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South Africa and Russia's shared histories:
•  During the Anglo Boer War, Russia provided medical 

support and volunteers to the Boer Republics.
•  During World War 2, South Africa provided blood and 

medical support to Russia.
•   During World War 2, South African Sailors seconded to the 

Royal Navy served in Arctic convoys providing military and relief 
supplies to Russia.

•  During the liberation struggle, Russia provided training and 
support to South African Liberation Movements.

�e SA Navy museum hosts a Russian Arctic Convoy display 
as well as the stories of Liberation Movement Sailors who were 
trained in Russia.

�e Russian Consulate and Russian Club will continue to host 
an annual commemoration event for the KURSK and celebrate 
mutual historical events.

PHOTOS ABOVE: The Russian vessels, SEDOV (top) and 
PALLADA visited Cape Town in March 2020 during their 

round-the-world trip dedicated to the 200th anniversary of 
the discovery of Antarctica by a Russian Naval Expedition 
and in celebration of the 75th anniversary of Victory in the 

Great Patriotic War (1941-1945) - 

PHOTO LEFT: Dr Elina Komarova-Tagar with Mr André van 
Heerden. Dr Komarova-Tagar is a medical doctor from Moscow, 
Russia, and has been living in Cape Town since 2003. Over many 
years she was involved in peace and reconciliation processes 
between the Russian and South African forces engaged in 
military operations during the Angolan War. As a member of the 
Russian Club, Cape Town, she works on cultural-historic relations 
between Russia and South Africa, with particular interest in 
military veterans. 

IN March this year Cape Town welcomed (with some restrictions due to 
lockdown) the legendary Russian Training Ships SEDOV and PALLADA.

On board SEDOV, a four-masted steel barque that for almost 80 years 
was the largest traditional sailing ship, Mr André Van Heerden was warmly 
welcomed by Capt E. Romashkin and invited to be part of an o"cial 
delegation. He also gave an interview to the media project Rendevouz with 

Russia, which supported the historic voyage.
Mr Van Heerden was trained as a CD3 in the SA Navy Diving School 

course 2 in 1971. �erea#er he joined the SA Diving Services in Durban 
working as a trainee Commercial Air Diver.

In 1976, during the peak of North Sea construction, he ended up in 
Aberdeen, Scotland, where he received training as Oil Field Construction 
Deep Bell Bounce and Saturation Diver.

He says he was fortunate to spend his career as a Saturation Diver doing 
contract work in many parts of the world. “When the KURSK disaster 
occurred some twenty years back, we were working in the Norwegian 
sector of the North Sea on the Semi-Sub Vessel REGALIA.

�e vessel was instructed to cease operations and to proceed 
immediately to the disaster site some two days from where we were 
working,” says Mr van Heerden.

During the journey, Russian military divers and personnel were landed 
on board the vessel by military helicopters. “We spent time familiarising 
our new diving partners with equipment to be used and preparing to dive. 
Being unable to speak each others’ languages, communication was always 
a challenge and interpreters and rapid learning formed integral parts of 
the project.”

With safety being a priority, their task was to recover as many bodies 
from the wreck as possible. Mr van Heerden recalled that this was a grim 
task. However, their ability to communicate - albeit mostly by means of 
sign language - improved, while they were diving and living together in the 
con$ned space of the saturation chambers.

�e fact that divers are used to long periods of silence while working 
made matters easier than normally would have been the case. “Mutual 
respect and many warm friendships, many of which still exist today, 
developed during this unfortunate grim task,” says a grateful Mr van 
Heerden.

A grateful ex-Navy diver...


