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Knowledge of the oceans is more than a matter of curiosity. Our very survival may hinge upon it.

—President John F. Kennedy, March 1961






PROLOGUE SPACE TO SEA


Space, that final frontier, has long been the ultimate in exploration. In the early 1960s, a space race between the United States and the Soviet Union shifted into high gear. Space travel captured imaginations around the world. Sending humans into the heavens in a rocket and allowing them to look back at Earth was a romantic notion. And then there was the burning question of whether or not there was any life on the Moon.

Three major space programs funded by the U.S. Congress were launched by NASA with varying goals and results. Project Mercury, which began in 1958, was the first human spaceflight program administered by NASA. The program’s goal was to put an astronaut into orbit around the Earth. With millions following the developments on radio, that goal was achieved by John Glenn on February 20, 1962, and he became a modern-day hero.

Project Gemini, which ran from 1961 through 1966, took the next step toward landing a man on the Moon. In a capsule built for two astronauts, the Gemini spacecraft flew low orbit missions that were working to perfect Mercury’s orbital techniques and prove the feasibility of in-orbit docking, necessary to complete a Moon landing. But the human cost was high, as three astronauts lost their lives during Gemini training. Adding the loss of life to the financial cost, a vigorous debate began over whether space travel was actually necessary or more of a quixotic pursuit.

NASA pushed ahead. The Apollo program was the final step in landing a man on the Moon. The spaceflight program, through many travails and the loss of yet three more lives in Apollo 1, achieved its goal. On July 20, 1969, with the world at a virtual standstill as hundreds of millions watched on television, Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin landed Apollo 11’s lunar module, the Eagle, on the Moon. Later that day, Armstrong became the first human to walk on the lunar surface.

Each of the space exploration programs built on the previous one, and one could not have been possible without its predecessor. To reach the Moon through these three monumental programs, which adjusted for inflation cost more than $175 billion, there were incremental steps toward the completion of the full mission. The spacecraft had to launch, dock in orbit, and the astronauts had to then land the Eagle on the surface of the Moon. Finally, the astronauts needed to return safely to Earth. For all the money, engineering know-how, and technology, the core mission of the programs was fairly straightforward: to safely land a man on the Moon, take a soil sample, and return it to Earth for further study.

As a result of the space race and the continuing fascination with the Moon, 533 people have orbited Earth, and 12 have walked on the Moon. As a species collectively, including the Soviet Union’s early missions, we’ve gone “up” into space with great success. But what about going “down” to the bottom of our oceans? What has come of the “oceans race?”

The answer is next to nothing, because there isn’t really one.

Oceans cover some 70 percent of the planet’s surface, driving weather, regulating temperature, and ultimately supporting all living organisms; and oceans have also been a vital source of sustenance, transport, commerce, growth, and inspiration, yet humans have explored only 20 percent of this virtual lifeblood. Most people struggle to even name all five of the oceans on our planet. Nothing has been more taken for granted—and more feared—than the deepest waters of the world.

The best known oceans, certainly to Americans, are the two that border the continental United States, the Atlantic Ocean to the east and the Pacific Ocean to the west. The largest and deepest ocean of them all, the Pacific Ocean covers some 63 million square miles and touches more than 40 countries and 23 additional territories, stretching across the curves of the globe from the United States to Australia to Thailand.

Further north and east of the Atlantic, past Greenland and continuing to the northern tip of Russia, is the Arctic Ocean, generally identified because of its relationship to the Arctic Circle and renowned for its cold waters and polar ice caps. The Indian Ocean stretches from Asia at the north, to Africa on the west and Australia on the east, and skirts Antarctica to the south. Its warmer temperature cannot support as much sea life as the other oceans.

The most difficult one to name, for most, is the lesser traveled Southern Ocean, which wraps around Antarctica and is usually defined as all the water south of 60 degrees south latitude—known by mariners as the “screaming sixties” because of its common, and ferocious, storms. It’s the place of nature documentaries that feature the seals and whales of the Antarctic coastline and the penguins inhabiting the remote South Sandwich Islands far to the east of South America.

Despite the vital connection between the oceans and mankind, as of the turn of the calendar to 2018, only three people on two separate missions had been to the bottom of the Mariana Trench in the Pacific Ocean. Named the Challenger Deep, it has long been believed to be the deepest point of our five oceans at somewhere close to 10,916 meters, which is more than 35,000 feet, or roughly 6.7 miles.

The first mission to accomplish the dive was the U.S. Navy’s Project Nekton on January 23, 1960, something of an oceanic Mercury mission with the goal being to reach the bottom. The submersible Trieste was piloted by Swiss engineer Jacques Piccard and U.S. Navy lieutenant Don Walsh, Trieste’s commander. It proved with brute force that a massive steel sphere, made buoyant by huge tanks that were filled with gasoline that was lighter than water, could reach the bottom of the Challenger Deep.

The second mission occurred on March 26, 2012, when filmmaker James Cameron piloted his single-person, steel-capsuled Deepsea Challenger submersible to the bottom. His mission took the next step and showed that not only could we reach the bottom in a manned submersible, but we could take the next step and remain there and explore for hours, making it the Gemini version of deep ocean exploration that built on what the Trieste had accomplished.

Those two missions were more than a half-century apart, a stunning commentary on the lack of curiosity about the deepest point on our planet. And no one had even attempted to reach the bottom of the other four oceans, and therefore no one knows what, if anything, of meaning might be there. The fact is that scientists don’t fundamentally understand how the oceans interact with the atmosphere or even each other, because we don’t have much reliable data—perhaps because 90 percent lies below 1,000 meters. Below 1,000 meters, the water pressure is over 1,400 pounds per square inch and marine engineers say that at that point, “things get really complicated.” This depth is also generally referred to as the “crush depth” of most modern military submarines, and any craft capable of going below that depth requires special engineering, construction, and testing.

In 2018, a group set out to build a new machine that could go not just beyond 1,000 meters, but to 11,000, and—finally—dive to the bottom of all the world’s oceans, a hoped-for Apollo-like deep ocean mission. To accomplish this, a 46,000-nautical-mile expedition, wrapping around the globe and then some, was set in motion and financed by a ponytailed Texan with a penchant for exploration that had led him to the peak of the highest mountain on each of our seven continents and to ski both poles, completing the so-called Explorers’ Grand Slam.

A self-proclaimed loner, polymath, and sci-fi junkie, the private equity investor risked a sizeable portion of his net worth to finance the project and attempt to become the first human to reach the bottom of all five oceans, video the ocean floor, and return with sediment and sea life samples.

The submersible to take him to the depths was designed by a Briton who has never read a book on subs and doesn’t believe in formal engineering training as a means of building them. Instead, he relied on a vision of what was possible based on a combination of his imagination and a study of the physical properties of the components. The submersible was built by the Brit’s employer, a Florida-based company owned by two partners, one a somewhat combative former gemologist, the other a gregarious Canadian who drops an f-bomb with flair in every third sentence. Certification would need to come from a narrow-focused German expert who knew as much, or more, about submersibles than any of the other principals.

The expedition leader was a former New Zealand park ranger living in Seattle whose firm specializes in exotic sea expeditions and was once the subject of a “Modern Love” column in the New York Times in which his wife wrote, “My father warned me about guys like you.” The science portion of the mission was slotted to be led by a speaks-his-mind Scot from Newcastle University on his 55th oceanic expedition who had literally written the book on the Hadal Zone—all depths deeper than 6,000 meters—called, quite appropriately, The Hadal Zone.

The ship, flying under a Marshall Islands flag to avoid unwanted complexities associated with flying a U.S. flag, was captained by another jovial, but highly professional Scot who earned his sea legs in the oil and gas business, and run by his fellow European engineers and a rotating crew of Filipinos with an Austrian doing the cooking. The entire expedition was filmed for not one but two television events, which were to be produced by an Emmy award–winning documentary film producer known for his ability to produce amazing footage and landmark nonfiction films, but who maintained such a tight grip on all media relating to the expedition that it frequently led to clashes with other team members.

This is the story of how they came together on the first expedition to ever attempt to dive to the bottom of the five oceans, in hopes of creating a marine system capable of reliably, safely, and repeatedly journeying to any point on the bottom of the ocean. Such a thing had never existed before in human history and they were determined to change that.






CHAPTER 1 THE EXPLORATION GENE


On a typically sticky late May evening in 2014, Victor Vescovo guided his Tesla through light traffic in his hometown of Dallas. He was on his way to one of his regular dinners with his older sister, Victoria. His mind was whirring, as his latest voyage of exploration was taking shape. He had been poking around the Internet for weeks, doing research, and was ready to put his new, somewhat radical idea in motion.

Tall and lanky, Vescovo is a native Texan, though he doesn’t look much like one. His long face and gray beard are reminiscent of a centuries-old Italian painter. He has graying blond hair that he wears in a ponytail more indicative of a sculptor than a 49-year-old partner in a private equity firm.

The minute Vescovo sat down at a local favorite restaurant in her town of Coppell, ironically named Victor’s Wood Grill, his sister knew something was up. The two are close even beyond being on the same page, or finishing each other’s sentences. They’re on the same wavelength, and amplitude.

Once when they were playing Pictionary, Vescovo looked intently at his sister while drawing a single line, perfectly straight and rapidly, like it was shot out of a gun. From his expression and the way he drew it, she immediately shouted out, “Laser.” It was the right answer, of course, and they weren’t ever allowed to be on the same team again.

That night at dinner, she saw that determined, focused look in his eyes that she had seen so many times. When they were children, she had watched him build space capsules out of large cardboard boxes. He would “wire” the capsule to the family car with a household extension cord for power, and outfit it with a communications apparatus made from an old rotary dial telephone. He would then spend hours piloting his “craft” through space, using accurate commands and terminology from books he had read. Remarkably, he also built a working radio from a Radio Shack kit at age eight, and then a computer with cassette-tape-based storage when he was thirteen.

As an adult, Vescovo took his adventurous spirit to new heights, literally, and cemented his place among the elite mountain climbers of the world. He climbed the tallest mountain on each continent, thus being one of the 350 people to complete one of the ultimate climbing challenges known as the “seven summits.” All the while, he was on his way to becoming a licensed helicopter pilot and later acquired a fixed-wing jet rating, eventually purchasing both a helicopter and jet so he could fly them himself.

“I’ve got this new thing I want to do,” he said to Victoria. “Going to the bottom of all five oceans. I’ve researched it and I think the technology is there to build a sub that can make it. I even have a rough idea of the logo”—pausing, he gestured with his right hand—“pen?”

Victoria reached into her purse and pulled out a doctor’s appointment card and a pen. A thin, elegant woman with straight silver hair, her distinguishing feature in public that night was a neck brace, which she covered with a scarf. In 2006, she had fallen while rollerblading and broken her neck. After five surgeries and the placement of titanium rods, she was still left with a lifetime of recurrent pain. The two of them together also carried a much deeper pain, the death of their sister, Valerie, who had committed suicide in 2002.

Vescovo sketched the outline of a badge on the card. Inside the badge, he drew five jagged, vertical lines in the shape of repeating V’s. The troughs of the V’s represented the bottom points of the five oceans, Atlantic, Pacific, Arctic, Indian, and Southern.

“So the seven summits and now the five deeps,” he said. “It’s almost symmetrical, right? I’m going to try and go to the bottom of the five oceans. Nobody has ever done it.”



Victor Lance Vescovo has a unique perspective on life, one that he has defined himself rather than letting others define for him. Like most people, part of it comes from how and where he grew up, the experiences of his youth, and the more formative ones as an adult. Much of it though comes from his internal life, the time he has spent wrapped up in science fiction novels, a massive number of history books, and studying and playing military simulations.

Born in Dallas in February 1966, Vescovo is youngest of three children and only son to an Italian-American father, John Peter Vescovo from Memphis, Tennessee, and a German-Irish mother, Barbara Frances Lance (hence his middle name) from Waycross, Georgia. His father worked for Columbia Records, and the family moved around in Vescovo’s early years, from New Canaan, Connecticut, to Silver Spring, Maryland. Living in the northeast erased any trace of a Texas drawl.

As a child, he was voracious reader and an avid fan of science fiction. Jules Verne’s novels and Star Trek were early favorites. In his teens, he discovered Frank Herbert’s landmark epic Dune, Isaac Asimov’s Robot and Foundation series, the cyberpunk works of William Gibson, and David Brin’s aqua-themed Startide Rising. Vescovo also discovered Iain Banks’s genre-breaking Culture series in 2010. With ten books, the series was like the gift that kept on giving for him.

“I read everything I could get my hands on as a child and during my school years,” he says. “I would actually just sit and read the encyclopedia—that was fun for me. I wanted to see the world, understand it, and do interesting things. And don’t even get me started on maps. I could stare at maps for hours.”

Intellectually, he was advanced. Some early IQ testing in grade school showed that he was off the charts, and school administrators told his parents that he needed to be suitably challenged. He was eventually enrolled in St. Mark’s School of Texas, an all-boys prep school in Dallas. Reserved and introverted, he loved chess, military war games, and Dungeons & Dragons, and was a voracious reader of military history. He discovered books about exploration and eventually learned that Dick Bass, a St. Mark’s alum, had summited each of the highest mountains on the seven continents. This planted a seed in his mind that perhaps, if his body and skill permitted it, he might be able to replicate the feat.

He attended college at Stanford University. His freshman year, he learned to fly a small Cessna, and a love of aviation was born. Known by his family and friends as Lance throughout his childhood, when he graduated from Stanford and started his first job in San Francisco, he asked his friends and family to start calling him by his first name, Victor.

“Victor had more gravitas than Lance,” his childhood friend Matt Lipton says. “I think the change said to him that he wanted to be taken seriously.”

At the time, he was considering going into the military. He had discussed this with his Stanford foreign policy professor, Condoleezza Rice, who later became president of the university and then national security adviser and secretary of state under President George W. Bush. She encouraged him to consider becoming a reservist while continuing on his business career—since it was obvious he loved both potential careers—advice that he eventually acted on.

Taking just three years to finish his undergraduate work, he graduated from Stanford in 1987 with a double major in political science and economics, with distinction. By his own admission, he did nothing but study, fly, and practice martial arts during his college years. Developing a social life held little interest for him.

Over the next dozen years, his life was dominated by three pursuits: a varied work life, serving in the Navy Reserve, and climbing the highest mountains.

Before Vescovo started his first job, at Bain & Company in San Francisco, the 21-year-old traveled to Africa with money he had saved up from trading stocks on the side. He ended up in northern Tanzania at the base of Mount Kilimanjaro. Upon seeing it, the only thought that occurred to him was: “Oh yeah, I really have to climb that.”

Showing up at the gate with some money and absolutely no experience, he met another young man with a similar desire. They joined forces on the spot, found a guide and porters, and began climbing. By the time they reached the lip of the volcano several days later, and only a few hundred meters from the true summit, Vescovo was extremely sick. His body wasn’t accustomed to the heights, he had a bad gastrointestinal bug, and the mountain had taken a punishing physical toll on his untrained body. He was forced to return to the bottom.

But in that first climb, he was bitten—hard—by the climbing bug. “I really liked the adventure part of it, of not knowing what was going to happen next, of would we make it around the next bend,” he recalls. “I vowed I’d go home, train properly, work out very hard, and come back and reach the summit.” A full decade later he did return, and climbed to the summit and back in just three days versus the normal six or seven.

While working at Bain & Company in San Francisco from 1987 to 1988, he was offered a PhD scholarship at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) to study defense analysis. He matriculated at MIT but ended up pursuing and earning a master’s degree in Political Science in just one year. His focus was on conventional military warfare analysis, statistics, and operations research. He wrote a master’s thesis titled “The Balance of Air Power in Central Europe: A Quantitative and Qualitative Analysis”—a series of increasingly complex mathematical simulations of theater-level air warfare in central Europe that determined, based on an analysis of relative pilot training, doctrine, and the weapons each country had, who would have won an air war.

He attributes much of his academic success, as well as his later success in business, to his faith in math. He often says, “I may not have deep faith in a lot of things, like religion, but I do have deep faith in math.” It’s one of the maxims that guides his life, both in his investment ventures and in his exploration.

“There’s a great line from the movie Margin Call where they are talking to a young analyst who has a PhD and he explains what his thesis was about,” he related. “His boss says to him, ‘So … you’re a rocket scientist.’ He says, ‘I was.’ They ask, ‘Then why are you here on Wall Street?’ The guy replied: ‘It’s all just numbers really, you’re just changing what you’re adding up.’”

From 1989 into 1990, Vescovo returned to Dallas and moved in with his father, who lived alone after his divorce years earlier. He took a humdrum job at a large telephone company to earn some money and recover from what had been a mentally exhausting experience at MIT. At the phone company, however, he came to understand the 9-to-5 mentality and the different priorities people had in their lives—like family above all—and usually doing only what was asked.

“I heard water cooler conversations about ‘how can I make this new initiative go away,’ ‘how can we stretch out this work,’ and ‘this is the way we’ve always done things, so stop rocking the boat by trying to make it better,’” he recalls. “I learned how organizations are really resistant to change, though at the time I really didn’t know how a direct experience of how people ‘on the line’ often thought would help me when I later worked to turn around such companies. People on the line just have very different priorities from management and owners. Success requires that you understand people and their priorities even if they are different from your own.”

He moved into the world of high finance by taking a job at Lehman Brothers in New York in 1990 to 1991, during the Liar’s Poker era. While working for Lehman, Vescovo was contacted by a Navy recruiter who told him about a special program for people proficient in foreign languages. He pursued the program, and following Condi Rice’s advice, joined the U.S. Navy as a reserve intelligence officer and, in 1993, was commissioned as an ensign.

“I felt that joining the reserves was a way to participate in something bigger than myself,” he says. “And I was absolutely fascinated with everything about the military.”



Climbing fast became part of who he was, as well as his elixir in life. At age twenty-five, in 1991, he climbed Mount Elbrus in Russia. He went on a commercial expedition with nine people, but was one of only three that made it to the summit. While the group was on the mountain, there was a coup in Moscow, and they had to wait a few days before returning to Moscow. It was a tense time. “When we left Moscow, the hammer and sickle flag was flying, but when we came back, it was the Russian flag,” he says. “The world literally changed while we were on the mountain.”

In 1992, Vescovo was transferred to Saudi Arabia for a year, where he worked for the Saudi Ministry of Defense in the Economic Offset Projects Office analyzing business ventures proposed to them by foreign contractors. There, he learned Arabic and traveled throughout the Middle East. He returned to the U.S. to attend Harvard Business School, from 1992 to 1994, again living the life of “an intense nerd,” as he sums it up, and focusing on high-order finance and learning how to value technology. He graduated in the top 5 percent of his class and was named a Baker Scholar.

His next climbing challenge came in 1993 when he attempted to summit Aconcagua in Argentina, the highest mountain in South America. A few hundred feet from the top, he fell and was badly injured. His team was ascending, unroped. Vescovo put his foot on a boulder, jarring it and causing a rockslide. He slid down the mountain with rocks bouncing around him and was knocked unconscious for a minute. When he came to, he couldn’t speak and had excruciating lower back pain where a boulder had impacted his spine, and his right leg was partially paralyzed.

The group was too high for a helicopter rescue so a team of four French climbers and his own team helped him down to base camp. Suffering from hypothermia, he was stabilized and then medevacked to a hospital the following day. He ended up spending months in physical therapy and ultimately made a full recovery.

“Victor is always pushing himself to ultimate limits,” his sister says. “Being close to death is something that brings life into focus for him. It’s how he finds meaning.”

His work life took a turn in 1994 when he returned to Bain & Company and formed the most important relationship of his business life, with Ted Beneski, the co-head of Bain’s Dallas office. Beneski gave Vescovo the most complex deals. In a two-year period, Vescovo worked on the Continental Airlines turnaround, reliability process improvement at Dell Computer, and the merger integration of global aerospace giants Lockheed and Martin Marietta.

In his time away from work he focused on training and climbing. Two years after his fall on Aconcagua, he returned to Argentina and reached the summit of the mountain on his second attempt. A year later, he spent three weeks climbing Denali, also known as Mount McKinley, the highest peak in North America.

During this period, Vescovo was assigned to “Top Gun” on the Naval Reserve side. For four weeks a year on and off, he taught intelligence officers how to brief pilots on combat operations. He went on active duty for half a year in 1996, serving on the USS Nimitz in the Persian Gulf, and on the USS Blue Ridge. In 1999, he was mobilized for the Kosovo War in Bosnia, where he was directly involved in planning and assessing the effectiveness of NATO’s bombing campaign against Serbia.

His military service was sent into high gear on September 11, 2001, in the wake of the terrorist attacks on U.S. soil. That night, Vescovo received a phone call that he was being mobilized again. “Within the span of a week after 9/11, my girlfriend and I broke up, I left my job, sent my dog to live with my sister, moved out of my apartment and was on plane to Pearl Harbor,” he recalls. “I pretty much ended up in a vault and didn’t come up for air for fifteen months.”

He was made a Naval Intelligence officer, and was sent to the Joint Intelligence Center, Pacific, located at Pearl Harbor, to work on counter-terrorism analysis in the Pacific rim, primarily in the Philippines, Bangladesh, and Indonesia, based on his knowledge of Islamic culture and fluency in Arabic. This stint on active duty lasted fifteen months, and ended in December 2002. Over the course of the next five years, he would return to work in counterterrorism from time to time. During his time overseas, for fun, he wrote a book titled The Atlas of World Statistics, a fairly esoteric mashup of statistics and cartography. After his active duty stint ended, he climbed Mount Vinson in Antarctica, its highest peak.

It was when Victor was serving in Pearl Harbor that he received the most tragic news of his life: his sister, Valerie, had committed suicide. The middle child in the family, Valerie worked as an MD, licensed as an anesthesiologist in Portland, Oregon. It was known that she had battled with acute depression since her teenage years and was pushing through a rough period in her life, but like so many cases, it wasn’t known just how serious hers was. Vescovo received emergency leave to attend the funeral. While he doesn’t hide what happened, like most personal issues it’s not a subject he is willing to spend much time delving into. The death of his sister, however, served as a continual reminder that life is short and that he must take every experience to its fullest point. Like many before him, Victor coped by turning his full attention to work.

His next business venture would become his most significant, one that drove his net worth well beyond $100 million and allowed him to buy a six-seat Embraer Phenom jet and a Eurocopter 120 helicopter, both of which he pilots. It came in 2002 when he started the Dallas-based private equity firm Insight Equity as a founding partner.

Formed by Ted Beneski, Ross Gatlin, and Vescovo, Insight Equity specializes in turnarounds and business enhancement for mid-market industrial companies with revenues usually around $100 million. The firm has raised more than $1.4 billion in four capital raises and deployed it in a wide variety of industries, including heavy construction, energy, defense, industrial pollution control, and electronics. At the time Vescovo began contemplating diving the five oceans, he was serving as interim CEO of one company and chairman of four others.

“I guess I’ve become pretty good at time management, that, and I can type really fast, which helps,” he says. “I’m not much for vacations either.”

And there was climbing to be done. In 2008, he first attempted to summit Mount Everest but made it only halfway up. Battling frostbite on his fingers, he descended. “I also wasn’t psychologically ready,” he says. “My stepmom was undergoing chemotherapy and other things in my life were filling my head, and it just didn’t feel right. You don’t climb that mountain when you’re distracted and it doesn’t feel right.”

He returned to Mount Everest in 2010. After a month and a half of climbing, on the final push to the summit, a clear weather forecast turned into a snowstorm. The guides and the Sherpa huddled together to make the call whether to go for the summit or return to the base. The weather window was closing and it was now or never for this climb. They had plenty of oxygen and the climbers were strong, so the decision was made to go. Victor’s personal Sherpa on summit day was none other than Kami Rita Sherpa, who now holds the record for most summits of Everest in history, at twenty-four. That gave him no small degree of confidence, and the storm cleared almost all other climbers from the mountain, giving his team an all-important clear shot to the top.

On May 28, 2010, at 8:20 A.M., Victor reached the summit. Because of the poor weather and the threat of the storm worsening, his group spent all of fifteen minutes at the highest point on the planet. The hike down to the helicopter to take them off the mountain lasted three and a half days.

“In mountain climbing, it’s not all about reaching the top, it’s also about coming back down. It doesn’t count if you don’t come back,” Vescovo often says.

The following year, he completed the “seven summits” by climbing Carstensz Pyramid in Irina Java, Indonesia, the highest mountain in Australia/Oceania. He then went on to ski the North and South Poles, making him the thirty-eighth person to complete the Explorers’ Grand Slam.

He traces his philosophy of climbing and exploration to Roald Amundsen, the Norwegian explorer of the polar regions in the late 1800s and early 1900s, who was the type of explorer Vescovo admires and aspires to be. Amundsen was very methodical in his preparations and left as little as possible to chance. This was very much in contrast to Robert Falcon Scott, who led a separate expedition to the South Pole five weeks after Amundsen. Because of poor planning, Scott and his team that went with him all died.

“If the epitome of talent in war is to win without fighting, the height of skill in exploration is to achieve your objective with no heroics needed,” Vescovo says. “Amundsen said—more or less—that adventure is a sign of bad planning. He worked the problems so that when he made the trek, he had the correct solutions to the problems. He did that through extensive preparation, realistic assumptions, thorough planning, and ruthless discipline in execution. Heroism is exciting to read about—planning and preparation aren’t. But when you are actually the one doing the exploring, believe me, you want a no-drama expedition.”

Owing partly to the danger of climbing, his side career in the Navy, and an almost obsessive dedication to his work, Vescovo has never married and has no children. He also points out that his family’s matrimonial track record is poor. His mother was married four times and thrice-divorced, his father had two marriages and one divorce, his older sister the same, and his younger sister one divorce. Even all of his uncles, aunts, and cousins are divorced without exception. Adding to this, his best friend from high school has married four times. Vescovo figured his odds were not good.

In 2010, Vescovo met Monika Allajbeu. A native of Albania, the statuesque Allajbeu has the features of a model with the warmth of personality of a girl who grew up in a large family. She often calls Vescovo “Lance,” his middle name used during his childhood. A year after they began dating, she moved into Vescovo’s house in north Dallas, and made plans to enter dental school. She prides herself on giving Vescovo space to do what he wants.

Never marrying has also allowed Vescovo not to feel responsible to anyone, such as children or a wife, should something go horribly wrong during his extreme adventures. As he points out, he has nearly died on a mountain twice. He also adds: “There’s too much to do to be tied down. And, maybe, I think I would lose that edge that pushes you to your limit.”



Part of Vescovo’s drive to explore dangerous pursuits may be explained by what Dr. Glenn Singleman, an MD, refers to as the Exploration Gene Theory, which helps explain why certain people need to seek out thrilling pursuits to feel fully alive. Singleman, who holds a world record in base-jumping, has studied this phenomenon and served on several exploration expeditions.

The theory is rooted in research done by Dr. Marvin Zuckerman of the University of Delaware. He found that on the DRD4 gene on chromosome 11, people have a different number of copies, between two and eleven. The gene itself codes for dopamine receptors in the central nervous system and measures their sensitivity.

“If a person has two copies of the DRD4 gene, they have sensitive dopamine receptors in their central nervous system,” Singleman explains. “The importance of that is that dopamine is the ‘feel good’ neurotransmitter of the central nervous system. Every time that person feels a WOW moment, that is dopamine in action, the feel of being really invigorated. So if you have sensitive dopamine receptors, you don’t need much stimulation to get your dopamine receptors activated. That’s if you have two copies. If you have eleven copies of the DRD4 gene, you have insensitive dopamine receptors in the central nervous system. That means to get that buzz, you have to have high sensations.”

Singleman says these sensation-seekers tend to be the race car drivers, test pilots, skydivers, and mountain climbers. They are also people with a greater propensity for other dangers, including criminal behavior.

“The brains of these people are wired different,” Singleman says. “People like Victor have to undertake these extreme adventures to get that dopamine release. They also respond differently to trouble and are able to overcome a fear response when faced with extreme danger. Rather than being overwhelmed, they are able to reorient themselves, respond, and solve problems in life-threatening situations.”

Singleman takes things a step further, saying that people like Vescovo are necessary to push the boundaries of what is possible. “To get into the possibility of the human condition, you have to have those ‘test pilots,’ like astronauts, who go out and test the boundaries,” Singleman says. “They are essential to the health of society because otherwise we would be stuck in place on so many levels.”

Contemplating the existential question of “why attempt to dive the five oceans?” Vescovo acknowledges the need within himself to undertake extreme adventures. “There’s a certain group of people, genetically or otherwise, where it’s a compulsion to attempt difficult things,” he says. “Something inside drives us, whether it’s psychosis or the exploration gene. To not do these things is very difficult for us because you feel you are not properly living within the constructs of your own personality. We feel like the horse in the cage before the race—raging against the steel constraints confining us.

“Building on that theme,” he continues, “this adventure has the added enhancement to do something completely new, a lure all of its own. Is there a bit of egotism involved? Absolutely. But that’s not the driving force.”

So when Vescovo was completing the seven summits, he was trying to stave off a letdown by thinking about the nature of exploration, which had come into focus in the news as private missions to space were being planned by billionaires Sir Richard Branson, Elon Musk, and Jeff Bezos. He needed a new challenge, a unique challenge that no one had achieved. The media was again talking about space, but what about the depths? Who had gone to the deepest points on the planet, to the bottom of the five oceans?

When he learned that no one had, it was time, Vescovo thought, for someone to try. For him, this pursuit would combine the thrill of climbing with the lessons he had learned in business, as it also presented major technological and organizational challenges. This would also call on skills from his naval background, both in terms of exploring the seas and the type of military-style planning that would be required. What started as a matter of curiosity fast became a goal, and he decided that he was at least going to find out if he had the wherewithal to finance such an undertaking, and if there were people who could help him get it done.

“I also found it objectionable that here we were in the year 2014—2014!—and we still have not been to the bottom of all five of our oceans,” he says. “In some respects, it comes down to that. Someone should have done this. I have the resources to try, and it sounds like a fun adventure. So I started looking seriously into just what would it take to accomplish that goal.”

Sitting across from Vescovo at dinner that night in Dallas, his sister Victoria was convinced that he would somehow make this dream a reality. “When Victor sets a goal and gets that look in his eyes, you know that is going to happen,” his sister says.

It’s no understatement saying that she held the minority belief for quite some time.






CHAPTER 2 THE SEARCH FOR A SUB


If curiosity is the driver of all exploration, it has been in limited supply when it comes to deep ocean diving and the vessels necessary to reach extreme depths. The deep diving submersible world was a fairly small community with a limited track record, as Victor Vescovo discovered in 2014 when he began researching how he could reach the bottom of the five oceans, and who had attempted—and succeeded—in reaching the ocean floor in the past.

The first vessel to reach the bottom of what was believed to be the deepest point of the oceans was a bathyscaphe (meaning “deep ship”) named the Trieste after the Italian city where it was built. Piloted by U.S. Navy lieutenant Don Walsh and Swiss engineer Jacques Piccard, the son of the bathyscaphe’s designer, the Trieste reached the bottom of the Challenger Deep in 1960. The Challenger Deep is a long gash in the Mariana Trench in the Pacific Ocean, off the coast of Guam. The Trieste’s depthometer measured water pressure and plotted it on a paper cylinder. It recorded—after some technical corrections—a final revised depth of 10,912 meters (35,800 feet).

The Trieste was a fairly basic craft that worked much like a hot-air balloon—only it did so underwater. (Though often called submarines, bathyscaphes are not technically submarines because they are built like hot-air balloons and have limited mobility. A submarine is a self-contained submerging vessel in which the crew can live for prolonged periods of time. This is in contrast to a submersible, which cannot be deployed as an independent vehicle, and requires a surface support ship.) In fact, the Trieste was designed by the Swiss scientist Auguste Piccard, who was known for his record-breaking helium balloon flights before turning his attention to bathyscaphes. Piccard applied the principles of ballooning to the design of his deep-sea craft.

The Trieste, which weighed some 150 tons, was composed of a steel sphere large enough for two aquanauts and had a single acrylic window from which the pilots could view their surroundings. The average hull thickness of the sphere was seven inches, the same as its Plexiglas viewport. On top of the sphere were several tanks holding 34,200 gallons of aviation fuel. The concept was that the gasoline in the tanks was lighter than water and can’t be compressed, thereby providing buoyancy to the heavy craft. To send the bathyscaphe down the water column, large air tanks on its top were filled with water to initiate descent. Two large tubs on the bottom each contained eight tons of steel shots that would be released at the ocean’s floor for the craft to regain buoyancy and ascend.

On the Trieste’s Challenger Deep dive, while passing through 9,000 meters, a secondary window that was in the entrance tube to the sphere, but was not a pressure boundary, cracked. Walsh and Piccard looked at each other in a moment of severe anxiety. But when they realized they weren’t dead, they shared a nervous laugh and continued their descent. The extreme pressure had compressed the cracked acrylic and sealed it from leaking.

In its first and only dive in the Challenger Deep, the Trieste took 4 hours and 48 minutes to reach the bottom, stayed just 20 minutes because its landing impaired visibility, and then took 3 hours and 15 minutes to return to the surface.

Part of the reason it went down only that one time was that the Navy found out that after one of the Trieste’s test dives, the sphere had shifted slightly, and epoxy glue was applied before the Challenger Deep dive. When Walsh later sat down with a Navy admiral about future dives, he lectured Walsh, “In the Navy, we don’t glue the hull of a sub.” Walsh also says that Piccard told the brass at Office of Naval Research, who were funding the program, that he did not think the sphere was safe for full ocean depth dives.

The Trieste, however, was refitted several times and used in many subsequent government underwater missions. It was retired in 1964, and in 1980 was placed in the U.S. Navy Museum in Washington, D.C.

The French Navy built the next major deep-diving submersible in 1961, the Archimède, their second bathyscaphe. Like the Trieste, it too used gasoline for buoyancy. In this case, the gasoline used was 42,000 gallons of hexane, the lightest gasoline available.

One main difference between the Trieste and the Archimède was in the sphere that housed the pilots. The Trieste had three pieces of steel forged together—and glued together, as mentioned—while the Archimède pilot capsule was one welded piece of steel. The result was that the Archimède was far stronger. The Trieste had a safety factor of 1.1 at full ocean depth, but the added ability to withstand pressure gave the Archimède a factor of 3.

In its history, the Archimède made multiple deep ocean dives. In 1962, it reached a depth of 9,560 meters (31,350 feet) across multiple dives in the northwestern Pacific Ocean. Then, in 1964, the Archimède dived to what was believed to be the deepest point in the Atlantic Ocean in the Puerto Rico Trench, though the location turned out to be incorrect. There was never a mandate to dive and explore the deepest points of the other oceans—these were exclusively scientific, not record-breaking, missions.



More advanced manned submersibles were built in the ensuing years, but progress was slow, at best. The years of intermittent deep-diving activity in the late 1950s began to temper as media, public, and government attention drifted to the “space race.”

The Alvin, a two-pilot, one-passenger sub, was built in 1964 by the U.S. Office of Naval Research and operated by the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution (WHOI). The cost was pegged at $1 million. The 23-foot, 17-ton sub, which had two robotic arms, made headlines for taking Robert Ballard to the Titanic wreck in 1986 and for exploring the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. The sub has made more than 4,400 dives conducting research, diving to depths of 4,500 meters, and is still in use today.

The advantage of the Alvin over its predecessors was that it was far lighter. The lightness was created by using syntactic foam for buoyancy rather than the gasoline tanks used in the Trieste and the Archimède. Syntactic foam is composed of millions of hollow glass microspheres wrapped in an epoxy resin, and it is strong enough to withstand the pressure at deep depths while remaining buoyant.

“We would have eagerly adopted foam and titanium if they were available to us,” Walsh says. “The bathyscaphes and their huge quantities of highly flammable hydrocarbons were essentially large bombs, a constant source of concern to all of us. But that’s all we had.”

Four Alvin-class submersibles were subsequently built, and they were continuously upgraded since their original launch, with depth capability increasing and productivity enhanced with evolving modern systems. Still, none was even remotely capable of diving to the oceans’ deepest points.

In 1984, the French built a follow-up to the Archimède named the Nautile, operated by a new French government ocean agency. Also called the SM-97, meaning it was capable of surveying 97 percent of the planet’s ocean waters, the Nautile could dive to 6,000 meters.

The interior diameter of the Nautile was the same as the Archimède’s, but its sphere was constructed of titanium, making it far lighter, and therefore easier to launch and recover. It was used to dive to the Titanic wreck multiple times and also to search for the black boxes from the downed Air France flight 447, an Airbus 380 that crashed into the Atlantic Ocean on June 1, 2009.

The Mir, a three-person submersible, came next in 1987. It was similar to the Nautile in many regards. Capable of reaching 6,000 meters, the Mir 1 and its updated version, the Mir 2, were also used several times to dive the Titanic wreck, at 3,800 meters, which fast become a benchmark of respectability in the deep submersible vehicle community. The ship that carried the submersible, the Akademik Mstislav Keldysh (or “Keldish” for short in Western nomenclature), had a more sophisticated launch and recovery system than the Alvin, allowing it to dive in rougher seas. However, the Mir’s drawback was that anyone using it for expeditions had to supply their own cameras and other science-related equipment.

The technological bar in deep ocean submersibles was advanced by the Japanese government with the development of Shinkai, a three-person submersible put into service in 1989 that could dive to 6,500 meters. It was owned and run by the Japan Agency for Marine-Earth Science and Technology, which received funding from a consortium of large companies. Consequently, in its time, the Shinkai was outfitted with the most advanced electronics, the highest resolution cameras, the most accurate sonar, and high capacity batteries that allowed for longer dives. Its support ship, the Yokosuka, also had a multibeam sonar to measure the diving depths.

In 2010, the Chinese government built the deepest diving submersible since the Trieste, the Jialong, which reached a maximum depth of 7,062 meters (23,169 feet) in the Mariana Trench in 2012. Two years later, when Vescovo was doing his research, it seemed to still be operational, though no one was sure of its true depth capabilities or what it was doing.



The common factor in almost all submersibles built and operated after 1964—until 2012—was that they were limited to diving in the top two thirds of the ocean. But they could not explore the absolute deeps.

The top 200 meters of the oceans is known as the Epipelagic Zone, where common sea life exists. From 200 to 1,000 meters is the Twilight Zone, which is just beyond the reach of sunlight and home to bioluminescent species. The Midnight Zone stretches from 1,000 to 4,000 meters and favors sea creatures with slow metabolic rates. This is followed by the Abyssal Zone, from 4,000 meters to 6,000 meters, an area so deep that it is unaffected by surface weather. The Hadal Zone starts at 6,000 meters and goes down to the bottom of the ocean at more than 10,900 meters, and this is where it becomes difficult for life.

The name “Hadal” is derived from the Greek god of the underworld, Hades, as the ocean depths are often regarded as dark and scary as hell itself. The deepest parts of the Hadal Zone exist in the large ocean trenches that are knife-like canyons in the seafloor. These were formed by tectonic activity as the seafloor crustal plates converge, at what are called convergence zones, with one pushing under the other, a process called subduction. This occurs at continental boundaries when the more dense seafloor plate pushes under a relatively buoyant continental plate. The frictional forces result in significant terrestrial volcanic activity. Exploration of the Hadal Zone in manned submersibles has been virtually nonexistent, as scientists have relied on remotely operated vehicles, or ROVs.

Until 2012, of all the active submersibles, only Jialong could reliably dive into the Hadal Zone—and it appeared to do that rarely. That year, the bar was raised when a submersible capable of reaching full ocean depth was constructed.

Named the Deepsea Challenger, the submersible was designed by Australian Ron Allum for an expedition led by filmmaker James Cameron and financed by National Geographic, Rolex, and other partners. Though the sub was tested in a pressure chamber at Penn State University before diving, it was a prototype and was not certified by any international organization or depth-rated for commercial use. Its cost, according to published reports and those on Cameron’s mission team, was in the $10- to $12-million range, not including several million dollars spent on the expedition.

The “Kawasaki racing-green” submersible was built for practicality, and not aesthetics. It was 24 feet long and only 43 inches wide, so small inside that the pilot had to squeeze his body into the sphere and lie flat rather than sit up. The space was so constrained that he could not fully extend his arms.

The sub’s steel capsule was 2.5 inches thick and weighed 11.8 tons. It had twelve exterior thrusters that allowed the pilot, using joysticks, to “drive” the sub just above the seafloor. The two keys to the sub’s full ocean depth capability were its syntactic foam created by Allum and called Isofloat, which was used for buoyancy, and powerful lithium batteries with rapid recharging systems. The sub was outfitted with 3D cameras and had a mechanical arm for picking up sediment and rock samples that could be deposited into a retractable compartment on the sub.

After four tests dives in Sydney Harbor and off the coast of New Britain in the Pacific, Cameron went for the bottom of the Challenger Deep. On March 26, 2012, Cameron successfully piloted the submersible to the bottom of the eastern portion of the Challenger Deep, making it only the second mission to reach the nadir, and the first solo mission.

Weather and time constraints forced Cameron to dive at night. He spent two and a half hours exploring the bottom. When he returned to the surface, the support ship had difficulty locating him. The ship called on billionaire Paul Allen’s yacht, which was nearby, to help guide it to Cameron’s position and recover him.

During the dive, the sub encountered a series of problems, many of which were caused by an accelerated schedule that resulted in the use of what turned out to be some subpar parts. Many of the Chinese-made thrusters reportedly failed, and there were multiple system failures, though none life-threatening. Though plans were made to repair it, the submersible never dived again.



Vescovo was surprised by his research. In all, there were only five working submersibles capable of going below 7,500 meters. All five were owned and operated by governments. Since the Mirs went out of service in dives below a few hundred meters in 2005, there wasn’t any submersible that could reach the Titanic, at about 3,900 meters. Only two missions, fifty-two years apart, had reached the bottom of the Challenger Deep in the Pacific Ocean, and no one had reached the bottom of the other four oceans. Moreover, no one had really tried. How was that even possible, he asked himself.

More research revealed that scientists didn’t even definitively know where the deepest points of the Atlantic, Arctic, Indian, and Southern Oceans were because they hadn’t been properly mapped with modern technology. The bathymetric maps of the oceans that existed were inconsistent. Early bathymetric study of the oceans, which involved lowering cables to measure the depth, were wildly inaccurate. Updated methods of using an echosounder, or sonar, to ping a beam of sound to the seafloor were more reliable, but a lack of interest or funding had led to incomplete data across vast stretches of all five oceans.

Why had no government gone to the bottom of the oceans? Certainly, the U.S. government wouldn’t likely fund such a mission, and even if they did, it would take years, be mired in red tape and appropriations and cost far more than it needed, he reasoned. “What is an elephant?” he liked to joke to people. “It’s a mouse built to government specifications.”

He kept digging. Had any private investor tried?

Sort of, was the answer.

Sir Richard Branson, the billionaire owner of Virgin Atlantic, announced a mission to dive the five oceans, but that had turned out to be more sizzle than substance. Virgin Oceanic’s DeepFlight Challenger submarine was unveiled in April 2011, with Branson describing its mission to dive to the bottom of all five oceans as “the last great challenge for humans,” something Vescovo agreed with.

The DeepFlight Challenger was designed in 2000 by Graham Hawkes, a well-known British sub builder, for the adventurer Steve Fossett to make the first solo dive to the bottom of the Challenger Deep. But when Fossett died in a plane crash in 2007, the project was put on hold. It was subsequently purchased by investor Chris Welsh, who then partnered with Branson.

Designed to look like an airplane with a large front window, the single-pilot sub was about 24 feet long and had a 10-foot wingspan. Initial pressure testing showed that the sub would likely only be able to do a single full ocean depth dive, but even that proved to be optimistic. The vessel’s domed viewport showed signs of cracking during testing. The pressure hull, made of carbon fiber, also would not be able to withstand sustained pressure on repeat dives to full ocean depth.

Though the company’s website promised “five dives, five oceans, two years, one epic adventure,” the sub made only five shallow test dives, during which it encountered a series of insurmountable problems. In 2014, Branson put the entire project on ice, but didn’t rule out returning to it. “Starting a new venture takes a ‘screw it, let’s do it’ attitude and finding the right partners to help us achieve the unthinkable,” he said at the time. “However, business is also about knowing when to change tack. We are still highly passionate about exploring the bottom of the ocean. However, we are now widening the focus of the project and looking for new technology to help us explore the ocean and democratize access at reduced cost and increased safety.”

Since then, there have been incomplete reports of an ostensibly private Chinese venture, called the “Rainbow Fish Project,” to build a full ocean depth submersible and custom support ship. But the best information indicated that the project was millions of dollars over budget and its completion date kept being pushed back. And besides, Vescovo wasn’t sure the Chinese would be excited about loaning their craft to a former U.S. Naval Intelligence officer.

It was time, Vescovo thought instead, to build his very own reliable submersible to send him where no one had gone before.



The first option for a submersible was to purchase the Deepsea Challenger. “Logically, I thought that if that sub still exists and given that it had gone to the bottom of the Challenger Deep, then it could go to the bottom of all the oceans,” he says.

Vescovo also reasoned that it would be less expensive to buy an existing sub and update it than to have one built. He found that after its success diving the Challenger Deep, the Deepsea Challenger had been donated to the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution on Cape Cod.

In the spring of 2014, Vescovo contacted WHOI, and explained that he was interested in purchasing the Deepsea Challenger. As it wasn’t a normal inquiry, and perhaps not entirely believable, a few months passed before he received a response. That July, the WHOI special projects manager, David Gallo, invited Vescovo to see the sub.

Vescovo flew to Boston, rented a car and drove to Cape Cod. The two met at a coffee shop to discuss Vescovo’s intentions, and then headed over to see the Deepsea Challenger. Vescovo was very surprised at what he saw.

The history-making sub was crammed into a corner in the back of a large warehouse, sort of a metaphor for where deep ocean diving had gone since Cameron’s mission. It looked worn out. There were cables hanging out of the hull, and several of the thrusters appeared to be barely attached. Gallo explained that the batteries and the thrusters would need to be completely replaced, along with a very long litany of other items.

“It was almost like he was discouraging me from taking it over,” Vescovo recalls. “He kept calling it a prototype and saying it needed a full-on rebuild. What I was also surprised to see was just how small the interior was in real life. It was basically a small bubble that the pilot has to be shoehorned into.”

Vescovo left Woods Hole wondering what a refit would cost even if he chose to pursue it, and shifting his thinking toward having a sub built from scratch. Still, he followed up with Woods Hole a few more times, but he never heard back.

The fate of the Deepsea Challenger would later take a bizarre turn. In July 2015, the sub was loaded onto a flatbed truck en route to a container ship that would transport it to Australia for an exhibition. Driving on Interstate 95 near Stonington, Connecticut, the transport truck’s brakes malfunctioned and ignited the rear wheels, catching the sub on fire. A part of the sub’s bright green hull was charred. Later, the sub was relocated to California for refurbishment with reports that it was eventually headed for a maritime museum in Australia.



As it became apparent that the Deepsea Challenger would not be the best option, or even a viable one, Vescovo turned his attention to finding a company that could build a full ocean depth submersible. He happened upon the website for Triton Submarines, a small company in Vero Beach, Florida, that appeared to be a well-regarded submersible manufacturer. His interest was sparked by Triton’s affiliation with Ron Allum, the designer of the Deepsea Challenger.

He was particularly encouraged that the company’s website actually advertised a full ocean depth submersible, called a “36,000/3”—meaning a submersible that could dive to 36,000 feet with 3 people inside—though there was little information about it. That was exactly what was needed.

On September 14, 2014, Vescovo emailed Triton Submarines’ head of marketing and sales, Mark Deppe. He expressed interest in leasing a Triton 36,000/3 if Triton had one available.

“To be quite direct, my intention is to partner with a firm and support team to journey not just to the Challenger Deep, but the other deepest points of the world’s four other oceans,” he wrote. “This has never been done, and I would very much like to expend the resources and time to be the first to do so.”

He also mentioned that the dream to dive the ocean was an extension of his recently completed quest to climb the seven summits. And he indicated that he was the cofounder of a successful private equity firm and had the financial resources to see such a deep ocean diving project through.

A response quickly came back, and a call was set up. It turned out, however, Triton had a vision for a full ocean depth sub, but they hadn’t actually built one. No client had stepped up and ordered it, so all that existed was a colorful drawing and a dream of what might be possible. And no one was quite sure how much it would cost. Undeterred, Vescovo decided he would meet the Triton team and find out just what the possibilities were.






CHAPTER 3 THE SUB BUILDERS


At the time Victor Vescovo contacted Triton Submarines in 2014, the company was housed in a nondescript, warehouse-style building off the beaten path, down the street from a Burger King in Vero Beach. The manufacturing floor resembled a marine version of the Wright Brothers’ bicycle shop, with spare parts strewn out over workbenches and the floor littered with circuit boards, propellers, and widgets all shapes and sizes for the subs in progress. The communal offices were in a two-story attachment to the warehouse. The thin, wood-paneled walls caused employees to joke about having to wear headphones for privacy. Behind the main building was a cement courtyard used for assembly space, and at the rear of a property was a second manufacturing building.

The company was formed in 2007 by L. Bruce Jones and Patrick Lahey. Jones and Lahey met when Jones was running U.S. Submarines, which he did from 1987 through 2007. Lahey worked for Jones on several projects and then the two decided to form a company to concentrate on building small submersibles.

“I gave Patrick half the business with the understanding that I would not be there full-time and that he would run the day-to-day operations,” Jones explains. Though Triton was headquartered in Florida, Jones continued to reside in rural Idaho. So Lahey became the operational leader of the company, Jones its marketer.

The two men are Type A personalities and share many things in common, but have very different styles in business.

Jones, 63, is a bear of a man with a round face that suits his jolly demeanor. He punctuates his stories, good and bad, with a hearty chuckle. He’s not shy about expressing his role in the company’s projects. Though this has led to his reputation as a self-promoter, he characterizes it as being an advocate for Triton. He often takes a very direct approach that can rub clients the wrong way, something he says can be necessary to protect his team and keep things moving forward.

Lahey, seven years his junior, has spiked white hair and tanned skin from spending much of the last thirty-six years on ship decks deploying subs. He casually drops f-bombs, using them positively, negatively, and angrily in equal doses. Appearing a bit high-strung to some, he carries the weight of the company’s projects on his shoulders, literally walking with them pitched forward, but he shines a beacon of optimism on every situation. He takes a back seat to the client and operates under the premise that the client is always right—or if the client isn’t, he’s at least very deferential to their view.

Both men came to love the ocean at an early age. Jones grew up all over the world in mostly port cities, living in Hong Kong, Manila, Singapore, and Jakarta, as well as on oil rigs for periods of time. In total, he has visited 121 countries and lived in 20. His mother was a civil engineer, his father a marine engineer. His grandfather also made his living in the maritime industry, owning a large marine fleet construction company and, according to Jones, had a role in inventing containerized shipping.

Jones learned to scuba dive at age eight in the Persian Gulf, triggering an immediate fascination for underwater exploration. When he was in the eighth grade and living in Singapore, his parents were displeased with the school choices so they sent him to boarding school in the U.S. at Culver Military Academy in northern Indiana. “I hated it, but I appreciated what it did for me,” he says. “And I learned to fly airplanes there.”

He later attended Trinity University and after graduating went to work in gemology. The interest continues to this day, as he keeps what he calls the world’s most advanced private gemological lab on the second floor of his Idaho home.

After his first marriage ended in divorce, Jones met his current wife of thirty-two years, Liz. The two shared the same adventuresome spirit. When they met, Liz had just finished sailing around the world. They now regularly go on trips in their small plane, ride in their hot-air balloon, and take excursions in their motor home.

Jones is a bon vivant who will sip champagne in the afternoon if the mood suits him. He is full of colorful stories, many of which sound slightly exaggerated or even apocryphal. To wit: “When we were treasure hunting in the Philippines, I made a recovery of $300 million of gold bullion, but [President Ferdinand] Marcos was my partner and he took it all, and we got escorted to the airport at gunpoint.”

Lahey’s love affair with the oceans also started in his childhood. He spent his early years in landlocked Ottawa, Canada, but when he was seven, his father moved the family to Barbados for three years. Lahey’s new backyard was the crystalline waters of the Atlantic Ocean.

“The ocean made an indelible impression on me,” Lahey recalls. “Looking at it every day solidified my desire to have a life of the ocean. There’s a great line from Jacques Cousteau: ‘The sea, once it casts its spell, holds one in its net of wonder forever.’ I’m one who found himself under that spell.”

Lahey got into the sub game in his late teens. He had become a certified scuba diver at thirteen, and by the time he turned eighteen, he was working as a commercial diver in the oil and gas industry.

At that time, the industry used manned submersibles for exploration. The submersibles were more like oversized, wearable diving suits. The pilot slid inside a pressure-controlled tube that barely had enough room for him to move his arms to operate the controls.

Lahey made his first solo dive in one of those subs at age twenty-one off the coast of Santa Barbara, California, to inspect an oil rig at 1,400 feet. “I vividly remember the cobalt blue water all around me and the sense of liberation I had,” he says. “As a diver, I was accustomed to spending time in a decompression chamber when I came up. In a sub, you don’t have to do that. I decided at the moment I surfaced that subs would be the focus of my professional life.”



Triton started small and experienced growing pains in a very niche business. The first two Triton submersibles, which were built when Jones and Lahey were still at U.S. Submarines, were 1,000/2s, meaning two people could occupy the capsule and dive to a maximum depth of 1,000 feet. The company then graduated to building acrylic-sphered 3,300/3s that look like aquatic spaceships. These became the company’s bread and butter.

Triton’s first three years were “dismal with small growth,” as Jones characterizes them. The company was manufacturing one to two subs a year. It had persistent issues with suppliers, such as when the UK company that built the acrylic spheres for its 3,300/3s delivered ones that were yellowish and of dubious durability. The company actually managed to destroy two spheres. Triton switched to a German manufacturer, but there was a long research and development cycle that slowed Triton’s output before the company arrived at a new method to make optically clear and stronger acrylic spheres.

By 2011, the pace increased and Triton’s staff had grown from the original three full-timers to thirty-six. Revenues were also growing, at a rate of 25 percent per year. High net worth clients began ordering Triton subs, such as billionaire investor Ray Dalio, who owns two. By 2014, when Vescovo contacted Triton about building a full ocean depth submersible, the company had increased its output to two or three subs a year and had made twelve.

“Triton has always been a little bit of a Skunk Works,” Lahey says, referring to Lockheed Martin’s legendary development shop that coined the term for innovative undertakings that operate outside research norms. “It’s an unusual place full of eccentric people, but people who are passionate about what they do and who infuse their energy into every part they make.”

When Jones first read Vescovo’s query, he wasn’t sure what to make of a Texan who said he wanted to fund a deep diving sub. Jones knew everyone in the sub world, but he had never heard of Vescovo. “Patrick and I live on a steady diet of rejection,” he says. “We’ve been through it all. Every wacko that wants a submarine over the last thirty years, we’ve heard from them. But Victor was a very credible guy from the beginning and pretty easy to deal with.”

Out of left field, as the two sides were just beginning a correspondence about the sub, Jones pitched Vescovo on a marijuana business investment for cannabis oil production in California and Washington. “My response was, ‘Um … okay … no thanks,” Vescovo says. “A bit of a yellow flag, too.”



Based on Vescovo’s strong interest in pursuing the full ocean depth sub, Triton began internally gathering information on what it would take to build it. The company was focused on its dream to build a sub with a transparent pressure boundary, essentially a glass sphere. The properties of glass are such that a perfect sphere could sustain the pressure, but there were a variety of drawbacks that came to light.

While the right type of high-pressure glass could bear the compressional stress, there could not be any type of glass-to-metallic interface. This meant the glass sphere would have to be a clamshell design with all the equipment necessary to power and operate the sub located inside the sphere. A further problem was that the glass company Triton had approached was proving unreliable.

Vescovo wasn’t sold on the idea of a glass sphere for three passengers. “I went back to them and said, no, let’s go tried and true,” he says. “I don’t want to sink a ton of money in bleeding-edge tech that may or may not work.”

Triton was forced to abandon the idea and focus on something more practical. “There were obvious advantages to glass, but as Victor so eloquently put it, he wasn’t interested in funding a science experiment,” Lahey says. “And fair enough. It was a shrewd and fairly wise decision on his part because at the end of the day, as exciting as a glass pressure boundary is at full ocean depth, it’s still far off and unknown.”

During this time, on May 20, 2015, Triton invited Vescovo to the Bahamas to dive in one of their three-person submersibles, a Triton 3,300/3 (meaning a maximum depth of 3,300 feet with three passengers). Lahey had two Emirati clients on the ship. The two men were chatting away in Arabic when Victor walked in—and started talking to them in Arabic. Lahey was floored.

Vescovo had never been inside a sub, and the experience cemented his interest in pursuing a full ocean depth sub.

In the Bahamas, Vescovo also met the company’s lead sub designer, John Ramsay, who was based in the UK. Ramsay, who is in his late thirties, has a boyish spirit about him, tousled hair, a thin scruff of facial hair, and eyes that open extra wide when he emphasizes a point.

Ramsay had started at Triton as a consultant in 2006 and went full time in 2012 after designing sixteen subs for Triton. Previously, he had worked in the UK building military-oriented submarine rescue systems, in which a small sub with a decompression chamber attached to it would dive to a larger submarine to bring people safely back to the surface.

Ramsay would be tasked with coming up with a workable design for the full ocean depth submersible. As complex as the undertaking would be, Ramsay operates on a fairly straightforward philosophy of “if you can’t explain it, you don’t understand it.”

“One of the objectives of that dive in the Bahamas was to prove to Victor the importance of being able to see out of the submarine with your own eyes and not just through cameras,” Ramsay says. “At the time he wasn’t interested in all the specialized requirements of a submersible, but we wanted him to see them.”

Vescovo was immediately impressed with Ramsay. “He struck me as a child prodigy who grew up and got to build things he had only dreamed of,” Vescovo says.



After the Bahamas dive, the discussions became more specific. Some basic questions had to be answered before Ramsay could begin the actual design. First among them was how many passengers the sub would carry.
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