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Science Under Pressure: Chapter |

ATLANTIC OCEAN, BAHAMAS, NEARLY 20 YEARS LATER

The AgtlantiC OcCean is as still and blue
as a Swimming pool. It’s a perfect 80° F day
Off the Coast Of the Bahamas. The water
is SO Calm our ship, the Seward Johnhson,
seems to have gently melted into the sea.

T'tm standing on the deck with legendary
sCientist, Dr. Edith Widder. She is one of
the world’s leading experts in deep-sea and
bioluminescent animals. Those are animals
that Create their own light to CommunicCate,
find food, avoid predators, Or attraCt
mates. (A firefly is bioluminescent, for
example.)

Making more thanh 200 dives, Edie has
spent more time in the oCean’s depths than
almost anhyone. In addition to being a world-
renowned scCientist ahd explorer, Edie is a
sub-pilot, patent-holder for light measuring
equipment she invented, was the first
person to ever film bioluminescence in the
sea, ahd has won awards for her genuis.

Sub Club

Edie has invited me onh a once-in-a-
lifetime adventure to Visit @ world less then
15,000 people in all of humah history have
explored.

Chading my eyes and feeling the sun
bake my sKkin; it’s hard to believe that in less
thah 30 minutes T'll be in @ world of pure
darkness and near freezing temperatures.
T'll see a world without trees, flowers or
stars. Jt sounhds more like outer Sspace
than any place on Earth. For all I'd read
anhd learnhed about the deep ocean, I still
couldn’t imagine what it was like.

. Instead of diving in the WAGSP, as Edie
did many years ago, we’re diving in the

1 Johnson Sea-Link deep sea submersible.

Nicknamed “JSL,” this amazing vessel will

take us down 3,000 feet (1,000 ).

With barely enough room for four
I people ahd ho bathroom, the JSL ish’t

[uxurious. But it is the best ride in the
‘ world if T want to be @ modern-day pioneer
like Edie.
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contro| the air or propulsioh systems. That |
Silly Stuff we’ll need in the deep!)

1t’s easier to get inside the aft
compartment. 1 simply Crawl uhderneath the
sub. Then with a helpful leg-up from a Crew
member, Climb up about 3 feet through the

The Johnson-Sea-Link is 26 feet ¢ inches
long and 9 feet 9 inChes wide. It’s about
the size of a small school bus, but much
less roomy or comfortable. All JSL’s space
is taken up with the propulsion systems,
batteries, life support, emergency breathing
equipment (extra airl), Computers, Cameras... .
and other things not involving leg-room. fo \wiagihegCh; o o
The JSL has two completely separate | No matter how hard lt.lS t0 get inside
compartments. Sub-pilot Phil Santos and | either compartment, the View will be worth

L . it.
Edie will be in the front compartment Called '

': i . . (0]
o the “pilot sphere.” Today, I'm playing second Fasten Y. ur Sez? Be.lts . .
Imagine sitting in an airplane ahd just

! sCientist and riding in the baCk or “aft” . q
: . . @) ke-o O YO

g compartment with co-pilot Frank [,ombardo. DEFOTe LAl ORfEhE, POt C ISR

& says, “If something happens to me — and the

Edie easily Climbs the 12-Foot tall ladder . , y
t0 the top Of the JSL C?-DIIOt — h(?re S how YOU”Iah the plahe. You
Once on top, Edie drops feet first flip these switches and.... -
That’s what happens when you dive in

i inside the front compartment through a l a0 ’
. A . . <, -
17.5 inCches wide hatCh — about the Ssize of IR E NS, T (RS s;ttmg.cross legge
on the floor, [00ks at me and said, “Now, if

| a large pizza. She slithers into the sphere _
Wb something happens to me, here’s how you get

like an uncoordinated shake. Twisting and .
| air, here’s how you contacCt the surface. Push

bending slowly and Cautiously, she’s Careful |
hot to bump, Crush, Or step Ooh any of the
delicate equipment. (Like the buttons that

| these buttons to....”
1 chuckle. Then realize he is serious —
|\

deadly serious. Panic bubbled at the edges
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Of my thoughts while I attempt t0 memorize
every word. It’s like Cramming for g test — onhe
1 couldn’t fail. Frank rapidly points out where
t0 get more air, ind food, release the ballast
tanks to make the submersible pop to the
surface and other life-saving information.

Pointing to the front porthole, he adds, “In
Case the headsets don’t work, pencCils, paper
and a flashlight are here. You Ccah hold notes
up for the pilot, which he Can see through the
matching porthole.”

Then he tells me we have 5 days worth
Of air and food in case we’re stuck. “Oh,” he
adds, holding up a staCk of thick plastiC bags,
“And here’s the bathroom.”

Though I try to act cool, ] ight the urge
t0 dive out the hatch. A few mihutes before,
1 only had tiny “what if” worries. SinCe Frank
was trapped inside the compartment with me,
1 fretted over silly things like getting seasiCK,
having bad breath, Stinky feet or the worst
possible thing, uncontrollable gas.

1 admit I thought, “What if there’s a CraCk
in the hull?” The likelihood of that deadly

Science Under Pressure: Chapter 2

situation happening was so small T wasn’t
really concerned. But in |ess than a mihute,
Frank had added several very real things

t0 my worry list — fire, CommuhiCation
problems, hot getting baCk to the surface
for days, and others things I hadn’t even
imagined.

Positive Frank could hear my hammering
heart, ] tOOK a Couple of deep Calming
breaths to mute the sound. The safety
session made sense. In a submersible, you
Canh’t just open the door ahd swim to the
surface. Although overlapping safety plans
are in place, you never khow what might
happen. And being in the middle of the
oCeah ish’t the plaCe to find out you are
unhprepared.

As 1 tried to commit FrahK’s instructions

t0 memory, it was Comforting to know the I

Seward-Johnhson would be waiting for us
above — like a guardian angel. The 168-foot
research ship (that’s about half the size of a
football field) had several different methods

Of retrieving us. ‘
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Logically, I knew ih many ways I was safer
in the JSL than T was ih my own Car during
rush hour. But I could also Climb out of my
Car if it quit working — anhd ruhning out Of air
was hever a worry.

Splash Down

Running through his final safety checks,
Frank’s preCise movements remind me of an
astronaut preparing for take-off.

Qut the porthole, which is about the size
Of a dinner plate, the Crew scurries around
decCk preparing for our launch. I even get
a thumbs up from one of the (Jhiversity of
Tennessee students aboard to watCh research
in action.

AS if Td swallowed live fish, my stomach
flips then flops as waves of excitement and
fear wash over me. I guess it is Silly to be
afraid. After all, ] khow the JSL is safe.

The pilots and Crew are experienced and
well-trained. But a little voice in my head
Keeps reminding me that deep-sea travel is
more dangerous thah rocketing into space.
AtmosphericC differences, total darkness,
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Crushing pressure, ahd the enormous size of
the oceans make every aspect of deep-sea
exploration a Challenge. PIus, astronauts
rarely worry about predators like a Siant
squid — three times larger thah their vessel
— |ooKing for that “Crunhchy on the outside,
Chewy on the inside” shack.

Because of the dangers and difficulties
Of deep-sea research, twenty years after
Edie’s first encounter with the glowing
Siphonhophore, hinety-five percent of our
oceans are still unexplored. SCientists kKhow
more about surrounding planets thah our
own seas. Yet, most of the earth and its
inhabitants are under water.

Fortunately, my internal debate is
interrupted by the sound of the hatCh
Clinking shut. Frank seals it by spinhing the
metal steering wheel-like doorkhob — just
like the movies. Pointing to g SraYy Carpet
flap folded back from the hatch, he Said.

“T won’t cover the hatcCh ‘til we’re 100 feet
down. T have to make sure the seal is tight by

checking for |eaks.” (Great, one more thing
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For the worry list!)

1 barely feel the 29,000 Ib submersible
lift Off the deCck. Hovering above the deck,
we’re held aloft by a Cable from the A-frame
Crahe. ] thought we’d swing around like the
ringer in a bell. We don’t. A stabilizing rope
anchored from the second decCk of the ship
holds us in place.

The Crane Carries us aCross the ship’s
deck and over the bow. WWe Clear the boat,
then hang several feet above the sea.

Waiting for the journey to begin, I think
about Edie’s amazing research from vessels
like this, the ahimals and the discoveries. 1
Canh’t Wait to become a part Of it.

With the gentleness of a mother setting
her baby in a Crib, we are [owered into the
water.

Ka-Chink, we’re set free. For a moment,

1 have ah amazing View Of two worl|ds: a pale
SKy, sCattered clouds and the oCean, so blue
it doesn’t seem real. AS if we’re in the world’s
best elevator, we immediately sink into the
sea.
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