An open letter to Bob Ballard


Dear Bob:


 I just finished re-reading your December 2004 article in National Geographic entitled, “Titanic Revisited,” and I’ve decided enough is enough. For many years, I’ve read your published accounts and I’ve listened to your televised interviews about Titanic, trying hard to ignore your lack of knowledge about the ship and the expeditions that have visited her. But now your article is sullying the memory of the former RMS Titanic Inc. president, the late George Tulloch, and I simply cannot continue to look the other way. 


 I want to remind you, Bob, that in 1985 when Titanic was discovered, you were a geologist, not an expert on wrecks. You learned about the “wreck world” at the Titanic site; this was your very first wreck experience. Your expedition co-leader, Jean-Louis Michel, was an engineer, trained to build and test new equipment, He, too, lacked wreck expertise. You studied rocks and he studied technology, but those qualifications did not make you an overnight wreck expert.


Perhaps the greatest illusion you have perpetuated in the media is how Titanic was discovered. Your account is quite selective, Bob. Important facts have been omitted, information the public deserves to know. In 1977, the HMS Hecate, a hydrographic ship of the British Royal Navy that was mapping the “nuclear submarine road,” found a “wreck of a big ship in two parts.” You had this information prior to your 1985 expedition. On July 10, 1985, at 1:13 p.m., in the first hours of your expedition on board Le Suroit, the navigation transponders were deployed and a large echo was seen on the 12 kHz Edo Western echo sounder. This echo looked like a wreck. The information and the “estimated” position were recorded by the navigation officer on duty in the control room and by the officer on watch in Le Suroit’s logbook. According to the officer of the ship who was on the bridge, you decided to ignore this information. 


A few days later, the second SAR sonar track began. A large “magnetic anomaly” popped up on the Leti magnetometer, independent from the SAR sonar. The anomaly was in the same area as the one that the echo sounder found on July 10. The two Leti engineers operating the magnetometer were positive something big had been found. Once again, you rejected this essential information. Could it be that you wanted to orchestrate the discovery so that your new equipment could be used to find the wreck? Doing so would have justified the expedition.


 As for the big moment you’ve talked about countless times on television, the actual discovery of the ship, let me refresh your memory as to who was awake and who was sound asleep when Titanic was “found” (for the third time). At 12:48 a. m. September 1, 1985, Jean-Louis Michel was on watch in the control room of the oceanographic vessel Knorr. Just after the discovery, the entire crew was called into the ARGO central command. The only crewmember not present was the cook, who had gone to wake you in your cabin. 


It cannot be said enough times that Jean-Louis Michel, your friend, was on duty at the moment of discovery, but you conveniently forget that fact. The public has been led to believe that you single-handedly discovered the Titanic. For the last 19 years, you’ve done an excellent job of withholding the fact that your head was on a pillow, eyes closed, dreaming, perhaps, when the big event happened. Jean-Louis Michel should have been given the bulk of the credit. They say fact is better than fiction. Perhaps, in your never-ending quest to capture the public’s attention, you should consider writing a new book reporting the true story of Titanic’s discovery: A cook goes to wake a sleeping geologist in his bed on a ship. The geologist opens his eyes, hears the news, and a quiet career suddenly takes off, never to be in the shadows again.


 My purpose in writing now is to ask you questions about the Titanic wreck and to help you sort through your mix of rumor, hearsay and so-called facts that you’ve been issuing to the public. I’m shocked over statements you, as a scientist, have made, such as, “I’ve heard stories about the damage the mini-subs had inflicted when they land or crash on the ship.” Hearsay is not a scientific approach, nor should a scientist be presenting conclusions before examining and verifying his information and/or theory. But I suppose with media there with their cameras and their microphones, you had to say something.


How many wrecks did you see before the Titanic? I ask this question because I’m baffled by your comments about the crow’s nest, which, you say, “… the French destroyed.” You claim the crow’s nest was in good condition in 1985 and 1986. But when I look at the pictures from your expeditions of 1985 and 1986, I see the crow’s nest smashed against the mast. It is scarcely “in good condition” after a descent of two-and-a half miles and a big crash on the ocean floor, followed by 73 years in the water. My records indicate that this was your first wreck, Bob. Everything must have looked beautiful to you when you first laid eyes on it. 


 I dove on the wreck 30 times, and over a period of 11 years, I was able to observe the evolution of the deterioration, from my first dive in 1987 to my last dive in 1998. During that time span I saw tremendous changes in the crow’s nest, the same kind of changes that were affecting many other parts of the bow and the stern sections. In 1993, little pieces of the crow’s nest were still on the mast, but a year later, when we went down in hatch number three with the mini-ROV Robin, those particular pieces were gone. I looked for them on the deck, just under the mast, but I found nothing.


On your recent National Geographic television documentary, you again accused the French of destroying the crow’s nest. But what you probably don’t know is that the IFREMER team recorded all of its 119 dives on Titanic. There are 800 hours of videotape, documenting our work from our first expedition in 1987 to our final dive in 1998. I watched all 800 hours of the video, several times, and I can certify that the Nautile never touched the crow’s nest during any of our 119 dives.


In your December 2004 National Geographic article, you describe submersibles on Titanic as...“bulls in a china shop.” I know the submersible pilots, the Alvin pilots and the IFREMER pilots. I also did an expedition with the Russian Mirs and even the Japanese Shinkai 6500. They are all good pilots, Bob. They have much more experience than you have diving on wrecks. 


Several years ago in one of your articles you insulted the Alvin pilots. You were in trouble with them for that, and I had a quick talk with you about that at Woods Hole, just after this incident. You never dove again in the Alvin since this incident. Now you are insulting all pilots who dove on the Titanic. Are you trying to convince people that you are the only one working the correct way on wreck? You are not a submersible or an ROV pilot and you speak in contradictions. You say Titanic is as fragile as china, and yet you seem shocked by the deterioration.


I would like to remind you how strong the currents can be on the wreck. For example, in 1986, when you were diving with the submersible Alvin, you were not going to the aft end of the bow section because the current was so strong, coming from the south and pushing Alvin into the boiler room. The current’s speed and direction changed even during a single dive. One day in 1996, we saw the Titanic “smoking.” The current was so powerful, it was perpendicular to the wreck. The water was going inside the wreck through the broken port windows on the upper decks and going out with a lot of sediment by the grand staircase, creating this illusion of smoke. 


 How many times did the power of the currents attack the wreck over the past 91 years, and for how many hours? From my 11-year experience diving on Titanic, I can assure you that the ocean floor around that wreck is not a quiet place. Often it is more like a dishwasher. The daily deterioration caused by the current is far more significant than a submersible landing.


When a submersible lands on the deck of the Titanic, it is not a Boeing 747 landing. It has no speed; it is in neutral buoyancy, using its vertical thrusters to go down slowly, and when its pilots want to stay somewhere they add weight in its water tank ballast, but no more than 20 or 30 pounds. What damage could a few pounds spread out over 20 square feet (the average surface area of the bottom of a sub) make? 


 Your “famous” holes on the deck are not caused by submersibles. They grow year after year. If you had more experience with wreck deterioration and shipbuilding, you would know the thickness of a ship’s hull is not the same as that of a deck (or a crow’s nest). The thickness of the steel plate of the hull is 1”; with the rivets in many places the thickness is 2” and in some places with reinforcement plate, it is 3”. (Look at the 20-ton “Big Piece” we brought up and you will learn that.)


For years little deterioration was visible, but once the holes started, the phenomenon goes faster and faster. 


You say to the public there is no oxygen at this depth. That’s true, but that doesn’t mean there is no natural deterioration. You know that, having dived on hydrothermal sites, and you know the bacteria eating the wreck don’t need any oxygen at all. They eat several hundred pounds of steel per day, everywhere on the ship, including the decks and the crow’s nest, but they have more of a difficult task on the hull and it will take them more time to make a hole through 1, 2 or 3-inch steel than through 1/4”. 


You know that, but you don’t talk about it, perhaps because the biologist who discovered this phenomenon on Titanic is not from your team and you want to ignore it. Many American, British and Canadian scientific and naval engineering experts worked with us on the wreck, and they did a very good scientific job. We were a team; we were not doing a one-man show.


You mention the international treaty to protect Titanic as though you originated this idea. With my friend George Tulloch I was at the first discussion about this international treaty to protect Titanic, but we never saw you there; you appeared 15 years later. The sea is the last free place in the world. I hope the treaty will not mean the end of that.


You attacked my best friend George Tulloch. He said nothing while he was alive, just smiling, but you continued after his death and I can’t let you do that and remain silent. George was working with his heart. He loved Titanic, certainly more than you. He stopped all other activity for his new passion. He came from a different world, the “business world,” but you did, also: Geology never helps scientists to better understand “the wreck world.”


I spoke about that with many geologists, and all told me, “PH, I know nothing about the wreck world.” Everyone learns by studying and diving. You started in 1985, not before. I can tell you that as a naval officer, an underwater demolition team captain, a deep diver, an ROV pilot, a submersible pilot and a technical leader or leader of many expeditions on ship sinkings dating from before the time of Christ to today. George Tulloch learned very quickly, more quickly than most people. 


You probably remember the 1985 contract between Wood Hole Oceanographic Institution (for whom you were working) and IFREMER which said that IFREMER would own the rights to the pictures if the wreck was found. That was because Woods Hole obtained its money for the expedition from the U.S. Navy, and IFREMER had to find the money to finance its expedition. (IFREMER, like WHOI, can’t use it own money for this kind of expedition.) When the ship was found, you decided to break the contract. A helicopter flew to the Titanic site on Sunday, September 1, hours after the discovery (how they could come so quickly to the site is another story) and picked the pictures up. You decided to give the pictures to the media, and used them for your own purposes. In the next few years you gave a lot of lectures and made a lot of money with these photos. You mention that fact in you last book, but it is very fuzzy, as if it was not your decision. Were you the leader of the expedition, or not?


I remember 1986, when we were expecting to do the first French-American Titanic expedition together, using Alvin and Nautile with the two little ROV’s, Jason Jr. and Robin. You were expecting to recover artifacts until the U.S. Navy forbade you from recovering anything from the site. The U.S. Navy didn’t want to give you any chance to trick IFREMER as you did the year before. You were lucky IFREMER is a government institution and doesn’t like trouble. (If you break a contract, as you did in 1985, but with a private company, you could well be sued.)


You always mention the thousands artifacts “from the wreck.” You should say these artifacts come from the 80-acre debris field where there are at least 50,000 or more, most of them south of the stern or around the stern. 


It is true we took the bronze mast light in 1987; we published pictures of that. The light was not bolted onto the mast, but like all of them, was held in place by two inserted vertical steel pins, and the video shows we didn’t even break the two pins, very fragile, when we removed the light. I remember the light was on the part of the mast lying on the bridge deck and far from the crow’s nest. Now it is a beautiful artefact in a public exhibition.


The bell was recovered from the debris field close to the stern, half a mile from the crow’s nest. Its surface is permanently scarred from lying in the acidic sand.(Personally, I’m not sure it is the bell from the crow’s nest — there were five bells on the Titanic). Yet you have said that the crow’s nest was damaged when we recovered the bell. Upon what evidence do you base this statement?


You suggest the Mir broke the bulkhead of Captain Smith’s room. That also is not true. Do you have any evidence of that, or is it only hearsay? I asked Anatoly Sagalevitch about that, and he swears the Mir never did it. I trust him.


The bulkhead was detached from the roof, and you can see that from your 1985 mosaic and from our 1998 mosaic. (Yes, we did one, a very good one.) The wall fell down more and more year after year. Time, the currents and the bacteria did the job; they don’t need any help. Time is the worst enemy of the Titanic.


When we dove in 1996 on the Britannic, a sister ship of the Titanic that sank a few years later in shallow water, we found that the glass dome of the grand staircase is still in place, intact. The entire wreck is in a much better condition, demonstrating that depth doesn’t protect the Titanic at all. The bacteria eat the wreck more quickly than any corrosion.


No one has landed “with a heavy craft near the entrance of the grand staircase, a popular landing site.” The roof was already collapsed in 1985, and you can see that on your 1985 mosaic, too. 


The roof of the gymnasium collapsed by itself between 1993 and 1994; I have mentioned that to you many 


times. When a sub lands on a deck, or anywhere, it weighs no more than 40 pounds because it is ballasted to neutral buoyancy.


Talking about “a bull in a china shop,” when you dove in the Mediterranean with the NR1 — a very heavy U. S. Navy submersible of more than 350 tons, 20 times heavier than the Alvin, the Mirs or the Nautile — you brought up amphorae from antique wrecks, saying to the Italian archaeologists (who were very angry about your salvaging activities) that the wrecks are in international waters.


It is interesting that information about this salvaging disappeared from the “Jason Project” website, and it was after your first Titanic expedition. The public can see in public exhibitions the artefacts we brought up and restored. I don’t know what happened with “your” amphorae; I saw only one at your house behind you during one of your TV interviews, and there are some at Mystic.


You said the Roman and Greek wrecks are still there after 2,000 years, and so why not the Titanic? Are you joking? The only parts of these ancient wrecks visible are their cargo: amphorae, marble blocks and columns, but never their wooden hulls. When we find 10 or 20% of a wooden hull under the sediment, it is a big discovery, but 90% of the artifacts are invisible. The only way to find them is to dig.


You are full of contradictions. When you were in a junkyard looking at the Lusitania’s propeller, you were sad, and I am, too. Then you said you would understand and agree to the propeller’s recovery if it was for a museum. Are Lusitania artifacts good for exhibition, but Titanic’s artifacts are not? Are they not both “historic” wrecks?


Do we have to wait 2,000 years before starting to work on “historical” wrecks, when 90% of the information will have disappeared? Is this your “scientific approach” to the problem? Do you think watching live television is enough for the public, who just has to watch you talking while a robot is diving, and trust you about what is still on the bottom of the ocean? What do you preserve by doing that? You talk about “such a comedy,” but those who know better are not laughing.


I never read any expressions of concern from you about the Central America, the Republic, the Monitor or other wrecks. I don’t understand the difference between those wrecks and Titanic. Many people lost their lives in these tragedies, too. Is it because you were not involved with these expeditions that they don’t exist for you? Are you trying to protect the five million wrecks all around the world, or just “your” wreck? 


Since 1986 you have often mentioned the shoes you saw on the bottom, like an obsession. When people travel, they generally have several pairs of shoes in their luggage, and with more than 2,200 people on board, that means many pairs of shoes. In the best ocean liners of 1912 passengers left their shoes in the corridors where the ship’s “boots” would polish them overnight. 


Somehow you are able to describe with detail the supposed position of each body on the bottom, but once again you fail to mention that when a ship sinks, most people try to escape from it. That means most are outside the ship when it sinks. Some of them may have been trapped, but they are probably still in the wreck, although you admit in one of your books that all human remains had disappeared within five years.


If they were not in the ship, they were drifting with the Gulf Stream, almost all of them with life jackets and without their shoes. We know Titanic was in the Gulf Stream on this night, as she was east of her estimated position. A body sinking without a life jacket descends very slowly, drifting very far from the site. The chance for a body to land close to the stern, with legs perfectly parallel, where most of the shoes you mention are located, is infinitesimal, and a mother’s shoes close to her long-haired daughter’s shoes have no chance to be together. There is a 99% chance the shoes came from a suitcase or from a cargo hold. The sinking of Titanic is dramatic enough without such absurd assertions.


Recently you said you want to paint Titanic’s hull. I hope that is a joke. Your proposed project reminds me of the man in the 1950’s who wanted to straighten up the “Leaning Tower of Pisa” in Italy with his car and a cable. If you want to preserve the wreck for few more years, you have to paint both sides, not only the exterior as you said. And, of course, before you begin to paint, you will have to brush the hull to remove all the rusticles, and vacuum all the ship to remove the tons of sediment and the “orange spots” on the wreck. These spots are made by the rusticles when they fall down or are blown away by the current, not by the “heavy craft landing or crashing,” as you claim.


You never went inside the wreck, even with Jason Jr. — you were just at the top of the grand staircase where you took picture of the chandelier. When we were inside the wreck, we saw the same rusticles made by bacteria inside and outside the ship. (Cameron’s July 2005 television documentary confirms what I say here.) I don’t want to talk about the pollution your proposal would cause, with thousands of gallons of paint being dispersed through the water. The tankers you talk about are not painted in open water. The shipyards do that to save money and not strain the ship in a dry dock. Good luck with your “painting project.” What are you trying to preserve: the wreck, nature, or your celebrity?


Be honest: Do you think the “corrosion” or the bacterial activity protects the ship? If, in some places, you can see clean metal, that will change; it happens all the time on a wreck. Like all the wrecks in the world, Titanic’s condition will become worse and worse, year after year. Nothing will stop time, Bob, not even your brush and pot of paint.


You said “a protocol for visitors should be established.” Probably you will volunteer to write it. “It's like you don't go to Gettysburg with a shovel,” as you said, or, “These heavy craft are like bulls in a china shop, and Titanic’s china is getting broken.” Remember, you were playing with the artifacts during your dives in 1986 without any special tools: Shaking the third class safe by its handle in the debris field, and moving a coffee cup from the ocean floor to the top of a boiler for the purpose of taking a “dramatic picture.”


What do you want for Titanic? Do you wish to be the only one diving on the wreck? During the 1986 Titanic expedition you were the only passenger in Alvin; you did all the dives and you let no one else dive. Now many people have dived, even “tourists,” and it is good. The Titanic site is not private land. You are not the only one who respects the wreck. All the divers did. There may be eccentric people who dove, but it is not the end of the world. Funerals and weddings occur in the same edifice, church, mosque or pagoda.. That’s what I would say to you if I were one of those spirits who talk to you when you are on the site. Are you a mystic now? Some animation is not bad in the kingdom of the darkness.


James Cameron did a very good movie about Titanic, and I’m happy the world loves this movie. Everyone has the right to dream about Titanic, to see the wreck if they want, and to see artifacts. It must not be the privilege of a small group of people. Your article gives a list of artifacts, trying to make fools of the salvagers. The world’s archaeologists are doing the same as we did, taking pictures and video, recovering artifacts, mapping the sites. It is a long job to do that. On a historical wreck it is the same process. 


We took pictures, mapped the artifacts in the debris field, recovered them (sometimes with a dedicated tool built just for one artifact), brought them up to the surface and then aboard the ship, properly stored them, and carried them to a professional laboratory for conservation before they could be exhibited to the public. Fifteen million people visited the Titanic exhibitions around the world and enjoyed doing so. These salvage operations are delicate and expensive. You don’t know what we did and how we did it. You “heard.” And in all the contracts George Tulloch signed with IFREMER for the five expeditions we did, we promised the artefacts could not be sold and would be shown to the public.


The Discovery Channel, working with a group of scientists, made a complete study of the wreck and broadcast an excellent series of documentaries about the 1996 and 1998 expeditions.


Unfortunately, and I’m sorry for it, we never published a final report with all the information about our expeditions and their findings. I started such a report, following a meeting with some world-famous archaeologists, who asked me to do it after checking our database. In 1999, a hostile takeover of RMS Titanic, Inc, the salvor-in-possession of the Titanic, stopped this project, but the data, the mosaic, the pictures and the video of 119 Nautile dives in five expeditions conducted by George Tulloch and myself and our team on the Titanic wreck still exist and, I hope, will available to the public someday.


Bob, you are a very good salesman. You sell yourself very well, doing the promotion of your books, doing many lectures and making a lot of money, which is very good for you and makes me happy for you. Why do you have to condemn the jobs done by other teams? Not everyone has the chance to be sponsored by government institutions or funded by taxpayers. Your expeditions have used U. S. Navy and NOAA equipment. When cruise ships “circled the site,” they did so to finance the expedition, not for a show. Elisabeth Navratil, daughter of a survivor, wrote to me a letter saying that her father, Michel, had told her after his trip aboard a cruise ship to the Titanic site in 1996, “George Tulloch gave him the best present he ever received in his life, bringing him to the site of the Titanic, where his father died, 84 years after the sinking...” Is this what you call “such a comedy”?


I’ll stop now, but I can write so much more about all your contradictions, which show your incompetence in dealing with this “world wreck.” We are tired to hear you saying, “Let me dive for you and watch what I’m doing.” Stop treating your public like idiots.





Commander Paul-Henri Nargeolet


Expedition Co-Leader, 1987, 1993, 1994, 1996 and 1998 Titanic Research and Recovery Expeditions


