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Beneath the Sea
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THE UNDERWATER WORLD AWAITS ...

JOIN
THE
TRIBE

N

ew divers — or those considering taking up the sport — will often hear seasoned divers exclaim that
it’s a whole other world down there. And it’s true — as a diver, you’ll get access to action that’s confined to most folks’ TV screens, from shipwrecks to schooling fish to spawning coral and hungry
sharks. The best part: Becoming a diver is easy (and fun). Read on to find out how you can see these
wonders for yourself. Don’t you think it’s time you joined our tribe?
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LEARN TO DIVE

Getting Started
“Taking my first breath underwater
was incredible, and going out for my
first open-water dive was out of this
world. Thanks to the flexibility of the
eLearning program, I can finally call
myself a diver,” says Annin.
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Learning to dive involves three
phases: academic study, confined-water
training (pool training) and open-water
checkout dives to prove mastery of basic
dive skills. There are no shortcuts to this
process, but instructors have embraced
these more flexible training options.
The camaraderie of the class setting
and maximum access to the i nstructor
make traditional courses the best way
to learn, says PADI dive instructor
Tara Bradley, but they also require a
time commitment.
Traditional scuba courses meet over a
period of three to six weeks. Each training session typically involves a lecture
session, followed by time in the pool to
build water skills. Depending on the location, these classes might also involve a
weekend dive trip for the completion of
final checkout dives.

YOU’VE GOT
OPTIONS
Thanks to flexible training programs, learning
to dive has never been easier
ike many people, Ashley Annin
thought learning to scuba dive
was too complicated. An internship at Scuba Diving magazine piqued her
interest. When she was offered a job after graduating, the 24-year-old decided
to take the plunge.

L

“Every day in the office I see amazing
images of the underwater world — but
I was ready to see it in person! Trying to
make a traditional class fit my schedule

was easier said than done,” says Annin.
“Being able to do the coursework at
home was perfect for me.”
Annin purchased a training kit that
gave her exactly what she needed: a scuba
classroom that was at her disposal. A
 fter
completing the academics required, she
went to her local dive shop and scheduled
her pool and open-water checkout dives.
This spring, she became a PADI-certified
open-water diver.
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“Although the traditional courses are
ideal, many divers just do not have
the time required to do them,” Bradley
says. “Many of my students want hours
that work with their busy schedules.”
Home-study kits feature the same
training materials used in traditional
courses. Students can study the academics on their own before scheduling
a review, pool training and checkout
dives with an instructor. Some students
do both, using a local shop for the review and pool training, then completing
checkout dives with a resort. Depending
on the student, the in-water portion can
take as little as three days, but most dive
professionals recommend scheduling at
least four (two for pool training and academic reviews and two for open-water
dives) to ensure successful completion.

Take the First Step:
PADI contact info at padi.com

LEARN TO DIVE

Getting Started
the scuba gear works and practice with
a few basic in-water skills. Most dive
shops and resorts in tropical locations
offer this same introductory lesson under the names Resort Course or Discover
Scuba Diving, but with the added option
of heading out to the reef for a closely supervised dive once you feel comfortable
in shallow water.
It’s important to understand that
intro courses don’t end with an official
certification. They offer a brief glimpse at
the underwater world and teach only the
most basic aspects of how all this stuff
you’re wearing works together. Just like
driving a car, comfort and confidence
come with education and experience. To
learn the whole story and get the training and certification you’ll need to dive
on your own, the next step is signing up
for an open water course.

BEGIN YOUR
TRAINING
Everything you need
to know to get your first
taste of diving
BY TA N YA G . BU R N E T T

or the uninitiated, scuba diving
can conjure a variety of images:
the vivid beauty beneath the sea,
the thrill of marine-life sightings and the
sheer adventure of it all. But the thrill
of the unknown might also make your
nerves tingle and give rise to a hint of
apprehension. Questions might pop into
your mind: How deep will I go? Will I see
sharks? Is scuba diving difficult?
All these are common questions for a
nondiver, but as any good steward of the
sport will explain, it’s not all about how
deep or how difficult. It is an e xciting

F

sport where the necessary skills, though
very important, are not tough to master, and the overall experience can be as
hardcore or as easy as you want it to be.
Thinking of getting started as a diver?
Great. There are lots of options. Want a
no-commitment introduction? No problem. Think your schedule’s too busy to
handle all that class work? Think again.

Take a Test Dive

The easiest way to get your feet wet while
learning whether scuba diving is right
for you is through an introductory class.
There are two ways to do this depending on your location. Local dive shops
around the country offer s wimming-pool
test dives, giving you a simple explanation of diving basics — such as how to
equalize the pressure in your ears when
you go underwater — a lesson on how
5 | S C U B A D I V I N G .C O M

Get Enrolled

Where do you go to take an open water
course? That’s an easy one. In almost
every city and town in the United States
and beyond, there’s at least one dive
shop close by. Many divers come from
landlocked places like Colorado.
Taking an open water certification
course through your local shop connects
you right away with other divers in the
area. It also gives you quick access to a
support network and the chance to plan
fun dive trips with new friends.
The certification course can be
completed in anywhere from a few days
to a few months, and most dive centers
offer a choice of training options, mixing classroom and home-based computer
training with pool lessons and local open
water checkout dives.
If you live in an area that is cold in fall
or winter, training might take place in a
heated pool, but the downside to getting
certified at your local dive shop is that
cold-weather locations often mean chilly
checkout dives in local lakes, quarries or
beaches when it’s time to show your stuff
at the end of the class.
For this reason, many divers-to-be
like the idea of taking their course at a
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DI V E I N TO A DV E N T U R E

LEARN TO DIVE

dive resort in a warm, tropical location,
where intensive three-day certification
classes are the norm for these situations.
The upside: Class is conducted on the
beach, and all your pool and open water
dives are in a balmy location with a relaxed atmosphere. The downside: You’ll
have to spend vacation time with your
nose in a book to complete the academic
part of the class.
An excellent compromise between
these options is doing the classroom
and pool lessons at home with your
local dive shop and then asking your instructor for a referral. This means your
instructor will sign off on the completed
portions of your class and give you the
paperwork to take with you to a warmer location, which allows you to do your
checkout dives with a different instructor while you’re on vacation. Some people
feel comfortable with their original instructor and don’t want to switch at the
end, but if this doesn’t concern you, and
your budget allows for some travel, you
can come home certified and get a nice
vacation to boot.

The First Day: What to Expect

Regardless of your location, getting
started on the first day is exciting. You
meet your classmates, try on assorted
gear to see how everything fits and, after your first lecture, you get a chance to
breathe underwater.
Before the class gets started, h
 owever,
you’ll have to fill out all the required
paperwork, including a medical questionnaire. If you have any major medical
conditions — especially heart disease,
asthma or diabetes — get checked out
by a doctor knowledgeable in diving before you go to class. Call the Divers Alert
Network, 919-684-9111, for a diving-doc
recommendation.
Although diving can be fun and easy
and superstrong swimming skills aren’t
necessarily a prerequisite for scuba
certification, the sport is nonetheless
serious business that requires a certain
amount of comfort in the open ocean.
For this reason, you’ll have to complete
some basic water tests on the first day of
class. One is a 200-yard swim. The test
isn’t timed, and you can do any stroke
6 | S C U B A D I V I N G .C O M

you want — even the dog paddle — and
no one gets extra points for finishing
first, but you do need to finish the swim
to complete your certification. You’ll also
have to float or tread water in the deep
end for 10 minutes.
If you’re taking the course with a
friend, you’ll act as buddies during the
underwater portions of the class. If
you’re on your own, the instructor will
buddy you up with one of your classmates. If you don’t already own some
basic gear, many instructors suggest
you buy your own mask, fins and snorkel at the start of the class. This way your
personal equipment will fit properly and
you’ll have it throughout your course, as
well as for any snorkeling or dive trips in
your future. Your instructor will be happy to guide you through getting the best
fit. Donning the scuba gear may seem intimidating at first, but learning to use it
is very straightforward, and a big part of
that first day is simply getting comfortable with the gear and trying it out in the
water. Once the gear is demystified, you
can move on to enjoying the course.
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Getting Started
During your scuba certification class,
you’ll learn all the physical and mental aspects that make up the process of
scuba diving. The basic scuba certification course is divided into three sections:
theory, confined water and open water.
The theory portion is the classroom
section that develops the knowledge base
necessary to understand the basic physics and physiology behind diving rules
and procedures, basically understanding
the effects of increased water pressure
and how to exercise safe diving practices.
This may sound about as fun as a highschool exam, but the knowledge actually
has a practical application for something
you really want to do.
The confined-water portion allows
you to rehearse equipment-related skills
in a shallow, calm environment (usually a
swimming pool) until you feel comfortable. The instructor will take the time to
observe your efforts and offer feedback.

You’ll learn how to get water out of your
mask and regulator while underwater,
how to control your buoyancy on the surface and under the water, and although
we all hope to never deal with any real
emergencies, you’ll get a chance to practice what to do when things don’t go as
planned or in the unlikely event of equipment problems.
Once you’ve mastered the skills in the
pool and finished the classroom lectures,
you’ll be ready for the four requisite
Open Water dives. Along with the opportunity to dive for real under the watchful
eye of your instructor, you’ll also spend
time on each dive demonstrating the
skills you’ve learned so your instructor
can see that you know how to apply your
training to real-world diving situations.

Now You Can Dive

At the end of the Open Water class you’ll
get your C-card (certification card). This
is your passport to an amazing array of

both local and exotic diving adventures,
as it proves you’ve got the skills necessary to dive safely. You must present this
card to go out on a dive boat, buy dive
equipment or rent scuba tanks from a
dive shop, and it’s good for life. It’s also
the first step to more extensive training. Keeping yourself active in the diving
community is the best way to maintain
scuba skills, and dive centers offer a wide
range of courses to improve your skills
and comfort level underwater, as well
as specialty courses to enrich your time
while submerged.
The next step for most Open Water divers is the Advanced Open Water
course. This teaches underwater navigation techniques and the specialized
skills you’ll need to dive deep. You’ll
also get guidance on identifying marine
life, experience the excitement of diving at night and tackle the discipline of
capturing all of it in photos or video, and
much more.
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By the End, You’ll Know It All
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Getting Started
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MYTHS
ABOUT DIVING
Don’t let these common misconceptions hold you back

MYTH: DIVING IS YOUR
1 GRANDFATHER’S
SPORT.
TRUTH: If you think scuba isn’t extreme

enough for you, you’re not seeing past the
first step. Sure, a lot of people never go
beyond puttering around in nice, calm
water, looking at nice, calm fish. But
if you get the right training and equipment, you can get extreme with this
sport. Try swimming through the surf
zone off Southern California and it’s you
who’ll need the Geritol, not Grandpa.
Need more? Ever hand-feed a shark?
Explore the far reaches of a flooded cave?
Chase a 400-pound fish through the legs
of an offshore oil rig? Go inside the

 allways of a sunken ocean liner? Swim
h
beneath the polar ice caps? These are just
some of the experiences that divers — and
only divers — get to have. But you’ve got
to build up to it. So take the first step:
earning open water certification.

MYTH: DIVING IS ONLY FOR PEOPLE
2 LIVING
IN THE TROPICS.
TRUTH: Few things rival the experience

of floating effortlessly through warm,
clear tropical water along a colorful coral reef. Unless, of course, it’s drifting
through a California kelp bed with a pod
of sea lions. Or exploring the amazingly
preserved ruins of a wooden shipwreck
8 | S C U B A D I V I N G .C O M

in Lake Michigan. Or finding a millionyear-old shark tooth in South Carolina’s
Cooper River. The list goes on. No matter where you are, chances are there’s a
popular dive site nearby. Lakes, quarries,
rivers — almost anywhere there’s water,
you’ll find divers. Each of these sites
provides its own unique dive experience.
Not every dive site is for every diver,
but scuba diving is not just a sport; it’s
also a lifestyle and a very social activity. So even if your local swimming hole
isn’t a world-famous dive site, an outdoor
grill, a few burgers, a cooler, a couple of
tanks of air and a dozen of your new best
friends can still make for a whole lot of
fun — palm trees optional.
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Getting Started

TRUTH: Don’t tell Hollywood, but the

f actual record on sharks versus divers is
pretty dull. Sharks just don’t make a habit of munching on divers. In fact, except
in certain conditions and environments,
they don’t even stick around when divers
get in the water. Let’s look at it from the
shark’s point of view: You’re out cruising the depths, when out of nowhere this
noisy, bubble-blowing pack of creatures
that looks and moves like nothing else in
the ocean drops into the water. The first
thing most sharks do is turn tail and run.
It used to be that divers could go their
whole lives without ever seeing the beauty and majesty of a shark up close. Today,
carefully managed encounter dives —
from cage diving with great whites off
Australia to hammerhead encounters in
the Bahamas — abound, and there is no
better way to gain a true understanding
of these amazing creatures than to see
them up close.

MYTH: YOU HAVE TO BE A
4 COMPETITIVE
SWIMMER TO DIVE.

by the late, great Lloyd Bridges) were
out there spearing fish with their bare
hands and rescuing damsels in distress.
Only it wasn’t really true then either.
The lovely Zale Parry, the actress who
played the damsel, was one of the most
accomplished divers on the set. And
when Sports Illustrated decided to feature the young sport of scuba diving in
its May 23, 1955, issue, it was Parry who
made the cover.
Everyone from equipment manufacturers to tour operators offers products
specifically for female divers, and there’s
no glass ceiling to this sport. There are
female instructors, divemasters, boat
captains and resort owners.

MYTH: I CAN’T DIVE. I HAVE
6
(INSERT NAME OF MEDICAL
CONDITION HERE).
TRUTH: Why not get a second opinion?

Seek out a doctor who understands the
sport of diving.
Before you let a lifetime of adventure
slip away, you and your doctor should

TRUTH: Sure, ultrafit competitive swim-

mers make great divers because they’re
comfortable in the water and they’re in
great shape, but if the logic of this myth
were true, only Tour de France racers would ride bikes. Diving is an active
sport, and the better shape you’re in, the
easier it will be, but any healthy individual with at least an average fitness level can
do it. You need basic water skills and must
be comfortable submerging your face in
water. That’s it. And when you consider
that divers from age 8 to 80 have passed
their open water skills tests, it’s pretty
clear that nearly anyone can do it. So get
off the couch and go diving already.

MYTH: DIVING IS A MACHO SPORT
5 THAT
IS NOT FEMALE FRIENDLY.
TRUTH This might have seemed true
back in the 1950s Sea Hunt era, when
men of steel like Mike Nelson (played
9 | S C U B A D I V I N G .C O M

consult the experts at Divers Alert
Network (DAN). This nonprofit safety
organization, affiliated with the Duke
University Medical Center, can help
you better understand the physical demands of diving and how they relate to
your health. Call DAN’s nonemergency
line at 919-684-9111 and you might be
surprised to find the answer is, “Yes, you
can dive safely.”

MYTH: SNORKELING IS JUST AS
7 GOOD
AS SCUBA DIVING.
TRUTH: Don’t get me wrong. I like

s norkeling — floating around on the surface, peering down on the reef, is a great
way to spend time between dives or with
nondiving family. But is it just as good?
No way! Not if you like action.
Snorkeling is sort of like watching a
football game from the window of the
Goodyear Blimp high above. Diving is
like suiting up, running down the tunnel and getting in the game. Strap a
tank on your back and you’re a player —
discovering a whole new world.
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MYTH: THERE ARE SHARKS IN
3 THE
OCEAN, AND THEY EAT DIVERS.

Dive Speak
LEARN HOW TO TALK THE TALK ...

Like any good sport, diving has a language all its own. Here’s an insiders guide to the sport’s unique
vocabulary. After all, you may be a newbie (see below), but you don’t have to sound like one.

Safety sausage
A long inflatable tube
used to get the attention
of people on the boat
you’re diving from so
they can pick you up
after a dive.

Giant stride and back roll
Two ways of getting into the water
in your dive gear. A giant stride is an
exaggerated step into the water from a
vessel’s platform or a dock. A back roll
is a tank-first fall off the side of a boat.

Open water certification
The official term for dive lessons. Open
water certification is like Scuba 101 — it
covers everything you need to know to be
a basic diver. Upon completion, you’ll be a
card-carrying member of the club.

Newbie or noob

NDL

A term of endearment for divers in training
or newly certified divers. If you don’t want
to be called one, make sure you dive a lot.

Acronym for nodecompression limit,
the amount of time
you can safely stay
underwater.

Spare air
Rinse tank

It stands for Divers
Alert Network,
which provides
dive insurance
— specialized
coverage for inwater injuries and
travel mishaps.

A tank of fresh
water where
divers rinse their
gear at the end of
their dive day and
exaggerate the
size of the marine
life they saw.

Liveaboard
A dive vessel that remains at sea for
several nights in order to maximize your
time near the best dive sites. You eat,
sleep and dive from it (in some cases
you actually dive from one of its small
tenders). You live aboard the boat — it is
your floating hotel and dive shop.

Instructor/divemaster/master diver
An instructor is a specially trained teacher of diving. A divemaster is a professional
in-water guide who leads dive tours of reefs and wrecks. Finally, a master diver is a
recreational diver who has completed a demanding schedule of advanced training
courses and demonstrated a high level of proficiency at diving.

Pool

Viz

A reference to any
body of water you
plan to dive into,
whether it’s a pond,
lake or the Pacific
Ocean. Example:
“That completes my
dive briefing; the
pool is now open.”

Dive slang for visibility, a measure
of how far you’re
able to see underwater, given water
conditions and
how much you’ve
had to drink the
night before.

Fin
Ducklike appendages you strap onto your
feet to make you more fishlike. Never, ever
call them flippers.

C-card
It stands for certification card, your license to dive. This credit-card-size photo ID tells dive
operators you’re good to go and ready to dive. To get one, you’ll need to pass open water
certification (see definition).
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Mask
Covers your eyes and nose and lets you
see underwater. Not to be confused with
goggles, which you use for swimming laps.

Checkout dives
The graduation walk,
so to speak, of your
basic dive training.
You dive as an equal
with your instructor
and demonstrate
your skills so he or
she can sign off on
your C-card.

Tank or
cylinder
A pressurized
aluminum or
steel cylinder
containing
breathing
gas, usually
compressed air
or nitrox.

ISTOCKPHOTO

DAN

A small tank of
compressed air some
divers carry in case
their primary tank and
regulator go south.
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Your First Gear
he BC is the most complex piece
of dive equipment you’ll own, so
use our tips for buying one that’s
perfect for your style of diving.

T

WHAT IT DOES: What doesn’t it do? It
holds your gear in place, lets you carry
a tank with minimal effort, floats you
at the surface and allows you to achieve
neutral buoyancy at any depth.
WHAT TO LOOK FOR: Correct size and fit.
Before you try on BCs, slip into the exposure suit you’ll wear most often. Look for
one that fits snugly but doesn’t squeeze
you when inflated. The acid test: Inflate
the BC until the overflow valve vents;
it should not restrict your breathing.
Test all valves, adjustments, straps and
pockets for accessibility and ease of use.
Pay particular attention to the
inflator hose. Is it easy to reach and extend over your head? Make sure there’s a
clear distinction between the inflate and
deflate buttons, and that you can operate
them easily with one hand.

BUYING TIPS

BUOYANCY
COMPENSATORS
of the corrugated hose and ties into the
tank’s air supply via a low-pressure hose.

EXHAUST VALVES Vent air from the BC
bladder. The main exhaust/overpressure
relief valve is activated by pulling on the
corrugated hose.

BLADDER Holds the air that allows for
buoyancy control at depth.

INTEGRATED WEIGHT-DITCH SYSTEM
Eliminates the need for a weight belt by
loading ballast into specially designed
pouches that can be ditched in an emergency by pulling on easy-access handles.
POWER INFLATOR Connects to the end

JACKET-STYLE BCS Bladders are positioned primarily under your arms and on
your waist. These BCs tend to be stable
and float you comfortably on the surface.
However, jacket-style BCs can be bulky
when compared to back-buoyancy BCs.
BACK-BUOYANCY BCS All inflation is
behind you. You’ll never suffer from body
11 | S C U B A D I V I N G .C O M

squeeze; however, weight positioning is
critical for stability. On the surface, a
comfortable floating position is usually
achieved by minimizing inflation.
HYBRID BCS Usually feature a rear air
bladder balanced by some additional
buoyancy around the waist. Hybrids
tend to be stable at depth and comfortable
on the surface but offer a bit more bulk in
the waist area than a back-buoyancy BC.
TIP Don’t skimp; go for quality. Test as
many different models as you can in real
diving situations before buying.

CHELSEA POMALES

Here are some features you should be
familiar with before purchasing a BC.

LEARN TO DIVE

Your First Gear

D

ive computers are key for safe
diving. Here’s what you need to
know before you buy one.

WHAT THEY DO: By constantly monitoring depth and bottom time, dive
computers automatically recalculate
your no-decompression status, giving
you longer dive times while still keeping you out of deco. Computers can also
monitor your ascent rate and tank pressure, tell you when it’s safe to fly, log your
dives and much more.
WHAT TO LOOK FOR: User friendliness.
The most feature-packed dive computer
does you no good if you can’t easily and
quickly access the basic information you
need during a dive: depth, time, decompression status and tank pressure. Some
models have both numeric and graphic
displays for at-a-glance information.
Mounting options are an important
feature to consider and let you position
computers on your wrist, gauge console,
hoses or attach them to BCs.

BUYING TIPS

DIVE
COMPUTERS
BUTTONS Generally, the more buttons
there are, the easier it is to set programming parameters and move from one
mode to another.
DATA DISPLAY Depth and no-decompression limits are considered the most
important information while underwater, so on most computers this data is the
most prominent on the screen, displayed
in large, bold digits that are easy to see.

TISSUE LOADING BAR GRAPH
Graphically illustrates when you’re in
the Safe (no deco) zone, the Caution
(approaching deco) zone, and when

you’ve entered the Deco zone.
AIR INTEGRATION Lets you monitor air
consumption and dive status on the same
screen. Normally found on console computers, this feature is also available on
some wrist-mount models through the
use of hoseless, wireless transmitters.
CONSOLE DC Connects to your regulator
via a high-pressure hose, like traditional
12 | S C U B A D I V I N G .C O M

mechanical-gauge consoles, but provides depth, air and dive data on a
digitized screen.
WRIST-MOUNT DC Although more
compact than console computers, they
still provide large and easy-to-read
screens. An even smaller version is the
wristwatch style, which combines a
topside watch with a dive computer.
TIP Begin with an honest evaluation of
your diving needs — choose the one that
offers the mix of features you need at the
best price.

JON WHITTLE

Here are some features you should be
familiar with before purchasing your
first dive computer.

LEARN TO DIVE

Your First Gear
o kick through the water with
minimal effort and maximum
efficiency, you need to know a
thing or two about fins.

T

WHAT THEY DO: Fins translate power
from the large leg muscles into efficient
movement through water, which is 800
times denser than air.
WHAT TO LOOK FOR: Comfort and
efficiency. When trying on fins, look for
a snug fit that doesn’t pinch your toes or
bind the arches of your feet. If you can’t
wiggle your toes, the fins are too small.
Don’t skimp on fins. Choosing the right
pair is important to prevent muscle
fatigue and cramping. Good fins will enhance your enjoyment of diving; bad ones
can ruin it.

BUYING TIPS

FINS
Here are some features you should be
familiar with before purchasing your
first pair of fins.

FOOT-POCKET DESIGN Closed-heelfoot-pocket fins are worn barefoot, and
are best suited for warm water. They are
thin, flexible and very comfortable, but
proper fit is critical. Open-heel fins are
worn with a bootie. They are more forgiving of fit because they can be adjusted
with a heel strap.
MATERIALS Fins made of thermoplastic
elastomers tend to be lightweight and
rather stiff. All-rubber fins tend to be
flexible and rather heavy. Many fins are
made with a combination, using plastics

for stiffness and rubber both for flex and
to enhance foot-pocket comfort.
BUCKLE/STRAP SYSTEM Easy-adjust
buckles with rubber straps are standard.
However, these days manufacturers and
divers are replacing them with stainless
spring straps or bungee straps that eliminate the need to adjust and r eadjust
straps. They also make quick work of
donning and doffing.
SPLIT OR PADDLE FINS? Split fins
slice through the water with minimal
resistance because rather than pushing against the water, their flexible
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blades, when engaged in an up-tempo
flutter kick, generate lift along with a
jet-propulsion effect, similar to a boat’s
propeller. With split fins, power comes
from the speed rather than the force of a
diver’s kick. Traditional paddle fins tend
to have stiff blades that require more
leg muscle to get them moving. These
are designed for divers who want lots of
feedback in their kicks.
TIP New fins usually come with footpocket inserts. Don’t throw them away.
They can be used to help maintain the
shape of a fin’s foot pocket when you’re
not diving.

CHELSEA POMALES

BLADE DESIGN Long, stiff fins require
more kicking effort and can put stress
on weak muscles. More flexible fins are
much easier to kick and often produce
more propulsion for the effort.

LEARN TO DIVE

Your First Gear
good mask is your window to
the underwater world. Here’s
our advice for getting one that’s
right for you.

A

WHAT IT DOES: The mask creates an air
space in front of your eyes that allows
them to focus underwater. The nose
pocket allows you to equalize the air
pressure in your mask as you go deeper.
WHAT TO LOOK FOR: A good watertight fit.
You’ll find a whole range of options
on masks, including side, top and bottom panes for a wider field of vision.
Some also have purge valves for venting
any water that leaks in, and others have
quick strap adjustments. These options
(and a range of color schemes) are a matter of personal preference — just make
sure the mask you choose fits right.

BUYING TIPS

MASKS
FIELD OF VIEW Lenses should be shaped
to maximize peripheral view and
optimize downward view, which is particularly important for seeing gauges,
buckles, D-rings, BC pockets and weightditch handles.
SKIRTS Clear skirts provide an open,
airy feel by increasing the amount of
available light allowed into the mask.
Black skirts block out unwanted reflections that come through clear skirts. The
basic rule of thumb: black skirts in bright
water, clear skirts in dark water.
LOW VOLUME Low-volume masks are
nice because they require less breath to
clear and create less drag when cruising through the water column. They

also tend to provide a wider field of view
because the lenses sit closer to your eyes.
BUCKLES AND STRAPS Buckle systems
mounted on mask skirts offer a number
of advantages, including improving the
range of motion for strap positioning
and enabling the buckles to be folded flat
against the lens for stowage or packing.
PURGE VALVES Mounted in the bottom
of the nose pocket, a purge valve keeps
water from building up in a leaky mask.
SO, WHAT’S BEST? Most new divers prefer translucent mask skirts for maximum
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light transmission. Black skirts remove
peripheral glare and distractions, and
are typically used by photographers
and tec divers. Large lenses and side
windows can increase the diver’s field
of view but will often increase internal
air volume as well. Low-volume masks
are easier to clear, but not everyone
will be comfortable with the ultra-lowvolume style favored by free divers and
hunters. A good compromise would be a
w ide-angle, low-volume mask.
TIP Bring your regulator and snorkel on
your shopping trip because these can
a ffect the mask’s seal.

CHELSEA POMALES

Here are some features to be familiar
with before purchasing a mask.

LEARN TO DIVE

Your First Gear

egs have been perfected to the
point that even budget ones
can offer high performance —
but you must do your homework before
buying this vital piece of gear.

R

WHAT IT DOES: Converts the high-
pressure air in your tank to ambient pressure so you can breathe it. A regulator
must also deliver air to other places,
such as your BC inflator and alternate
second stage.
WHAT TO LOOK FOR: The best regulators
can deliver a high volume of air at depth,
under heavy exertion, even at low tank
pressures. Some regulators also have
diver-controlled knobs and switches to
aid this process, so it’s important to understand the controls and how they work.
Look for a comfortable mouthpiece, and
have your local dive store select hoses of
the right length for you.
Here are some features you should be
familiar with before purchasing your
first reg.

BUYING TIPS

REGULATORS
FIRST STAGE Made from chrome-plated
brass and sometimes titanium, the first
stage attaches to the cylinder and reduces tank pressure from around 3,000 psi
to an intermediate pressure at an average
of 125 to 145 psi.
PISTON AND DIAPHRAGM These two

approaches to first-stage design accomplish the same goal. One design uses a
rigid piston to move air, the other a soft
diaphragm. Both are proven performers;
however, diaphragm systems are often
preferred by cold-water divers.
UNBALANCED, BALANCED OR OVERBALANCED Unbalanced first stages
are low cost but don’t compensate for
tank-pressure changes. As the submersible pressure gauge’s needle drops,
breathing resistance increases. Balanced first stages maintain a steady
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i ntermediate pressure regardless of the
cylinder pressure, and overbalanced first
stages take it a step further by progressively increasing intermediate pressure
as depth and gas density increases.
NUMBER OF PORTS More ports provide
more hose-routing options. Some regs
have only one high-pressure port, but
drysuit divers will need more.
TIP You’ve got to do your homework
to find the best regulator available for
your budget.

CHELSEA POMALES

GENERAL A reg is made up of the first
stage, which reduces gas from high pressure to intermediate pressure, and the
second stage, which reduces intermediate
pressure to ambient pressure.

LEARN TO DIVE

Your First Gear

e’ve sorted through all the
features to help you buy
the best wetsuit for your
type of diving.

W

WHAT THEY DO: Exposure suits insulate
you against the cooling effect of water,
which can rob your body of heat 25 times
faster than air. The thickness and type
of exposure protection you need depends
on dive conditions. Simple Lycra suits
provide little thermal insulation but do
help protect against scrapes and stings.
WHAT TO LOOK FOR: Fit and comfort.
Exposure suits should fit snugly without restricting movement or breathing.
Reject any suit that’s too loose, however. Gaps at the arm, leg, crotch and neck
allow water to circulate, and defeat the
suit’s ability to prevent heat loss.

BUYING TIPS

Here are some features you should be
familiar with before buying a wetsuit.
MATERIALS Modern high-stretch
neoprene increases comfort and flexibility. More traditional neoprene is stiffer but
resists compression better. Many suits
use both types: c ompression-resistant
neoprene for its thermal advantages, and
strategically placed high-stretch panels
to increase flexibility.
SEAMS Glued and blind-stitched seams
eliminate water seepage because the needle never goes completely through the

 eoprene, making them good choices for
n
cold-water suits. Flat-seam, or flatlock,
stitching is softer against the skin but
allows water seepage, making it better
suited for warm-water suits.

by a smooth-skin sealing system creates
a water-blocking barrier that can’t be
beaten. Some suits use zippers with overlapping teeth designed to reduce water
seepage even further.

SEALS Seals at the neck, wrists and
ankles keep water from entering the wetsuit. Rolled smooth-skin seals do the best
job; standard smooth-skin seals are also
effective, followed by O-ring seals. Many
suits use nylon cuffs, which are comfortable but don’t block water intrusion, in
place of seals.
ZIPPERS A high-quality zipper backed

BODY ARMOR Flexible kneepads provide
substantial coverage for the knee and leg
area but don’t hinder swimming. Antiabrasion patches on the shoulders and
rear protect the suit in high-wear areas.
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TIP: A properly fitting wetsuit is snug
all over but not so tight that it restricts
your movement.

CARRIE GARCIA

WETSUITS

LEARN TO DIVE

Your First Gear
his seemingly basic piece of gear
has a surprising amount of
bells and whistles. Understand
snorkels before you buy.

T

WHAT IT DOES: A snorkel allows you to
breathe at the surface without letting
water in. If you think it’s not essential,
think again: Snorkels help us save air at
the surface and also work double duty
when we’re pursuing a fun pastime while
not diving.
WHAT TO LOOK FOR: You will almost
certainly purchase a snorkel the same
time as you buy your mask. Make sure
it is comfortable in your mouth, that
your lips seal against it without effort,
that there are no sharp edges to irritate
your gums and that it sits straight in your
mouth. Dive-friendly options have a flexible lower half that lets the mouthpiece
hang away from your face so it won’t interfere with your regulator underwater.
If you plan to use your snorkel in choppy
water, you can get a dry snorkel, which
has a splash guard or other mechanism
to help keep the water out.

BUYING TIPS

SNORKELS
SNORKEL KEEPER Look for a durable
yet easy-to-operate attachment. Many
keepers can slide, lock and swivel, thereby making the attachment and removal
or adjustment of the snorkel much more
convenient. Mount your snorkel on the
left side of your mask strap because your
regulator hose is on the right side.
SNORKEL UPPER TUBE The bigger the
tube, the easier it is to breathe, but
the more drag it creates moving through

the water. However, a large-diameter
tube becomes even more important if
the snorkel is fitted with purge or waterrestricting valves. If the snorkel includes
corrugated sections, the interior should
be smooth to streamline airflow.
SNORKEL LOWER TUBE Flexible tubing
improves fit and comfort and allows the
mouthpiece to hang out of the way when
breathing off your regulator.
PURGE OR WATER-RESTRICTING
VALVES Semidry and dry snorkel gear
reduce or eliminate intrusion from
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surface water, and purge valves aid in
removal. But these conveniences can
increase breathing effort.
FOLDABLE DESIGN Quick-release fittings and folding designs allow divers to
stow a snorkel until it is needed, eliminating drag and entanglement potential.
TIP To reduce drag, make sure your snorkel is angled to follow the contours of the
head when you are in a face-down swimming position. Ideally, the tip of the tube
should break the surface around the back
of the neck, not above the jaw line.
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Here are some features to be familiar
with before you purchase a snorkel.

