Crazy But Not Stupid, Diving the Andrea Doria
By Michael N Emmerman

(Note:  This article was originally published in 1988.)
It was about the middle of March of 1988 when I received a call from my friend Phread (don't ask me why he spells his name that way).  The conversation went something like this: "Hi Mike, I am going to pick you up on the afternoon of July 4th.  We have to be on the boat by midnight that evening.  The boat will take about ten hours to get to the wreck and we should be able to be in the water within an hour of dropping the hook.  We need to dive with about 100 pounds of gear, including twin 80's, a 40 cube pony, commerc​ial lights, lift bags, up lines, a couple of knives, wire cutters, and probably some heavy tools.  We will only have, at most, 20 minutes on the wreck.  Required decompression will be 4‑stage and last about 40 minutes.  The water temperature should be about 40 degrees (F) at 200 feet."  "Wait a minute Pfread!  No.1, diving is supposed to be fun, unless you're getting paid.  No.2, this does not sound like fun.  No.3, why the hell am I going to go through all of this to dive some stupid wreck at 200 feet!  No.4, are we getting paid?"  "Listen Mike, the answer to No.4 is no.  The answer to all of the other questions is ‑ ‑ it's the Andrea Doria!"  "OK Phread, why didn't you say so in the first place ‑ ‑ you're on!"PRIVATE 

The Andrea Doria is an elusive dream in the minds of many East Coast divers.  She went down when most of us were young children (well, some of us), in the summer of 1956.  At 700 feet long and with a 90 foot beam, she was a monster.  Now lying in 240 feet of cold water she is just about the deepest wreck you can get to without mixed‑gases.  For most divers it is too deep, too difficult and too dangerous.  For me, at the age of 42 with 26 years of experience, it was now or never.  Making this dive is no joy ride, as you will soon find out.

You should understand that a few years ago I taught Phread to dive.  Since then, he has become an absolute nut about diving Atlantic wrecks.  I don't think that he has ever gone into the water without bringing something out with him.  I, on the other hand, usually don't go into northern Atlantic waters without getting paid.  The water is dark, cold, and polluted.  Phread had been inside the Andrea Doria before.  He has dinner plates and glasses to show for his effort.  His goal for the July trip would be to complete his collection.  The goal for me would be to experience the wreck and come back alive (and not bent).

July 4th, 5 PM.  Phread arrives at the house and we load up the van.  My family was very upset about my decision to go on this run.  So, I left with not much positive reinforce​ment.  We got to the boat (the Seeker) at about 11 PM.  The Seeker is a well equipped 65 foot vessel with an excellent crew.  The boat left the Montauk pier, on schedule, at midnight with sixteen very experienced wreck divers, a ton of gear and one cat.  At some point in the morning, everyone on board showed up on deck:  Bill Nagle (Captain & owner), John Moyer (Captain), Kevin England (crew), P.J. Haney (crew), Clint Zienneker (crew), Steve Gatto, Tom Packer, Ed Suarez, Lou Sarlo, Don Poole, Joe `Zero' Terzuol​i, Dave Bright, Chuck Wine, Fred `Phread' Cichowski, the cat named Seeker and me.  Still under power with several hours to go, we made the appropriate introducti​ons and started to work on our gear.

At this point I should say something about the `non‑dream​er' reason I decided to go on this venture.  For several years I have been researchi​ng decompression sickness (DCS) cases and various hypo/hyper​baric environmental events that relate to DCS hits.  An offer to be on a run like this, with 16 possible (and probable) DCS cases could not be refused.  Even if one of those cases could be mine.  I had planned not to lecture or teach (nor preach) about safety while on the boat; I came to dive and observe.  After all, if you put 16 divers in 200 feet of very cold water, with a strong current, high levels of stress and the occasional 14 foot shark, you are bound to have a few problems.  We did.

The first sequence of dives started at about noon on the first day, Tuesday July 5th.  Each dive team would decide beforehand exactly where they would attempt to go and exactly how much bottom time vs. depth they would risk.  Knowing that no team had more than 20 minutes on the wreck; the next team would wait that long before entering the water.  After being inside the Doria myself, I could understand why you wouldn't want other divers in behind you.  Any disturbance inside would take the visibility to zero; and your chance of getting caught on extremely dangerous cables would suddenly skyrocke​t.  Phread and I were the third team down.  We hit the water at 3:38 PM.  Even with dry‑suits, this water was cold.  The current was running strong enough that it was useless to try to make it to the anchor/down line without a pull line.  The visibility was nill.  We began our descent.  At 30 feet we passed a team making their deco‑hang.  Only a fast exchange of signals and then down the line.  It wasn't until we cleared 150 feet that the wreck could be seen.  On this dive, we would barely see 15 feet in any direction.  The hook was in at the promenade deck level, at about 165 feet.  This being my first Doria dive, Phread took me into the promenade deck and then along the superstructure, through doorways and finally to the opening that Peter Gimbel had made (to get to the now famous safe).  This dive was a general tour. The next dive would be into Gimbel's hole. 

It was now 3:57 PM, time to begin the ascent. This is where most descriptions of a dive stop ‑ ‑ at the beginning of the ascent.  When you dive the Doria, you have only completed one third of the effort.  Phread and I found the anchor line with no problem.  We started a very, very slow ascent.  At this point a strange thought crossed my mind.  I'm very cold, the current is running fast, visibility stinks and we have about 40 minutes remaining before we can surface.  That's 2,400 seconds. Think about counting `one‑one thousand, two‑one thousand....' 2,400 times!  About 10 minutes after leaving the wreck, we came to our first stop ‑ ‑ 40 feet.  Just a precautionary one minute stop and then a creeping ascent to the 30 foot stop.  The 30 foot stop was interestin​g.  It would last only three minutes; but, the current was much stronger and you would risk an arm bend (DCS hit) if you tried holding on to the line with your hands.  So, it was time to take out the Jon line.  You tied one end to the anchor line and one end to a D‑ring on your harness.  We then let go of the anchor line (you say a small prayer that the Jon line holds), and float free with the rope taking the strain.  Next, the 20 foot stop.  The current was now strong enough to move my mask if I turned my head.  Six minutes to go.  Finally, the 10 foot stop (actually 13 foot).  Only 20 minutes more.  The water temperature was much warmer ‑ ‑ 50 degrees.  Twenty minutes can seem like an eternity when your exhausted, cold and impatient.  Bingo; OK to surface.  The sea was calm but the surface current was so fast that the thought of missing the ladder flashed through your mind.  We worked our way to the stern and, at last, the ladder.  It's now 4:40 PM, I am really tired and so cold that my hands have trouble gripping the rungs of the ladder.  This is when you remember all those articles that said "you should be in good physical condition to dive."  This time "good" is not good enough; `great' physical condition is what you need.  You have over 100 pounds of gear on your body that is now wet.  If the dive didn't get you, the ladder will.  First dive completed.

It was now late afternoon and everyone on the boat was busy stowing gear, refilling tanks, and looking at and talking about the artifacts that were recovered during the day.  We all compared notes about the position of doorways, cables, fallen ceilings and new obstacles; any information to help guide us through the next dive.  Most of us then ate some dinner and fell asleep.  End of the first day.

Early Wednesday morning, July 6th.  Things started to unfold rapidly.  Out of sixteen divers, three had some signs of bends.  Two skin bends. One shoulder hit.  These three divers had, at some point in their diving careers, spent time in a hyperbaric chamber for more serious DCS hits.  The skin blotches started to disappear after a few hours and the two divers decided to continue their dive schedule.  The diver with the shoulder hit was feeling better but decided to call it quits for diving on this trip.  I was lucky, no obvious problems.  A few of the divers were in the process of calculating their next dive profiles.  One of them asked me why I was waiting 24 hours before my next dive.  I told him that I was too old to take chances and that I've seen too many problems in 26 years of diving. On top of that, the US Navy Extreme Exposure tables do not provide for repetitive dives in a 24 hour period.  I expected my comment to fall on deaf ears.  After all, who wants to hear that the tables were not designed for the profile you have already completed​!  Much to my surprise, these comments started a discuss​ion about tables, compute​rs and bends that did not end until we got off the Seeker on Thursday night.  

Wednesday's and Thursday's diving went smoothly.  The definition of `smoothly' is that everyone was still alive. P​hread and I penetrated the wreck through Gimbel's hole and worked our way to the China closet and into the dining room.  We turned back from the dining room to find that our exitway was completely blacked‑out by silt.  This is when experience counts.  We knew to keep our left shoulders to the `floor' (the Doria rests on its side); and to keep a constant depth of 196.  If you lifted at this point you would get caught on the cables.  It was a good thing that Phread had been in this situation on the Doria before, because I would have taken the turn for the first hatchway above me through which light was visible.  If I had, no more Mike.  You can't get out of that hatchway ‑ ‑ it's too small.  The next turn was the only way out; through Gimbel's hole.  After exiting the wreck you know that you've challenged fate.  Too many pieces of metal and cable to catch your gear.  You need skill and luck to make it out clean.

Each series of dives resulted in more borderline cases of serious bends.  The skin blotches would come back on the earlier cases.  Some new problems included tingling of the forearms, numbness of the finger tips, extreme itching and very extreme fatigue.  In all, 5 divers showed signs or symptoms of DCS.  When we were not sleeping or diving, we would talk about the wreck and about the bends. 

The conversations I had with this group of seasoned and very experienced divers led to the title of this article.  Crazy, but not stupid.  Yes, we were all crazy for diving the Andrea Doria.  Yes, we were all taking risk to the limit.  We all, however, did so with knowledge of and concern for the danger.  This group of divers had prepared themselves and their equipment for the task.  They were using dive tables and computers with a serious concern for accuracy.  I believe that they could have made safer use of these tables and computers if they were taught the limitations of each.  They did not ignore risk ‑ ‑ that would be stupid.  They used knowledge and experience to reduce the risk. 

Diving to 200 feet in any water is not for "tourists."  Diving to 200 feet in cold, dark and fast moving water with structural dangers all around you, should be left to profess​i​onals.  A few days after Phread and I returned from our adventure, a group of divers were making their run to the Doria ‑ ‑ one of them did not come back alive.
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