
am Commander
Vinayaka S
Agashe, now past
my prime, tired
and retired, with
grand children
who probably
view me as a use-
less 'Grand Pa'
because I could-

n't, or wouldn't, talk about any-
thing that I did in the submarine
arm of the Indian Navy.
Nevertheless, not too long ago, I
was a soldier in whites with
gonads charged with testos-
terone. The only proof I have now,
that I was such a man, is a coin
sized 'Vishisht Seva Medal' with a
ribbon, kept in a box in my bed-
room, a rarely noticed object, just
like the submarines that I sailed.

The submarine arm of the
Navies of the world is generally
referred to as the 'Silent Service'
because one rarely gets to see it,
and what it does routinely for a
living is usually classified under
the draconian 'Official Secrets
Act'. Very rightly so! A subma-
rine is a deadly, silent, strategic
weapon system that could start a
war on its own, even with one's
best friend, or stop one with one's
worst foe. Therefore, in peace or
war, if a submarine is seen or
detected in any place other than
its home base, every attempt is
usually made to kill it at sight,
because more often than not it is
always behind enemy lines, doing
something fishy. A submarine is
usually perceived as an infamous
'Peeping Tom', wielding strategic
as well as tactical weapons to
make war, and hence to be pun-
ished, killed by friend or foe, with
utter prejudice!!

Life on board electric / diesel
propelled submarines of yore
was like living in the stomach of
a hydro dynamically curvaceous
crocodile, hidden in the 'Purdah'
of the dark depths of oceans,
once in a while coming to
periscope depth on dark nights to
charge batteries, or surface to
rendezvous with supply ship to
take on board fresh rations,
exchange personal mails, spares
for machinery if required, or
evacuate sick personnel. A sub-
marine carries fuel, lub oil and
dry rations to stay on patrol for
up to 100 days without any sup-
port. As far as possible there is
total electronic silence; to and fro
coded messages are sent or
received underwater on VLF.

Though submarines have
hatches on top side to load sup-
plies, torpedoes, bulky machin-
ery and things like that while in
port, routine entry of personnel
into a submarine is usually
through a hatch in the conning
tower, sliding down a near verti-
cal ladder. Once inside, for a tall
man there is barely headroom to
stand upright. None has a bunk of
his own except the 'Captain' of
the boat. The rest shares sleeping
quarters on eight hour rotational
basis, sleeping wherever one
could find space. During wakeful
hours one was always on duty,
with something or the other to do,
usually the underworld mischief,
the 'Izat Iqbal & Quam' kind, in
clandestine service to the nation.

There is no privacy on board,
because due to lack of space one
or the other controls of the com-
plex systems of the submarine is
located even in the ruddy toilet.
While one is in deep contempla-
tion like King Solomon, procras-
tinating on one's constitution,
someone or the other would come
by to turn on or close one or the
other valves and switches located
in the toilet without even a com-
ment 'Excuse Mois, S'il Vous
Plait'!! Fresh water was a scarce
commodity and hence sea water
and salt crystals in the cleft of the
bums or armpit gave sub-
mariners permanent 'Dhobi's
Itch'. The saving grace is that one
didn't have to shave or brush
teeth, and therefore all sub-
mariners have the look of 'Davy
Jones', the pirate of the
Caribbean, when they are at sea!! 

The worst pathological fear of
a submariner is a fire on board,
death by fire, or asphyxiation by
smoke and battery fumes. There
is no place one can run off to, and
it is not possible to jump out of a
submarine when it is submerged.
It is usually not possible to sur-
face because one is always in the
wrong place and if seen or caught
would create a national embar-
rassment. Fire in a submarine
usually leads to catastrophic con-
sequences. Therefore, all told,
submariners usually lead a
charming 'Kamikaze' type of life,
whistling 'Que Serra Serra, what-
ever will be will be, the future is
not ours to see, or worry about'.

The Official Secret Act has a
shelf life of around 25 yrs and
hence I could perhaps narrate an
older story without inviting the
wrath of 'Aye Bee Jee', simply to
give you an idea of what the
silent service routinely do to earn
a living.

During Sep / Oct 1986 I was in
command of INS/M Vagli, a
diesel electric 'Foxtrot' class sub-
marine, a vintage boat compared
to the Nuclear submarines now.

There was a party, 'Command

Reception' of some sort, on the
lawns of Command Mess in
Mumbai and everyone was enjoy-
ing their drink. Someone came
and told me that Capt Suresh, the
Captain (Submarines), was look-
ing for me. As soon as I met Capt
Suresh, he told me to come along
to C-in-C's office. In C-in-C's
office, there were Flag Officer
Submarines and Chief of Staff.
The C-in-C, V Adm. Chopra,
asked me if I am ready to sail
right away. I was briefed by the
Chief of Staff and I left the party
immediately and went on board
Vagli.

During the next 3 hours all
personnel were recalled, fresh
rations along with a team of 12
clearance divers with 4 Geminis
(inflatable rubber boats) were

loaded, torpedoes were armed,
Vagli was prepared for sea and we
silently left harbour. So silently
that ships secured alongside our
berth also did not come to know.

My sailing orders were for an
innocuous 'operational patrol', an
euphemism for clandestine gath-
ering of technical intelligence of
every kind, whether to do with
natural changes in oceanography,
access into harbours, monitoring
acoustic and magnetic signatures
of ships of every kind, radio &
radar intercepts, assessment of
maritime threat scenarios, infil-
tration or infiltration of intelli-
gence operatives …..And so on,
basically espionage. This particu-
lar mission was to snoop around
for 30 odd days and we were to go
close inshore, submerged as

usual, and operate with acute
risk and caution. We were to go
into the territorial waters of Sri
Lanka, a country which at that
time was neither at war with us,
nor showed any hostility. But in
the murky underworld of espi-
onage, a friend today could be an
enemy tomorrow and hence it
was our job to keep a track of
friends as well as foes, knowing
full well that if caught, surrender
was not an option that we would
be destroyed on sight, and no
mercy would be shown to Peeping
Toms. We had much in common
with the slogan of the Gurkha
Regiment of the army, 'Kafar
Bhanda Marnu Ramro', or 'better
to die than surrender and chatter
like a coward'.

Vagli approached operational
area off Batticaloa at 100 meters
depth. I called a meeting of the
Departmental Heads, Lt Cdrs
Robin Pereira (Ex O), PC Agarwal
(Eng-O) and Lt Srikant
(Electrical-O), to explain to them
the mission goals, what was on
my mind, how we were going to
play the hide and seek game, and
to seek their wise counsel. On a
submarine we did team work,
with everyone doing their share
of the myriad tasks, with 'a-pri-
ori' knowledge and zestful cooper-
ation, doing what needs to be
done without being told or
reminded.

After discussion and delibera-
tions it was decided that we
would proceed with silent speed,
at 100 meters depth, to take up
position at the boundary of the
territorial waters before sunset.
Thereafter, during the dark
hours, we would rise to a depth of

50 meters for the foray along the
coast line, as close as we could
get. Since the continental shelf
was steep, the depth of water
shown on our navigation chart of
the target area as 'Bottomless' or
more than 1000 meters.

A submarine operates on the
simple 'Archimedes' principle;
once under water, it maintains
neutral buoyancy with zero trim,
or horizontal position by filling
Compensating Tanks (Comp)
with water or by blowing out
water with compressed air.. At
the sunset, we were in position at
100 meters depth, zero trim, run-
ning minimum machinery so as
to remain silent. Any sound pro-
duced on board is the bitter
enemy of a submarine since
sound travels far underwater and
warns the enemy of our
approach.

The sea-surface picture
obtained using 'Sonar', like an
underwater radar, indicated 4
trawlers, 3 merchant ships and 2
hostile war ships- possibly
frigates. We crawled past avoid-
ing the hostile vessels, like a
silent shark, closer and closer to
the shore line. We rose to 50 mts
depth as planned. My men went
about silently doing their own
independent tasks of surveil-
lance and gathering a plethora of
strategic and tactical intelli-
gence. The clock ticked loudly
and time flew at super speed. I
handed over the control room
(Con), the nerve centre of the
submarine, to the 'Duty Officer
(DO) On Watch' and retired to my
cabin a few yards away from the
Con to cock a short routine
snooze.

Around 2 in the morning, I
instinctively sensed a slight
change in the trim (the subma-
rine was tilting nose up). Even
before the DO could switch on the
intercom to report the changed
situation, I rose from my bunk
and rushed to the Control room.
A quick glance at the instru-
ments warned me that for some
strange reason we were involun-
tarily losing depth and slowly ris-
ing to the surface.

"Slow Ahead, Port and
Starboard Motors, Both planes to
Dive" I commanded. The DO
repeated my command to the
propulsion controller. The con-
trol planes (like elevators on an
aircraft) are just aft of propellers
and therefore the planes become
more effective with increased
wash of propellers. I could feel
the vibrations increase as the
propellers increased thrust; still
the submarine kept losing depth-
it kept going up on its own gradu-
ally.

'Flood Comp-2, half ton"', I
commanded. The DO dutifully
repeated my command to the

Panel Chief, a senior sailor
responsible for taking in water in
Comp-2 filling water in the bal-
last tanks to make the boat heav-
ier so that it would stop going up.

'Flood Comp-2 half ton" I
repeated the commanded,
rather superciliously. I could
see that the Planes-man was
already struggling with the
planes control to get the subma-
rine back to horizontal position,
taking reference from the trim
indicator on a panel in front of
him. The submarine trim is
controlled by Forward and Aft
planes, using a pull push con-
trol, much like the joy stick of
an aeroplane.

The normal laws of hydro-
dynamics and submarine control
system did not seem to be work-
ing. Vagli was responding rather
erratically and seemed sluggish.
If this continued, if we surfaced
involuntarily and got detected,
the consequences were unthink-
able. It was as dangerous a situa-
tion as I could get myself into. I
began to sweat despite the air
conditioning.

'Inspect Compartments'.
My voice was hoarse with

tension and perhaps too loud for
the confines of the control room.
My command was dutifully
repeated by the Officer of the
watch (OOW) on the intercom. I
could imagine every man on the
ship scurrying about like rats
inspecting every part of the sub-
marine from head to toe and top
to bottom. One by one they
called from their individual sta-
tions to report 'All Correct'. The
OOW used a check list till the
last man called.

'All compartments checked
correct", he reported. Just a few
minutes had elapsed since I took
over the Con from the OOW. I
could feel the sweat on my brows.
I felt cold stares from those
around me. I ordered, "Flood
Comp-2, one ton" The Captain
was expected to be ice cool in an
emergency, and here I was in cold
sweat. I clenched my fists to take
control of myself.

'Flood Comp-2 one ton", I
croaked, trying to use my will
power to stop the submarine from
going up on its own. 'Vagli, sweet-
heart, listen to me', I spoke to the
submarine silently. It seemed that
Vagli actually heard my appeal; it
started to very slowly come to
heel. We stopped coming up.

'Go back to 50 mts depth', I
ordered. The Ex-O repeated my
order. In my consternation I had
not noticed that Robin had come
in quietly and taken over from
the OOW. I exhaled slowly; it was
very comforting to have Robin
besides me.
To be continued... ||||
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Happiness Happens Month
What makes you happy? Happiness Happens Month is a whole month dedicated to celebrating what
makes you happy. Even though Happiness Happens Month sounds silly, it does have a very important
purpose. "The month reminds us that happiness happens one small moment at a time and it's our job
to recognize those moments when they happen. It reminds us that sometimes a small action boosts
our happiness. It reminds us that happiness is a personal experience and it's also contagious!"W
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We tend to get
what we expect.  

- Norman 
Vincent Peale

#RELATIONSHIP#MIND & BODY
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it happens here...

The Source of Out-
of-Body Experiences

uring an out-of-body
experience, you
might first feel
weightless, like
you’re drifting away
from the ground.
Then, you might see
your body from

above, as if detaching from it
into a phantom twin.

These startling sensations
occur in an estimated 5 per-
cent to 10 percent of the popu-
lation and in many different
cultures.

An out-of-body experience
can happen when someone
goes under anaesthesia for
surgery, has a near-death
experience or wakes up in the
night temporarily unable to
move or speak, a phenomenon
called sleep paralysis.

Now, scientists have
pinned down a part of the
brain that may be going hay-
wire during out-of-body expe-
riences. The findings, pub-
lished last month in the jour-
nal Neuron, hint at how the
brain creates our everyday
sense of reality and could
point researchers toward new
types of anaesthesia in the
future.

In 2019, an epilepsy
patient visited Josef Parvizi,
a neuroscientist at Stanford
University and senior author
of the recent study, and said
he sometimes felt like he was
floating.

The patient felt “like an
observer to conversations”
going on in his mind. The neu-
roscientist had a hunch that
whichever brain area was
undergoing unusual activity
in the patient due to his
epilepsy could also play a part
in this altered state of con-
sciousness.

Since that meeting,
Parvizi and his team have
tracked down a part of the
brain that may be involved in
out-of-body experiences.

The culprit is a small sliv-
er of tissue, buried deep with-
in the fold running down the
top of the brain, called the
anterior precuneus.

During the study, stimulat-
ing this area with electricity
resulted in unusual sensa-
tions in eight volunteers with
epilepsy.

When scientists sent elec-
tric pulses to this chunk of

the brain, the volunteers did
not have true out-of-body
experiences, but they felt like
they were floating or falling.
They also expressed feeling
dizzy, dissociated and less
focused.

“All of them reported
something weird happening
to their sense of physical self.
In fact, three of them reported
a clear sense of depersonal-
ization, similar to taking psy-
chedelics.”

In this way, the anterior
precuneus is likely the seat of
a person’s physical sense of
self, or the idea that experi-
ences are happening to you,
not to someone else.

Disrupting this network
in your brain could shift your
point of view, making your
place in the world seem unre-
al, the team found.

This understanding could
point doctors toward potential
treatments for people with
trauma-related mental health
problems that cause feelings
of dissociation, Sahib Khalsa,
a neuroscientist at the
Laureate Institute for Brain
Research who was not
involved in the study, tells
Scientific American’s Diana
Kwon.

The “sausage-looking
piece of brain,” as Parvizi
calls it, might also act as a
substitute for aesthetic drugs
during medical procedures in
the future.

Most drugs for general
anaesthesia travel throughout
the whole body and brain and
carry some risks, since they
slow heart rate and breathing.
Purdon tells the publication
that by sending electric pulses
to this part of the brain, sci-
entists might design new
methods for anaesthesia with
fewer side effects.
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#THE 'SILENT SERVICE'

Researchers identified a brain region that
can create sensations of weightlessness or
falling, and it could help develop new
forms of anaesthesia.

ou might think that you’re
pretty good at being sup-
portive. You work hard. You
compliment. You know
when something’s up and
are there for your spouse.

But it’s not really your
call. When it comes to support, what
you think is not necessarily what
your partner feels.

It’s all about what they need, and
if it wasn’t tricky enough, that can
change regularly. What might have
helped yesterday is not what will
work today and might not be what’s
wanted in an hour.

“Needs can be so different,” says
Robin Norris, a marriage and family
therapist in Virginia. “Some need
action-oriented plans. Some need to
be heard. It can be more complex than
just being there for someone.”

So it leaves you with a question:
what do you do? And what does being
supportive look like? There isn’t one
answer. But all of the right ones key
in on paying attention, remaining
flexible, and being willing to be
uncomfortable, because when you’re
called on for support, it usually
means your partner is not at their
best.

Here are some tips that can help.
Just Ask What They Want

Yes, that’s it. Nothing more complex
than opening with, “What do you
need from me right now?,” says Orna
Rawls, a licensed marriage and fami-
ly therapist in Stratford, Connecticut.
You’re not barging in. You’re not try-
ing to offer a solution they didn’t ask
for. And you’re definitely not trying to
be the smartest person in the room by
guessing the correct “answer”.

“We usually guess incorrectly
because we think we’re more similar
to our partner because we live with
them, but we’re our unique selves,”
Norris says.

So asking is good!
Confirm What You’re Hearing

Of all the answers to, “What would
help?,” most likely the answer will be
to listen. “Fifty percent of the time,
you’ll find out they just need an ear,”
Rawls says. “People feel supported

when they feel heard.”
The same rules apply: Don’t be

distracted. (Your phone? Put it down.)
Make eye contact. Don’t interrupt.
But there will be a time to talk, and
before you do, make sure you under-
stand what they’ve said.

Often, Rawls says, this is what
trips couples up, because there’s a fig-
urative interpretation box sitting in
between. Words go in, get filtered and
heard differently; then it’s, “That’s
not what I meant,” resulting in no
connection.

What you do is paraphrase back
and ask, “Is this what you meant?” If
yes, the conversation continues. If the
answer is no, you say it again and
keep saying it until it’s what they
meant. And this helps both sides. This
is a chance for you to understand and
your spouse might realize that they
may be unclear on what they’re feel-
ing.
Keep Checking In

You might be providing what was
requested, but periodically, ask, “Is
this working?” “Is this still working?”
“Am I giving you what you’re looking
for?”

One thing to be careful of is using
“help” and “support” interchange-
ably. They sound similar, but they can
elicit different reactions.

The former can imply weakness.
The latter sounds like two people

working together, which is why it’s
good to check in and adjust if neces-
sary.

“We’re not always going to get this
right, but they trust that we’re try-
ing,” Norris says.
Resist That Urge

You see them going down an unpro-
ductive path or convincing them-
selves of something you know won’t
work. Unless they ask, keep it to your-
self. “They need to come to that con-
clusion on their own,” Norris says.
“It’s how we learn best.”

By not jumping in and trying to
correct them, it also builds the essen-
tial element of trust because you’re
accepting who they are and whatever
they’re giving. If their ideas don’t
make sense? Okay. If they’re snappy
or grumpy? You can handle it.

“They’re coming at you in a vul-
nerable spot,” she says. “That doesn’t
lend itself to the most positive emo-
tions.”

But that doesn’t mean to take
everything without question. If you
don’t have the time or focus, it’s legit-
imate to say, “I can’t do it now but
does 30 minutes work?” Being sup-
portive rarely comes at a convenient
time, but you don’t have to immedi-
ately jump.

“It’s humanly impossible,”
Rawls says. “You can’t be on-call all
the time.”
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FISHING IN NOT SO
TROUBLED WATERS (...1)

Wg Cdr Unni
Kartha (Retd)
aka Cyclic is a retired
IAF pilot with a pen-
chant for storytelling

Around 2 in the morning, I instinctively sensed a slight
change in the trim (the submarine was tilting nose up). Even
before the DO could switch on the intercom to report the
changed situation, I rose from my bunk and rushed to the
Control room. A quick glance at the instruments warned me
that for some strange reason we were involuntarily losing
depth and slowly rising to the surface.

T his particular mission was to
snoop around for 30 odd

days and we were to go close
inshore, submerged as usual, and
operate with acute risk and
caution. We were to go into the
territorial waters of Sri Lanka. It
was our job to keep a track of
friends as well as foes, knowing
full well that if caught, surrender
was not an option that we
would be destroyed on sight,
and no mercy would be shown
to Peeping Toms.

Being A
Supportive
Partner 

Whether
they’re
struggling with
a big or small
issue, this is
how you can
be as helpful
as possible. 


