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For deep-sea divers and booksellers.

You are rockstars. You work under immense pressure and need to decompress after a long shift. You are vital, underappreciated, and extremely knowledgeable. You multi-task on a whole different level. Without you, things would go wrong in a hurry. Thank you.


‘By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes.’

William Shakespeare, Macbeth


Glossary

Saturation diving is a hidden world. Technology moves on over time; protocols and equipment improve. Diving systems vary from one to another, from country to country, ship to ship. This account relates to the technology and systems used in the early 2000s. Here are some commonly used terms:



	Air diving	Diving with an umbilical (as opposed to scuba), but not in saturation.

	Bellman	Standby diver inside the diving bell.

	Bends/bent	Decompression sickness. Bubbles form in bodily tissues after hyperbaric exposure.

	BIBS	Built-in breathing system. Gas supply available to give chamber occupants breathing gases other than the gas used to pressurise the chamber.

	Blowdown	Pressurising a diving chamber or bell.

	Boyle’s law	The relationship between pressure and volume (at constant temperature).

	Chamber	A sealable diving chamber with hatches large enough for people to enter and exit, together with a breathable gas supply to increase air pressure.

	Clump weight	A concrete weight deployed to ensure the diving bell remains tensioned and aligned.

	Decompression	The dropping of pressure experienced by divers at the end of a dive or chamber occupation; the process of inert gases leaving the bodily tissues during this period.

	Delta P	Flow caused by a pressure difference. 

	Diving bell	A smaller chamber suspended by cables, used to transfer divers to and from the DSV.

	DSV	Diving support vessel.

	DPS	Dynamic positioning system. Maintains a DSV’s position using thrusters.

	Equalise	Rebalancing pressure in a gas-filled space (e.g. in ears, sinuses).

	Equipment lock	Medium-sized lock in TUP used to transfer hot-water suits and equipment.

	Hat	Diver’s helmet (providing gas, light, comms).

	Heliox	Mixture of helium and oxygen used as a breathing gas.

	HSE	The Health and Safety Executive.

	Hot-water suit	A special wetsuit with integrated hoses supplying the diver with constant hot water.

	LST	Life-support technician. Operator of life-support systems of the saturation chamber.

	Lock-on	The connection of one pressurised chamber to another (e.g. diving bell to TUP).

	Medlock	Small lock in chamber used to transfer food, medicine, laundry, menus, etc.

	O-ring	A mechanical gasket used to create a seal between two contact surfaces.

	Reclaim system	System to reclaim helium-based gas used by divers so it can be recycled.

	Sat diving	Saturation diving. Where divers remain pressurised for long periods, often weeks, with their tissues saturated with gas. They decompress once at the end of the job.

	Scrubber	A canister used to remove carbon dioxide.

	Scuba	Self-contained underwater breathing apparatus.

	TUP	Transfer under pressure. Also known as the ‘wet pot’. Transfer chamber to move from living chamber to diving bell or lifeboat. Also serves as the bathroom.

	Umbilical	Life-support hose bundle (gas, hot water, comms, electricity) connecting divers to the diving bell, and the diving bell to the DSV.

	Unscrambler	Electronic device to make words spoken by divers (breathing heliox) intelligible.





[image: A cross-section of a boat, face-on. Towards the top of the boat is the DSV. In the body of the boat sits a large cylinder, labelled ‘The Chamber’. The chamber has a smaller cylinder attached to it, labelled ‘Wet Pot’. A pipe leads down from the chamber, through the bottom of the boat, deep under the water. Near the floor of the ocean, a cylindrical capsule is attached to the pipe, labelled ‘Diving Bell’. From the diving bell, a shorter flexible pipe attaches the contraption to the ‘Saturation Diver’, who is swimming in scuba gear near the bottom of the ocean.]
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1

The sea does not care for your lost loves or your heartache. It is ambivalent to your fears, your trauma, your mortal desires. The sea knows only itself; sprawled across the world, smothering the depths, concealing both truths and horrors. The sea does not know love from hate.

The sea merely is.

I leave Aberdeen behind and step up on to the gangplank of the Deep Topaz, our DSV or diving support vessel. I have already said my goodbyes. Salt breeze in my eyes, wind stinging, I climb on board with my bag. Mike Elliot is waiting for me, sun illuminating his weathered face and green eyes, picking out the silver in his eyebrows.

‘So foul and fair a day I have not seen.’ His San Diego accent has been softened by a decade of North Sea life.

‘Dickens?’

‘The other guy. How’s life?’

‘Same ship, different day.’

He smiles and I catch sight of the military tattoos on his forearms, some of them undisturbed, others camouflaged by fresh ink. Regrets and mistakes. Reinvention. I pull out my camcorder, and he makes his excuses and leaves me alone.

I aim it awkwardly at myself, the flip-out screen displaying my pale, pointy face. No make-up or hair-styling. Home-dyed hair almost too short for a ponytail. My mother used to call me pretty, if you make a real big effort, and she was being generous.

‘This is our home for the next month,’ I say self-consciously. ‘Twenty-eight of those days will be at pressure, or “at depth”, as we say – at least, it will for Mike and me and the other four saturation divers. We will live on board this ship, in a small, pressurised chamber, and then we will descend in pairs via a diving bell to work shifts on the seabed. The pay is five or ten times what we might earn onshore doing construction work. We are well-compensated for the risk.’

I end the recording. The footage, which will be edited into a short film by one of the largest diving firms in Scotland, might help bring more women into the industry. I feel it’s my duty to at least try.

Deep inside the vessel, I discover Jumbo, a veteran sat diver from Liverpool. Some might call him my ‘Sat Daddy’ – an experienced diver who once took me under his wing – although he and I have never used that term. Jumbo is short and dark and muscular, and he has the eyes of a much older man. His mother is Irish and his father is St Lucian, and he is one of the most respected divers working British waters.

‘Ears,’ he says, his Scouse accent still strong despite living in Cawdor, east of Inverness, for decades. ‘Have your ears ready, Brooke.’

I greet the medic, Gonzales.

‘Ellen Brooke?’

I nod and she asks me to take a seat in the chair. We are probably the only two women on this ship. Long, curly black hair and a serious, uneasy expression. She uses an otoscope to check my ears, because they are particularly vulnerable to changes in pressure. One thing Jumbo told me years ago: Sat divers need guts and good ears.

Gonzales measures my blood pressure and checks my breathing, her frown intensifying.

‘All good?’ I ask.

She clears me and we exchange a glance. I am not sure what to make of it. She seems ill at ease. When Jumbo is looked over, he pulls off his shirt. Evidence of a life of work: scars, inside and out. Removing his shirt isn’t flirtation and it isn’t bragging; it is Jum proving he isn’t too old for the job yet. I have never doubted him in this respect, but I fear he may be starting to doubt himself.

Medics wield a surprising amount of power over us saturation divers. They decide if we work or if we go home. They have access to extremely potent drugs. They have authority with little oversight, at least on board the ship.

I have known one or two to relish that power.

A gull squawks.

The Deep Topaz is steaming out into the North Sea past Buchan Deep, east of Aberdeen. A desolate horizon devoid of landmarks or reassurance. The world out here appears blank and untouched, but criss-crossed along the seabed beneath us is an extensive labyrinth of wellheads and pipelines, manifolds and connectors. This is an unseen universe, one to which only saturation divers have access.

I am not permitted to film the briefing from the captain, Lennox. He instructs us, in serious, gruff tones, to stay safe. He says anyone can call an ‘all stop’ at any time. That is technically true, but you had better have a darn good reason, considering how the ship costs over a hundred thousand pounds each day to run, and the only reason it is running – and the only reason the ninety or so crew are being paid – is to keep us six divers alive. The captain reiterates that safety is paramount. He instructs us all to take our time and avoid injuries.

The other divers are either side of me. Mike and Jumbo – rugged, long-limbed American and compact Brit – are the oldest and most experienced. Both military men, they are followed in age by me, André and Spock. Then there is Tea-Bag, our resident rookie.

‘I’m Ellen Brooke,’ I say, holding out my hand, although I doubt he needs the introduction. ‘What’s with the nickname?’

Tea-Bag shrugs.

André, nicknamed after the vertiginous wrestler of the 1970s and 80s, says, ‘Lad keeps his bag in his mug, don’t you, Tea-Bag, mate? You leave it right in there.’

I would guess Tea-Bag is around a decade younger than me. Thirty or so. Olive skin, big brown eyes, square jaw. I overheard him on the phone, talking to his mother in a different language, before we stepped aboard. You can tell when someone is talking to a parent, reassuring them, no matter what language they are speaking.

He says, ‘I like stronger tea than you, André. I won’t tolerate a weak brew.’

André smiles a big, toothy grin – he has a significant gap between his middle incisors – and with a broad Nottinghamshire accent, he looks down at the rookie and says, ‘Third time in the bin, is it?’

Tea-Bag swallows, pulls back his shoulders. ‘Second.’

André’s smile flattens somewhat. He looks more circumspect. ‘You’ll be alright, lad.’

We don dive company overalls and hard hats, and head out on deck. Gusts of squally wind; the sound of waves crashing. The deckhands are checking valves and cables, and the crane operator is running through his checklist. A tall, upright man with a tidy white beard and piercing blue eyes steps over to us. I smile as soon as I recognise him: Halvor Magnussen.

‘Should be straightforward,’ he says, soft-spoken in spite of his build. He is a man devoid of small talk, and was a legendary sat diver himself, back in the days when life expectancy in this profession was far shorter than it is now. ‘One and half ton lift bag.’

Halvor talks us through the work, his Norwegian accent stronger on certain words than others, and we listen. The sea isn’t calm but it isn’t stormy either, and the last of the gulls from land up and leave as we head out into deeper waters. All, that is, except one. Behind my colleagues, I catch sight of a large black gull spreadeagled on the timber boards, its wings extended. The bird’s neck is broken, its head loose and set at some ungodly angle. Its beak is slightly ajar. I should be paying attention to Halvor’s technical directions, but I watch on as a young deckhand in a hard hat gently picks up the gull in his gloved hand, primary feathers splaying in the breeze, gemstone eyes shining, and throws it unceremoniously over the starboard side of the ship.

‘I said, any questions?’

‘No,’ I say, snapping back to the brief, to Halvor. ‘All clear.’

‘Like I am saying, it should be straightforward. First dive at zero five hundred hours. Weather might be a problem. We will take it one day at a time.’

The six of us set off to the gear room, and Halvor returns to his base for the next month: Dive Control. On most ships, the bridge is the nerve centre and the captain enjoys unrivalled authority. Not so on a DSV. When the divers are in the water, Dive Control is the nerve centre and Halvor is, effectively, God. The bridge’s job – and it is an extremely important one – is to keep the ship motionless, regardless of conditions, using GPS and a dynamic positioning system via thrusters. If the ship moves, then the diving bell moves with it, and any diver working on the bottom will have their umbilical snapped. They will be left utterly alone, with no comms or hot water or flowing air, in the unlit depths.

I ask the lads if I can film us doing gear checks.

‘No, not me,’ says Spock, offering no apology or explanation, which comes as little surprise. A superb diver and ultra-marathon runner, Spock – real name Leo – prefers to keep himself to himself. He has the most pronounced cowlick in his hairline I have ever seen: a quiff to rival any boy-band star. Smooth-skinned and always calm, he takes his diving as seriously as he does his parental responsibilities as a father of four young girls. Whereas many sat divers work too hard, he makes sure he has enough time onshore each year to share the responsibilities and key moments with his wife. If there is an enigma on this ship, it is Spock.

‘No problem,’ I say.

After I check my own helmet – which we call a ‘hat’, a yellow object that weighs over twenty kilos and keeps us alive at working depth – I film André and Jumbo running through their comms checks.

André ducks as he moves into Dive Control, ten or so metres from the saturation chamber system, the locked environment soon to be our home. He says, ‘Test camera,’ and Jumbo moves his helmet.

‘That clear?’

‘Camera clear,’ says André.

Jumbo says, ‘Test hat light, mate.’

André presses a button, one of hundreds arranged into panels in Dive Control, and the helmet’s powerful light switches on and off.

‘Lights working,’ says Jumbo, upbeat.

‘Going off comms,’ says André.

These two are close. Not only because they have dived together for years, but because they drink together when back on dry land. André is a foot taller than Jumbo, and his skin is ten shades paler, but apart from that, they could almost be brothers.

I set my camera down on a shelf and film myself checking my own hat. I tighten the bolts and check the seals. We do this ourselves, like paratroopers packing their own chutes. There are no shortcuts when you work at over a hundred metres below sea level. You rely on your training, your buddies, your gear and your nerves. If you panic, you perish. The key is to think, not to react. When things go wrong, you must fight your primal instinct to surge up to the surface. The surface is no escape. We assist ourselves and each other. Six of us. If one of us loses a hand or a digit on a hyperbaric welding job, which happens more often than I care to think about, the other lads sew up that diver and provide opiates.

I look up at the camera. ‘I’m happy with my hat.’

We select our boots and hot-water suits. Most of us have favourites. André selects the largest size, Jumbo the smallest. I am not sure Spock cares which he uses. He doesn’t seem the type to let nostalgia or superstition affect his thinking. I am the opposite. When I used to work in the Gulf of Mexico, we often used hot-water suits like these, but it wasn’t a matter of life and death out there if they failed. It is here, have no doubt. At the bottom of the North Sea, we work six-hour dives at about three degrees above freezing. If the hot water stops running through my umbilical, I will succumb to hypothermia in minutes.

‘You gonna film us in the wet pot taking a shower, Brooke?’ asks Jumbo, pointing at my camcorder.

‘Not worth the battery,’ I say.

He smiles, dimples forming either side of his lips, and pulls off his overalls.

The chamber is almost ready to swallow us whole. I point the video camera at the system. Pipes, valves, steel rivets. My voice doesn’t sound as confident as it should. ‘This is our new home. We will live on the ship at approximately the same pressure as the seabed, around one hundred metres below sea level. The chamber is cramped, about the size of the back section of a bus, the rear seats, and the six of us are locked inside for an entire month. Six beds in bunks, a table with benches, and a wet pot chamber attached that serves as a bathroom, gear room and transfer capsule. Food, medicine and clean laundry will be sent in via a small hatch after the pressure has adapted. We’re not too far from the kitchens on this ship, so meals should still be hot when they reach us. We won’t breathe air; we will breathe a mixture of helium and oxygen, so this might be the last time you can understand me without subtitles.’

‘I can’t understand you now,’ says Mike. ‘Too much Cajun in you, Brooke. Too much Louisiana.’

I ignore him. Mike can look menacing at times, but he’s a sweetheart.

‘The six of us will live, eat and sleep here, in this cramped pod on the ship,’ I continue. ‘There are small face-sized windows in the living chamber, allowing our life-support technicians and their assistants to look in, and us to look back out. In the States, we call assistants “Bettys”. They stay on the vessel while the six of us go up and down each day to work on the seabed. We’ll work in two-man shifts, each shift lasting eight hours, with six hours of bottom time. We eat and sleep in the chamber on the ship, and we reach the seabed each day via the bell.’

I stop recording. The Deep Topaz bucks with each wave, but as we are in the centre of the vessel, the movement here is less violent. Outside the thick steel chamber hatch is a disorderly pile of soft bags. They are all named.

Jumbo – or, to give him his real name, Gary Pritchard, ex-Navy clearance diver – is the oldest of our team, and, along with Tea-Bag, is one of the only non-white divers currently working in the North Sea. A fell-runner and decent cook, Jumbo is our seasoned elder, and his dark green duffel bag and laptop case have seen better days.

Mike Elliot, retired US Navy, our resident petrol-head and calisthenics fanatic, is a Corvette enthusiast and motorcyclist. He has a gym bag and no nickname. I guess nobody thought to give him one. I’ve met his long-term girlfriend, Emily, a well-spoken British architect, and liked her a lot. The pair don’t look like they’d make a good fit, but somehow it works. Not unusually in this line of work, Mike is missing most of his left thumb.

Spock, the quiet family man with the unintentional hairstyle, is entirely emotionless, hence the name. Even his holdall is forgettable: a soft, grey Puma bag. Spock has the build of an NFL quarterback, but despite this, he doesn’t show an ounce of bravado. He once cancelled a lucrative dive in the Med because his daughter needed to have her tonsils removed. I don’t know many other divers who would have made that decision.

André, a wiry expert welder, ex-rugby player and inveterate gambler, is almost as old as Jumbo, but less wise. His bag is expensive tan leather, and because of his height, he gets teased that it looks like a purse when he carries it. André has been known to quote extensive passages from Shakespearian plays. This can be quite surreal with a helium voice. It can also be contagious.

Tea-Bag – or, according to his bag’s name label, Javad Assar – is a relative mystery. Here on his second-ever saturation dive, he’s brought a brand-new rucksack, which, as often happens with rookies, is far larger than the others it sits with.

He hasn’t yet adjusted to just how cramped and austere our living conditions will be.

The diving bell is a smaller pod operating at the same pressure as the chamber and the seabed. It connects via a short tunnel above the wet pot and is raised, moved and dropped through the ship’s moon pool on steel cables. We run bell checks, inspecting our umbilicals and back-up gas tanks. Standing in a circle, we then draw straws to ascertain who will win the lower bunks. Nervous energy; anticipation and dread. I, naturally, draw a short straw. Upper bunk for me, meaning less space and less privacy. The lads go off and do whatever they each do in the five minutes we have left before we lock ourselves inside. André will smoke one last cigarette. Jumbo will probably call his girlfriend to say goodbye. Mike will stand on deck to take his final breath of fresh air – or any type of air – for four weeks, and do some basic stretches. I have no idea what Spock does. I check my diving helmet one last time and text Gilly, my sister-in-law in Harrogate.

‘Look after them for me, sis. The big one as well x.’

Gilly replies instantly, because even after all these years, she is nervous every time I do this.

‘I’ll look after them. You just focus on staying safe. Sunday roast in the new pub when you get back home. Don’t do anything too dangerous. Love you xx.’

Tea-Bag climbs into the chamber first and we each pass through our bags, netted bell hammocks, and Dopp kits. I am wearing a sweatshirt, jogging bottoms and flip-flops, because I know exactly what is to come. The last one in, I slide through the hatch into the confined chamber holding two pillowcases: a Spider-Man one from Henry’s bed, and a blue-and-white striped Laura Ashley one from Lisa’s.

The life-support technician asks, ‘Everything inside?’

‘Everything’s in,’ I say.

‘See you in a month.’

A metallic clang.

The hatch closes.
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