line, the one with the biggest cap of them all, really did salute Robson before passing the letter back to his second in command, who in turn handed it to the junior officer, who finally handed it back to Robson and waved him off without a word.


Robson stepped out of the airport and into the car of fellow expedition diver Sergei Gorpinyuk who drove him directly into the gridlock of Moscow traffic, all honking horns and glaring brake-lights. They were bound for a dinner reservation. From the snow-covered parking space, the men stepped behind an anonymous metal door, through a swanky nightclub with thumping bass, past scantily clad women dancing for men in black leather jackets, and into a diner where they enjoyed borsch and fine poached salmon.


They managed to get a few hours of sleep before the early-morning departure to Blue Lake. Robson and Gorpinyuk were stuffed inside the sleeper carriage of a train with dive gear stacked on the floor and piled on bunk beds above their heads as the locomotive dragged its carriages across the country for a day and a half. The sun rose twice yet there was no brilliant dawn, just shades of grey either side of the blackness of night. Beyond the bright lights of Moscow, the pale sweep of the Russian plain rose up to the window and then receded. Robson and Gorpinyuk talked diving, Russia and the world as the wheels turned and the train passed power stations belching smoke into the air, lumbered through austere stations serving leaden towns, and paused in sidings next to crumbling railway sheds and train car after train car after train car shrouded in dust and rust.


But the carriage attendant, the provodnitsa in her sky-blue uniform and epaulettes, did make a welcome cup of black tea for Robson. And the enterprising food sellers waiting at each station offered hearty fare with each stall complementing the one before and the one after. One sold dried fish or meat pies, the next offered potatoes kept warm in a pot, the third fruit, and the fourth a drink.


Finally, they disembarked in a town called Mineral Water, Mineralnye Vody in Russian, and piled into a pick-up truck bound for Blue Lake. Planes, trains and automobiles, literally. The truck eased out of the city and between the patchwork of fields towards the snow-capped barricade of the Caucasus Mountains, a 600-mile scar of jagged rock raking the landscape from the Black Sea to the Caspian. The engine grumbled as the truck slogged higher, and then it exhaled as the road dropped into the Cherek Valley, where hundreds of apple trees stood in formation, row upon row lining the terraced slopes next to a river which thundered from the mountains and fed the hydroelectric power stations in the hill, lighting a small patch of civilisation further down the road.


Babugent in the early-morning light is not quite the edge of the world, but it feels like you might be able to see it from here. For thirteen years the village stood empty after its Balkarian inhabitants, together with those from neighbouring communities, were forcibly deported, in 1944, falsely accused by Stalin of collaborating with Nazi Germany. They were dumped in Kazakhstan and Siberia and eked out an existence until being allowed to return in the late 1950s. Some places were abandoned altogether such as the village of Kunlyum, although the stone walls of the houses and Abaev’s Tower still clung to the mountainside. The resentment which flows from that kind of treatment is hard to shake. This is probably why some people looked more towards their Asian neighbours to the south-east than to Moscow; the area is closer, as the crow flies, to Baghdad than the Russian capital. Chechnya is not too far away, nor is Beslan, two names linked with separatist extremism. The British Foreign Office still advises against all but essential travel to the region, and, at the time, the US Department of State warned that its ability to assist American citizens there was extremely limited.


As the pick-up trundled along the P291, the main road through the town reflected in the window next to Robson’s seat. Beige-stone buildings with red or green-tiled roofs fronted the main road. There was a school, nursery, cottage hospital and a solitary pharmacy, and the two minarets of the mosque towered over everything. An old man, wearing a check shirt, jogging bottoms, boots and orange beanie hat, stood under a corrugated roof at what looked like a bus stop. There was the occasional bark of a dog. When a herd of cows ambled down the middle of the road, no one really seemed surprised.


In the closest thing Babugent had to a square, a monument poked skyward, between the telephone poles leaning at odd angles, and through a spaghetti junction of power cables. The five symbols fixed to it, a horseshoe, an axe, railway tracks, a circular saw blade and a trophy, captured the heart of the region.


Outside the village, a mile or two south, past the two young boys riding horses bareback, was the industry of Blue Lake. The hamlet emerged from the wilderness, a few mountain chalets and a café nicknamed ‘Dive Rite’ because of a tarpaulin sign of the equipment manufacturer which hung outside. There was a restaurant which at the weekend turned into a discotheque playing drum and bass. Outside, Ladas being nursed through old age were parked alongside a shiny Lexus. The raw-boned remnants of scrub trees and bare rock crags encircled the faded buildings, and weeds grew right up to the brickwork as if allowing the place just enough room to breathe.


At the southern end of the lake were two imposing buildings. One was a faux castle with the modelled jaws of a bear surrounding its front door. A monstrous statue of an eagle, all outstretched wings and screeching beak, stood off to the right. This was the Baron von Münchhausen Museum built by a man claiming to be a descendant. Hidden among the trees was the other, a stone-clad hotel nicknamed The Castle which served as a base for the expedition and where luxury rooms cost 1,700 roubles (about £35) a night.


The area had developed since the ribbon had been cut at the dive centre, in September 2005, despite the question mark about whether the lake was a realistic draw to attract scuba divers. Yet a steady stream of divers did come; they were the one group of sporting hobbyists not dissuaded by the troubles. They came to experience the brilliant blue waters; they came to set depth records; they came to dive deep. Now they came to find caves.


The water in Blue Lake is so clear you can see the features five, maybe ten metres down, past the point you could reach duck-diving as a kid. Underwater, the bank slopes steeply to a plateau, fifteen or so metres down. Charophytes, more commonly known as stoneworts, form a silk-like fabric of algae draped over the sloping rock face and the petrified trees which have fallen into the lake. In the sunlight, they are like a verdant summer meadow. Their magic is one of the reasons the water in Blue Lake is so clear that it looks like it could be bottled and sold for £5 a pop. Stoneworts filter the water by capturing nutrients and stabilising sediment.


It’s bright in the robin’s egg blue of the water, and you can see twenty or thirty metres in every direction. Looking back up towards the surface from a few metres underwater, you can still see what’s going on. People look like dappled silhouettes, and the trees lining the bank appear like a distant hilltop shimmering in the haze of dawn. The movement of the clouds reveals itself in shadows slinking across the bottom; underwater, the sun still throws your shadow, and the surroundings go from light to dark and back again. Everything is recognisable but. . . not real, rather like a dream, a secret world off-limits to all but those willing to go looking for it. And rational people aren’t willing. To them, everything about diving screams ‘No!’ They see a world devoid of air, one that needs life-support machines to keep them safe. They see, or instead imagine, something lurking in the dark. But they don’t see what divers see and don’t have in their lives what divers have. . . freedom.


It’s not noiseless underwater; on a rebreather you can hear it all. On the coral reefs, you can listen to the fish feeding. It sounds like popping candy in your mouth. In the lake, one sound dominates: breathing. Breathing in, breathing out. Life returned to its most basic. The freedom of just being. A tender shhh! as you inhale your breathing gas and a hum as it murmurs along the corrugated hose on exhalation. Periodically, there is a click followed by a spritz as the solenoid opens and oxygen is added to the breathing loop. Shhh! Ummm! Shhh! Ummm! Click! Spritz! Shhh! Ummm! Shhh! Ummm! Click! Spritz! The tick-tock of life underwater, the metronome of adventure.


The shallows of the north shore are best described as a lip to the lake’s decanter-shaped body. Everything slopes down towards the mine shaft on the eastern side. As you move above the bottom, the slope on your left shoulder, you soon find yourself staring into an abyss of black nothingness. At your side, the rock wall plummets vertically downwards, a mixture of jagged outcrops, smooth faces and rock buttresses. Like the magic of the Eiger’s north face at dusk, the features are preternaturally alluring in the smoky sunlight penetrating the surface. Those same wavelets of sun point a way on into the depths. They come from behind your head and converge before your eyes somewhere below. No matter how hard you strain, there’s no way to see what lies at their end.


A weighted guideline of braided nylon leads you into the beckoning darkness. Following it is an eerie slow-motion slide into a seductive void. Falling through the water column, you squirt blasts of air into the buoyancy wing connected to the rebreather on your back. This controls your descent. The further you slip from the surface, the darker it gets. It’s not quite total blackness, more a trance-like dusk separating the shallow blue void above from the vast, unending black beneath.


You are sixty metres down now. With little sunlight penetrating the depths, the lake is cold. In the warmest summer months, it just about holds nine degrees Celsius; in January it’s six degrees in the shallows, as cold as the milk in your fridge. This is not the kind of place visited purely for pleasure. You’ve got to love diving to come here. And you do. They all do. Because down here you can shrug off the confines of a life spent in deference to gravity. With the upward pull of air in your buoyancy device matching precisely the earth’s downward pull, you are the human equivalent of a hummingbird, without the flapping. Hovering neutrally buoyant is as close to pure weightlessness as it is possible to get without blasting into orbit. ‘I’m not smart enough to go into space,’ one diver said, ‘but underwater exploration is something I can actually do.’


Martin Robson revelled in exploring underwater. It was only a five-minute drop to reach sixty metres for him, Roman Dunaev and Sergei Gorpinyuk. Arriving at the target depth, the men stopped. Touching the tips of his index finger and thumb to make a circle and extending the remaining fingers to make a reverse ‘6’ shape, Robson flashed the universal sign for ‘okay’ to the two men. The sign acted as both question and answer, and both responded with the same sign. I’m okay. I’m okay.


Powering up their torpedo-like underwater scooters which they had carried with them from the surface, the men slipped into formation and began to tour the lake walls. Robson instinctively took the lead, the light on the front of his scooter blazing forward. Dunaev and Gorpinyuk followed in his slipstream, slightly off to one side. Tucked into position, Robson rarely glanced at those behind him. He wasn’t negligent of their safety; he could read the feelings of anyone behind him without the need to see them. It was hidden in the way they used their torches. From the corner of his eye, he monitored the sweep of their lights on the wall. If the halo of light traced along the wall in a gentle fashion, all was okay. If the beams jerked erratically from side to side, the accepted action for getting someone’s attention, or if it disappeared altogether, Robson would know someone was in trouble.


The next hour drifted by in a dreamlike blur as the trio glided past monolithic rock faces, around jagged outcrops and across the angled slope of limestone and gypsum seams. Occasionally, Robson would grab the odd crumble of rock lying on an outcrop and stuff it into the hip pocket of his dry suit. He then used his dive computer to take a temperature reading of the water for the scientists. Yet most of the time, he was caught up in the unfettered joy of discovery: a tiny dot of life next to a teetering skyscraper of rock which disappeared into the void in all directions.


But Robson’s silent reverie could not avoid one reality of his time in the depths; it was displayed on his dive computer. Time was rationed down here and every minute he spent beyond the allotted dive time added to his decompression obligation. It didn’t take long at that depth for a direct ascent to the surface to be off the table. The nitrogen and helium in his breathing mix had been forced into his tissues under pressure during the dive. It needed to be flushed out safely, and that meant spending time on the ascent, sitting at scheduled depths for carefully calculated periods of decompression to allow the gases to escape. If you want to do the depth, you have to be prepared to do the time, as they say. Doing anything else would be to invite one thing divers feared: decompression sickness.


Almost as soon as the diving helmet was invented, men started falling victim to a mysterious illness. Developed by brothers Charles and John Deane in the 1820s, the copper casque was placed over the diver’s head and rested on his shoulders. A one-piece, waterproof ‘Macintosh’ diving suit protected him against the elements. On the surface, men worked a hand-wheel which cranked cylinder pumps to supply the diver with air down a hose. The Deane helmet provided men with access to the seabed as never before and offered a potentially lucrative career salvaging sunken cargo. Divers could descend ten or twenty fathoms, as was the measure back then, and remain down for an hour or more.


Impressed by the merits of the diving helmet, Colonel Charles William Pasley, an officer with the Corps of Royal Engineers, convinced the Admiralty his men could clear the wreck of the Royal George from an anchorage in Spithead, Portsmouth, if he were granted salvage rights to the ship. The 108-gun man-o-war was preparing to sail with Admiral Howe’s fleet to relieve Gibraltar, in August 1782, when, before the eyes of everyone in the harbour, she keeled over and sank. There were some 1,200 people on board that day, including women and children visiting their men before the ship sailed from British shores. Only 300 escaped.


Pasley was a remarkable man in a corps famous for its ingenuity, and his enterprise was arguably the first significant salvage operation involving divers. He planned to have miners and sappers dressed in
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