Diver at
propellor on
wreck of SMS
Szent Istvan

Text and photos by Vic Verlinden

During WWI, the mighty
warship from the Austrian-
Hungarian navy was
attacked at an unexpect-
ed moment. The brave
crew of two ltalian torpedo
boats did not falter and
the Szent Istvan was struck
twice with deadly force.

It was a quiet night on 9 June
19218 when the two sister ships SMS
Szent Istvan and Tegettoff left the
port of Pula (nhow Croatia) and set
a course for Dubrovnik.

Both ships’ crews did not have
much fear of being attacked
by the Italian navy as they were
accompanied by a destroyer and
six torpedo boats. The Szent Istvan
was still a new ship of 20,000 tons,
and up until now, had only used
her gigantic 12-inch (30cm) can-
nons during gunnery practice.

The ship was named after the
first Catholic king, Saint Stephen
(in Croatian: Szent Istvan). The

initial plan was for both ships to
have a rendezvous with the other
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units of the fleet and carry out an
attack on the allied sea blockade
near Brindisi. The captain and his
officers were conducting a final
preparatory meeting in the admi-
ral’s cabin on the rear deck. He

was issuing the final instructions
while the watchkeepers were get-
ting ready. It was a clear night
and the lookouts had nothing to
report; not one member of the
more-than-thousand-strong crew

SMS Szent Istvan

suspected all hell was about to
break lose.

Bold and courageous attack
It was just barely nighttime when
the Italian corvette’s captain,

Luigi Rizzo, gave the command to
return to base. The torpedo boats
MAS15 and MAS21 of the Italian
navy had experienced a rough
night, without much action, and
were in a hurry to enter port.

As it was a clear night, they
suddenly noticed smoke plumes
on the distant horizon. It could
only be an enemy ship in these
waters. Captain Rizzo gave orders
to his captains Gori and Aonzo to
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sail straight for the smoke plumes.
Even though it was a long dis-
tance to sail, both torpedo boats
succeeded in breaking through
the cordon of escorting vessels
and commenced the attack.
When they were in range of the
two large battleships, Captain
Rizzo decided to let the MAS21
initiate the attack against the
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Tegettoff. The torpedoes fired by
the MAS21 missed the battleship.
At the same time, the MAS15

set a course towards the Szent
Istvan and fired two torpedoes

at her. Both torpedoes hit her in
the flank, by way of the boilers.
The rear boiler rooms immediately
started to flood, giving the ship a
10-degree list to starboard.

Huge cannons on wreck of SMS Szent Istvan

Immediately, the captain of the
Szent Istv@n gave the order to turn
the heavy guns to port, as a way
to counter the listing. However,
more and more water poured
intfo the boiler rooms, resulting in
a loss of both power and pump-
ing capacity. At 6:05 in the morn-
ing, the Szent Istvan capsized
and sank close to the Island of

NEWS WRECKS

Premuda. The demise
of the battleship was
flmed by an officer of
the Tegettoff and is the
only film ever made
during the First World
War of the sinking of a
warship. In this disaster,
89 crew members lost
their lives.
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Dive expedition to

a protected war grave

The Szent Istvan was discovered
by the Yugoslavian navy in the
1970s and is now a protected
wreck. You can only dive the
wreck site with special permission.

Historical photo SMS Szent Istvdan
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It took my Croatian friend Drazen
Goricki a long time to get all the
needed permissions. In the end,
they were provided by the minis-
try of culture and the underwater
archaeology department.

Many years had passed since
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the last fime permission had
been granted to a group to
dive the wreck. Our tfeam
consisted of divers from five
different countries, but divers
from a special diving unit of
the local police force and
the Croatian navy would
also be joining us.

Our home port during the
expedition was the base of
the special police diving unit
in Mali Losinj. We would be
using their fast boat to go out
to the wreck, which was 20
miles away from the base. At
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Historical photo of
the sinking of SMS
Szent Istvan during
WWI (right), and res-
cue of crew mem-
bers (lower right)

this base, it was also possible
to get trimix and prepare our
rebreathers.

This expedition was assisted
by underwater archaeologist

lgor Miholjek of the Croatian
Conservation Institute. He
was responsible for the
retrieval and conservation of
artefacts of the wreck. Igor
was also an experienced
trimix diver. It was also an
infent during expedition to
take as many film and photo
images as possible, in and
around the wreckage.

Historical photo showing crew members doing gymnastics on SMS Szent Istvdn
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First reconnaissance

with obstacles

It is not often you get the opportunity to
dive a wreck that has been closed off to
diving activities. Therefore, | wanted to
prepare myself and subjected my equip-
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ment to a thorough
check before leaving
for Croatia. Even my
camera was tested in
every detail.

Preceding the first
dive, the dive plan
was discussed during
the briefing and dive
expedition members
were divided into
teams. My buddy
was Phillipe Alfarei
from Austria. Shortly
before the dive, |
tested my camera
and noticed my flash
was not working. |
decided to take pic-
tures with my video light instead.

During the descent to the wreck, it
became apparent the visibility was no more
than six metres. The downline was con-
nected to one of the two large propellers
and just beside these lay the rudders which
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Artefacts found in the admiral's quarters (above
and botftom right); Shoe found on wreck of Szent
Istvan (top right)

were clearly visible.

After shooting some pictures, we descend-
ed farther towards the bottom and found an
opening where we could swim underneath
the wreck. The space where we were swim-
ming was fairly large, and we found several
leather shoes amongst the rubbish on the
seafloor.

In the distance, some 15 metres ahead,
we could recognise the large cannons, and
there was an opening that led out of the
wreck. The barrels of the 30cm guns were
gigantic and gave a good sense of the scale
of this enormous wreck. However, at a depth
of 66m, time flies, so we had to swim back to
the downline to start our ascent and a long
decompression.

Admiral’s bathroom

During the following dives, Drazen found a
passage to the admiral’s cabin. Here, sev-
eral beautiful bronze lights with cut glass
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were retrieved for conservation, as
was the telephone with which the
orders were given to the bridge,
found during one of the exploro-
tions deep into the wreck. It is obvi-
ous that, at 66 metres’ depth, these
explorations were not without dan-
ger—more so, as the wreck was
inverted on the seabed.

Close to the admiral’s cabin was
also his bathroom, with a clearly
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recognisable bathtub. There was
also some silver cutlery and por-
celain retrieved from the various
cabins.

During one of my dives, | discov-
ered one of the large searchlights
mounted on the mast, now partial-
ly hidden in the sand. Closer to the
bow was the ammunition room,
which was also fimed and photo-
graphed.

During the whole expedition, the
weather was exceptional, with not
much wind. More than 70 dives were
made, and in the following months,
all the recovered artefacts would be
conserved and catalogued. Once
this is done, the artefacts will be
exhibited in a museum. =

Having dived over 400 wrecks, Vic
Verlinden is an avid, pioneering
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wreck diver, award-winning un-
derwater photographer and dive
guide from Belgium. His work has
been published in dive magazines
and technical diving publications

in the United States, Russia, France,
Germany, Belgium, United Kingdom
and the Netherlands. He is the or-
ganiser of tekDive-Europe technical
dive show. See: tekdive-europe.
com.
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usually carried about 1,200 crew members.

The Hiei was about 220m long and 30m wide. Its standard displacement was about 32,000 tons. It had 36cm naval guns and
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WWII Japanese battleship possibly found in the

Solomon Islands

In late November, a previously unknown wreck was discovered about seven miles north of
Guadalcanal by an Tokyo-based nonprofit organization, which has been searching for the
Imperial Japanese Navy battleship Hiei.

The Hiei was sunk off Guadalcanal
Island, one of the fiercest battlefields
of the Pacific War and was the first
Japanese battleship to be lost in the
conflict.

During the Battle of Midway,
she sailed in the Invasion Force
under Admiral Nobutake Kondo,
before being redeployed to the
Solomon Islands during the Battle of
Guadalcanal. During the Third Battle
of the Solomon Sea in November
1942, the Hiei was extensively dam-
aged in an exchange of fire with US
warships, including cruisers. The Hiei
was under tow when it was subse-
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quently attacked by US bombers
and the order was given to aban-
don ship. Based on last known loca-
tion of the battleship and fides in the
areq, it is estimated that the sinking
point was in an area about 10km
north of Guadalcanal.

490ft-long wreck

A Tokyo-based nonprofit organiza-
tion, Asian-Pacific Remembrance
Honouring Association, had been
searching the seabed around the
Solomons using sonar to identify
anomalies, and in late November,
a previously unknown wreck was
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discovered about seven miles north
of Guadalcanal. The wreckage is at
a depth of more than 1,300ft and
partly covered in sand and debris,
the group said. Sonar images show
a vessel approximately 490ft long,
130ft wide and standing 16ft proud
of the seabed. Due to the shape, it
appears that the ship had sunk with
its bridge still upright, and one side
of the vessel may be buried under
earth and sand.

So many battleships were sunk in
the area that it has became known
as “lron Bottom Sound.” m
SOURCE: THE JAPAN NEWS

NEWS WRECKS EQUIPMENT

BEST BUILT
& lLIVEABOARD 2014

Byjliiveaboard Association
ofiMaldives

Maldives
Blue Force One

The best Boat at the best price!!!

27 Weekly liveaboard diving cruises.
Guaranteed departure from Saturday to Saturday.

"2 5 Atolls Classic Route & South Hemisphere Route.

17 Themed cruises: Manta Trust, Family Weeks,
Photosub, Videosub, Freediving, Surfaris...

7 We include: 18 dives (2 night dives) per week.
NITROX, wifi. Shore excursions. Dinner on desert
island... and many more,

Information on boats, routes, schedule, brochure,
videos... look it up on www.maldivesblueforce.com

Blucforce s

BOOKS SCIENCE & ECOLOGY TECH

EDUCATION

BEST BUILT
:LIVEABOARD 2014

By Lw}'abnard MAssociation

3 Maldives Blue Force

info@maldivesblueforce.com

www.maldivesblueforce.com

PROFILES

PHOTO & VIDEO PORTFOLIO



http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_MaldivesBlueForce

