
 
HEROISM 

The Plunge 

The incredible story of Shavarsh Karapetyan, a Soviet swimming champion who dove into Armenia’s Lake Yerevan and 
saved dozens of lives from a sinking trolleybus nearly 40 years ago. 

BY CARL SCHRECK ON SEPTEMBER 17, 2014 
 
Section #1: 
 
Shavarsh Karapetyan trained his eyes on the asphalt as he rounded the corner. He had 45 pounds of sand strapped to his 
back, facing the final push on a 13-mile run fueled by the fury he’d been nursing ever since Soviet coaches dropped him 
from the national swim team. Karapetyan, after all, had captured eight European swimming titles and notched 
numerous world records for the USSR. And at 23 years old, he hadn’t yet reached his athletic prime. Who knows what 
political maneuvering had kept him off the team that competed in the world championship weeks earlier? Maybe the 
higher-ups in Moscow wanted to deepen their reserves of elite athletes by developing younger swimmers. Maybe they 
resented Karapetyan’s dominance because he was Armenian, from the fringes of the empire.  Karapetyan was raised 
during the height of the Cold War and cherished competing for the hammer and sickle. But for now, all he could do was 
train and wait for an opportunity to win back his spot. So he kept running as the sun set over Armenia’s capital of 
Yerevan on September 16, 1976. 
 
Section #2:  
 
Just as Karapetyan reached the bridge, the sound of metal smashing against concrete tore through the cool evening air. 
He looked toward the commotion, through the blizzard of dust that had kicked up from the hillside below, and saw a 
trolleybus disappear below the surface of Lake Yerevan. Its two electric trolley poles poked up from the water like 
antennae. If Karapetyan gav Finish e any thought to his next move, he doesn’t remember it. He sprinted down the hill, 
ditched the weighted backpack, stripped to his skivvies, and dove into the lake. 

 

 

Armenia is not a nation of swimmers. Tucked among Turkey, Iran, Azerbaijan, and Georgia, this landlocked country, with 
a population of 3 million and an area smaller than Maryland, spent centuries under the dominion of foreign empires 
before it declared independence in 1991. It has not had a maritime border since the 14th century, when the Armenian 
Kingdom of Cilicia controlled a swath of Mediterranean coastline in what is now Turkey before being sacked by Egyptian 
invaders. 

The country is home to just a handful of public pools, and few of Armenia’s lakes and rivers are suitable for swimming. 
Igor Safaryan, president of the Armenian Swimming Federation, estimates that only 30 percent of the population knows 
how to swim — a figure he says has changed little since Soviet times. “And I’m not counting the elderly or young 
children,” he said. 

Like neighboring highland peoples of the Caucasus Mountains, Armenians traditionally excel in rugged sports like 
wrestling, weightlifting, and boxing. But during a brief window in the 1970s, the republic became an unlikely source of 
dozens of gold medals for the Soviet Union in finswimming, a niche sport in which competitors propel themselves 
forward using rubber fins strapped to their feet.  

And the most prolific Soviet finswimmer of this era was Shavarsh Karapetyan.   
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Section #3: 

Karapetyan was raised in a one-story house in Kirovakan, a northern Armenian city now called Vanadzor, where his 
father, Vladimir, was determined to make athletes out of Shavarsh and his younger brothers Kamo and Anatoly. When 
the family moved to Yerevan in 1966, Vladimir enrolled Shavarsh in a gymnastics academy run by former Olympian 
Albert Azaryan. Karapetyan impressed the gymnastics coaches with his commanding build, quick reflexes, and relentless 
ambition, but they said he had started too late to become a champion. One coach suggested Karapetyan take up 
swimming. The sport clicked for him, and over the next several years he excelled in the backstroke and freestyle events 
as a top junior prospect in Armenia. 

But Karapetyan hit his ceiling in classical swimming as well.  “He had a lot of deficiencies in his technique, and he didn’t 
have the required flexibility,” said Safaryan, who coached top Armenian swimmers at the time. 

When Karapetyan was dropped from the Armenian select team at age 17, he was crushed. 

Section #4 

Large air bubbles were rising from below and bursting at the surface. The passengers can breathe down there, 
Karapetyan thought, but not for long. He contemplated his next move as he treaded water 80 feet from the shore. 

Karapetyan’s brother Kamo had also been running by the lake when the trolleybus crashed into the water. An 
accomplished swimmer himself, Kamo dove in after his brother and joined him above the sunken vehicle. Using the 
trolley poles as guideposts, they descended 15 feet underwater to explore the position of the bus, whose bumper was 
buried in the lake bed. They circled the vehicle, searching for an open door or window that could serve as an escape 
hatch, but came up empty. Shavarsh decided he would have to break a window. 

Shavarsh had followed the bus into the water almost on instinct, but he considered his own fate as he prepared to dive. 
He instructed Kamo to stay on the surface not only to retrieve the passengers that Shavarsh planned to haul up, but also 
in case he needed to be rescued himself. 

Shavarsh dove and located the back window of the trolleybus. He brought his legs to his chest and thrust his left leg 
through the window with what he described to me as a “karate kick.” Shards of glass shredded his leg when he pulled it 
back through the opening, but the cold water helped stem the bleeding. His kick had dislodged the 6-foot-wide window 
from the rubber lining that held it in place. When he gripped the jagged edges and pulled, the window came out 
completely. 

A hurricane of silt from the lake bed made it almost impossible to see inside the bus. He tossed the windowpane to the 
side and groped around for anything that felt human. 

Section #5 

The day that 17-year-oldShavarsh Karapetyan was informed he had no future as a classical swimmer, he met a hard-
drinking lifeguard named Liparit Almasakyan. Although neither of them knew it at the time, their association would 
determine the fate of Karapetyan and dozens of others on that September evening in 1976. 

Known to friends as “Lipo,” Almasakyan helped pioneer Armenia’s underwater sports program, including finswimming. 
Karapetyan knew Lipo from swimming circles, and the two went to a nearby watering hole to pound beer and vodka 
while Karapetyan lamented the abrupt end of his athletic career. Lipo had been recruiting athletes for a finswimming 
team, and he told Karapetyan he’d like to train him. They began later that day. 



“I took a taxi home, rested up a bit, and came back for my first workout,” Karapetyan recalled. 

Much of the training took place out of water, colossal strength work that became legendary in Armenian sports circles. 
He would run 12 to 18 miles a day, often loaded down with a sand-filled backpack. There were rowing workouts on 
manmade Lake Yerevan, which was forged a decade earlier and had already become so inundated with industrial runoff 
that only the drunk or the indifferent dared swim in it. Lipo also concocted experimental exercises for his pupil: He 
affixed planks of wood to cross-country ski boots and made Karapetyan jog in them to improve his foot strength. 
Karapetyan would carry a fellow swimmer on his shoulders while running hills along the shore of Lake Yerevan, or he’d 
climb those same hills on his hands while a teammate held his legs, wheelbarrow-style. 

Section #6: 

Finswimmers race underwater using either snorkels or scuba tanks for longer distances; for shorter events they simply 
hold their breath. Lipo got his start in subaquatic sports by training himself to hold his breath for minutes — until 
survival instincts kicked in — and he taught his athletes to do the same. The key was to intentionally hyperventilate with 
five deep breaths. That would blunt the sensation of needing to breathe by reducing the amount of carbon dioxide in 
the blood, thus allowing them to remain underwater for longer periods of time. 

Whatever Karapetyan’s physical limitations in classical swimming events, they became irrelevant when he strapped on 
the giant monofin that was popular in finswimming at the time. Resembling a dolphin’s tail, the device harnessed the 
kinetic energy from Karapetyan’s explosive core and leg muscles and transformed him into a torpedo. At the 1972 
European championship in Moscow, Karapetyan, then 19 years old, captured gold medals in the 50- and 100-meter 
sprints. His performance was chronicled in national newsreels and the Soviet magazine Underwater Athlete, which 
gushed, “It’s safe to say we’ll see this young athlete from Armenia at many more major championships.” 

In the three European championships from 1972 to 1975, Karpetyan obliterated a bevy of world records and grabbed 
eight gold medals. Then, in 1976, just when Karapetyan was preparing to continue his reign at the inaugural 
finswimming world championship, he was dropped from the team. He had fallen ill a few months earlier but had fully 
recovered, and he believes Soviet sports officials wanted to feature other athletes at the worldwide meet. Karapetyan 
was only 23 years old; he had a lot of gold left to win. On the morning of the crash, Shavarsh Karapetyan was ratcheting 
up his workouts to show the sports federation the grave error they’d committed. 

Section 7: 

Some 90 passengers were onboard the no. 15 trolleybus when it rumbled onto the bridge during the morning rush hour: 
factory workers, schoolchildren, university students, housewives, pensioners. Many were knocked unconscious when 
the bus veered sharply to the right, sailed over an embankment, and nose-dived into a stretch of concrete at the edge of 
Lake Yerevan before rolling into the water. Precisely what caused the accident remains unclear. An internal government 
report faulted the driver for speeding. But witnesses said later that the driver had refused to stop the bus to let a 
pickpocket escape. According to those witnesses, the thief then clocked him over the head with a metal bar and caused 
the driver to lose control of the vehicle. 

In the blackness below, passengers frantically searched for a loose door or an open window to escape from, but 
maneuvering through the crowded vehicle proved nearly impossible. Some found refuge in a pocket of air toward the 
back of the trolleybus. Among them was Zhanna Avetisyan, a 17-year-old vocational school student on her way to 
inquire about enrolling in a nursing program. “I understood that I was dying and remembered my mother, father, 
brothers and sisters,” she said years later in an interview with Russian journalist Vadim Leibovsky. Avetisyan lost 
consciousness, and when she came to, she felt someone grasp her from behind. “I didn’t see the person who saved me 
because he held me from behind when he dragged me up,” she said. “But I remember his hand well — a strong, 
muscular hand. I could feel I was being pulled somewhere, and then I blacked out again.” 



Section 8 

Karapetyan had already dragged one or two passengers to safety when he grabbed Avetisyan. He had established a 
rhythm for his rescue mission: After snatching a passenger, he would swim to the top of the trolleybus, plant his feet on 
the roof, and rocket to the surface. There he would hand his human cargo off to Kamo, who would carry the passenger 
to kayaks and rescue boats that had arrived on the scene. Then, Shavarsh would dive again. 

News of the accident spread quickly through the city. The brothers’ father, Vladimir, was at work less than two miles 
away when someone pulled up in a car and informed him that a trolleybus had fallen into Lake Yerevan. Vladimir knew 
that Shavarsh and Kamo were training near the reservoir, and he feared they had taken the bus home. 

“I thought to myself, It’s a good thing I made sure they learned to swim,” Vladimir said in a recent interview with 
Grantland. 

He jumped into his car and sped to the scene, where hundreds of people had gathered behind a police cordon to watch 
the tragedy unfold. When Vladimir reached the edge of the bridge, he saw Shavarsh rising to the surface to pass the 
drowning passengers to Kamo. 

On the concrete dam, medics revived passengers who were brought to shore by the kayaks, and officials from the city 
prosecutor’s office questioned witnesses. At the edge of the lake, the screams of a middle-aged woman whom 
Karapetyan had pulled out of the trolleybus drifted over the water. Her 20-year-old daughter remained trapped, and 
medics restrained her as she tried to jump in and retrieve her child. The daughter would not survive. 

At one point during the rescue, Shavarsh failed to surface after a minute, and the onlookers, unaware of his lung 
capacity, began to fear the worst. “When he finally came up,” Vladimir said, “there was a massive communal sigh of 
relief.” 

 

Section 9: 

Shavarsh continued to dive. There was no time to determine whether passengers were alive or dead as he pulled them 
from the trolleybus. And at some point near the middle of the operation, he made a mistake that haunts him to this day. 

Shavarsh’s years as an elite underwater swimmer had soldered his hyperventilation technique to his brain. After lifting 
each passenger, the routine kicked in like clockwork: five deep breaths, then back down. But then, in the rush to save as 
many lives as possible,Shavarsh betrayed his training. One time, when he surfaced and sensed he was running out of 
time, Shavarsh took one deep breath — not five — and proceeded to descend. 

As he fished around inside the trolleybus, the urge to breathe became unbearable.Shavarsh grabbed the first object that 
drifted by and bolted back to the surface. Kamo was perplexed when he saw his brother emerge with a large, 
rectangular padded bus seat in his clutches.Shavarsh had mistaken it for a passenger. 

“That cost one life,” Shavarsh told me. “I should have taken five breaths.” 

Another person who first learned of Karapetyan’s heroics from the Soviet media was his wife, Nelli. During and after 
their courtship, he had never mentioned his role in the rescue. “She asked me why I never told her,” Karapetyan 
recalled. “I said, ‘We need to make babies, not tell stories.’” 
Shavarsh Karapetyan’s rescue mission had lasted longer than 20 minutes when emergency workers told him to stop 
diving. Anyone else left inside the bus would already be dead. “They said, ‘Don’t kill yourself for nothing,’” Karapetyan 



recalled. The brothers estimate he dragged 30 to 35 passengers out of the water, several of whom were no longer alive 
by the time they were placed in the boats. 

Section 10: 

According to a classified report by the Armenian Communist Party, which the Yerevan news agency Mediamax obtained 
from Soviet-era archives and provided to Grantland, 46 people died while 20 others were saved and received medical 
attention. Shavarsh and Kamo both insist they saved more than 20, but that a number of passengers simply left the 
scene after being brought ashore. Several more had managed to escape before the vehicle reached the bottom of the 
lake. 

As Shavarsh, finally onshore, watched the cranes haul the trolleybus from the water, his legs began to wobble. “It felt as 
if I was losing consciousness,” he told me. His father took off his own shirt and wrapped it around the gashes on 
Shavarsh’s lower left leg. “There’s nothing left for you to do here,” Vladimir told his son. 

Shavarsh’s temperature spiked after he returned home that evening. His body had been ravaged by the prolonged 
exposure to Lake Yerevan’s cold, polluted water, and his family said he was mumbling incoherently. “He was delirious,” 
Kamo recalled. 

A physician and family friend named Edouard Nazaretyan visited the Karapetyans’ apartment the next day to examine 
Shavarsh. The doctor found him with a 104-degree fever, muttering to himself, and suffering from convulsions. 
Nazaretyan diagnosed him with pneumonia in both lungs, a condition exacerbated by the contaminated water of Lake 
Yerevan. Shavarsh was brought to the hospital, where doctors pumped him full of antibiotics. After about three weeks in 
bed, he managed to walk on his own. 

Section 11 

He also encountered a new psychological barrier. “It wasn’t that I was scared of the water,” he said. “I just hated it.” 
Karapetyan, however, persisted through his newfound handicaps. He forced himself to run and swim as he choked on 
the mucus that seeped up from his lungs. Day after day, for several months, he lowered himself into the pool with all the 
joy of a man jumping into a tank filled with piranhas. 

By the time the USSR championship rolled around the following spring, Karapetyan sought to reclaim his perch atop the 
finswimming world. The event was held in Baku, the capital of Soviet Azerbaijan, and Karapetyan’s entire family traveled 
to watch his return. Karapetyan was slated for the third heat in the 400-meter event. One of his opponents had set a 
world record in the first heat; that mark was then eclipsed by a swimmer in the second heat. When Karapetyan leapt 
from his platform in the final heat, he “swam to the death.” 

“I had never raced so angry before,” Karapetyan told me. 

His lungs burned as he worked the monofin with his legs, his arms extended in front of him as he grasped the scuba 
tank. Kamo paced on the deck of the pool, watching for signs that his brother’s body might give out on him. When 
Shavarsh touched the wall far ahead of everyone, Kamo saw that his brother was too weak to make it out of the pool by 
himself. He jumped into the water and unfurled a fraternal bear hug. Shavarsh Karapetyan’s time — 3:06.2 — was his 
11th and final world record. 

“I proved myself,” Karapetyan said, “and then shut my mouth about how difficult and painful it was.” 

 



Questions 
 
Section 1: 
 
1.)  Keeping the same meaning, yet changing the verb tenses, finish this sentence:    “Maybe wanting to deepen their 
reserves.... 
 
2.)  Look up the terms USSR, the Cold War, and the 'Hammer and the Sickle'.  How are all of these related? 
 
Section 2: 
 
3.)  Using context clues, what do you think the term 'skivvies' means? 

4.)  Finish this sentence, changing verb tenses as needed, if it began, 'Before diving into the lake, he had...'  

5.)  Why do you think that the author gives lots of evidence that Armenia doesn't have many swimmers? 

6.)  Using context clues, what do think 'niche' means?  Look up the word.  Were you right? 

7.)  What do you think 'prolific' means? 

Section #3: 

8.)  What are the two primary reasons that he became involved in swimming?  

9.) What do you think the phrase, 'hit his ceiling' means?  Look up the term, are you correct?  

Section#4: 

10.)  Using context clues, what do you think, ‘stem’ means? 

11.)  Using context clues, what do think ‘silt’ means?  Look up the term, are you correct? 

Section #5: 

12.)  Using context clues, what do think, ‘lamented’ means?  Check.  Are you correct? 

13.)  Look up ‘what is industrial runoff?’  Why is understanding what that is useful for understanding the sentence it is 
used in?  

Section 6: 

14.) Why is it important for finswimmers to be able to hold their breath for a long time?   

15.)  Rewrite, ‘Karpetyan obliterated a bevy of world records’, replacing ‘obliterated’ and ‘bevy.’  

16.)  What evidence is given that shows Karpetyan’s success as a swimmer? 

Section 7: 



17.)  Rewrite the sentence, changing verb tenses when needed, if it began, “Knocking many on conscious…” 

18.)  What do you think caused the bus accident? 

Section 8: 

19.)  What do think ‘communal’ means?  Look it up.  Are you correct? 

Section 9: 

20.) Why did he choose to take only one breath instead of five?  What happened because of that decision?   

21.)  What reason is given on why he never told his wife about the rescue? 

Section 10: 

22.) Why do they think that the number of people that survived was greater than 20? 

23.)  What were the physical effects of the rescue to Shavarsh? 

Section 11: 

24.)  What do think this phrase means, ‘Day after day, for several months, he lowered himself into the pool with all the 
joy of a man jumping into a tank filled with piranhas.’? 

25.) What is the final evidence given that Shavarsh recovered from his experience?   

 
 

 


