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Operation Pedestal 
Malta

 by Al Wright

Welcome to VR Technology News, Hopefully you have 
been diving lots already this season and no doubt you would 
like to know what we have been up to at VR Technology since 
the last issue?

Well PhilÕs been to China training the National Museum 
Archaeological Dive Team on the  new Optocon Sentinel, AlÕs 
been looking for the ship that saved Malta and Kev, Jeff and 
Phil have just got back from Innerspace. 

Our Rolex scholar is enjoying diving the NHeO3 in little 
Cayman during the spawning season and the try dives at LIDS 
London International dive show were a great success. To find 
out more read on.... 

Hope you enjoy the newsletter.

Safe diving, Freda
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   OPERATION PEDESTAL MALTA...

First a brief history:
In August 1942 the situation in Malta had become so 
perilous, due to the lack of fuel and food that a convoy 
of fourteen merchant ships headed through the Straits 
of Gibraltar to deliver much-needed supplies. Protected 
by a large fleet including battleships, aircraft carriers, 
cruisers and destroyers, hope was high for a successful 
passage. However losses mounted and it was only after 
a tremendous effort that the oil tanker Ohio managed to 
reach harbour. It was enough to ensure the islanders 
were able to continue until further relief could arrive. 

The covering force comprised the battleships Rodney 
and Nelson, together with the aircraft carriers Eagle, 
Victorious and Indomitable, the cruisers Phoebe, Sirius 
and Charybdis and fourteen destroyers. Operating as 
close escort were the cruisers Nigeria, Kenya, 
Manchester and Cairo, with another force of destroyers. 
HMS Furious, a further aircraft carrier, carried Spitfires 
to help in the defence of Malta.

And so the history books describe the successful 
outcome of Operation Pedestal as one of the major 
turning points in World War 2 allowing the Allies to 
mount further attacks on Rommel and the Africa Korps 
in North Africa, and ultimately lead to the southern 
invasion of Europe through Italy.

With this number of important wartime shipwrecks 
around Maltese waters a team of technical divers from 
the UK organised by Howard Payne planned a long 
term project to find, document and film some of the 
Operation Pedestal wrecks.

The team consisted of 2 open circuit divers: Howard 
Payne and Alan Whitehead and a closed circuit team: 
Phil Short (Sentinel Expedition CCR) Al Wright (Sentinel 
CCR) and Paul Toomer (CCR), with Jason Renoux and 
Lanny Vogel as safety divers. We were also lucky 
enough to have Grahame Knott as skipper of our 
support boat.
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PEDESTAL...
As this was only the first phase of the 
project we only planned for 5 days 
diving along with a couple of days 
locating some of the marks we had 
been researching, unfortunately as it 
was early season in Malta the 
weather was soon to upset our plans.

The day before the first day diving 
Grahame located and shotted a large 
mark sitting upright in 120 metres of 
water, this was our first target.

The weather on the first morning was 
unsettled with a forecast of NW 3 or 4 
increasing 5 or 6 soon, so with that in 
mind we wasted no time analysing 
and labelling our gases and set out to 
sea.

The CCR team  entered the 
water first with the open circuit team 
following 1 hour later; Phil Short 
carried a hard plastic toilet ball cock 
as our signal to be released on the 
bottom if the grapple was secured into 
the wreck. This was to momentary 
cause some alarm on the descent as 
at 60 metres it imploded causing a 
loud bang making us frantically check 
our kit thinking someone had suffered 
a hose failure, once we realised what 
had happened we carried on our 
descent in the current free clear 
water. 

We landed on the wreck at 112 
metres to find a level deck with a 
large hatch exposing the engine room 
of the vessel, Phil ducked inside for a 
look, I tried to film him on my video 
camera but due to the depth the 
record switch wouldnÕt work. We 
made our way to the bow passing 
several more hatches and what 
looked like crane mounts, but very 
little superstructure. We swam around 
the bow and looked down at the 
seabed which wasnÕt visible but 
looking back to the wreck we could 
see in natural light an abundance of 
soft red coral.

We then proceeded toward the stern, 
we noticed a lot of silt and rocks 
scattered over the wreck and later 
found out that when dredging the 
harbour silt and rocks are regularly 
dumped in the vicinity. When we 

reached the end of the 
wreck we found the stern 
had been blown off and we 
dropped below deck level to 
inspect the damage.

We planned for a 25 minute 
bottom time and ascended 
the shot line exactly on time 
with our Sentinel onboard 
decompression computer 
and our matching VRxÕs 
both showing 200 minutes 
time to surface, Phil and I 
both ran our VGM 
algorithm on default 
setting and our first 1 
minute stop was at 86 
metres.

At around 50 metres 
we looked up to see 
Howard and Alan pass us 
on their descent, we briefly 
exchanged signals and we watched 
them disappear toward the wreck.

The decompression stops were 3 
metres apart and they gradually 
increased in time until we reached out 
decompression station, once 
everyone had safely transferred to the 
station Jason released it and we all 
gently drifted in the slight current.

When we surfaced 4 hours later we 
found ourselves in a maelstrom of 
wind and waves as the wind and sea 
has increased to a force 6 gusting 7, 
with help from Jason and Grahame 
we hastily boarded the RIB and made 
for shelter.

The next 2 days where blown out due 
to strong winds and we were starting 
to wonder if we would get back to the 
unknown marks, the forecast was still 
unsettled but we did have a slight 
break and the wind started to drop. 

The evening before Grahame 
sounded some marks and located 
what he thought was possibly a 
submarine this caused great 
excitement within the group. Next 
morning bright and early with all 
gases analysed and labelled we 
headed out again armed with 2 
scooters and an extra safety diver 
Lanny Vogel.

As before the CCR team entered the 
water first carrying our trusty ball 
cock, which again imploded at 60 
metres causing laugher and smiles 
between us as we descended.

At around 100 metres we spotted 
raising out of the gloom what looked 
like an extended periscope, Phil 
released the signal ball cock and it 
slowly floated to the surface. As I 
dropped onto it I realised it wasnÕt a 

periscope but what was left of 
some sort of signalling mast and as 

we dropped onto the deck we again 
faced several hatches which identified 
the wreck as a ship rather than a sub.

Phil and I dropped into a large hold 
and swam aft, Paul dropped over the 
side and entered the hold through a 
large hole in the side of the wreck, 
and we then swam to the end of the 
wreck which was blown off with debris 
scattered on the seabed. We dropped 
onto the seabed next to the grapple 
and tried to pull the shot closer to the 
superstructure.

As the wreck turned out to be a ship 
rather that a sub we cut out bottom 
time down to 20 minutes and 
ascended, our VRxÕs showed 160 
minutes time to surface. Again around 
50 metres we passed the open circuit 
team this time they were on scooters 
and quickly passed us.

Once more after multiple deco stops 
we all safety transferred to the deco-
station at 9 metres and completed our 
decompression free floating.

So this dive brought to an end of our 
first trip to search for the Pedestal 
convoy wrecks, the information we 
gathered allowed Grahame and 
Howard to research what we had 
dived and hopefully come up with 
some identification and enable us to 
further plan our next dives on the 
unknown marks we have located.

A special thanks goes to our sponsors 
who helped us get this project off the 
ground: Martin Stanton at IANTD UK 
and Jim and Paul from Fourth 
Element  who kindly provided our 
thermal protection and Techwise  and 
Diving Matrix  for gas and stages.

                         Al Wright

Al Wright 
decompressing on 

the Sentinel

                      

OHIO
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Taking the plunge 

It is not very often the word ÔfreeÕ 
conjures up images of something 
actually worthwhile. 

However the opportunity had arisen 
to allow interested dive show 
exhibition visitors the opportunity to 
try the worlds best closed circuit 
rebreather -the Sentinel Expedition.

During the cold winter months of 
February and March, 2 dive shows 
were held in London and Midlands 
Rebreather Diving were there 
running the rebreather try dive pool, 
something they have been involved 
in with for a number of years.

The venues of both Olympia, 
Kensington and ExCel, Docklands 
both became the centre of attention 
for the Diving community for 2 
weekends and the rebreather try 
dive pool certainly became a centre 
point of attention for both those 
inquisitive in what was going on and 
for those certainly brave enough to 
jump in the chilly pool waters!

On show both in the pool and 
around were a number of rebreather 
and also show casing the event were 
2 ÔSanctumÕ edition Expedition 
versions complete with gleaming 

ÔFerrari redÕ covers. They certainly 
caught the eye!

With nearly 200 people enjoying 
the chance to try the unit under 
the expert tuition from Mark, Stu 
and Matt it was great to see 
peoples reaction to how easy to 
use, awesome to breathe from 
and fantastic array of features 
the Sentinel Expedition boasts.

We offered those not going in the 
pool to see what was going on under 
the water via our u/w camera linked 
to a large flat screen, showing some 
great action shots. The Sentinel try 
dive even featured in the Diver 
group promotional DVD which has 
been all over Facebook and YouTube 
and still shots featured in the ÔDiverÕ 
magazine.

So needless to say a lot of people 
have experienced what its like to 
dive the Sentinel and if its something 
you would like then donÕt wait to the 
next dive show, get in touch with 
Midlands Rebreather Diving  to 
arrange one at an open water 
location.

What are you waiting for!

     LIDS 2011

SENTINEL 
REBREATHER 

TRY DIVES
If you missed your chance 

to try the Sentinel then 
contact Matt at MR Diving 
today to arrange your try 
dive.. you could be diving 
the Sentinel this weekend!
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Training the National Museum China Archaeological Dive Team ...

When I found out that one of my next assignments 
was to train the National museum of China archaeological 
department dive team in the use of the Sentinel CCR in 
Subic Bay Philippines I was understandably exited to say 
the least. However when the museum invited me to Beiji ng 
the week before the trip to conduct theory and service 
training for the two members of the team who in the 
future would become Instructors on the Sentinel and to 
return to Beijing after the course for some guided touri sm 
I was ecstatic as China was one of the countries very high 
on my list to visit I had not yet seen.
VR Technology had already shipped the six Sentinel units 
to Beijing before I left for the long, but mercifully dir ect, 
flight on Air China to Beijing. In addition I had sent all 
training materials developed by VR Technology and myself 
for the Sentinel CCR to Mr Li the trip diving translator so all 
twelve students had had manuals and other support 
materials to read before my arrival.
Arriving at Beijing airport I was greeted by Mr Tan the  
course organiser and his assistant Elaine who had been in 
control of all logistics between China, Philippines and the 
UK leading up to the trip. They drove me through Beijin g 
to their office and store to unload my Sentinel and other 
dive kit before taking me to my hotel. The hotel was 
especially commissioned and built for the Olympics and my 
room had a wonderful view of ÔThe CubeÕ (The amazing 
chameleon like, colour changing box built of giant mult i 
sided panels that housed the swimming pools) and the 
ÔNestÕ (The equally amazing Geiger like mass that housed 
the athletics tracks). WOW!   
Now I like strange food and I like spicy but nothing 
prepared me for fish heads, frogs, chicken feet, pig insides 
(Yes all of them) etc. with ultra spicy sauces but I l oved all 
of it the hotter and stranger the better much to the 
amazement of my hosts (Who I still believe were playing 
catch out the tourist!)

We spent the next three days at the dive centre in 
Beijing striping the Sentinels and running through 
the explanations of each component, fault finding 

and user repair and rebuild, a normal part of the 
Sentinel training program but in this case repeated six 

times to system check the units before flying on to the 
Philippines for the course dives.
The pre-translated materials helped beyond measure 
with this phase along with my translator being to hand 
throughout, but most importantly it gave us the 
opportunity to tweak the translations prior to working 
with the ten students in Subic Bay.
We met up with the rest of the team at the National 
museum the day before we were due to fly to Manila and 
after introductions Mr Li and I left the rest to a mass ive 
pile of packing (6 Sentinels and 12 sets of O/C technical 
gear) and went for a walk, in beautiful blue sky and 
sunshine but at below zero air temperature, around 
Tiananmen Square, MaoÕs Tomb and the Main entrance 
to the Forbidden city. What impressed me most was the 
shear enormous scale of these famous landmarks, huge!
An early meet at Beijing airport led us to a day in the  air 
flying to Manila, via Hong Kong, where we were met by 
Dave Ross of Tech Asia our logistics support guy on the 
ground and transferred by a 4 hour bus journey to the 
hotel (Which was also the dive centre and a historic ship 
wreck museum) that was to be our base for the next two 
weeks. 
The Subic Bay venue was ideal with an aircraft sunk right 
off the dive centre dock, literally a few metres in fron t of 
the restaurant offering ideal conditions (Except visibil ity, 
usable but far from ideal!) for basic CCR skills development 
as the wreck lay on a slope between 3 and 12 metres. The 
training was run in a group of two consisting of Mr Tan and 
Mr Li the existing Tech Instructors, followed by a group  of 
four and two groups of three with an assistant.  
Each course saw initial training on the artificial aircraft 
wreck followed by training on a perfect wreck site called  
the ÔEl CapitanÕ where the ship laying on her port side 
offered a great training platform at 10 metre on her 
starboard hull and interesting swims along the now ver tical 
deck with the seabed at 20 metres. The final dives were 
made on a large LST in 30-40 metres and further out in  
the bay giving twenty plus metres of visibility.

ON THE SENTINEL
Phil Short and 

Mr Tan
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The students were without exception exceptional and 
had truly had (For a change) read and re read their 
translated manuals in advance. 
The last day Tan, Li and I had the opportunity for an 
extra dive once all twelve candidates were certified and 
headed out to the New York, a sail/steam combined 
battle ship. Here the local technical divers have laid 
permanent lines with directional arrow makers through 
the engine and boiler rooms to allow wreck penetration, 
but as with Caves the permanent lines start some way 
back inside the wreck so a primary line needs to be laid 
to join the permanent line to discourage divers with no 
wreck penetration training from entering the wreck. Wit h 
Tan and Li certified as Advanced Wreck divers we were 
able to take great advantage of this. The dive involved  a 
swim to the stern to view the huge propeller then a shor t 
penetration into the stern to view the AdmiralÕs bathtub. 
On from here we dropped to the seabed and followed the 
deck along to the Stern Gun turret, forward of which we 
entered the wreck for the swim through of the engine 
room, exiting above the stern gun turret. We then swa m 

on to the forward gun turret passing masts and capstan s 
to arrive at the more broken bow. The wreck is very in 
tact and a fantastic dive and the Sentinel with the  bright 
ÔBuddy HUDÕ made team diving penetration easy as at the 
rear I could clearly see the green light of my team 
members ahead.
The next morning we loaded up after 12 days of 
continuous diving and headed back to Manila for the 
return flight to Hong Kong and on to Beijing where I was 
treated to a days guided tour of the Great Wall, MingÕs 
tomb and the inside of the Forbidden city all of which 
were incredible.
So now already I am planning and looking forward to a 
return trip later in the year to complete CCR Normoxic 
training for Tan and Li on the flooded portion of the Grea t 
wall! 

                        Phil Short

am 

The National Museum of China Archaeological team upon 
completion of their Sentinel CCR and Advanced Wreck 
diver training in Subic Bay Philippines and staff.
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Josh 
Stewart
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ÒINNERSPACEÓ
VR Technology is proud to be a sponsor of the worlds largest CCR event 

VR Technology is proud to be a sponsor of the 
worldÕs largest Closed Circuit Rebreather (CCR) diving 
event ÒInner SpaceÓ, held on Grand Cayman  May 
21- 28, 2011. This year marked the 8th anniversary of 
the event hosted by DiveTech at Cobalt Coast Dive 
Resort.

More than 65 Closed Circuit Rebreather divers 
participated in this eventful week, diving the deep w alls 
and shallow reefsof Grand Cayman. CCR divers of all 
levels journeyed to Grand Cayman, diving at various 
depths based on their certification limits, from 100 t o 
330 feet on dives lasting for up to 3 hours.
 
During the week-long event divers are treated to 
evening presentations ranging from product design to 
medical research and everything in between. The event 
puts the ÒwhoÕs whoÓ of diving all in one spot, giving 
the divers the opportunity to get even their most 
complex questions answered.
 
The unique setting of ÒInner SpaceÓ allows a hands-on 
approach while working with the various industry 
professionals. This year the VIPÕs from P.A.D.I. were 
present and VR Technology is proud to announce that 
our rebreathers qualify for all the new P.A.D.I classes. 
The greatly anticipated launch of the P.A.D.I. programs  
later this year have the rebreather community buzzing .
 

A team of 3 field researchers from DAN were also 
present, conducting their third CCR technical diver field 
study. They collected blood samples, data, and 
performed TTE (transthoracic echocardiogram or 
cardiac ultrasound)  allowing researchers and divers to 
ÔseeÕ  bubbles in the blood stream and actually view 
their own heart after each dive. The venous blood 
drawn will be used to look at several biomarkers of 
decompression stress . This is very valuable research 
and will assist to further understand decompression 
models for the future. 

VR Technology divers Phil Short and Jeff Gourley 
participated in the study and had remarkable results 
using their VGM algorithms as the basis for their 
decompression. VR Technology is quick to point out 
that being virtually bubble-free after deep dives dur ing 
one week is not a complete scientific study-- but 
exciting results none-the-less.

                 Jeff Gourley


