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The little box

For thirty months the war had
raged in Europe, and German
submarines had taken heavy toll of Brit-
ish commerce, And now to cap all, Ger-

81

THE WRECK

OF

THE LAURENTIC

From the forthcoming book, “Men Under the Sea”

By COMMANDER EDWARD ELLSBERG

HE year 1917 had just dawned.

many had just announced an unre-
stricted submarine campaign, with every
ship, neutral or belligerent, approaching
the British Isles to be sunk without

warning.
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In the offices of the Admiralty at
Whitehall strained faces looked at the
mounting curves of tonnage sunk by U-
boats and knew that the threat was no
idle boast—Germany had enough sub-
marines in operation to bring England to
her knees in a few more months if sink-
ings continued at the current rate. Re-
gardless of what happened at the front,
the war would be lost at sea unless a
curb on U-boat successes was soon
found.

For hard-pressed Britain, with her
man-power drawn away from farm and
factory to hold back the German hordes
pressing across France, was vitally de-
pendent now upon the steady flow across
the seas of those supplies she cou'd
neither raise nor manufacture in suf-
ficient gquantity—American wheat and
cotton, American steel and powder.
But the getting of them to Britain was
as much of a headache to the Exchequer
as it was to the Admiralty, for somehow
those purchases in neutral America had
to be financed or they would never be-
come reality enough for Britain’s -sea
lords to have to worry about safe trans-
portation through submarine-infested
waters.

Every device known to finance in Lon-
don had already been used—British bal-
ances in the United States had been ex-
hausted; the maximum that Britain
could borrow in America had been raised;
American securities owned by British in-
vestors had been mobilized in London
and shipped to New York to be sold to
provide further credits. But still all
this was not enough. If the pound ster-
ling were not to drop against the dollar
in New York to the point where it would
sadly cripple further purchases, gold
must be shipped in huge quantities to
bolster up the pound.

For some time, for this purpose, the
tide of gold had been flowing westward.
Now, in January, 1917, another huge
shipment was to start, and the lords of
the Admiralty were confronted with a
major problem. How should they route
that priceless gold shipment to escape
having it sunk at sea?

To start with, they chose R. M. S,
Laurentic, a large White Star liner, as the
carrier, a vessel fast enough to outrun

any submarine which sought to chase
her, a vessel already converted into an
auxiliary naval cruiser and heavily
enough armed to fight off any submarine
which might attack her, a vessel already
manned by a naval crew as skilled as
any in detecting lurking periscopes
among the waves.

Next they sought the safest route
westward. The seas to the north of Ire-
land were not so much traveled and were
usually too boisterous in winter time for
U-boat commarers to lie in wait for
victims—the chust of sinkings, indicated
that the waters south of Ireland and in
the Channel were the favorite hunting
grounds for lirking submarines. So for
the course of the iaurmtic they chose
the route around North Ireland.

A special train with 8211 ingots of
gold ran from London to Liverpool
carefully boxed up for shipment on the
naval auxiliary cruiser Laurentic. At
that time it was valued at £5,000,000 or
$25,000,000—in present dollar value,
about $44,000,000. In boxes weighing 140
pounds each, the gold was carried aboard
the Laurentic through one of the entry
ports low down in her heavy steel hull,
carted athwartship to the second class
baggage room, and there locked up—-
forty-three tons of gold. In secrecy such
as surrounded the movements of every
naval vessel, the Laurentic sailed from
Liverpool with Ler precious freight and
little else aboard other than her crew. -

AFTER a short run to the
northward through the pro-
tected Irish Sea, the Laurentic

2 pointed her bow westward
through a wintry January gale, plunging
heavily into head seas as she fought her
way into the Atlantic with the nearby
north coast of Ireland looming up on her
port hand across the tumbling seas.

The Laurentic’s captain had good
cause to congratulate himself on his uck;
in that weather no submarine, even if
present, could hope to make a successful
torpedo attack, and he would shortly be
out on the deep Atlantic, where sub-
marines rarely went. -

Then off Lough Swilly came disaster,
A terrific explosion rocked the ship. The
hapless Laurentic had struck a hidden
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mine, inflicting damage far worse than
any torpedo might have done.

Heeling over, she started to sink rap-
idly. As best they could in the freezing
weather, the crew struggled to launch
the boats from their foundering vessel,
Between the icy water, the driving seas,
and the heavy list of the stricken liner,
they were none too successful in getting
away, and when the Laurentic disap-
peared, over half her crew, several hun-
dred seamen, went with her.

When the frozen survivors finally
made shore in the ice-coated lifeboats
and the news of the Laurentic’s fate was
radioed in code to London, deep despair
struck the Exchequer and cold fury
reigned in Whitehall. £5,000,000 in gold
gone—the largest sum in all history to be
lost at sea! But it was worse than the
mere loss of £5,000,000. The loss was in
gold, and gold above all else was needed
in New York to bolster up the tottering
pound sterling and keep the stream of
food and steel flowing toward Britain,
Could the Admiralty do anything?

If it was humanly possible, the Admir-
alty would and could. The gold had been
lost while in the hands of the navy; it
was the navy’s obligation to recover it.

Commander G. C. C. Damant, R. N,
the British navy’s premier diving author-
ity, was given the task, with orders to
start immediately. He was not to regard
his mission as a salvage job but as a
military undertaking of the utmost
urgency. It was winter, but it was war-
time. There couid be no delay.

% ¢ MINE-SWEEPERS located
the hulk not far off the mouth
of Lough Swilly in a depth of
=% 132 feet of water or 22 fath-
oms, and buoyed the spot for Damant.
It was a terrible place to work. Un-
sheltered by any land, the Laurentic lay
in the open sea, exposed to the full sweep
of every northerly or westerly Atlantic
gale and with Lough Swilly to the south-
ward to allow a stiff sea built up by any
southerly gale to strike full force over
the wreck. Racing tides sweeping back
and forth along tie coast meant fierce
currents to be encountered by the divers,
To top off all, January in that latitude

meant freezing spray on deck to hamper -

the workers and icy cold in the depths
below to numb the divers.

Then there were the Germans. It was
unduly, optimistic to hope that the loss
of the Laurentic and her fabulous cargo
could long be kept secret from Prussia’s
prying intelligence agents. What the
prize they had struck from Britain’s
grasp meant in the way of munitions
would be as well realized in Berlin as in
London. Damant could expect, if Ger-
many found out what he was about, to
have submarines sent north for the
specific purpose of blowing his little div-
ing ship out of the water.

With all that in the back of his mind,

Damant went to work. The Laurentic.

was lying in the sand on her port bilge,
heeled over about 60°, so that walking
on the deck was wholly impossible and
even clinging to the sloping starboard
side was out of question except where
the diver could grip some protruding fit-
ting.

Nevertheless, with lead-soled boots
braced against rivet heads on the shell,
and freezing fingers clutching at what
they could grasp, divers crawled over
the badly listed side, looking for the
entry port through which the gold had
been loaded. Amidships in the second
class baggage room, down what would
now be a steeply inclined Passageway
leading from that sealed entry port, they
would find the gold.

Long ocean swells were sweeping in
steady succession over the Laurentic’s
tomb; even in the depths each wave
set up a strong surge as its crest passed.
The divers found themselves nearly
swept from their precarious perches on
the Laurentic’s side by each wave, and
were forced to cling tightly most of the
time to the nearest fitting, scrambling
along a few feet only between pulsations.

To make matters worse, the Laur-
entic’s crew, in abandoning ship, had of
course lowered all the boats they could,
and the boatfalls now hung down the
ship’s side to what had once been her
waterline,” with the heavy blocks at the
lower ends of the falls swinging erratical-
ly with every surge, like huge pendulums
from the davits overhead.

To see one of those massive boat blocks
go flying through the water within inches

o
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: face-plate, nearly braining him,
; fgashla. sightpto chill any man’s blood.
Damant had first of all to cut loose those
death-dealing boat blocks before his men
could proceed in such reasonable safety
as even divers are entitled to.

ANOTHER. diver soon found
the entry port and tied a buoy-
line to it. The mooring buoys
of the diving ship were then
immediately relaid about this marker
as a center, so that the diving ship might
plumb the hatch below and minimize the
. danger of fouling a diver’s lines.

Damant, a fine diver who as a lieuten-
ant had taken a leading part in develop-
ing the theory of stage decompression,
now had a charge of guncotton placed
against the heavy steel entry port doors
and exploded electrically from above.

His next diver found the doors torn
loose, but resting a few feet inside the
ship against something, still a total ob-
struction to entrance. Only with some
difficulty were the doors torn out of the
ship and removed, to expose behind them
a heavy latticed iron gate across the
passage against which they had been
resting.

Another charge of guncotton took this
gate off its hinges, but it required two
more dives to remove some heavy pack-
ing cases in order to clear the passage
inboard to the strong room.

In ordinary weather, what had been
done by the divers might easily have
been done in a couple of days, but Dam-
ant had been struggling to cling to his
moorings in a continuous series of mid-
winter gales punctuated by snow squalls,
and two weeks had gone by during which
diving was possible only for brief inter-
vals and even then under fearsome con-
ditions. But each time the wind and
sea lulled enough to make it seem prob-
able that the moorings would hold his
ship even for an hour, down went a diver
into the freezing water;-and bit by bit,
over a fortnight, Damant had managed
to get done two whole days’ work.

He began to breathe a little more free-
ly. He had not yet been torpedoed; his
men were doing well in that cold water,
and the backbone of his job was broken
—the way to the treasure room was
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cleared. It was a difficult way, down 2
passage sloping at an angle of 60° and
around several corners, but Damant had
often seen worse. It looked now as if a
few weeks’ work would see the forty odd
tons of gold in the Laurentic’s strong-
room lifted box by box to the surface
and shipped safely back to the vaults of
the Bank of England.

IN THE late afternoon of the
. fourteenth day over the wreck,
FP= the last obstruction in the

: passage was removed. To
Diver E. C. Miller, one of his best men,
Damant gave the task of getting into the
strongroom.

With a chisel and a short-handled
sledge hammer lashed to his belt, Miller
went over the side of the salvage ship,
slid sixty-three feet down the descending
line to the opened entry port on the high
side of the listed Laurentic, and crawled
into the ship. _

With his tenders carefully paying his
lines out, Miller half slipped,
dropped down the now mearly vertical
deck going inboard, groped his way in
the utter blackness around several bulk-
heads, and then felt out the steel door
leading to the strongroom.

With sledge and chisel he smashed his
way through the nearly horizontal door,

to slide again into the black water inside

the strongroom and bring up sharply
with his lead boots clattering on a pile of
bullion boxes jumbled in a huge heap
against the port side bulkhead of what
had been the second cabin baggage room.

Never before nor since has it been
given to any diver to land on such a
hoard of gold. Forty-three tons of it in
3211 bars lay in a scrambled heap against
the bulkhead, where it had been tossed

' when the crazily heeled Laurentic hit

bottom. Everywhere Miller reached out
a canvas clad arm through the black
water he felt stout boxes of gold—840,-
000 worth of it in each box, $25,000,000
of it altogether.

Excitedly Miller telephoned to Dam-
ant that he was in the bullion room and
that except for the smashed door, the
bullion room was intact and the treasure
all there! He was more entitled than he
then knew to his excitement—DMiller was




the only man to ever see that bullion
all together on the sunken Laurentic,

Miller had been down an hour already;
it was dark on deck, and the sea was
none too good. Sharply they signaled
him to come up, so that the ship could
unmeoor.

But with all that gold about him, Mil-
ler was not going. to come up empty-
handed. He seized the nearest box of
gold, a small box about a foot square and
six inches deep and got, as everyone gets
when first he grabs a golden ingot, a
shock at its weight. The little hox
weighed one hundred forty pounds, no
easy load even for a strong man to carry
under the best of circumstances. But
he refused to drop the gold—he had
first found it, he would be first to bring
some up.

Up through the strongroom door,
around the bulkhead corners he struc-
gled in the water-filled passages with his
golden ballast, little help possible from
his tenders above on the salvage ship
because of the many turns and twists
his lifelines took inside the wreck on their
way down to him.

- Pushing the box ahead of him, he
wormed his way up the steeply sloping
decks until, finally in the clear, his
tenders got a straight pull and heaved
him up to the entry port, where he was
able to lash his precious burden and send
it up-on a line, the while he himself spent
the next half hour dangling at various
decompression stages in the icy water.

The strain and the excitement must
have been too much for his circulation;
within an hour he was being jammed in-
to the recompression chamber for treat-
ment for the “bends”. Bubbles of air
had gathered in his joints, doubling him
into knots with pain. After having been
gradually decompressed for several
hours, however, he emerged from the
tank feeling quite all right in his joints
and much elated over his success,

.7 on the gray sea tumbling over
: the Laurentic, the barometer
%% was falling. Commander Dam-
ant, eyeing it uneasily, concluded that
. with Juck he might get in one more dive
. before he had to let go his moorings and

WHEN morning dawned again
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run before the rising storm. Only Miller,
who already knew the way, had a chance
of getting into the strongroom quickly
enough for any useful work, so in spite
of his bout with “the bends™, Miller
went overboard again,

Miller quickly demonstrated that he
had profited by his experience of the
previous evening, for in one dive of only
sixty minutes, he managed to mule three
more boxes of gold up out of the strong-
room and send them to the surface, a
feat which, to some degree, took the sting
off the imperative necessity of letting go
the moorings immediately upon his com-
ing up.

With four boxes of gold, about $160,-
000 worth, in his hold, Damant ran for
shelter into Lough Swilly before a
mounting northerly gale, but with every
expectation of coming back soon to lift
out the rest of that $25,000,000 within
a few more weeks. Had anyone then told
him that he was to be at it for seven
more years, Damant would have been
completely incredulous. But so it was.

For a solid week a fierce winter gale
blew from the north, with ever-heighten-
ing storm waves sweeping over the grave
of the Laurentic, twenty-two fathoms
down. Long before that storm blew it-
self out, the north coast of Ireland for
miles around was strewn with wreckage
from the sunken Laurentic, an ominous
portent to Damant and his men of what
those waves were doing to their wreck.

In deep trepidation, when the storm
finally moderated and diving could be re-
sumed, Damant watched as the first
diver went overboard to secure a new
buoy line to the entry port. And his
heart sank as he noted that the pressure
on the diver at that entry port now
showed it at a depth of one hundred and
three feet, whereas before it had been but
sixty-two feet from the surface. Some-
how the side of the Laurentic was now
forty feet lower than it had been before
the storm.

He soon enough found out why. The
diver going through the entry port into
the passage below could get but a few
feet; the deckplates forming the ceiling
of that passage were squeezed down to
within eighteen inches of its floor, and
buckled bulkhead plates had completely
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' £ what little space was left.
se%‘:ilel? the endless pounding of the
storm waves the Laurentic had folded up
like an accordion; even an eel could no
longer squeeze through that flattened
out passage to the strongroom!

That was indeed a body blow! But
they had to get through again to that
stronghold. With successive charges of
guncotton exploded in the crumpled
passage, they forced apart the steel
plates, shoring up as they went inboard
to make a tunnel through which a diver
might crawl.

It was a terrible job. The broken
plating overhead, five decks of it, groaned
and creaked and worked like a thing alive
as the surging waves beat down through
the depths; and the diver, alone and in
darkness stretched out in that quivering
mass of steel supporied by nothing in
particular, well knew as he wormed his
way along that if those plates should
fold up on him no one could ever get
him out.

THAT it could ever have been
done had not Commander
Damant been himself a diver,

BEB=S 1 very much doubt. But where
a leader will go, other men will follow,
and the tunnel advanced until at last
the way was cleared to the strongroom
once more.

For the third time, Miller slid down
into the strongroom, reaching it now at
a depth of 120 feet, right down on the
sea floor where the collapse of the Laur-
entic had dropped it. But this time, as
he slid into the inclined room, Miller
brought up against the far bulkhead with
a metallic clatter as his lead-soled boots
landed directly on the steel and no heap
of stout wood bullion boxes broke his
fall. Anxiously he felt about him, but
it was useless—the bullion room was
completely empty!

In a daze, Miller groped through the
water, his numbed fingers traveling over
deck, bulkheads, and ceiling, but he
found no gold. Instead, gaping rents in
the steel deckplates and in the lower
bulkhead showed only where it had
gone—in the widespread collapse and
flattening out of the Laurentic, the
strongroom plating had given way,

-~ ADVENTURE

spilling the precious bars downward
somewhere into the general tangle of
wreckage of the ship to port.

It was a -heart-breaking discovery.
Gone now was every hope of quick re-
covery of the treasure. The sea seemed
to have taunted them with the feel of
it, only to snatch it far beyond their
reach.

On the surface, Damant gloomily re-
cast his plans. It was obvious that the
tunnel driven from the entry port in
the starboard side of the ship down to
the strongroom was too dangerous for
use in the gigantic task that lay ahead;
in spite of the peril and the labor spent
in clearing that tunnel, it must now be
abandoned. Nothing remained except to
tear the Laurentic to pieces, plate by
plate and beam by beam, working ver-
tically downward from her upper deck
into her hold, till they came on the spot
in the port bilge into which the gold
must have been spilled when the strong-
room gave way.

With explosive charges, Damant be-
gan to blast his way down through the
collapsed’ wreckage on the port side. To
his despair, he discovered that the loose-
Iy lying steel plates failed to break under
the action of his explosives—with no
strain any longer on those steel plates,
they simply flopped loosely up or down
under the impact of the exploding gun-
cotton like flags waving in the wind,
without ever parting. It would be nec-
essary to seize each plate with clamps,
heave taut on the clamps with a line to
the boom of his salvage ship until the
plate was strained hard out, and then fire
a charge under it to cut it free at its
lower edge. Thus the work went slowly
ahead as one after another the Lauren-
tic’s plates were blasted out and dumped
well clear of the ship. But not wholly
without mishap.

_ Blackford, a veteran diver, was work-
ing below. Twenty fathoms down,
clutching gingerly a charge of guncotton
with its detonator imbedded inside,
Blackford crawled on hands and knees
over torn steel to get beneath a plate
which swayed at its outboard end from
a line to the salvage ship. His imme- .
diate predecessor on the job, Diver
Clear, had hooked it with a shackle, and




THE WRECK OF THE LAURENTIC 87

one end was mow being held up,
stretched taut by the'straimcg wire
line to the winch on deck.

Crawling in on all fours under that
waving ton of steel, Blackford stretched
out on his stomach and wiggled along
as far beneath it as he could get, then
thrust the guncotton ahead to the limit
of his extended fingers, jamming it hard
between the lower end of the wobbling
plate above and the wreckage on which
he lay. Carefully he felt out the lead of
the firing wires to make sure they still
ran unbroken past him to the detonator,
and then telephoned up.

“Take in the slack on the firing cir-
cuit.”

On the surface, a tender hauled gen-
tly on the electric circuit—and at that
instant, the wire rope holding the plate
up over Blackford suddenly shot up out
of the sea like a broken fishline and fell
back in a tangle of slack wire onto the
deck of the diving ship. Startled,
Damant looked at the writhing coils.
Something had let go below. The heavy
plate had dropped, and Blackford was
right under it!

DAMANT pressed Black-
ford’s telephone to his lips,

Bn After several very long see-
onds he got a welcome reply, in strained
and measured syllables, “Give—me—all
—the—air—you—can—sir,”

Thankful that Blackford, with the
crushing load of that steel plate on his
back, was still at least alive enough to
talk, Damant signaled hastily to raise
- the air pressure on Blackford’s diving
- line, Immediately there came another
" call from the agonized diver, “That’s
right! Give me more yet! And get an-
other diver down here quick!”

- As for the last request, that was whol-

ly unnecessary; for already the previous’

diver, Clear, who had just come aboard
- after his decompression and was still
“in his wet suit, partly undressed, was
. in hot haste having his weights replaced
_and his helmet serewed back on, while
. other scamen hurriedly were reeving off
£, afresh hoisting wire and some new slings
b to lift that plate again.

feverishly calling his diver.

But at the request for still more air,
Commander Damant paused. The pres-
sure gauge on Blackford’s air line al-
ready showed a huge excess over what
he needed to balance the water at the
depth at which he lay; unquestionably
under that pressure his suit must be
completely ballooned out. To increase
the pressure further meant grave danger
of bursting the canvas suit and drown-
ing Blackford immediately. On the other
hand, his suit might already be torn
somewhere and partly flooded, so that he
badly needed the*extra air to hold the
water back from his face as he lay there
unable to move under the crushing load
of that steel plate.

Should the air pressure be increased
or not? Damant was in a terrible dilem-
ma, with Blackford’s very life depend-
ing on his decision and no help from
the telephone in resolving it, for the air
roaring now through Blackford’s helmet
all but drowned out the diver's wvoice,
and very evidently he could not hear
Damant’s, And when carefully the air
was throttled down a little to improve
the hearing, before Damant ever could
get in a word, he heard over and over,
slowly articulated by the trapped diver
the anguished plea, “Give—me—more—
air!” .

But balaneing all the risks, it seemed
to Damant unwise to raise the pressure
any further, and thus matters stood
when Clear, on whom everything now
depended, was dropped overboard with
the new hoisting sling, to slide directly
down Blackford’s airhose as a quick guide
to the ‘spot where he lay trapped.

Clear. landed twenty fathoms down,
in the crater of wreckage already blasted
through the Laurentic, and followed the
airhose through the dark water to where

it disappeared beneath a twisted steel
~plate with some loose wire tangled about

one end.

There was no sign of the trapped
Blackford save a mass of air bubbles
rising in fine clusters from all about that
sheet of steel.

Hastily Clear dragged up the fresh
wire sling held by a marline lanyard to
his wrist, carefully slipped the clamps
of o new wire bridle over the edges of
the steel near the free end of the plate.
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Swiftly he secured the clamps, trying
not to jar the plate, working all the time
with the knowledge that aside from
Blackford, jammed in under the other
end of that sheet of steel was a fulmi-
nate detonator buried in guncotton, and
that sometimes even more stable ex-
plosives than fulminate did queer things,
Should his jarring of the wreckage set
off that cap, both of them would be
blown to bits. ~ .

Clear finished securing the new sling,
stepped back a little.

“On deck! Heave round!”

The wire line in the water above him
stretched taut; the end of the plate
lifted slowly and evenly, exposing Black-
ford’s feet, then his body, soon his hel-
met. Queerly, in that topsy-turvy world
of water, as the distorted steel sheet
rose up, Blackford, still nearly horizon-
tal, rose with it, pressing against its
under side as if glued there, for with his
rig bulging like an overstuffed sausage,
he had tremendous buoyaney and could
not stay down. .

Here a new danger entered. Should
Blackford slide out from beneath the
steel with that inflated rig, he would
“blow up” instantly. And Blackford was
helpless to do anything himself to pre-
vent it; for spread-eagled as he was, he
could not get his fingers into his control
valves. But Clear could. Seizing his
helpless shipmate by one bulging leg
to hold him benéath that restraining
steel plate lest he suddenly go shooting
skyward, Clear reached in, opened the
exhaust valve in his helmet wide, and
bled the excess air from his suit until
Blackford shrank to more normal pro-
portions. Becoming heavy once more,
he dropped away from the overhanging
plate and crawled free of it after having
‘been a-prisoner for mine minutes.

Fortunately Blackford’s copper hel-
met had protected his head when the
plate dropped, or his skull would un-
questionably have been crushed by the
blow. As it was, the load pressing on him
was in a fair way momentarily to break
his back and only the excess air expand-
ing his suit like a pneumatic tire had
taken weight enough off him to make
the pain bearable till the plate was lift-
ed. Naturally, he wanted all the pres-

“sure would rupture the canvas fabrie

sure he could possibly get. Damant
solicitously examining Blackford whe:
finally he came up, was not surprised t
learn that it had never occurred to his"
diver, in imminent danger of being
crushed to death, that overmuch pres-

of his suit and drown him.

FOR two months the blasting
went ahead. Monotonously
they tore the Laurentic apart,

with their major excitement
the activities of German submarines in
that vicinity. Strangely enough, no tor-
pedoes came Damant’s way, but his
divers had ample reason to know that
U-boats were working near, for British

.

. « Streaming in the tidal current like an
anchored ballooa.
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mine-sweepers steaming by them in pairs
with long wire sweeps dragging between
their sterns occasionally exploded fresh-
ly planted submarine mines.

One went off two miles away; the
detonation coming through the water
struck a diver like a triphammer, giv-
ing him a violent and a dangerous shock.
After that, whenever mine-sweepers got
within five miles of his ship, Damant
hastily dragged his divers out of the
water, but even so, a detonation six
miles off soon gave another unlucky
diver a severe jar. However, nothing
could be done about it; Damant dared
not still further extend his margin or he
would have been forced to quit diving
altogether, what with the endless forays
of U-boats planting mines and the con-
- tinuous counter-activities of trawlers
sweeping them up.

But after two months of blasting, they
suddenly forgot all about U-boats. Mil-
ler, with a scent unequaled by any of
his mates, ran across the gold again!
Delving amidst the rubbish sandwiched
in between the now uncovered lower
deck wreckage lying to port of the flat-
tened out strongroom, he spotted a yel-
low ingot! Like a hound on a fresh
scent he was off, burrowing through the
wreckage for more. His time on the
bottom ran out; Damant signaled him
to come up, but nothing cculd tear him
from the job until, having been down
ninety minutes, he could be lifted with
$80,000 in gold to accompany him.

Here was welcome news for London!
Promptly Commander Damant slid in-
to a diving rig and dropped to the bot-
tom to spend a long hour in the depths
in that water they had blasted in the
Laurentic, checking what next to tear

away to expose more gold. Finally, with-

a picture of the wreckage vividly im-
pressed on his memory, he started up,

& taking only a relatively short decompres-
i+ sion on his rise.

Fi¢.  On coming to the surface, he was dis-

. mayed to find that Miller had developed
another case of “the bends” and had
had to be shoved into the recompres-
sion chamber for treatment. Damant
peered through a glass port at him;
Miller, inside the little single-chambered
tank—which was all they could accom-

modate on their diving ship—seemed to
be already relieved of his pains and rest-
ing comfortably, so Damant left him to
direct the next diver where best to look
for more gold.

But within an hour after emerging
from the sea, Commander Damant was
no longer concerned over gold. He soon
found himself in difficulties with one of
the rarer manifestations of compressed
air disease—his eyeballs began to diverge
radically and he began to see double.
Then, to top off his troubles, the air
bubbles developing in his forehead began
to pain him excruciatingly.

The only recompression tank they had
on board was already occupied by Mil-
ler, who would not be out from under
pressure for forty minutes yet, and un-
less the pressure in that little single
chamber were completely released, no
one else could enter. With his eyes
diverging more and more each minute
and the top of his head feeling as if it
were about to explode, Damant could
hardly wait forty minutes.

Fortunately for him, Miller, looking
out the port, and glimpsing the most
cock-eyed set of optics he had ever seen
looking longingly in at him, immediate-
ly sensed the situation. Chivalrously
he blew down the pressure in the tank
at once so that the door could be opened
to admit his commander, with the result
that his own torments promptly re-
turned to double him up in pains worse
than ever.

With the door slammed tight behind
him, Damant opened the air valve and
started to raise the pressure once more.
With gratification he noted as the air
roared in and the pressure rose, com-
pressing the. bubbles in his head, that
the two entirely distinct figures of Mil-
ler he saw before him gradually began to
approach each other till finally at ten
pounds pressure the two Millers co-
alesced into one only, while at the same
time ‘the tortures in his head magically
disappeared. However, he had to run
the pressure up to double that amount
before Miller himself got any relief.

Unfortunately, as the pressure was
thereafter gradually reduced, while
Damant’s troubles were gone for good,




Miller’s were not. At four pounds pres-
sure, Miller again began to suffer the
tortures of the damned and there was
nothing for it except to jump the pres-
sure up again till his pains vanished and
then to try releasing the air at a slower
rate. But nothing helped; each time the
pressure dropped “the bends” doubled
Miller up again,

Finally, after six and a half hours in
the tank the temptations of a warm meal

and a bed overcame the restraints of ~

reason and the two divers blew down
the few remaining pounds of air so they
could emerge. .

But Miller paid for it, for he was soon
back in the tank, to suffer all the rest
of the night and most of the next day
before he could finally rid his system of
the nitrogen he had soaked up.

THROUGH the summer and
€ ., the early fall, taking the iron
S—=&— wreckage apart bit by bit and
searching amongst the jumble
of smashed furniture, bedding, water-
logged provisions, and wooden panelling
thus gradually exposed, the divers re-
covered 542 gold bars, to a total value of
about $4,000,000, all of which went
promptly back to Britain’s hungry
ireasury. : |

After September;-wintry weather hit
the salvagers once more. It was now
apparent there could never be any quick
recovery, and something else had mean-
while occurred to put a new complexion
on the whole affair, s

On April 6, 1917, a few months after
the sinking of the Laurentic, the United
States had entered the World War on
the side of the Allies; within a few
months of that time arrangements were
completed between London and Wash-
ington whereby America undertook to
finance Britain’s purchases in the United
States, with the promise of reimburse-
ment later,

Britain no longer had to support the
pound sterling in New York; while the
war lasted, there was no longer any
necessity of shipping another ounce of
gold westward; and so far as its effect
on the conduct of the war was con-
cerned, the pressure to recover the Lau-
rentic’'s treasure was completely gone.

ADVENTURE

As a result of this, when winter set
in, the Admiralty withdrew its divers
from the Lawrentic, and while the war
lasted, they never came back. Not that
Damant and his divers were given any
rest even during that winter—quite the

_contrary, for during the next fourteen

months they were kept busy searching
the smashed wrecks of sunken U-boats
for codes and other useful wartime in-
formation.

In the spring of 1919, having been
away eighteen months, Damant and his
divers returned, a little easier in their
minds than formerly as they resumed
the job, for they had under them at last
a properly-equipped salvage ship, the
Racer, and their fears of submarine at-
tacks were gone. g

The Laurentic, to their surprise, had
changed but little. Apparently the seas
had already battered her so flat that
not much more crushing was possible,
and the divers took up where they had
left off, promptly beginning to find
more ingots in the wreckage.

But soon a new danger began to
threaten. They had been working in
what had originally been a well deck aft;
forward of them, rising a sheer two deck

_heights, was the after end of the super-

structure carrying the first class cabins,
and abaft them a similar superstructure
carrying the second class accommoda-
tions. Oddly enough, while the heavy
hull plating had given way and folded
up, these lighter superstructures had re-
mained fairly well intact, rising like two
islands fore and aft of the crushed hull
where the divers worked.

Damant noted that these two super-
structures were leaning more and more
toward each other as he undermined
their foundations by tearing away the
hull between, but so long as he was find-
ing gold, he was exceedingly reluctant
to take his men away from treasure re-
covery to dismantle the adjacent hull.

Keeping an eye on these threatening
leaning towers, he kept on, recovering
that season some $2,350,000 more. But

as the summer drew along, ingots be- - -

cameé scarcer and scarcer, and he could:
only conclude, as has many other miner

-before him, that his vein of gold was _

pinching out, E
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Damant decided that in the collapse
of the strongroom, the gold must have
separated- into two parts. One part,
which he had apparently retrieved, had
shot to port through the ruptured bulk-
head, while the major part, some $18,-
000,000 worth, had disappeared through
the torn floor of the strongroom and
must be buried somewhere in the hold
undermeath everything. No more bars
could be found, and winter came to end
his labors for-1919,

1920 and 1921 were heart-
breakers. The salvagers re-
turned in the spring of 1920

- to find that the winter storms
had finally torn away the toppling super-
structures, spilling them in a mass of
twisted steel into their exeavation, and
filling in the chinks with mattresses,
springs, broken china, smashed chairs
and tables, tiles and cement from bath-
rooms and every conceivable kind of
rubbish.

To make a complete job of it, the
profile of the wrecked hull had been
further flattened out so that sand and
stones from the sea floor now swept
over the broken sides to settle in amongst
the wreckage, there to be pounded by
the tidal currents and the surging waves
into a compact caked mass of conglomer-
ate for which the remains of broken
mattress springs formed excellent rein-
forcements and binders.

For the next two years, during which
time very little gold was recovered to en-
courage anybody, the divers struggled
in the sea to remove this debuis,
Against the sand and the rubbish cover-
ing everything, explosives were worth-
less. Powerful pumps brought in to suck
away the sand were equally ineffective;
and grabs and clamshell dredging buck-
ets got nowhere, partly because of the

. short periods during which the Racer
~ could be held steady over the wreck,
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{)artly because of the obstructions be-
ow.

Nothing showed any effectiveness
against this refractory mixture except
strearns of water from hose nozzles which
the divers used to break up the hard
packed sand, after which they hastily
filled bags with what sand they had

washed loose and tore away any more
substantial wreckage exposed during the
washing,

But it was disheartening work, with
storms continually washing in fresh

sands so that for months it was ques-

tionable whether success would ever
be possible. In fine weather, the divers
gained, and in bad weather, the sand.
The discouraged divers found them-
selves, as storm succeeded storm, begin-
ning to believe that they would never
make way against the overpowering
forces of the sea. Fortunately, a few
scattered bars of gold turned up now
and then to revive the drooping divers
when defeat seemed inevitable, and final-
ly Damant’s ingenuity saved the day.

After every possible mechanical con-
trivance had folded. up in the face of
that mixture burying the Laurentic’s
treasure, Damant pulled the job to sue-
cess by making a hotly contested com-
petition out of the amount of sand each
man could dig out in a thirty minute
dive under standardized conditions. For
twelve minutes he could wash sand with
a hose; for thirteen minutes thereafter
he could pack the sand he had washed
free into a nearby sack; and his last five
minutes he had left to get his bag of
sand over to the hoisting bucket to be
weighed on deck when he came up.

Scores were carefully kept on what
each man brought up; the ingenuity of
the divers in fabricating scoops and
scrapers to help their speed in digging
was amazing; and for the next twenty
days the amount of sand brought up per
man daily increased as brains came to
the aid of brawn and the competition
to dig up sand wnxed keener. It soon
became evident to all that Balson, the
strongest diver on the job, was unbeata-
ble, after which interest somewhat de-
clined; but by that time a high standard
had been set below which no diver’s
pride in the contents of his bag of sand
would allow him to fall, and the sal-
vagers started to gain on the sea.

1920 and 1921 dragged wearily away,
with very little gold to encourage any-
body, and only mountains of worthless
sand and an occasional steel plate blast-
ed loose as signs of progress. Still, the
hole in the Laurentic was continuously

l,.'|.'h-:if_§‘t_:-'- St
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getting deeper, and when in 1921 the
winter storms arrived to chase the sal-
_ wvagers off, they had at last exposed the
shaft tunnel and some of the inner bot-
tom plating nearby, so that they knew
that they had worked their way com-
pletely through the ship’s hull from top
to bottom, and now had only the sand-
filled hold to search. ‘

. 1922 saw the Racer and her
crew back again as soon as
spring allowed, full of eager-
ness now that the shell of the
ship was near. The first diver down got
the surprise of his life when he landed on
the bottom of the crater in the Lauren-
tic’s hulk to actually see bars of gold
sticking out of the sand! For once the
currents had worked on the side of the
divers, and during the winter had
washed out some two feet of sand which
previously had silted in.

With a glad cry, the diver started to
pluck golden ingots from the sand; be-
fore that day was over, nineteen bars
had been recovered. “They gave them-
selves up like lambs,” the divers report-
ed to Damant. _

From that lucky spot the trail of gold
led away through the sand toward the
port bilge. Daily seraping and digging
unearthed more gold nestling in the sand
against the shell of the ship, usually one
bar at a time buried in hard-packed
grit. But the divers nearly went deliri-
ous when they came across one nest of
ninety ingots surrounded by the broken
remnants of the boxes in which original-
Iy they had been packed. $750,000 worth
of gold went up that day!

That happened only once. The other
bars they had to dig for one at a time,
completely uncovering the steel skin of
the Laurentic section by section till some
440 square feet had been scraped, by
which time the divers found themselves
out to the turn of the bilge with the shell
there covered by overhanging deck plat-
ing that had been pressed down to with-
in a foot or two of the outer skin. Some-
where between those two layers lay the
rest of the gold, millions and millions of
dollars of it yet.

To blast away the overhanging plat-
ing meant delay and the removal of a

e

shield which was partly holding out the
sand. As long as the divers could in any
manner squeeze in beneath the wreckage
overhead, Damant determined to keep
on as he was. Stretched out flat, the
divers snaked themselves beneath the
broken deckplates to wiggle along on
their stomachs over the shell, searching
in the deep corrugations (which the col-
lapse of the hull had pressed in the flat
shell plating) for gold bars which might
have come to rest there.

The corrugations of course, were all
filled with sand, and the digging was
hard. Diver after diver wore away his
fingernails grubbing through hard
packed sand for ingots. They might have
worn gloves; but inside gloves a man
would lose his sense of touch and waste
time digging out rocks and broken erock-
ery, whereas with his finger tips he might
become expert enough in the feel of gold
to (i)a.ss over the rubbish he encountered
and save precious minutes.

The divers now had a tough time of it.
To avoid having the strong sweep of the
current on the long stretch of lifeline
and airhose tear them away from their
work or perhaps foul the swaying hoses
in the wreckage overhead, they tied their
lines when they reached bottom to a
convenient plate, leaving themselves
some thirty or forty feet of slack line
to get to their job.

Then they slid headfirst in between
the plates and started burrowing, but it
was a ticklish business. As a man’s feet
were higher than his head in that posi-
tion, air started to work up from the
helmet into the canvas legs of the suit,
gradually inflating them so they tended
to float in spite of heavily weighted
shoes. When that happened, there was
nothing for a diver to do except to crawl
out backward on all fours and stand
erect a moment until the water about
him had pressed all the air upward again
into his helmet, when he could slip back
into his hole and resume digging for gold
with his fingernails, .

IN THIS wise, one of the
§« divers, Light by name, was
] working away trying to dig
= = free an ingot which he could
barely feel through the sand with the



tips of his outstretched fingers. Tantaliz-
ingly his fingers traveled over it, ‘but
the refractory bar was so solidly imbed-
(fled in the sand that it refused to tear
ree.

So absorbed did Light become in
> getting a better grip on that $8,000 bar
§  of gold that he completely forgot his
own precarious state until his legs sud-
4 denly floated upward to touch the over-

-~ hanging plates, leaving only his helmet
bearing on the steel below.

That brought Light back to the reali-
ties of his situation, and immediately he
attempted to crawl out backward, but
with his helmet in the sand and his legs
floating up, crawling was a physical im-
possibility.

With his buoyant legs starting to pull
him upwards, Light hastily took a fresh
grip on the ingot (which had gotten him
in trouble) to anchor himself down, and
shouted desperately into his telephone,

“On deck! Shut off my air!”

On the Racer, strange though the re-
quest sounded, a tender rushed to com-
ply, but it was too late. Light was light
indeed now; despite his frantic efforts
to hang on to that gold bar, the pull
of his inflated legs tore him loose, to send
him shooting up the slope beneath the
plating overhead and then with increas-
ing buoyancy to float him upside down
through the water until he brought up
with a jerk on the end of his slack life-
*line, forty feet from the bottom, pulling
’ hard against the lashing which held his
= lines to the wreckage below. There, hel-
. met down, arms stiffly outstretched, feet
. up, he hung spread-eagled with his rig

ballooned out to the uttermost, stream-
- ing in the tidal current like an anchored
:% kite balloon.
=

Damant, who had seized
Light’s telephone to learn what
was wrong, now learned that
there was some water in his helmet and
he could not tell where it was coming
in,
4. That was bad; every diving suit usual-
ly leaks a little, but except for wetting
the diver the quantity of water enter-
ing is of no great moment, However, in
 Light’s case, even a little water was

TO MAKE matters worse,.
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now dangerous. Upside down as he was,
a quart of water inside his helmet might
well drown him.

It so happened that Blackford, the
diver who had preceded Light on the
bottom, was still in the water not far
below the Racer's hull, being decom-
pressed on his way up. Damant prompt-
ly had him dragged over by the tenders
until he could clutch the airhose running
down to Light, then ordered him to slide
down that hose to the bottom, cut the
lashing that held it there, and ease out
on Light’s lifeline until he came to the
surface. :

Down through the sea went Black-
ford. who having been once himself in
a tight spot on that wreck, knew well
enough the need for haste. In less than
a minute he was on the bottom, and
there at his feet was the lanyard holding
his shipmate’s airhose, while stretched
taut from it, running up to the invisible
Light, floating somewhere above midway
in the depths, was the rest of his air-
hose.

Blackford drew his diving knife. Get-
ting a good grip with one hand on the
hose leading upward to Light, with the
other hand he slashed savagely at the
lashing and cut it in one stroke. And
then things happened fast. In a twin-
kling, Blackford felt himself shooting up-
ward through the water.

So great was Light’s buoyancy that
the instant the lanyard was cut, the
straining lifeline which Blackford was
clutehing dragged him surfaceward, with
poor Blackford no more able to hold
Light down than if he had hold of a
stratosphere balloon.

Before the astounded Blackford could
let go his grip, he had been jerked so
high himself that the air in his own suit
expanded enough to spread-eagle him
also, and there were both divers, Black-
ford and Light, with tremendous buoy-
ancy, helplessly racing surfaceward!

A few seconds later they shot from
the sea in quick suecession and splashed
back, to float horizontally in their dis-
tended rigs on top of the waves, for-
tunately both of them having ‘mtsscd
killing themselves by colliding with the
Racer. Hurriedly their tenders reeled
them in alongside, where Light was has-
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tily taken aboard and jammed immedi-
ately into the recompression chamber to
get him back under pressure again, while
Blackford, after enough air had been
bled out of his suit to get him vertical
once more, was sent down under water
to complete his decompression in the
normal manner. ’

) BY OCTOBER, 1922, when
34 _ stormy weather again stopped
LR the job, the season’s work had

- ielded 895 more gold bars to
a total vaiie of $7,500,000, and matters
were looking better. Still further to
brighten up the picture, 1993 was near-
Iy a repetition of the year before, only
better, with 1,255 additional ingots, val-
ued at npearly $10,000,000 recovered in
that one season from the depths.

By 1924, all except 154 bars, worth
about $1,200,000, had been retrieved,
and so thoroughly had the divers
scavenged the wreckage inside the now
exposed shell of the Laurentic that it was
hopeless to expect to find anything
further inside the wreck. Still, $1,200,-
000 in real gold, the leavings, so to
speak, of six years work in picking the
Laurentic’s bones, was in itself a sub-
stantial prize.

But where was the rest of that gold?
It wasn't inside the shell, so all Damant
and his divers could do when they came
back for their seventh year’s struggle
with the Laureniie, was to start dig-
ging beneath the shell plating into the
clay bottom of the sea beneath.

So down on the shell plating went the
divers again, ten feet now below the
level of the adjacent sea floor, fighting
to hold back the inflowing flood of sand
the while they probed every tear and
hole in the steel carpeting the bottom,
for ingots beneath. Once in a while they
found one, and whenever a diver eame
to a gap large enough to let him slide
through, he started to excavate under-
neath, with the surprising result that
some ingots were discovered under the
shell several feet away from the opening
through which they had fallen,

‘The only possible explanation of this

phenomenon was that in the years that

had gone by since the gold fell thr'outih
the holes, the entire shell plating of the

wreck must have slipped a few feet, cov-

ering the ingots.
Excavating wholesale beneath the .

shell to recover the lost bars was both- -

slow and dangerous, so Damant decided
instead to cut the last layer of the Lau-
rentic’s bottom up piecemeal, searching
the uncovered ocean floor beneath as he
went along.

With explosive charges in long strings
to do the cutting, the thick steel skin

- of the Laurentic was taken apart plate

by plate and the sea floor beneath care-
fully combed, till an area of over 2000
square feet had been thus searched. The
result of months of this was that one
hundred twenty-nine out of the last
one hundred fifty-four bars were found
buried in the clay when winter finally
came to end the search in 1924, leaving
only twenty-five bars out of the 38211
which eight years before had gone down
in the Laurentic still missing.

Where to look for those last twenty-
five bars no one could tell, but with
99.2% of all the gold recovered, it ap-
peared that searching another year for
the few remaining ingots would not re-
pay the cost of holding back the sand.
Accordingly, in the autumn of 1924 the
job was concluded, eight years after it
had started and with seven years actu-
ally spent in salvage. The total cost of
the work was between 2 and 3% of the
bullion recovered.

The recovery of that $24,800,000 in
gold from the Laurentic stands unique
in salvage annals. Over five thousand
dives were made and a large ocean
liner was cut to pieces by divers from
top to bottom under the worst working
conditions maginable,

Work has been done before and since
at greater depths, but no recovery job
approaching in magnitude and difficulty
the Laurentic salvage has even been at-
tempted. That no diver was killed nor
any even permanently injured, is a trib-
ute to the technical skill with which
Damant managed his job, and that such
a heartbreaking task was ever success-
ful in the face of practically insuperable
obstacles is due only to the extraordinary
leadership both on deck and under the
sea exhibited by Commander (now Cap-
tain) G.C.C. Damant, R.N. _




