ORKING THROUGH THE

WINTER of 19:63/44, it must

have been a cold and
unfargiving time on the banks of Lake
Michigan. The wartime employees of the
Manbrowo: Shipbuilding Company
coald hardly have known that the story
they began in those cold winter months,
consiructing LIS submarines, would
comclude in the warm tropics, on the
smiall Tleai island of BKoh Tao.

S0 hang up your deysuits, find a
shartie and follow the crew of the ill-
fated LI5S Lagario to her resting place
in the deep, clear waters of the South
China Sea

Liegarto was the 215t of 28 Aeet-class
subsmarines botlt by Manilowod ﬂurlll-:_:
Warld War Two, and the 11th ol its

m

“ A US submarine sunk in deep water

off Thailand offers an unforgettable
* spectacle for technical divers, says
AYESHA CANTRELL

Balsp-class boars. Weighing in at 1526
tomes, she was 3120 bong and carried two
Sim deck guns and 40mm Bofors anti-
afrcraft guns.

Charles West, President of Manitowoc
and a ploneer in his time, pressed for
governmend military contracts and won
them, despite having no direct seaward
access. 50 the Lagarto had to make an
amaring journey before even lasting salt
waler, travelling south on Lake Michrgan
v Chicage, down the Minois Biver and
onto an inpovative [loating dry dock in
Mississippi, on to New Urbens then
through the Panama Canal, to arrive in
Pearl Harbour on the last Christmas Day
of WWL

Shie received her orders and lefit the
U% e, oaily 1o vanish without trace

seven maonths after being commissioned,
and weeks before the suspension of war,
N bong ago, despwater cxplorers
Jamie Macleod and Stewart Oehl 1ok
ugr the challenge to trace the Ligarta,
Their pjourney bed them through anchives
amil miliiary reconds, asd had them
poring over commienication reparts and

Tope st imitrumests on
{hse e ol the Lagarrs
Kbawve: Diving fom

e [riclers.



“last-knowms™ to bocate probable
resting places.

Losing a commencial fishing net s an
expensive mistake, but one that can
polentially pinpoint 2 wreck. It's an
errar 0 Thai fsherman wants fo make
twice, so such incidents are recorded,
and for the price of a batile of whisloy
and & few hours of your tme, these amd
oither muarks can sometimes be garnered.

Almnst exactly 60 vears afier Lagario’s
launch, Jamie and Stewart were out with
the crew of mv Trident, their newly
purchased technical liveaboard, on s
makden vovage.

Based on Koh Tan, a developing
iskandl off Thailand's east coast with a
1I1ri'.-iu£ live and 1ourism indasary, 1||-,-:.
were beginning their search of the Cull
of Thailand for this silent sentinel,

On the very first sweep of the anca
that their rescarch had suggested, the
on-hoard sonnder located & seahed
inconsistency. Fagerly Jamic amd Stewan
dropped T3m to investigate and, on the
seabed, saw the inimitable profile of the

bow of a Balao-class sulmsrine,

Mo i was my [urn bo enjoy that
experienee. Sarmouinded by blue water,
checking equipment, opening valves,
analysing gas and double-checking
plans, it was difficull not 10 notice the
reverent hissh that had faflen over those
aboard the j:l.'rnlg.' rm:l;i:nl; Tridiend,

It was cither due to the depths we
were about o plunge into or, more
lekedy, o the deep n.-|.]1-,';r1h¢ I~
quubcscent LUAS Lagarfo commands.
Prafoundly respecting it as a war grave,
the dive team take very seriously their
role &8 woulid-be curaton,

Mever disturbing but simply clearing
the cean's debris at the behest of the
lost submariners' Bamilies, they
are gradisally revealing its intact
magnificence.

o one on board survived 1o
tell the story, but from US Navy
regords it can be gheaned thay
Lizgarto suifered a fatal depth
chiarge while attacking a comvoy
guarded by the fiercely pravective
lapanese desiroyer Hatsimnaka,
The Li55 Baya was Lagario’s
partner in the stiock and was
unabde 1o re-establish conact, so
her demise was simply assumed.

Descending the line
surreunded by schooling jacks,
my calmunsess was transformed
quickly 1o awe as [ caught sighy -
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of the periscope shears and conning
tower poking through the thermocline.
It was a sight I'll never (orget.

Wonw dezped in a star-spanghed
banner, a commemarative gifi from the
relatives of Signalman First Class
William T Mabin, this protrusion will
entice you dowin.

Lirnited bottom time ot this depth
means that LS5 Lagieto is best not
risshed but explored over a lew dives. 11
deserves your 1ime and consideratian,

The conning tower and bridge are so
uncasnily intac. Camplete with fanget
data transmitter, telegraph and 1arget
'.ir_]l'._il': diffeuht not 1o p-l'll".itii.'lll
yosurself behing these instroments and,
In the silence, imagine vourself a1
baitbe stalwins.

A FEW MORE FIN-KICKS rowards the
bow will reveal the eerily silent guns that
dentified the wreck beyond doubt as
Lagarto, Their spectral silhouciies are
shrouded in last fishing nets

Dpap over 1o the port side and the
suhamarine’s fatol wound is revealed,
hetal torn like paper indicates the fury
of her destruction. A reverential pause af
the sealed cscape hatch again gives the
diver cause to conaider,

You can hardly (ail 10 notice the
position of the dive planes and the hard-
to-port midder, mdicating that Lagario
was Im an evasive dive manoguvre at the

Lest, Tawards the bow, torpedo tube
fouer's door is open, proving that

a torpedo was fived in the final moments
anl that she went down fighting - a
soviaree o pride among the families of
tharse bost.

Hecent exploration by roving camera
has conchided that the inner orpedo
door was dosed, beading 1o the beliel
that the toamb was and is fully seabed,

Standing a1 the foot of the bow is
a gt for any wreck diver, bui | swear
that po other wreck will hanee the same
impact on your aemory as this,
because the distimctive ontline is
awesome, andd the submerge holes let
threigh an eerie Hght

Fais by on the starboard skde, and you
will mistice a heavily encrusied anchaor.

A trip to the propeliers will leave you
dazsled by their sheer siee and pofential
power, They dward even the tallest diver,

On the way there [ noticed that the
teak decking had sucoumbed to the
oocan's destructivenis, n‘lr.lllng & ihass
of snaking cables, though the guns were
still securely moumnted.

The U5 Mavy held an official
rendcivaiis over tse gite and added
a memarial plaguwe (o the submaring
before leaving the wreck, with no plans
b salvage, as a monument to batiles
past. Dive trips are limited, but for any
technical diver and wreck enthusiast this
is o on<e-in-a-lifetime expericnce. | 4

Abeve: Torped Tl
i the [agorto
Kight= Thii remasal
sliyeit wits Lud by the
LS Hawy

FLIGHTS b# Fly from the UK via Banghkok
to Koh Tao's neighbouring ksland of
Koh Samui and take & short boat ride,
DAVING B ACCOMMOOATION #+ Trident is
an saploratory deep wneck team,

wanw techthailand.com It |5 based In Koh Tao, which offery
asccommodation ranging from 5* hotels to baach huts.
Lagarte apart, Keh Tac diving attractions range from titan
triggariish to reef sharks, with some whale shark shghtings.
WHEM T G0 b You can dive year-round but the best diving is
fram March-October. The monsoon weason begingin
November. Water temperature is 24-267C.

LAMGUAGE v Thal but English widely spaken.
MONEY »s Baht.

FRICES b+ A technical-diving day-trip aboard Trident costs
around £130 a day.

FURTHER INFORMATION 020 7499 7879,
wearw. tourismithaikand.org




