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AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Sealab
 Premieres Tuesday, February 12, 2019 on PBS

The Forgotten Story of America’s “Aquanauts” Who Pioneered Undersea Living
[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ](BOSTON, MA) —  Sealab tells the mostly forgotten story of the U.S. Navy’s daring program that tested the limits of human endurance, revolutionized the way humans explored the ocean and laid the groundwork for undersea military missions to come. Based in part on the book SEALAB: America’s Forgotten Quest to Live and Work on the Ocean Floor by Ben Hellwarth, the film was written and directed by Stephen Ives,  produced by Amanda Pollak, and executive produced by Mark Samels. Sealab premieres on AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Tuesday, February 12, 2019, 9:00-10:00 p.m. ET (check local listings) on PBS. 
In the spring of 1964, Scott Carpenter — already famous for being the second American to orbit the earth —  was preparing for a new mission, not into space as an astronaut but into the sea as one of the Navy’s newly-minted “aquanauts.” Divers who attempted to chart the ocean’s depths faced barriers that had thwarted humans for centuries:  near total blackness, bone-jarring cold, and intense pressure that could disorient the mind and crush the body. Aboard Sealab, Carpenter and his fellow explorers would attempt to break through those barriers – going deeper and staying underwater longer than anyone had done before.  Their daring exploits were beginning to capture the nation’s attention, but a deadly tragedy would prematurely end their pioneering work.  
An audacious feat of engineering — a pressurized underwater habitat, complete with science labs and living quarters — Sealab aimed to prove that humans were capable of spending days or even months at a stretch living and working on the ocean floor.  The project was led by George Bond, a former doctor from Appalachia turned naval pioneer who dreamed of pushing the limits of ocean exploration the same way that NASA was pushing the boundaries of space exploration.  
The challenge was to counteract the danger from the effects of atmospheric pressure underwater which compresses air – the further a diver descends, the more the air molecules in his lungs become concentrated. Under the increasing pressure, the air molecules are absorbed into the blood and tissues, but too much oxygen becomes toxic and causes convulsions; too much nitrogen causes a woozy fog that can be deadly. Equally dangerous are the problems compressed air can create as the diver resurfaces: ascending too quickly releases the gas as bubbles, causing the crippling and often fatal cramps known as “the bends.” Sealab would pioneer what is known as “saturation diving,” which would allow divers to remain undersea — and emerge unscathed — for more extended periods of time.
In 1963, Cold War tensions were high, and the Navy was determined to match the Soviets’ capability in submarine warfare. When one of America’s newest atomic submarines, the U.S.S. Thresher, developed mechanical problems and sank in more than 8,000 feet of water, its hull crushed by the immense pressure, Bond’s work became a top priority. 
Within a year, Sealab I, manned by five aquanauts including Carpenter, was lowered to the ocean floor off Bermuda. After ten days, the men emerged safe and sound. They would next test Sealab in a far more inhospitable domain – one that would push the men to the very edge of human endurance. 
Sealab II consisted of three teams of aquanauts each taking turns living on the ocean floor for 15 days. They set up weather stations, tested new electrically heated wetsuits, and attempted to salvage the sunken fuselage of a fighter jet. But the work was exhausting, disorienting and dangerous. When Sealab II finally resurfaced on October 11, 1965, it had been continuously staffed for 45 days, including Scott Carpenter’s record stay of 30 days. 
As Cold War tensions heightened,  the game of nuclear brinksmanship continued in the ocean with saturation divers increasingly playing a part in espionage.  But when Sealab III was lowered to the sea floor off the coast of San Clemente, California on February 15, 1969, there were immediately problems, and aquanaut Berry Cannon perished. Although the Sealab program was subsequently suspended and completely shut down in 1970, the lessons learned were used in numerous covert Naval operations for years to come.
“Although the Sealab program has been largely forgotten, its findings were invaluable, proving that humans could actually live and work successfully for long periods of time at the bottom of the sea,” said executive producer Mark Samels. “Making this film, with the on-screen participation of several of the aquanauts who were instrumental to the program, will hopefully help restore Sealab to its rightful place in the history of America’s legacy of exploration.” 
About the Participants
Robert A. Barth is the only diver to have played a central role in every phase of the U.S. Navy Sealab program, from the first experimental saturation dives in hyperbaric chambers in the early 1960s to the first dives at a depth of more than 600 feet off the Southern California coast to set up the third and final Sealab habitat in early 1969.
Richard Blackburn had a long career as a Navy diver and served as a saturation diver (aquanaut) to Team 1 on Sealab 3.
Bob Bornholdt was an aquanaut and team leader in the Navy’s Sealab program. In 1980 he was assigned as the Commanding Officer of the Navy Experimental Diving Unit in Panama City, Florida.
Sylvia Earle is President and Chairman of Mission Blue/The Sylvia Earle Alliance. She is a National Geographic Society Explorer in Residence and is called Her Deepness by The New Yorker and The New York Times, a Living Legend by the Library of Congress, and First Hero for the Planet by Time Magazine. She is an oceanographer, explorer, author and lecturer with experience as a field research scientist, government official, and director for several corporate and non-profit organizations.
Ben Hellwarth is a journalist and author of SEALAB: America’s Forgotten Quest to Live and Work on the Ocean Floor, the first book to tell the full story of the game-changing U.S. Navy project of the 1960s. Hellwarth is currently based in Los Angeles.
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Stephen Ives (Writer/Director) has established himself as one of the nation’s leading independent documentary directors in his more than 20 years of work in public television. His landmark series THE WEST was one of the most-watched PBS programs of all time. In 1987, Ives began a decade-long collaboration with filmmaker Ken Burns as a co-producer of a history of the United States Congress and as a consulting producer on the groundbreaking series THE CIVIL WAR and BASEBALL. 
After the premiere of THE WEST, Ives turned his attention towards contemporary films, producing a profile of the Cornerstone Theater Company, which aired on HBO in the fall of 1999, and Amato: A Love Affair with Opera, which aired on PBS in 2001 and earned Ives a nomination from the Directors Guild of America for Outstanding Directorial Achievement. His profile of 1930s thoroughbred Seabiscuit (AMERICAN EXPERIENCE, 2003) won a Primetime Emmy Award, and his PBS series REPORTING AMERICA AT WAR, about American war correspondents, was described by the Los Angeles Times as “television that matters…a visual document of power and clarity.” His other films for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE include Lindbergh, Las Vegas, New Orleans, Kit Carson, Roads to Memphis, Panama Canal, Custer’s Last Stand, Grand Coulee Dam, 1964, The Big Burn and The Great War.
Amanda Pollak (Producer) has been making highly acclaimed documentaries for public television for more than two decades. As a partner at Insignia Films, she began her tenure by producing the series REPORTING AMERICA AT WAR, and then moved on to create several AMERICAN EXPERIENCE films including Las Vegas, New Orleans, Kit Carson, Roads to Memphis, Panama Canal, Custer’s Last Stand, Grand Coulee Dam, 1964, The Big Burn,  Edison, Space Men and The Great War. 
In addition to her work with Insignia Films for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE, Pollak directed the fourth episode of Henry Louis Gates’ PBS series FACES OF AMERICA, and produced CONSTITUTION USA with Peter Sagal, a four-part PBS series that premiered in 2013. More recently, she was part of the founding team for Retro Report, an online series featured on The New York Times website that combines documentary storytelling with shoe-leather reporting to peel back the layers of some of the most intriguing news stories of our past. Her work has been seen by a wide national audience, heralded by the media and recognized with three Emmy Awards, a Cine Golden Eagle Award, and the George Foster Peabody Award.
Mark Samels (Executive Producer) conceives, commissions and oversees all films for the PBS flagship history series AMERICAN EXPERIENCE. Samels has overseen more than 130 films, expanding both the breadth of subjects and the filmmaking style embraced by the series, allowing for more contemporary topics and witness-driven storytelling. Beginning his career as an independent documentary filmmaker, he held production executive positions at public television stations in West Virginia and Pennsylvania before joining WGBH. Samels is a founding member of the International Documentary Association and has served as a governor of the Academy of Television Arts & Sciences. A graduate of the University of Wisconsin, Samels holds honorary Doctor of Humane Letters degrees from Emerson College and Elizabethtown College. 

About AMERICAN EXPERIENCE 
For 30 years, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE has been television’s most-watched history series. Hailed as “peerless” (The Wall Street Journal), “the most consistently enriching program on television” (Chicago Tribune) and “a beacon of intelligence and purpose” (Houston Chronicle), the series brings to life the incredible characters and epic stories that have shaped America’s past and present. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE documentaries have been honored with every major broadcast award, including 30 Emmy Awards, four duPont-Columbia Awards and 17 George Foster Peabody Awards; the series received an Academy Award® nomination for Best Documentary Feature in 2015 for Last Days in Vietnam. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE also creates original digital content that uses new forms of storytelling to connect our collective past with the present. Visit pbs.org/americanexperience and follow us on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube to learn more. 

Major funding for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE provided by Liberty Mutual Insurance, Consumer Cellular and the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. Additional funding provided by the Robert David Lion Gardiner Foundation, the Documentary Investment Group, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and public television viewers. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is produced for PBS by WGBH Boston.
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MAJOR FUNDING FOR AMERICAN EXPERIENCE PROVIDED BY LIBERTY MUTUAL INSURANCE, CONSUMER CELLULAR AND BY THE ALFRED P. SLOAN FOUNDATION.
ADDITIONAL FUNDING PROVIDED BY THE ROBERT DAVID LION GARDINER FOUNDATION, THE DOCUMENTARY INVESTMENT GROUP,
THE CORPORATION FOR PUBLIC BROADCASTING AND PUBLIC TELEVISION VIEWERS. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE IS PRODUCED FOR PBS BY WGBH BOSTON.
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