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rsing pressure meant that a fire would ignite more easily and burn
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with greater ferocity, and the men were dealing with chemicals that

react violenty with water.

According to specialists in the Russian Navy's rescue department,
at some stage one of the survivors ripped open the packaging around
a chemical cartridge and appears to have fumbled and dropped it. As
the cartridge fell into the water, with highly flammable oil and lubri-
cants floating on its surface, the chemical reaction was sufficiently
violent to ignite a blaze. We know from the fire-line in the compart-
ment that at this stage, the water was nearly waist-high.

In a sealed, high-pressure environment like the ninth compart-
ment, a fire is not just a problem—it is a truly cataclysmic event. This
was a flash fire that would have rolled at high speed across the
surface of the water. In just a sccond or two, the fireball would have
used up all the precious oxygen the crew had meticulously tried to
prt:u‘r\'c.

Some of the sailors fought to escape, ducking below the water.
Their bodies were later discovered with a distinctive pattern of burns:
backs badly charred, chests scarcely touched. Others, it seemed, had
been grouped around the spot where the cartridge was dropped—
they were found with thermal burns compatible with a violent chem-
ical reaction. The lower limbs of all of the bodies recovered {rom the
aft compartment were untouched by fire, confirming the view of Rus-
sian experts that the men had been standing deep in water when the

fire crupted.

For those who had managed to duck under the water and emerge
to breathe, when they resurfaced they faced an atmosphere no
longer capable of supporting life. One of the sailors had a mask
seared to his face. The superheated gases would have burned their
lungs, and they would have faced yet another killer. As the fire
reacted with the paintwork and metals inside the ninth compart-
ment, carbon monoxide was being generated in lethal quanutes.
Carbon monoxide is known as the silent killer. It comes with no taste
or smell; it is not detectable by the human senses. Victims of CO poi-
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