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      “Pitching a book at the correct level for divers-to-be is fraught with difficulty. You have to be honest and engaging but without being scary or overcomplicated. Simon is a great dive writer, and I think he’s finally cracked the problem.” Steve Weinmann – Editor, Diver Magazine (UK)

      “Simon’s new book, Scuba Fundamental – Start Diving the Right Way, is a thorough, sensible and seriously safety oriented guide for new divers. It is also very, very funny. Simon’s anecdotes will make old divers laugh until they cry, whilst promising decades of fun and adventure for new divers.  Judi Lowe, Scuba Instructor, PhD Scholar and Sustainable Dive Tourism Advisor at thedivetourist.

      “I wish I had had this book to read when I learned to dive. I remember being totally confused.” Robin Yao, Executive Editor, EZDIVE magazine

      “This is the book divers should give to friends when they say they want to learn to scuba dive.” Ian Thomas, Author and Scuba Instructor Trainer

      “This is a great book! Simon Pridmore is to be congratulated for this insightful, interesting and honest introduction to scuba diving. He clearly explains the delights of the sport, as well as the potential pitfalls in learning to scuba dive. He tells it as it is! This book will be very valuable, not only for the intending diver, but also for divemasters, instructors and operators as a reminder of how certain things can, and should, be done.” John Lippmann, Founder & Chairman, Divers Alert Network (DAN) Asia-Pacific
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            START DIVING THE RIGHT WAY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “There’s nothing wrong with enjoying looking at the surface of the ocean itself, except that when you finally see what goes on underwater, you realize that you’ve been missing the whole point of the ocean. Staying on the surface all the time is like going to the circus and staring at the outside of the tent.”

        Dave Barry, author, columnist and diver.

      

      

      Scuba diving is a unique and wonderful sport. It is amazing to be able to spend time beneath the surface of the oceans that cover a huge part of our planet, to see what is down there and to watch and interact with the animal life. These are privileges that humans have only enjoyed for the past 70 years or so.

      There are few things better in life than a relaxing tour of a coral reef, surrounded by warm clear water, gazing at the incredible variety of the life that exists in our oceans. But that is not all scuba diving can give you. For example, you can cruise around sunken shipwrecks, swim with sea lions, watch manta rays dance, explore underground rivers and visit parts of our planet where comparatively few human beings have ever been.

      Nor do you have to be somewhere exotic or do or see something extraordinary to make a dive worthwhile. All over the world, people scuba dive every day just for the sheer fun and camaraderie that the sport offers. A dive club in landlocked Alberta, Canada holds an annual underwater pumpkin carving competition at Thanksgiving each year in a lake. Dozens of local divers turn up. The club reports that last year it was -2C (28F) and snowing sideways and everyone still had a great time.

      No matter where you live, there is a good chance that there are folk diving somewhere near you on a regular basis. Often, divers are simply motivated to go diving by the desire to improve their skills. As in any sport, from archery to yoga, the more you do it, the better you get at it.

      
        
        Why Scuba Fundamental?

      

      

      Scuba Fundamental is a book for people like you who are thinking of learning to scuba dive.

      It tells you what you need to know and should do before you sign up for a course. It also gives you impartial and reliable advice on important things about learning to dive that you will not find elsewhere and that most people only discover much later: sometimes too late.

      Scuba Fundamental takes you from the germ of the thought that you might like to scuba dive and then continues to guide you to the point where you have completed a couple of courses and twenty or so dives. By that time you will be ready for my book for more advanced divers, Scuba Confidential.

      
        
        Get ready and choose well

      

      

      Too many people start learning to scuba dive before they are ready for it. Others are ready but have a poor learning experience when they take the course. In either case, what usually happens next is that they give up the sport, having wasted both time and money and end up missing out on what could have been a lifetime of incredible experiences.

      It is not their fault. They just do not know any better.

      Before you actually start diving you have no means of judging whether you are properly prepared, physically and psychologically, to dive. Neither do you have any way of distinguishing a good instructor from a bad instructor or a professional dive operator from a cowboy. Anyone can produce a slick website, decorate an attractive-looking shop or deliver a persuasive pitch.

      The fact is that scuba diving is the same as every other walk of life. There are many wonderful instructors and super-professional dive centres out there.

      There are also some terrible, lazy and negligent instructors around and operators who deliver poor-quality service and care only about taking your money.

      So I decided to write this book to arm you with the knowledge to enable you to make the right decisions about learning to scuba dive.

      The purpose of Scuba Fundamental is not to teach you how to dive. Your instructor will do that. But Scuba Fundamental will make the process of learning to dive a lot easier for you and help you become a good diver more quickly, avoiding the many pitfalls and wrong turns that lie in wait for the unwary.

      
        
        Not all courses are equal

      

      

      If you gather a dozen divers together and turn the conversation to how they learned to dive, you will probably hear a dozen different stories. This is despite the fact that, on paper, the initial scuba diving courses run by the various training agencies are very similar.

      Some divers may have done four or five separate swimming pool classes plus four or five separate ocean dives over a number of days before they earned their first diver qualification. Some may only have done as few as two or three water sessions in total, their instructors having combined several required course “dives” into one, in order to save time and money. Others, perhaps older divers, will tell stories of scuba classes that lasted several months and consisted of over twenty water sessions and a dozen dives in the ocean.

      The veterans may talk of having had to endure several watermanship trials, such as timed swims and snorkelling tests, before they even got their hands on the scuba equipment. By contrast, some of the newer divers may not have even had to show that they could swim before they started the course!

      One of the key differences is that, when the older divers learned to dive, they were preparing for a world where there was no mass scuba diving tourism; a world where the fact that you were a qualified scuba diver meant something very different to what it does today. In those days, your qualification meant that you were ready to dive anywhere with another diver of equal ability, under no guided supervision at all. It meant that you had proven your ability to assess a dive site, plan a dive, deal with any contingencies that came your way and rescue yourself or your dive partner in an emergency.

      Today, although many scuba diving manuals still promise that your first course will qualify you to dive safely and independently, this is patently not the case. Now, most initial scuba diving classes are much shorter and less intensive than they used to be. You only really have enough time to learn the basics of handling the equipment, managing the equipment in the water and dealing with common problems.

      To learn to become a competent, independent diver, as well as a useful and capable partner for another diver, takes more than one quick class and four or five dives. This is why Scuba Fundamental does not just focus on your initial certification course but, instead, accompanies you much further along the path, indicating the route you need to take and giving you the background knowledge you need to make the right choices.

      Start diving the right way and you will be relaxed and ready for the adventure. You will have more fun and make fewer mistakes. You will also buy the right equipment at the right time and avoid investing too much too early. I hope you enjoy Scuba Fundamental; that you find it useful, that you discover you love scuba diving and that this is just the start of a life-long passion.

      
        
        Start diving the right way by:

        Reading Scuba Fundamental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SCUBA FUNDAMENTAL JARGON BUSTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Although I have tried my best to avoid jargon and scuba speak in Scuba Fundamental, especially in the first two sections where I assume the reader has no previous experience of the scuba diving world, I have not always succeeded. Here, therefore, is a brief jargon buster that should help you navigate sections where I introduce new words and concepts.

      BCD – an acronym for Buoyancy Compensating Device. This is an inflatable jacket that divers wear to enable them to adjust their buoyancy underwater and on the surface.

      Buoyancy – means float-ability. Something that floats on the surface is said to be positively buoyant; something that sinks is negatively buoyant and something that neither rises to the surface nor sinks is neutrally buoyant.

      Computer – divers wear a small computer to track depth, time and other aspects of their dives. The computer’s primary function is to help the diver avoid decompression illness.

      Decompression illness (or the bends) – this is a catch-all term that applies to various problems that can affect divers if they stay at depth too long and ascend too quickly or if they just ascend too quickly at any point in the dive.

      Fins – you may know these as “flippers.”

      Gauges – divers carry gauges as part of their regulator set-up to tell them how deep they are and how much air they have remaining in their cylinder.

      Regulator – this is a piece of equipment with a clamp on one end and a mouthpiece on the other end. The regulator is attached to the scuba cylinder and reduces the high-pressure air in the cylinder to a pressure that can be breathed by the diver.

      Scuba – this is an acronym for Self-Contained Underwater Breathing Apparatus. Scuba refers to diving where you take your air supply underwater with you.

      Submersible Pressure Gauge or SPG – this is the gauge that tells a diver how much air, in units of pressure, they have left in their cylinder.
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            REASONS NOT TO SCUBA DIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Panic in the shower

      

      

      A few years ago, a friend who was always saying that she wanted to join one of my beginner’s courses called me and told me,

      
        
        “I woke up this morning and said to myself today’s the day I am going to learn to dive.”

      

      

      “Great!” I said.

      “The trouble is,’ she continued, “ I then went to have a shower, turned my face up into the spray and immediately started to panic. If I can’t even have a shower without freaking out, how can I ever scuba dive?”

      I explained that the reason she had panicked was that she had held her breath when she turned her face into the shower and that the human central nervous system is programmed to induce anxiety when a person is not breathing. “On the contrary,” I told her, “in scuba diving, you never hold your breath.”

      I added that this was not to say that she would never become anxious on a scuba dive, but the fact that she had started to panic in the shower was completely irrelevant to the issue of whether she could become a scuba diver.

      Eventually, she took the course, loved it, as deep down she always knew she would, and is now an enthusiastic diver.

      
        
        Not for Everyone

      

      

      You do not have to be a daredevil or a super-fit, well-trained athlete to scuba dive.

      Scuba divers come from all walks of life and in all shapes and sizes. Some are teenagers, others are great-grandparents. Many people count scuba diving among a number of adventure sports they participate in. For many others, diving is the only sport they do.

      This is not to say that everyone can scuba dive. Some people cannot dive for medical reasons. They may have physical challenges that mean that they cannot do strenuous exercise. They may have known or undiagnosed cardiovascular disease that may make diving more risky. Or they may not be able safely to breathe air under changing pressure.

      They may have psychological issues that mean they should always avoid potentially stressful situations. Scuba diving can involve stress, particularly in the early days, when you are still learning, although one of the main things a scuba class teaches you is how to deal calmly with anything that might happen while you are diving.

      
        
        Separating the truth from the myth

      

      

      A lot of the reasons that non-divers give for not trying to scuba dive are based on common popular misunderstandings. Many people who would love to learn to scuba dive, like my friend who panicked in the shower, believe it is not for them because they assume either that you need special qualities to scuba dive or that it is dangerous.

      Some of these assumptions are false; some are genuine. Some risks do exist: others are cultural myths, figments of the imagination or exaggerated by media hysteria. This chapter aims to separate fact from figment and myth from reality.

      First, I would say, that, to quote a Buddhist proverb, “when the student is ready, the master appears.” Before you learn to scuba dive, you need to WANT to scuba dive. Whether you are driven by curiosity, spurred by the adventure or simply want to dive to share the experience with friends, family or a diving spouse, the will to dive has to come from YOU. Do not learn to dive just because someone else wants you to do it. That sort of scenario often ends in tears.

      After you have decided you want to scuba dive, however, doubts may arise. The following are some common concerns.

      
        
        I want to scuba dive but I can’t swim very well.

      

      

      It seems logical that a diver should be a good swimmer but, strangely, many people do not make the connection. Poor swimmers make poor divers, mainly because they are not comfortable in the water. If you are worried that you may not be able to swim well enough, then invest in some lessons before you start your course. The better you can swim and the happier you are in the water, the easier it will be for you to concentrate on learning to dive and the better a diver you will become. Even if you can swim well, a great way to prepare for a scuba diving course is to spend time before the course doing more swimming to improve your stamina and confidence. I cover this in more detail in the next chapter, “Health and Watermanship.”

      
        
        I want to scuba dive but I can’t afford it.

      

      

      Learning to scuba dive probably costs less than you think it does. Generally speaking, it will cost you less (and take you longer) to learn with a dive club following the schedule they set than to learn with a dive centre that will work to your schedule. However, as I explain in the chapter “Choose Wisely,” cost should not be a deciding factor and learning to scuba dive is not something you should look for a bargain basement deal on. If the instructor and dive centre or club you want to learn with charges more for their courses than other places, there is probably a good reason for that. Save up your money to pay for the course you want, rather than go for something cheaper, hoping it will be OK. Before you make the investment, you can see if you like it (and the instructor) by signing up for a scuba experience. This will not cost much and can, in itself, be a life-changing event.

      As was the case with a lady named Amanda. This is what she wrote to her first instructor fifteen years after she went scuba diving for the first time.

      “I've been meaning to message you for a while. I wonder if you remember when I and 3 friends came to your dive centre in 2001? I was the only one not diving and you took me underwater and spent a very patient sixty minutes with me. Since then I've travelled to some amazing places and seen amazing things diving - most recently thresher sharks in the Philippines. I've done almost 300 dives. I would not have managed any of this without your support and patience that day, and I shall be always grateful.”

      Some dive centres may deduct the cost of the experience from your scuba diving course fee if you sign up afterwards.

      You do not have to buy any equipment to use in the course if you do not want to. Use of everything you will need is normally included in the course price. However, as I explain in the chapter “Equipment: Early Purchases,” it is actually a very good idea to use some of your own gear when you learn to dive, especially things that will be useful to you when you do other water sports or just spend time on or near the ocean.

      
        
        I want to scuba dive but I am frightened of sharks.

      

      

      Thanks mainly to media hysteria and “if it bleeds, it leads” journalism, sharks have an awful and completely undeserved reputation. An instructor who used to teach in Egypt tells the following story.

      I had a student once who joined the course, did very well in the pool sessions and passed his theory exam with flying colours. The following day we went to a shallow sandy bay to do his first ocean dive. We were already geared up and ready to get in the water when he asked if there were any sharks in the Red Sea. Thinking that he was excited at the possibility that he might see a shark, I said “Yes, but it’s unlikely that we’ll see one at this site; we never have before.”

      I added that he would need to do a little more diving and build up some experience before he could go to places elsewhere in the Red Sea where there would be more chance of seeing sharks. He immediately began taking his dive gear off.

      “What’s happening?” I said.

      “I am not going in,” he replied.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “Because there are sharks here.”

      “But I told you there aren’t any sharks here.”

      “You said there were sharks in the Red Sea. This is the Red Sea and I am not swimming in the same body of water as a shark!”

      And that was that. He cancelled the course and we never saw him again.

      The diver’s fears were completely without substance. The sharks you see when you scuba dive keep their distance from you and, often, once they have spotted you, they quickly swim off in the other direction. After all, from their perspective you are a strange, noisy, one-eyed bubbling monster and all their instincts tell them to steer clear. A shark attack on a scuba diver is extraordinarily rare. The Washington Post once produced figures that showed that it is much more likely that you will be killed by a cow than a shark!

      
        
        I understand about sharks but there are other things down there that can hurt me.

      

      

      There are, and they are often small and difficult to see things that live on the seabed, such as blue-ringed octopus and scorpion fish. But they will not touch you if you do not touch them and one of the golden rules for divers is “don’t mess around with the marine life!” One of the primary reasons why so much time in your scuba diving class is taken up with teaching you how to be neutrally buoyant in the water, that is, neither floating nor sinking, is so that you do not come into contact with the seabed, rocks or reefs when you dive. That way, you will not harm the marine life that lives there and it will not harm you.

      
        
        I want to scuba dive but I am scared of the water.

      

      

      Fear of water is usually a manifestation of other fears, such as the fear of being unable to control your environment. Swimming classes are the answer. Being able to swim well banishes fears of the water forever. When you can swim well, you are in control in the water. This gives you confidence and you realise that there is no need to be afraid.

      
        
        I want to scuba dive but it is cold, dark and murky down there.

      

      

      Of course, most people choose to dive in the tropics where the waters are warm and you can enjoy crystal clear, sunlit seas. But it is a common misconception that the oceans elsewhere are inhospitable to divers. This is not the case.

      Even in temperate regions, water temperatures average a mild 15C to 20C (60F to 70F) during the diving season and the suits we wear as divers are designed to keep us comfortable for the length of a typical dive and beyond. They are also much easier to get on and off than you might imagine.

      You will be surprised too at how well you can see and how much there is to see, especially in the comparatively shallow water where most sport diving takes place and where there is still plenty of sunlight penetration.

      
        
        I want to scuba dive but I am too old.

      

      

      I have a Brazilian friend who is a retired university professor in his mid-eighties and a keen diver. He recently called me for advice on buying some new equipment.

      You are probably not too old.

      
        
        I want to scuba dive but I am scared of getting the bends.

      

      

      The bends, or decompression illness, is a risk for scuba divers but one of the main purposes of a beginner’s course is to show you how to dive in such a way as to minimise the risk. The safe diving procedures you will be taught are well-established and have proven to be very effective at preventing divers from getting the bends.

      
        
        I want to scuba dive but I don’t like to wear anything over my face.

      

      

      Many people feel like this but your mask is an essential part of your scuba diving equipment. Without it, you cannot see very well. It doesn’t take long to get used to it. After all, it is not that different from wearing big sunglasses.

      This is another advantage of doing a little snorkelling before you embark on scuba diving (see the chapter Snorkelling Dos and Don’ts).  Wearing a mask then becomes something completely routine and not another new thing you have to get used to when you start diving.

      If you feel that you may be a little claustrophobic, choose a mask with a transparent soft silicone skirt that allows plenty of light in and does not make your face feel so enclosed.

      
        
        I want to scuba dive but I am afraid my ears will hurt.

      

      

      One of the first things you will be taught in your scuba diving course is how to make the pressure in your body’s air spaces (lungs, ears and sinuses) the same as the surrounding water pressure. This is called equalising and it is usually done by squeezing your nostrils and blowing against your closed nose. You have probably done this before in an aircraft to make your ears pop when you are coming into land and the captain increases the air pressure in the cabin.

      When you go for the pre-course health check up I recommend in the Health and Watermanship chapter, one of the main things the doctor will look at and ask you about is the health of your ears. If the doctor clears you for scuba diving, then you have nothing to worry about.

      
        
        I want to scuba dive but I worry I won’t be good at it.

      

      

      In fact, this is a good sign. A very healthy attitude to have when embarking on any new activity is a slight fear of failure. It raises your adrenalin, makes you more attentive and induces you to try harder. A little nervousness is something instructors like to see in their students when they start. It means they are more likely to succeed than people who come to class complacent, thinking they know everything and that it is all going to be easy.

      
        
        I want to scuba dive but I can’t imagine breathing underwater; it’s unnatural.

      

      

      Yes, it is unnatural. We are terrestrial mammals for goodness sake!

      But you will be amazed at how curiously natural it soon feels to breathe underwater. Just a few minutes into your first dive, when you are distracted by all the fish, the feeling of weightlessness, the ability to move around effortlessly in three dimensions and the thrill of entering a whole new world, you will find you are no longer even thinking about it.

      
        
        Start diving the right way by:

        Knowing that many fears about scuba diving are misplaced.
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            HEALTH AND WATERMANSHIP

          

        

      

    

    
      The young couple walked into the dive centre hand in hand and announced that they were on their honeymoon and wanted to learn to scuba dive together. They seemed very excited. Andrina, their instructor, sat down with them and took them through the schedule, explaining that there was a little paperwork to complete before they got on with the course. This included a health declaration.
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