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Dutch Wegman
port engineer

That big old rope you see there is the lift line for Alvin. The 
line is 86 feet long, with a three-foot eye, or loop, on one end.

It goes around the ‘T’ on the submarine. It’s a big T-shaped 
piece of titanium that stands up vertically on the submarine. 
The rope comes down and the swimmers lay that loop around 
the T. Then the winch on the A-frame on the ship’s stern lifts 
the submarine up. A metal latch hooks onto the T and then the 
A-frame travels the arc from over the water to over the ship and 
lowers the submarine down and sets it onto the cradle on deck.

The lift line is the dividing point between responsibilities of 
the Alvin Group and the Port Office. Below that is the subma-
rine, and above that is our responsibility.

We and the Alvin Group were both doing our own thing—
they’re making the sub and we’re picking it up—but we had to 
work together.

I ran into [Alvin senior engineer] Don Peters in town one 
day and another guy there said, ‘You two know each other?’ 
and I said, ‘I’m desperately trying to fix a piece of equipment 
to pick up his sub.’ And Don said, ‘I’m desperately trying to 
finish a sub to go onto his A-frame!’

Upgrading the lift line was a long process. We had it made 
by Samson Rope. This is five-inch diameter line, made of poly-
ester. It weighs 788 pounds for every 100 feet. It’s the largest 
rope they make.

It has these intersecting braids all the way through it—braid 
inside of braid inside of braid. It’s wonderfully soft. You can 
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take this and pick it up and push it—you see how it’s expanded 
right there? It’s like one of those Chinese finger things. So it’s 
actually very nice and soft and sweet to work with.

It’s very, very strong for its size. The Navy requires a seven-
to-one safety factor in lift lines for manned lifts. That means 
it has to be able to hold seven times the weight of the sub, or 
about 350,000 pounds.

We have no way of testing this line, so we ordered one very 
long piece, which Samson cut up into three sections. Two were 
like this one, and the final section was forty-some feet long 
with an eye on each end. They sent that one out to another 
company that break-tested it and got us the ultimate strength 
of the line. It went up to 651,000 pounds before it broke.

The blue structure behind me is one of the uprights of the 
A-frame, the part that is bolted to the deck. That round piece at 
the far left is the pin assembly that the whole A-frame pivots on.  

The ladder steps go all the way up to the top of the 
A-frame. There’s weekly maintenance that you have to climb 
up there and do—greasing and check on the brakes and that 
type of thing.

I came to WHOI in 1976 and to the Port Office in 1989. I 
started out as third engineer on the research vessel Knorr, and 
finally got to be chief engineer on Oceanus. I was on the At-
lantis II when the original A-frame got delivered in 1983. This 
huge barge was backing up to us and I remember thinking, 
‘What is that thing? That’s not going to fit on here!’ p
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