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wrecks

German ocean liner General von 
Steuben was torpedoed by a 
Russian submarine in 1945 taking 

thousands of refugees fleeing the 
advancing Red army with her to the 
bottom. She now rests at 72 meters 

in the Baltic Sea making it one of 
the most impressive Baltic wrecks 
and daunting technical dives.

General von Steuben

General von Steuben (GvS) was 
built in 1923. A modern ocean 
liner for the time, her top speed 
was 16 knots and she took 1100 
passengers. With a weight of 38 
500 tons distributed over a 168 
meter long hull and a nearly 
20 meter wide deck she was 
often referred to as “The beauti-
ful, white Steuben” in advertis-
ing material from that time. As 
it happened, GvS was the first 
German commercial ocean liner 
to port in the US after the First 
World War, opening the trade 
over the Atlantic once again. No 
one then knew what fait await-
ed her and her passengers.

Text: Michael Tagliati

X

Divers on the starboard side, 
above the lantern house 

 (the ‘X’ on the drawing above)
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The collapse of the East Front
During the Second World War many 
commercial ocean liners were requisi-
tioned for military service as transporters. 
The fighting on the East front was parti-
cularly nasty. The German campaign in 
Russia had soon erupted into an incred-
ible carnage, violence and terror so 
when the tide turned in 1943 the Russian 

soldiers were eager for revenge. As far 
as they were concerned the only good 
fascist was a dead fascist. Civilians, 
women and children making little dif-
ference. In retrospect, none was better 
or worse then the other. It was war. The 
stakes were high. The sheer fear of the 
Russian army among the German civilian 
population who now found themselves 

at the front line was enough to make 
whole families commit suicide in some 
areas. As the German front retreated 
the situation was desperate. Several 
hundred thousand civilians needed to 
be evacuated to avoid the advanc-
ing Russian 9th Army. So what did the 
German military command do?

The beginning of the end
The ocean liners General von Steuben 
and Wilhelm Gustloff and the freighter 
Goya were given the task to evacuate 
wounded soldiers and civilians and res-
cue them from the wrath of the Russian 
army. But the risk was immense as the 
Baltic Sea was dominated by Russian 
submarines. That the superior speed 
of GvS was sufficient to outrun these 
submarines was, in a sense, a correct 
assumption. However, as this was not 
the case for escort ships these, in this 
case, represented the weakest link in the 
chain. One of them had a much worn 
down insulation in the chimney and run-
ning on steam it generated sparks which 
were visible at great distances at sea, 
regardless of the blackout routines prac-
ticed onboard at the time. Alexander 
Marinesco, captain of the Russian sub-

marine S-13 
soon spotted 
the sparkling 
lights on the 
deck in his bin-
oculars.

The End
At 00:52 two 
torpedoes 
struck the starboard  side. General 
von Steuben had 5 decks; the lower 
was completely filled with immobilized 
wounded German soldiers. Before leav-
ing from Pillau General von Steuben was 
overloaded with people who wanted to 
escape the Russian Army. Built for 1100 
passengers, she 
now held near-
ly 5 000 passen-
gers. This sheer 
number of peo-
ple onboard 
meant  everal 
children was 
born onboard 
every day. 

As the most of the crew quarters were 
located exactly where the torpedoes 
hit, any organized effort in handling the 
emergency was crippled from the onset. 
Panic ensued. Only 659 people survived in 
the 4˚ C cold water and by 01:32 General 
von Steuben was gone from the surface.

Promotional postcard for the “beautiful white Steuben”

The 
engine 
room 
tele-
graph 
on the 
port 
wing 
bridge of 
General 
von 
Steuben
- at 68m

The advancing Russian army 
drove hordes of German 
refuges in front on them General von Steuben also evacuated wounded soldiers

Spare steering 
wheel on the 

aft deak
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Sentiments
Sitting on the aft deck of the dive vessel 
Moskus brings many thoughts and senti-
ments to mind. While one part of you is 
exhilarated about the adventure lying 
ahead another significant part of you is 
intensely focused on the concrete dan-
gers and challenges ahead. You try to 
be very methodical, calm and focused 
on relaxing. It may sound easy but don-
ning all that equipment is very symbolic. 
Many technical divers therefore rely on 
ritual routines to prevent mistakes and 
alleviate stress prior to the dive. 
 If you are already stressed before you 
leave the surface one thing is certain; it 
is not going to get better once you dive. 

Being in a hurry is simply lethal.  
 The biggest challenge is faced by the 
divers going down on the wreck first. 
They don’t know what they are going to 
face, or whether it is possible to success-
fully attach the downline to the wreck 
– which is a requirement in order for the 
dives to proceed in a safe manner.
 In my case, I lie on the surface while 
my pulse gets back down to its normal 
resting level. My breathing become a 
central aspect in controlling the mental 
state. 

Going down
I breathe with long calm breaths.  The 
downline goes straight down into the 
darkgreen haze. I start pulling myself 
gently down by the line while I routinely 

monitor all my equip-
ment. The computers are 
working, the lamps are 
functioning, the rebreath-
er is doing what it is sup-
posed to do and the suit 
isn’t leaking. Everything is 
AOK. 
 At 20 meters the light 
gets dimmer and the 
temperature drops stead-
ily. After four minutes I 
find myself at 40m but I 
still seeing nothing ahead 
of me but the beam 
of my divelamp.  Am I 
heading straight into a 
big fishing net? Am I run-
ning into a current? How 

is the visibility?
 After seven minutes I finally 
see the outline of the hull. The 
sound of breathing penetrates 
my mind. In the twilight all kinds 
of visualisations and fantasies 
seep into my mind. “Is that a 
net?” 
 The visibility is quite good. 
This is very important and I am 

pleased. As I don’t have 
much experience diving to 
these depths and this alien 
environment I would have 
aborted the dive in case of 
bad visibility. Suddenly I get 
this feeling of being a tres-
passer in a cemetery. This isn’t 
all that great. I am 

terrified. Everything worthwhile 
living for is up at the surface, so 
what am I doing down here?  
  It is the helium enriched 
breathing gas that makes my 
fantasy overactive. After a cou-
ple of minutes I manage to get 
my composure back and feel like con-
tinuing the dive. The downline is like an 
umbilical to life. If I am unable to find it 

Buildplate beneath the bridge. The ship was 
built in 1923, but new owners took over in 1931. 

“Is 
that a 
net?” 
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tips

again the risks associated with this 
dive will suddenly rise exponential-
ly.  Every fin stroke which takes me 
further away from this exit point 
has consequences. It is impor-
tant to be present. Over the port 
bridge wing I spot a big cod being 
caught in a net. It is struggling. 
 Once again a fear of becoming 
entangled in the net myself creeps 
in on me. There are plenty of nets 
on this wreck as it has been down 
here for 60 years. 

Experience matters
I signal my buddy Larre that I am 
uneasy. We haven’t had many 
dives together and there aren’t 
many people around in this county 
doing these kind of dives in the first 
place.  But we have spent a fair 
deal of time together on the dive 
vessel Moskus, enough to establish 
a trust in each other. Larre is very 
experienced, which is comforting 
for me who is not. 
 The cold is starting to make itself 
felt and time is ticking away. I 
was at the downline at 50m after 
seven minutes and at the bridge 
at 65m after 15 minutes. The cold 

makes me lose the sensation in my 
hands. We read each others eyes 
and movements in the water. The 
trepidation from being in a grave-
yard won’t let go. I didn’t expect 
it to feel like this. I feel perturbed, 
get philosophical and start thinking 
intensely about my family, my wife 
and my children.

Focusing
I focus once more on my breath-
ing. Now I start longing after see-
ing the downline 
again. This dive 
has been very 
demanding. The 
thousands for 
hours spent under 
water is starting to 
pay off though. 
I am calming 
down.  I see a 
boot lying beside 
the engine-room 
telegraph at 65m. 
I take a look at 

the bridge. It is in a vertical posi-
tion, the door is like a windbreak. 
I can’t enter with all my tanks, it is 
too narrow. I am aware that more 
dives are possible and that time 
is now against us, and I decide 
to turn around and head for the 
downline. After 25 minutes we are 
back at the downline as planned. 
Ahead of us waits one hour of 
decompression during which one 
can ponder a lot on life. Each 
diver seem to be engrossed in his 

Penetration on 
the starboard 

promedadedeck

Sign on 
compass
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http://www.divecochran.com/software/index.html
http://www.divecochran.com/computers/EMC-14/index.html
http://www.divecochran.com/computers/EMC-14/index.html
http://www.divecochran.com
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Wrecks
own thoughts busy with the dive com-
puters, changing gasses and timing 
each stop.  The water gets warmer and 
the light and hope returns. Once all the 
divers are gathered aboard Moskus we 
start comparing experiences and infor-
mation constructing a joint picture of the 
circumstances down there.
 The next dives take on a different char-
acter of a somewhat more intellectual 
flavour. The trepidation I experienced 
during my first dive recedes and armed 
with more information and confidence 
it becomes possible to perform more 
advanced dives later on. We stay on 
site for three days and dive twice a day. 
That is all you can cope with mentally 
and physically. Many of the divers have 
a passionate relationship with vessels and 
their construction and find each ship has 
a personality, a soul. 
 General von Steuben was“ the white 

beautiful Steuben”  as it was promoted in 
the days when she served as a liner. Now 
she sits like a church on the seabed.  
 As far as I am concerned I was tested 
to my limits. But what I have witnessed 
and the experiences I can now share 
with a wider audience, will hopefully 
help remembering the incredible suffer-
ing the second world war brought upon 
so many people. We now have some-
thing in common on board. Humbled by 
the experience, we have found a new 
respect for life and for pulling this venture 
off together. 

Rediscovered after 60 years
Until 2004, the exact location of General 
von Steuben’s was unknown. Discovered 
by Swedish company “Marin Mätteknik” 
and Deep Sea Production, a Swedish film 
production company she re-emerged as 
a dot on the GPS once again. National 

Geographic were quick to fund a 
Polish diving expedition and others 
soon followed. 

Issues
General von Steuben rests in interna-
tional waters and the legal aspects 
of accessing the wreck are not well 
defined. 
 Ethically the issues are more trou-
blesome. How long is long enough to 
allow divers to enter what is a grave? 
Ask different divers and you will get dif-
ferent answers. For those with national, 
cultural or family ties to the wreck such 
activites stirs strong emotions. For those 
with a profound interest in contemporary 
history, naval design and technical diving 
the perspective is a different one.  
 It is all about perspective but if one 
can show respect and understanding for 
fellow human beings it helps, no doubt.  

Swedish diving expedition to 
General von Steuben 
Our dives took place July 2005. With 
the Swedish diving vessel “Moskus” and 
Captain Tobias Åberg our resources 
was somewhat limited compared to the 
extensive Polish expedition which fea-
tured large ROVs, decompression cham-
bers and other goodies on a 100-ton 
commercial diving vessel.

The Swedish diving vessel “Moskus” being 
smaller, no less offered all needed for 
men with courage. Yes, the stories after 
National Geographic featured their arti-
cle were that General von Steuben was 
covered in nets, after 60 years of fishing 
in the Baltic. As locals, we knew that this 
is true for most wrecks in these waters. 
However, dropping the anchor on an 
echo and seeing Tobias Åberg and Peter 

Filephoto. Artifacts recovered 
from other Baltic wrecks. Should 
these wartime wrecks and sea-

mens graves be disturbed?
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Oleander descending down to secure 
the anchor line and decompression line 
on the wreck left us concerned for a 
while. More then one diver has perished 
in fishing nets in the Baltic. 

Anchoring  
Tobias and Peter are experienced with 
more the 1000 hours each in these 
waters. After 80 minutes they surfaced. 
We learned that our anchoring point 
was just below the bridge. The hull 
located at 50 meters and the bottom 
at 72 meters with the amount of fishing 
nets being a concern to us. Darkness 
prevailed at these depths, but visibility 
was good with no currents present. With 
winds of less then 4 meters per second 
and nearly dead calm conditions at the 
surface the conditions were excellent, 
which is very rare in these waters. The 
Baltic Sea is generally a shallow basin 
so winds above 6-8 meters per second 
immediately generate very rough condi-
tions at the surface. 

Technical aspects 
Our dives was based on using CCRs, 
mostly Inspiration, KISS and MK15 units, 
VR3 computers and trimix with 10/50 

mixtures for bottom gas, partial pressure 
of oxygen set to 1,2 Bar and some of 
us had 4th oxygen sensor and real-time 
tracking of actual gas mixture for basis 
of decompression. The nets were fought 
with conventional tools, but the water 
temperature and the penetration dives 
were too much for our digital video 
equipment. Read more details and see 
more images from the expedition on 
www.cortex.se. (link)

Diving General von Steuben
The Baltic Sea provides very varying div-
ing conditions. One day is never like the 
other, even on same location. During 
summer, the algae are blooming and 
this reduces visibility quite considerably, 
especially along the coasts. In open 
sea visibility usually improves a lot twith 
depth. This is quite paradoxical as the 
sun doesn’t penetrate further than 30-40 
meter, even in blue sky conditions. 
 I rested on the surface and wait-
ing for my pulse to come back down 
after all the preparation and dressing 
up under the burning sun on a 25° C 
hot day wearing nearly 80 kg of div-
ing equipment, before I turned on the 
lights and monitored my oxygen sensors. 

Descending I turned the rebreather to 
high-set point of (1.3bar) pp02 and filled 
the suit with gas. 40 meters time was 
reached 5 minutes into the dive. We 
had intentionally a short anchor line to 
reduce decent time to minimum. Our 
decompression line was separate from 
the anchor line. A good thing at times of 
unstable weather conditions. It was dark 
now. 

Partial pressure
The partial pressure was holding stable 
much thanks to the ADV. (Automatic 
Diluent Valve that equalises the counter-
lungs on the rebreather, ed.) Lights were 
good. Visibility was excellent! I noticed 
the portholes at 45 meters and touched 
the hull. Leaving an 80 cc bottle 50/50 
mixture for backup on the line. Larre 
Ländin, my diving buddy and I both 
noticed the bridge from the drawings 
we had on General von Steuben. 
 Leaving the starboard bridge and 
descending to 55, 60, 65 and 68 meters 
we found ourselves five meters above 
the bottom. General von Steuben is rest-
ing on her port side, tilted more then 90 
degrees. A great deal of debris and nets 
are located on the port side. We looked 
straight up into the bridge, which was all 
intact. Very few divers had been here. 

Russian submarine captain 
Marinesco aboard the S-13
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General
von Steuben
In the middle of the Baltic Sea the German oceanliner 
has been resting undisturbed for over 60 years. 

Nearly 4 000 people lost their lives when 
the ship was hit by a couple of Russian 
torpedos in february 1945.
 Follow the Swedish expedition down 
and into the wreck at more than 220 ft 
where the sun never reaches.

ht tp : / /www.cor tex .se/s teuben .h tml

The previous expeditions had 
done a lot of penetration dives. 
Lines into the ship were obvious 
and observed from several other 
diving colleagues who did other 
tours on the wreck.
 Time was now 18 minutes, and 
we realized that we needed to 
return to the ascent line to follow 
or initial dive plan. The sensation 
was that of entering a relic of the 
tragedies that took place here. 
We felt uncomfortable at times 
and avoided penetration dives 
initially.  The cold water was also 
affecting us and the expecta-
tion, anticipation and preparation 
started to take out its toll. In the 
later dives we did pursue deeper 
penetration dives, much forced 
upon us by appearing underwa-
ter currents. 
 The General von Steuben is 
extremely spacious and excellent 
for penetration diving. However, 
due to its awkward position it is 
difficult to maintain a good sense 
of location and the size does influ-
ence the perception and attitude 
regarding bottom time. We went 
from doing profiles 65 m and 25 
minutes bottom time to doing 70 
m for 40 minutes bottom time. 
After 3 days most of us was men-
tally and physically exhausted. 

Blurred vision & 
Hallucinations at 70m 
Being a landlubber, going out on 
the Baltic Sea usually means hav-
ing to use some kind of motion-
sickness medication 
 Most divers have been told 
about the side-effects of medicia-
tion will be altered with increased 
pressure, most common relating 
to drugs which will aliviate swol-
len muchous membranes in the 
upper airways and problems to 
equalize, which we all know is 
contraindicated and relates to 
risks of reverse block and ruptured 
tympanic membrane (ear-drum).
 With motion sickness, the use of 

scopalamine, an anti-cholinergic 
substance has been gaining use 
since the introduction of transder-
mal patches which permitted 
slow release over 72 hour period. 
 However, side effecsts such 
as impaired accomondation 
(blurred vision), bradycardia (slow 
heart rate), reduced salivation 
still are very much a side effects 
despite the mode of distribution.

Desorientation
Another aspect which technical 
divers need to take into consid-
eration is that an unusual but 
reported side effect of scopala-
mine is “desorientation, anxiety 
and halluciations” in less than 
one out of thousand cases. Not 
a good thing to experience such 
side effects when reading your 
diving computer at 70 m in 4° C 
pitch black water. 
 Add to this the combination of 
trimix gases and the lack of men-
tal sedation which nitrogen oth-
erwise brings (which we of course 
do not want). The combination of 
trimix gases and medications at 
partial pressures well above nor-
mal levels speaks 
it own language. 
Very little research 
have been done, 
preclinical and in 
laboratory envi-
ronment only. No 
case reports have 
been published.
 Personally as a physician and 
starting out as a technical closed 
circuit rebreather diver with the 
aim to take pictures of the wreck 
General von Steuben, I found 
after comparing my experiences 
with my dive buddy back at the 
surface that I have had visual hal-
lucinations and that my footage 
and video from many dives was 
out of focus, as I thought my mask 
was fogging up on me as it might 
have in previous thousands of 
dives I have done.

The First Inspector General of the 
American Army von Steuben actu-
ally immigrated to America during 
the Civil War.  Offering his services to 
the American Army and not asking 
anything in return unless he was suc-
cessful he found himself in service 
under General Washington in Valley 
Forge late winter of 1777. 
 Upon arrival von Steuben immedi-
ately recognized that no military dis-
cipline was present. Many of those 
who fought for the Army was doing 
so out of free will. Hence, they con-
sidered their actions to be of individ-
ual rather then military incitement. 
Steuben had served in the Preussian 
army which was considered one of 
the most modern and advanced 
internationally at the time. Using his 
experience he quickly gathered the 
best 100 men in the American Army 
and started military drills marking 
the excellence and precise attitude 
needed to successfully operate 
as a group in combat. As he fin-
ished training the men, they were 
dispersed to conduct the same 
training with the remaining soldiers. 
Essentially this initative changed the 
structure of the whole army and 

contributed a great deal to 
the victory of the American 
Army.
 In recognition of his serv-
ices, the Congress granted 
him an annuity and New 
York State presented him 
with a large tract of land.  
He became an American 
citizen and lived in New 
York until his death in 1794.  
He was laid to rest in a 
hero’s grave on his estate 
in Steuben County, where 
the inscription on a bronze 
plaque sums up the contri-
bution that he made to the 
new nation: “Indispensable 
to the Achievement of 
American Independence”. 
Steuben’s military services 
in America are likewise very ade-
quately indicated in General John 
McCauley Palmer’s biography on 
Steuben by his most praiseworthy 
statement:

“...In the course of my researches, 
I was soon convinced that the 
military services of two men, and 
two men only, can be regarded 

as indispensable to the achieve-
ment of American independence.  
These two men were Washington 
and Steuben.  When I say that their 
military services were indispensable, 
I mean that each of them contrib-
uted something essential to final 
victory, that could not have been 
contributed by any other man in the 
American Army...”

Who was General von Steuben?Lesson learned
Scopalamine transdermal patch-
es and trimix diving is not an 
acceptable combination. Not all 
will hallucinate, but the compro-
mise if you have to travel great 
lenghts at sea before reaching 
desination is to put these patches 
on 4-6 hours before trip starts, and 
remove them 12 hours before div-
ing. Better still is not use these at 
all, stick to antihistamin drugs of 
newer types. Ask your doctor.
 It is plausible that pressures 
above 5 bar along with trimix 
gases potentiate and increase 
serum concentrations that might 
give a higher frequency of report-
ed side effects. Better safe then 
sorry. Task load is enough with 
CCR, trimix, Baltic Sea deep div-
ing and videocamera as it is more 
then so often. 
 
Summary 
We did penetration dives into 
the General von Steuben and 
saw many things, which we out 
of respect for the readers and 
relatives do not speak about or 
have taken pictures of. Over 4000 

people rest here, and we 
have not disturbed them. 
We think of it as visiting a 
gravesite. She is very intact, 
has tremendous spacious 
internal areas that provide 
excellent, world-class pen-
etration dives. If you have 

the opportunity and have the skills, 
equipment, experience and crew 
needed this is a wreck you have to 
dive. But read up on your knowl-
edge of the 2nd world war, share 
it with others and have a deeper 
more meaningful experience then 
just another logged dive. This site 
demands a humble approach, as 
is true with many physical and psy-
chological challenges in life. 

Additional links
Swedish diving vessel “Moskus”in 
Ystad, Sweden. www.moskus.se

Scopalamine 
transdermal patches 
and trimix diving 

is not an acceptable 
combination.

http://www.cortex.se/steuben.html
http://www.moskus.se
http://www.moskus.se

