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technical 
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Authors note: I interviewed the late 
PADI CEO, John Cronin, in his office 
in 1995 just as the training juggernaut 
was rolling its new Enriched Air Nitrox 
program. We talked about the found-
ing of PADI, his vision of the diving 
business, the impact of tech diving 
on the market, PADI’s new enriched 
air nitrox courses and his thoughts on 
tech training and rebreathers and 
where he believed the market was 
headed. At the time, PADI’s entry into 
nitrox was a big deal heralding nitrox’s 
entry into mainstream diving, and so 
we ended up making the interview 
the cover story of aquaCORPS #12 
SURVIVORS issue that was published in 
October 1995. Since that time, more 
than a decade and a half ago, PADI 
has doubled the number of affiliated 
stores and resorts and nearly doubled 
its membership base from 70,000 to 
over 135,000 members and enriched 
air nitrox has become the company’s 
#1 selling specialty course. Here is the 
original introduction, interview and a 
couple of the pictures that ran with it. 
Mr. Cronin passed away in July 2003. 

aquaCORPS #12 — October1995 

Having sold that first aqualung in 1956, 
PADI co-founder and chief executive 
officer, John Cronin, may well have 
earned the distinction of being scu-
ba’s most successful travelling sales-

man. True story. The 67-year-old Irish 
diving mogul, Harley Fat Boy owner, 
sustaining member of the National 
Republican Committee, former Boy 
Scouts of America director, ex-marine, 
and angel for a dozen charitable ven-
tures, was reportedly the first person to 
rack up $1,000,000 in sales in the fledg-
ling U.S. scuba diving industry while 
teaching scuba to Joes and Bettys 
on the side. Five years later, Cronin 
was promoted to the big desk at US 
Divers—the big blue of 60’s sport div-

ing—which he manned for more than 
a decade and a half while concur-
rently building his privately-held dream, 
PADI Inc.—the largest dive training 
company on the planet. A perennial 
tough guy—it’s fair to say that nobody 
knows the business of marketing diving 
like John Cronin. Just look at the house 
that John built.
 Launched in 1966 on big vision, a 
few bucks, a bottle of scotch, and a 
belly full of frustration with an indus-
try that was turning away potential 

users instead of training 
them, Cronin’s PADI has 
become a near ubiqui-
tous institution that occu-
pies a unique position in 
the diving world. Having 
captured roughly 60-70 
percent of the training 
market—accounting for 
over 625,000 diver certifi-
cations in 1994— there’s 
a diver certified every 
minute. Representing 
nearly 70,000 professional 
dues-paying members, 
2,500 dive centers and 
500 resorts world wide, 
PADI has made diving 
accessible to the masses 
on a global scale. A fact 
that its competitors and 
vocal detractors are not 
easily able to forget!
 In Europe, PADI is 
aggressively reshaping 
the federation system 
world where the “busi-
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ness of sport diving” is still a dirty 
word. Reshaping? Its clubby com-
petitors are scrambling to revamp 
their lengthy not-for-profit training 
schemes, while PADI continues 
to rack up share with its “Do It 
Today” motto—American Express 
welcome here. “Brash promoters 
flaunting their wares!” one diving 
exhibition organizer admonished. 

Meanwhile the “Pee—A—Dee—
Eye” is reportedly growing gang-
busters in Asia, and has just begun 
to roll out its spectrum of prod-
ucts in South Africa in hopes of a 
business to beat the band. The 
Microsoft of diving? What works, 
works! (As long as they don’t try 
to reinvent the wheel. Just kid-
ding!)

 Long the technol-
ogy leader, PADI, 
along with the rest 
of the blue chip rec-
reational establish-
ment, were caught 
with their nappies 
down by the mix revo-
lution and the resulting 
shifts in the balance of 
power and underwater 
cool. As a result, PADI’s 
claim to fame strategy—
diving for the masses, not 
the classes—appeared 
to lose currency as new 
power-player hopefuls—
the fledgling tekkie training 
companies and others—
tripped over themselves 
to woo the classes. But as 
the Microserfs know, today’s 
classes become tomorrow’s 
masses. It all depends upon 
on your perspective and how you 
play the game.
 Not a company to miss the 
beat (for long), PADI finally 
announced their long awaited 
enriched air program, which will 
be rolled out at tek.96 confer-
ence in San Franciso. Nitrox for 
the masses? Modular ‘breather 
courses may not be too far 
behind. And then there’s the new 
CD-ROM, the first of a series of 
new multimedia products, and a 
crowning Cronin marketing deal 
to put diving on the desktops of 
30,000,000 new Windows 95 users. 
Fun’s just a click away.
 How do you grow a diving 
business when you’ve already 
acquired the lion’s share of the 
market? That’s what we asked 
John Cronin.

aquaCORPS: Some people say, 
“P-A-D-I: Put Another Dollar In.” 
How do you respond to that?

JC: 
It was coined 

by one of our illustrious 
competitors; I know which one. 
It’s bullshit, because if you look 
at what we charge our members 
for our products—and we do 
this every year and analyze it— 
we’re a better buy. 
There’s no doubt 
that someone 
who’s a PADI 
retailer spends 
more money 
with PADI than 
somebody who is 
with Brand X. The 
reason is we’ve 
got a name 
brand identifica-
tion of 60 to 75 
percent—more 
people come in 
and ask for PADI 
certification than 
any other brand.
 The other reason 
that they spend more with PADI is 
because we’ve got a good prod-
uct line. Everything in our product 

line is the state of the art.

aquaCORPS: Build what the mar-
ket buys?

JC: People don’t have to buy 
our products. If you were a PADI 
dive center, you might only buy 
books and never buy another 
thing. Of course, that would 
be your mistake; customers 
are dying for this stuff. That’s 
why smart guys are buy-
ing a lot from us. Because 
they’re making a piece of 
profit, a good enough profit 
that they can run a good 
operation and offer better 
services to their customers. 
That’s what it’s about. It’s 
business.

 Diving is a sport. It’s an industry. 
And it’s a business. We look at all 
three. Consumers want to do the 
sport and have fun, but they want 
to do it safely, too. If you want to 
get your cylinder filled, a retailer’s 
gotta be there, and make at 
least a reasonable profit. And the 

instructor has to be 
paid.

aquaCORPS: 
Technical diving 
is getting a lot of 
press these days. 
Do you think it has 
been good for the 
overall business of 
diving?

JC: It’s opened 
up a new avenue, 
a new tangent. I 
don’t think every 
diver is going to be 
a technical diver. I 

believe that one of 
the biggest challenges in techni-
cal diving is educating the public, 
which PADI is into. The second is 

also educating the industry and 
building the addition to the infra-
structure, so that everyone that 
wants to participate will have the 
opportunity.
 There has long been a percep-
tion that PADI has been against 
nitrox diving. We don’t like to 
jump into things. We want to be 
sure that PADI belongs there and 
that it’s responsible to be promot-
ing it.
 Being of reasonable size and 
magnitude in the industry, we 
research a new technology care-
fully before we jump into it. So 
when we do something, our deci-
sion is a responsible one. We’re 
not going to make a knee-jerk 
reaction before we find out what 
we’re doing in the market. We 
want to understand the dynamics 
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of what’s happening and why it’s hap-
pening.

aquaCORPS: What’s happening with 
nitrox…umm…enriched air?

JC: As far as PADI is 
concerned, we’re in. 
We’re thoroughly con-
vinced that it is going to 
be an important part of 
our sport, a part of our 

industry. 
Hell, a lot of us have 
been involved in por-
tions of that technology. 
There’s no magic to it. 
It was around before 
WWII. We wanted to 
understand how the 
transition was going to 
take place, going from 
air to enriched air. What 
was the infrastructure 
going to be? What 
were the courses? Was 
it going to be a viable 
part of our industry? 
 We researched it, 
talked to manufactur-
ers, saw where it was 
going, then did a lot of 
surveys and stuff before 
we decided that we 
were going to enter the 
field. Once we made 
that decision, we decid-
ed that we would only 
be comfortable with a 
program that we had 
designed from scratch. 
We’re going to kick it off 
big-time at tek.96 and 
DEMA.

aquaCORPS: A lot of 
people in the business 
believe that PADI’s entry 
will help legitimize the 
market for alternative 

breathing 
gases.

JC: I 
don’t 
think 

that’s a 
cheap shot at what 
exists; I think people 
say that because we 
have a good reputa-
tion, and that what-
ever we come up with 
will be well thought 
out, educationally 
valid, and even more 
important, that the content of the course 
will be appropriate from a physiological 
and technical standpoint. 
 I’m not going to say anything deroga-
tory about anybody else’s courses, but 
I think you’ll find when our enriched 
air courses come out that you’ll be 
impressed—they’re top-drawer. They’ll 
address the customer.

aquaCORPS: How fast do 
you see the market for 
enriched air growing?

JC: Slowly at first. The 
more adventurous divers 
have already taken to 
enriched air diving. From 
here out, it will be a pro-
motional and educa-
tional process. Within the 
next five years, it could 
easily be 20-35 percent of 
the market.

aquaCORPS: Like dive computers. Hmm. 
How about the retailer trying to get set 
up?

JC: There’s many ways to go about it. 
We’ve done our research and plan to 
give them the resources and ways to go 
about it. That’s our job.

aquaCORPS: Do you have plans to offer 
training products in other areas that have 
been considered technical, like deep 

diving or rebreathers?

JC: I can tell you that our 
DSAT (Diving Sciences & 
Technology Division) divi-
sion is actively researching 
what our next role will be in 
the tech area.

aquaCORPS: I’m sure it will 
turn a few heads when you 
figure it out. Let me switch 
gears on you a little. What 
makes diving so special 
from a marketing perspec-

tive?

JC: It is a unique sport, an opportunity to 
explore a different environment, a dif-
ferent world. Cousteau coined it—“The 

Silent World”. It really is, especially the 
first time in. It defies gravity. You’re fly-
ing. It is a special sport, an activity where 
you can touch the edge of science and 
adventure. I think we’ve only tapped 
the surface. You read surveys about how 
many people would like to try diving. It’s 
phenomenal. Most of the people I talk to 
who’re not divers say, “I’ve always want-
ed to do that.”
 
aquaCORPS: You hit the nail on the 
head. The way I look at it, we have tre-
mendous opportunities to grow. And it’s 
incumbent for all of us involved to find 
ways to introduce more people to diving. 
The opportunity is there.

JC: Diving is in vogue. Look at TV adver-
tising. Somebody’s selling something and 
a guy, or a guy and a gal, are jumping 
into the water with a snorkel, or they’re 
going scuba diving. It’s an in-thing to do. 
We have to make it available to them, 
make it easy to become a diver. It’s not 
that difficult; it’s not strenuous. You can 
go to any level you want. I’m not saying, 
“Don’t train ’em properly.” I’m saying 

tech talk
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I think we’ve only 
tapped the surface. You 
read surveys about how 
many people would like 
to try diving. It’s phe-
nomenal. Most of the 
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always wanted to  
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It is a unique 
sport, an opportunity 
to explore a different 

environment, a different 
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special sport, an activ-

ity where you can touch 
the edge of science and 

adventure. 
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make it easy, acces-
sible.
 Do it today. That’s 
our motto. Make the 
technology accessible.
Make it easy.
 True story: There was 
an outfit in New York 
that sold hiking and 
climbing equipment. 
They had a good 
location, great park-
ing lot, and they moved 
to a new location—bigger place, 
better looking store, but they were 
a block from the parking lot, and 
their business went down. There 
are guys who walk 17 miles on a 
Saturday and climb up a goddamn 
mountain, but they’re not going to 
walk a block to shop. What does 
that tell you? It better be easy, it 
better be accessible.
 If we want the industry to grow, 
we have to make the sport appe-
tizing, easy, accessible and rela-
tively safe. But it has to be easy to 
get there. I think the job of all of 
us in the industry is to make diving 
more accessible.

aquaCORPS: How effective has 
DEMA been in that regard?

JC: I think that they’re at a cross-
roads. They formed a new organi-
zation: The Diving Equipment and 
Marketing Association (DEMA), 
and if it goes in the right direction, 
it could do a great deal of good. 
Isn’t that supposed to be part of 
DEMA’s mission—to promote diving 
to society at large?
 If I were writing the charter for 
that organization, which I’m not, 

I would tell them to pick out two 
things to do: one would be promo-
tion, and two would maybe be 
liability within the industry. Promote 

diving to new customers 
and... I just coined it. 
D-A-R. Diver Acquisition 
and Retention. That 
should be the goal. Stop 
all the other bullshit. Stop 
worrying about 58 differ-
ent programs because 
pretty soon you dilute 
your efforts.
 Our job is to make it 
easier for more people 
to dive. Last year, 100,000 

people responded to 
our Discover Diving promo-

tion over a 12-month period. That’s 
just with PADI. Most of the people 
weren’t involved with any kind of 
diving program before. Think about 
it.
 
Underwater 
world, here  
we come
There’s another 
opportunity—the 
snorkeling business. 
It’s part of our mar-
ket. Our job is to 
show people that 
snorkeling is fun and 
initiate them to the 
underwater world. 
We don’t have to 
convert every snor-
keler. The smart guys 
in the snorkeling busi-
ness are selling a lot 
of snorkeling stuff, 
and now people are 
used to coming into their 
stores and dive centers and so are 
their children. They’re buying snor-
kels, masks, suits and travel. They’re 
not second-class citizens; they’re in 
a different area of our realm. The 
dive center people who treat these 

customers like first-class citizens 
rather than second-class citizens 
will be the big winners. This is a big 
market. Start treating them well.

The retail thing
It all comes together at the retail 
level. We need to realize that the 
retailer is the center of the diving 
industry. They do a pretty good job 
now, but there’s always room for 
improvement. Retailers are look-
ing for new and innovative ways 
to keep their customers. I think the 
survivors will be the guys with the 
Marshall Fields or Nordstroms men-
tality. It’s all about customer serv-
ice.
 When I return my Hertz [rental] 
car, I don’t have to clean it. It’s 
their goddamn car. They should 
clean it up, because I don’t care 
if it’s clean for the next guy or not. 
Just think about that mentality. Do 

you clean up your car at 
Hertz? No. Why do we 
do it with scuba? It’s 
archaic to make cus-
tomers wash their gear. 
They rented it from you. 
This kind of thinking will 
enhance our sport: 
make it easy, pleasant, 
accessible. I come out 
of the retail business 
and sold to retailers for 
many years.

aquaCORPS: When did 
you start selling scuba?

JC: 1954. I was work-
ing for a big outfit 

called Gold Stocks, in 
Schenectady, selling skis, 

hunting and fishing equipment. We 
were Head Ski’s second largest cus-
tomer and the largest Weatherby 
rifles dealer, an ultra, ultra rifle—
really expensive. In fact, we were 
the largest weapons dealers on the 

tech talk John Cronin
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East Coast and second larg-
est Browning shotgun dealer 
on the Atlantic seaboard, 
which was amazing consider-
ing we had this small business in 
Schenectady and Troy; we were 
really in the ski business.
 I was the store manager, 
and one day a good customer 
came in and said, “I wanna buy 
an Aqualung,” 
and I asked, 
“What the 
hell’s an 
Aqualung?” 
He gave me 
all this bullshit, 
“It’s great. You 
dive under-
water.” I said, 
“Why would 
you want to 
do that?”
 He was a 
good custom-
er, so I started 
calling around. 
I called a place 
called Aqua Gun in Yonkers, run 
by Ben Holderness, and said, 
“I wanna buy an Aqualung.” 
[Aqua Gun was bought by US 
Divers Corporation about two 
years later.]
 He said, “You gotta buy 
three.”
 What in hell am I gonna do 
with three? So, I told him, I’d call 
him back. Then the customer 
came back in, and so I ordered 
three Aqualungs. Later, Jerome, 
the owner, came in and said, 
“What the hell’s that?”
 “An Aqualung.”

 He says, 
“What’s an 
Aqualung? 
Who the 
hell’d buy 
that?”
 “Lennie Jones,” I said.
 He knew Lennie Jones. Every 
week after that, Jerome would 
come by and ask me, “What’re 

you gonna do 
with the other 
two aqua-
lungs?” A 
month later, he 
came by and 
said, “There’s 
another one 
gone. Who 
bought it?“ I 
told him that I 
did.
 Lennie had 
talked me into 
going diving 
up at Lake 

George. He 
was an engineer, 

had his own compressor and 
made his own weight belt. I 
had read the 17-page booklet 
14 times and ended up making 
my own wet suit out of quarter-
inch neoprene and cement. It 
took about six hours. The kit was 
called an Artico. I think it was 
$29.95 for the whole thing.
 The place was called Bolton 
Landing. We climbed out of 
the boat and went down the 
anchor line to 130ft (40m). I 
wasn’t the least bit worried 
because it was so clear. We 
went down a sheer wall. It was 

like riding an 
elevator. Cold 
but clear. That 
was the first 
time I went div-
ing.

aquaCORPS: 
And you kept 
selling scuba...

JC: I eventually got a distribu-
torship from Healthways/Voit in 
1956. Voit was buying from US 
Divers, who were making the 
valves and stuff. They wouldn’t 
sell to me direct, but I had 
Healthways/Voit. I was selling 
diving equipment wholesale, 
some ski stuff, and a lot of shoot-
ing supplies. I started calling on 
the dive shops, and a few sport-
ing good stores—it was all just 
getting started.

aquaCORPS: Is that when you 
started teaching?

JC: I started div-
ing in ’54, started 
teaching in ’56. 
I was putting 
on free diving 
classes in one of 
the big Playboy 
pools up there. I 
had eight tanks. 
We’d get all these 
people in their 
bathing suits—it 
was summertime 
up there—and 
let ’em swim up 
and down once. 
Fifty, sixty people a 
night. Unbelievable. 
Then we’d sign them up for our 
six-day, six-night course.

aquaCORPS: Wasn’t that about 
the time Cousteau’s first film 
were being released?

JC: The Silent World was 
released and won an award in 
1956. It was the first shot in the 
arm this business ever had. The 
second great shot in the arm 
was the Sea Hunt series with 
Lloyd Bridges, which got started 
a couple of years later.
 In fact, that was about the 
same time, late ’57, early ’58, 
I finally got… funny story: The 
Healthway salesman that I was 
jobbing for was a guy named 
Harry Marr, who lived in Boston. 
He came in one day and said, 
“I want my spring order.” He did 
a good job of selling me. Then 
he said that he might be back 
in a couple of weeks, so I said, 
“Okay.” I was always glad to 
see Harry. We were pretty good 
friends.

 About two weeks 
later, he came 
back and asked 
me if I’d like to 
buy US Divers 
direct as a job-
ber? I used to 
write to them 
at least once a 
month asking 
them to sell to me. 
They wouldn’t. I 
said, “I’d love to, 
but why the hell 
would you help 
me? You’re the 
Healthways sales-
man.”

 “Not any more,” 
he said. “I’m your 

new US Diver salesman, and I’m 
going to  put you on because I 
know you can move some mer-
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I wasn’t the least bit 
worried because it 

was so clear. We went 
down a sheer wall. It 
was like riding an ele-
vator. Cold but clear. 

That was the first 
time I went diving.
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chandise.” By the end of 1959, we 
were the second largest distributor 
US Divers had, second only to New 
England Divers.

aquaCORPS: Is 
that when you 
went to work for 
US Divers?

JC: US Divers 
offered me a 
job as a market-
ing manager. 
I moved from 
Albany to New 
York City and ran 
one of the first 
dive stores, the 
Aqualung Center, 
and did a good 
job for them. I 
was supposed to 
promote diving in general, so I was 
running around talking to distribu-
tors, telling them how to sell div-
ing equipment. In the meantime, 
I rented the Hotel Sutton pool, in 
Manhattan, Tuesday and Thursday 
nights and Saturday mornings, and 
was teaching diving. YMCA was 
around, but I wasn’t affiliated with 
them. NAUI was nonexistent in the 
Northeast. The next year, US Divers 
asked me to move to Chicago, 
where I became a regional sales-
man travelling the Midwest and 
Canada.

aquaCORPS: How long was a 

scuba course in 1960?

JC: Six lessons. Two checkout dives 
in one day. That was it. I had a 

classroom at the 
Aqualung Center 
and the Hotel 
Sutton pool. You 
had to come to 
the classroom at 
a certain time 
because it wasn’t 
a modular course. 
The guy that 
worked with me, 
Jim McNamara, 
was a young guy 
who just got out of 
the Marine Corps. 
He was with the 
underwater demo-
lition team, and we 

had a tough time 
toning him down, so that he would 
realize that we weren’t training 
these folks from New York to attack 
Jersey. You have to remember that 
I was out there trying to raise four 
kids and pay my rent selling diving 
equipment. I was frustrated.

aquaCORPS: The militaristic 
approach to training?

JC: Ralph Erikson [PADI co-founder] 
and I talked about it for years. I 
had met Ralph at a banquet. We 
went diving a few times. We both 
felt that these UDT-type courses 
taught by people with military 

backgrounds were chasing people 
out of the sport.
 I used to go to the YMCA after 
I had hit the stores in a town. I 
remember running into this guy. I 
knew him. I won’t tell you where 
because everybody would know 
who it is. I said, “How are you 
doing?” He said, “Fine.” Blah-blah-
blah. He says, “I run the best course 
in the Midwest.” I said, “Yeah, how 
come?” He said, “I had 22 people 
in my last course and only eight 
of ’em made it. What’d ya think 
of that?” I said, “I think you’re a 
horse’s ass. You’re what’s wrong 
with diving.” I asked him, “Did you 
take their money? You took their 
money to teach ’em, not decide if 
they were qualified or not qualified. 
That’s what’s wrong with this god-
damn sport.” I walked out on the 
guy.

The problem.
JC: Ralph Erikson was a swim-
ming coach. He was the guy who 
really saw the problem with the 
military. We talked about it all the 
time. So many people wanted to 
dive. They’d go to some of these 
courses, and we’d hear horror sto-
ries. They’d lose people the first two 
nights.
 “Can you swim 500 yards?” What 
the hell do I look like? Tarzan? It 
was ludicrous. A lot of the criteria 
was ludicrous. A lot of people had 
their own criteria.
 The YMCA had a course that 

PETER SYMES

The guy that  
worked with me, Jim 

McNamara, was a young 
guy who just got out of the 

Marine Corps. He was with 
the underwater demolition 
team, and we had a tough 
time toning him down so 
that he would realize that 
we weren’t training these 
folks from New York to  

attack Jersey. 
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wasn’t bad. NAUI had a course. 
It wasn’t a bad course. They used 
outlines, and the people teach-
ing them were left to their own 
devices. That was the problem. 
If the guy was a good teacher, 
he taught a good course. But 
then there would be some guy 
who was trying to prove that he 
was the only guy in the pool who 
could do it and that everybody 
else was a wimp. He really didn’t 
care how many people he taught 
or if he taught anyone. That was 
a major problem in this industry. 
Ralph and I talked about this for a 
couple of years.

aquaCORPS: 
That’s why 
you started 
PADI?

JC: Ralph 
and I started 
PADI in 1966 
out of frustra-
tion.

aquaCORPS: 
I heard 
that it got 
launched 
on $20 and 
a bottle a 
Scotch.

JC: Fifteen 
dollars and 
a bottle of 
Scotch, and 
Ralph has 
yet to pay 
me for his 
half of the 
bottle. I had 
just come 
off the road, 
and I was 
so pissed 
off about 
this stuff. I 

called up to Ralph’s apartment 
and he said, “I just got a bottle of 
Scotch. C’mon up.” I said, “Ralph, 
it’s time, if we’re going to do it.” 
We sat there that whole night, 
brainstorming. One of us had a 
five dollar bill, the other a ten. We 
threw it in the kitty.
 Our first office was my base-
ment. My son Brian [recently 
appointed a PADI Vice President] 
said the only thing he could 
remember about PADI was 
that I used to say, “Shut up and 
lick.” He was licking stamps and 
envelopes. Ralph produced the 
Undersea Journal. We had it 

printed at an 
orphanage in 
Chicago.  
I swapped 
them diving 
equipment, 
and got the 
kids into the 
pool occa-
sionally. That’s 
how we got it 
printed cheap. We 
really got going in ’67, and I used 
to come home on weekends and 
type all the PIC [certification] 
cards.

aquaCORPS: That was the birth of 
the PADI system?

JC: Ralph always said that eve-
rybody should be teaching the 
same thing. I agreed. That’s why 
I hooked up with him. I believed 
we had something universal—
we didn’t say modular in those 
days—a course that everybody 
taught the same way that would 
be limited to the important things. 
Cause and effect.
 I can remember people teach-
ing not only how to change 
from Fahrenheit to Centigrade, 
but how to calculate heat loss 
in a wet suit, and the difference 
between 3/16’s, 
3/8’s and 1/4-inch, 
which is bullshit. 
I mean, that’s 
fine, if you’ve 
got a bunch of 
GE engineers in 
Schenectady.

aquaCORPS: Or a bunch of tek-
kies.

JC: Those were the tech divers. 
But you take an average guy or 
gal and tell them, “Before you 
can really be a good diver, you 

have to know 
how to com-
pute your heat 
loss.” What 
the hell does 
that have to 
do with it? Do 
they ask you if 
you can com-
pute the com-

pression in your 
engine before they 

let you drive a car. It’s the same 
thing.

For the masses, not the 
classes
JC: We wanted to bring diving to 
the public. We wanted to make it 
fun, and we wanted the courses 
to be effective. When the people 
got out of the courses, they real-
ized, yes, there are certain things 
that are dangerous. Number 
two, this is what you can do; this 
is what you can’t do. Number 
three, these are the ground 
rules—the physics and the physi-
ology. And number four, it’s fun. 
That was our goal, and we took 
a lot of heat when we started. A 
lot of people made fun of us. The 
NAUI and YMCA people called us 
the Irish Diving Association.

aquaCORPS: How 
did you actually 
create the pro-
gram?

JC: We 
designed our 
first program with 

about ten, 12 guys. 
We outlined it in a brainstorm-
ing session. Ralph was working 
on it while I was out developing 
customers. I was travelling in mid-
West and Canada, and I talked 
about PADI and explained where 
we’re going. We became mid-

west based because we didn’t 
have any money to advertise, 
so the advertising was Ralph on 
the phone and John Cronin on 
the road when I travelled for US 
Divers. US Divers looked at this 
with a jaundiced eye.

aquaCORPS: I’ll bet. It amazes me 
that they let it go on.

JC: I got called out in 1967 by 
the president of the company, 
who wanted to know in plain lan-
guage, “What the [bleep] I was 
doing?” Someone had come to 

tech talk John Cronin
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him and raised hell, suggesting that 
US Divers were going to be embar-
rassed, and that this Cronin was com-
peting. I got flown to California for 
two days and called on the carpet. 
I said, we’re in the diving business. 
As far as I’m concerned, nobody 
is doing the job in education. We 
talked. 
 I can’t say I made a convert of 
him, but I did get him to say, “You do 
it on your own time and don’t embar-
rass US Divers. US Divers has nothing 
to do with this, does not condone it, 
and we’re not endorsing it.” I said, 
“Fine.”

aquaCORPS: Because you were their 
top dog as far as sales went?

JC: That’s right. Then, in 1969, I was 
offered the job of national sales 
manager and asked to move to US 
Diver’s headquarters in Santa Ana, 
California.
 That created a problem at PADI. 
The problem was that I wasn’t there 
anymore, and Ralph was only inter-
ested in the training and Undersea 
Journal. People used to call me at 
my house, and now they were calling 

him. He called me several times, “I’m 
sick of this bullshit.” Ralph said, “You 
gotta do something.” 
 So, in 1970, I went down to Costa 
Mesa and rented a big room—about 
500 square feet worth—and hired 
June Nelson; she was our chief cook 
and bottle-washer. That was the year 
they made me CEO at US Divers.
 PADI grew from one room to two 
rooms, then three rooms. I asked 
Nick Icorn, a design draftsman with 
US Divers who had retired, “Would 
you like to take a stab at running this 
for a couple a years?” So, he did. 
He left two or three years later, and 
Sonny Whisenand took over. Then, 
we moved from five rooms and went 
down to a place on Bear Street in 
Costa Mesa. There must have been 
2,000 square feet down there. We 
were really cookin’. We just kept 
growing and growing and growing. 
Then, we moved to Bush Street with 
6,000 square feet, and then to 10,000 
square feet on Warner. We eventually 
moved here in 1988, where we have 
50,000 square feet.

aquaCORPS: You retired from US 
Divers in 1985? 

JC: I can’t believe it’s ten years 
already. 

aquaCORPS: I’d like to know how you 
managed to run PADI and US Divers 
at the same time?

JC: It was structured. I always had a 
goal, and the goal was to improve 
our courses and increase our market 
equity, like any business. And I had a 
propensity for marketing and sales. 
I always figured the best thing is to 
have the right product.

aquaCORPS: And then PADI took off?

JC: We were really starting to be 
accepted. Everybody woke up in 
the early- to mid-70’s and said, “This 
PADI—they’ve got something.” After 
that, we increased our business 10-20 
percent each year and concentrat-
ed on products and programs. By the 
mid-80’s, we became the largest dive 
training agency in the world.

aquaCORPS: Is that what made PADI 
successful? 

JC: Products and programs, that’s 

tech talk John Cronin
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what we’re all about. It’s a complex 
company. Professionally, we have 
nearly 70,000 members.
 I think we have to be one of the 
four or five largest professional associ-
ations in the United States—I’m taking 
a guess. Besides being a professional 
association, we’re also the largest 
trade association in the industry—be-
tween PADI Retail Association (PRA) 
with over 2,500 dive centers around 
the world, and PADI International 
Resort Association (PIRA). Between 
the two, we have over 3,000 mem-
bers. So, we’re a major trade associa-
tion besides.

aquaCORPS: What is your model for 
this?

JC: There isn’t any in this industry. You 
watch the demographics of the mar-
ket and ask where is there a need. In 
’78, we saw nobody was looking out 
for the retailers. So, we said, there’s 
a need for that, and we formed the 
PADI retail Association. We had a 

lot of resorts that wanted to 
join, but they didn’t qualify. 
You looked at the criteria; they 
couldn’t join. So, we thought 
there was a need, and we 
formed PIRA. It was a natural. 
We initiated that about three 
years ago. We got close to 600 
resorts in three years.
 Then a few years back, we 
looked at travel and started the 
PADI travel network, 
because there was 
a need for it as a 
member service. 
So, we opened 
up a wholesaling 
agency just for 
PADI retailers where 
they can send their 
members through our member-
ship, and they can get a benefit 
for this and some remuneration.
 We’ve made a major commit-
ment to customer service. It per-

meates everything we do.

aquaCORPS: How does your recent 
deal to put PADI on Windows 95 fit 
into your grand scheme of things?

JC: It’s one facet of a major diver 
acquisition program 
to bring new people 
to diving, to dive 
centers and resorts, 
and promote diver 
education. We hope 
to reach 30,000,000 
computers. It’s the 
right demographics.

aquaCORPS: 
30,000,000 desktops.

JC: It’s a nice kickoff.

aquaCORPS: They’ll find their way to 
the PADI home page.

JC: We’ll have PADI dive centers, 

resorts on there. Again, our goal is to 
make information on diving acces-
sible.

aquaCORPS: Is PADI the Microsoft of 
diving?

JC: I wouldn’t say that; I don’t know.

aquaCORPS: How would you define 
the corporate culture at PADI?

JC: You could say we 
have the lowest turnover 
rate in the industry, and 
I know we have one of 
the lowest turnover rates 
in the state of California. 
Because everybody enjoys 

what they’re doing. Like a 
family atmosphere, yet everybody 
gives it their damnedest. We’ve 
brought in a lot of professionals. I’ve 
been in the business 40-some years, 
and I would say there isn’t a better 
team in the industry than the PADI 
team—spiritually committed, dedica-
tion to the sport and where we’re 
going. It’s family. No politics, no BS; 
get the job done.

aquaCORPS: Some of your com-
petitors think that you’re 

doing too well.

JC: Any time you attain 
a position up there in 
an industry, you know 
you’re going to have 
your detractors. But 
you know what? None 
of ’em could ever say 
that we weren’t respon-

sible. Nobody can ever 
say that we’re dishonest. We tell the 
truth. Any time we give someone our 
word, we keep it. People can say 
Cronin’s a tough sonuvabitch, but in 
the same breath they’re gonna say, 
he’s an honest son of a bitch. That 
means something to me. ■
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Muck Diving

Text and photos by Lawson Wood

Muck diving is now a recognized 
broad term for (generally) close 
up photography, usually in terrible 
visibility and a dark muddy bot-
tom resulting primarily in low light 
conditions, which may or may 
not be polluted, too! As the name 
implies, you are searching in a  
‘muddy’, ‘mucky’ or ‘murky’ envi-
ronment, moving slowly with addi-
tional lights to try and spot all of 
the weird and wonderful creatures 
that we used to miss in the search 
for larger weird and wonderful 
creatures! Do not let the name, 
muck diving, fool you; it is one of 
the best dive photography trips 
that you can do to obtain quite 
unique photographs. This form of 
photography encompasses all of 
your skills, particularly buoyancy 
as you will be working close to 
the seabed, if not on it. By its very 
nature, the muck does get every-
where, and special care must be 
taken with cleaning your equip-
ment after every dive.

Indian walker or spiny devilfish (Inimicus 
didactylus), Lembeh Straits, Indonesia. 

60mm lens, ISO 100, Sea & Sea YS180 
flash, 100th Sec at F:11
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It is only in the last ten years or so 
that the term was first coined in the 
Lembeh Straits, and more specifically, 
at Kungkungen Bay Resort, which dis-
covered a wealth of hitherto rarely 
seen or unheard of species in stagger-
ing numbers, hidden in the garbage 
strewn seabed nearby a major sea 
port in northern Sulawesi, Indonesia.  
 Muck diving need not be con-
fined to tropical waters, as most of us 
have had to learn our photographic 
techniques over many years in British 
waters, and for me specifically, I per-
sonally enjoy exploring the muddy 
depths of Loch Long and Loch Fyne 
in Scotland where exotically coloured 
dragonets, gobies and blennies are 
framed in multi-coloured anemones 
and long-clawed squat lobsters.
 However, many of us have already 
experienced forms of muck diving, 
underneath the Town Pier and Salt Pier 
in Bonaire; Frederikstad Pier in St.Croix; 
Tulamben Beach in northern Bali; and 
Papua New Guinea. Areas of the 
South China Sea, Red Sea and in fact 
any location NOT usually well known 
for its wide angle, clear waters, have 
inevitably been revisited, re-explored 
and reinvented. Now new and excit-

ing areas have become popular such 
as Raja Ampat in Irian Jaya; Mabul 
and many other exotic locations in the 
South China Sea.   
 The following subjects from Scottish 
waters illustrate that there are weird 
and colourful fish and crustaceans in 
colder waters. You will be working very 

close to the seabed, which is 
invariably silty, so great care 
must be taken on entering 
and leaving the scene, so as 

not to disturb the silt and perhaps ruin 
the site for other photographers wait-
ing to take photographs of the subject 
that you have found.
 What makes the creatures of the 
Lembeh Straits stand out so much 
(apart from their weird and wonderful 
shapes) is their vivid colours juxtaposed 

Muck Diving

Long-clawed squat lobster 
(Munida rugosa) and 
leopard-spotted goby                                                                            
(Thorogobius ephippiatus) 
St.Abbs, Scotland. 60mm lens, 
ISO 100, Twin Sea & Sea YS110 
flash, 100th Sec at F:8 
 
BELOW; Snake Pipefish  
(Entelurus aequorus)  
Scotland. 60mm lens, ISO 100, 
Twin Sea & Sea YS110 flash, 
100th Sec at F:8

Snake eel with cleaner shrimp
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with the almost black volca-
nic sand. It is only with the 
use of flashlight that we can 
pick up any of the colours 
before we photograph 
them.
 You can really go muck 
diving anywhere. One of 
the best locations is under 
piers, new or old. Old ones 
are always well encrusted 
with marine life, but new 
ones are equally as exciting, 

as the seabed under them is 
always strewn with rubbish, 
which makes perfect homes 
for little critters and fish. What 
you are doing is a slowed-down 
version of macro photography, 
but with the option of seeing 
and photographing larger 
critters as they come along.  
 A friend of mine, Max Hillier, 
always used to say to students, 
“stop and smell the roses”. Well, 
we are doing the equivalent 
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video silver

cinema of dreams

www. seacam.com
                              

Dragonet (Callyonimus 
lyra), Loch Fyne, Scotland. 
60mm lens, Fuji Velvia ISO 
50 (scanned), Sea & Sea 

YS50 flash, 60th Sec at F:11

Great Weaver 
(Trachinus 
draco), Malta. 
105mm lens, ISO 
100, Twin Sea & 
Sea YS110 flash, 
125th Sec at F:16

Yarrel’s Blenny (Chirolophis 
ascani), St.Abbs, Scotland.

60mm lens, ISO 100, Twin Sea & 
Sea YS110 flash, 125th Sec at F:11

Pygmy Seahorse
(Hippocampus 

pontohi) 105mm 
lens, ISO 100, 

Twin Sea & Sea 
YS110 flash, 125th 

Sec at F:16
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Muck Diving

underwater—stop, slow down and 
examine every single tiny little bit of 
sea floor, as something may well be 
hiding under it, eating something on 
it, hopping, crawling or walking over it 
or swimming by, just minding their own 
business.

Muck diving etiquette
Remember that other photographers 
diving with you will also have spent a 
fair amount of money and time to reach 
their desired destination and many can 
be quite aggressively eager to get as 
much—if not more—from the trip than 
anyone else.  

1.  As mentioned many times now, back-
scatter is the major problem we all face 
in low visibility conditions. We either try 
and avoid it by getting in ultra close, or 
we use it as part of the photograph and 
accept the back-scatter as a necessary 
element in the composition.

2.  Do not monopolize a subject, as the 
subject may be light sensitive, and oth-
ers may well be waiting in the sidelines 
to photograph the same subject, par-
ticularly if a guide has discovered your 
critter in the first place.

Octopus (Octopus cyanea), Lembeh Straits, Indonesia. 105mm lens, ISO 100, Twin Sea & Sea YS110 flash, 60th Sec at F:11
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Juvenile painted frogfish (Antennarius 
pictus), Lembeh Straits, North Sulawesi, 
Indonesia. 105mm lens, ISO 100, Twin Sea 
& Sea YS110 flash, 125th Sec at F:16

Pygmy Seahorse
(Hippocampus denise) 105mm 

lens, ISO 100, Twin Sea & Sea 
YS110 flash, 125th Sec at F:16

photo & 
video

3.  Similarly, if you find another pho-
tographer in the midst of a ‘shoot’, 
do not intrude on the scene; this is 
not only extremely bad manners, 
you may also spook the subject, and 
therefore, really annoy the other pho-
tographer as well as lose the chance 
to photograph it, too. So, stay well 
away, have patience and wait your 
turn; better still, find another subject 
nearby to be more productive than 
just copying someone else.

4.  Be careful of your buoyancy at all 
times, as kicked up particulate may 

drift away from you, but can spoil 
someone else’s scene. Some areas 
have heavy sand or rocky substrates, 
but many have fine sand or mud, 
which acts like waterborne talcum 
powder and gets absolutely every-
where. Treat your exit from a photo 
opportunity the same way as you 
enter the scene, with great care and 
awareness of the critter and your fel-
low photographers.

5.  Many of the muck diving favourite 
locations are also keen conservation 
areas and have strict rules of con-

duct, particularly about handling sub-
jects. Unsurprisingly, some guides may 
be less than subtle about inducing 
behavioural responses from subjects 
in the quest for greater kudos and 
gratuities. Please do not encourage 
this behaviour, as it totally makes a 
mockery of any conservation logic in 
place. ■

Sharptail snake eel 
(Myrichthys breviceps), Virgin 
Islands. 60mm lens, Fuji Provia 
ISO 100 (scanned), Sea & Sea 

YS120 flash, 125th Sec at F:8
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Adobe Photoshop Lightroom 4 Now Available
Adobe has announced the 
release and availability of the 
latest version of its photo editing 
software. Lightroom 4 is a major 
release, adding significant new 
capabilities and innovations. 
New adjustment controls maxi-
mize dynamic range from cam-
eras, recovering exceptional 
shadow details and highlights. 
The software features new and 
improved auto adjustments to 

dynamically set values for expo-
sure and contrast, and addi-
tional local adjustment controls 
including Noise Reduction, Moire 
and White Balance. The estimat-
ed street price is US$149 for new 
users or US$79 for upgrades. 
 For more detailed informa-
tion about product features, 
upgrade policies, pricing and 
language versions, please visit 
www.adobe.com/go/lightroom.

Nikon D800 
and D800E

The 
D800 
is an 
FX-format, full-
frame camera with a 36MP sen-

sor that takes 7360 x 4912 resolution images and also 
features 1080p video with manual exposure controls 
that records at 30, 25, and 24 fps and the ability to 
feed uncompressed video to a monitor or record-
ing device via HDMI as it’s being captured. The 
D800E has the same sensor as the D800, but with 
the industry standard Anti-Aliasing, integrated low-

pass filter removed. The AA filter is 
used to reduce the moire effect in 

some images

E-M5 
Included in the accessories package for the 
Olympus E-M5 mirrorless camera is a new 
polycarbonate underwater housing. The 
PT-E08 housing is rated to a depth of 45 
meters and has a total of four 
strobe flash cable connec-
tions - two for electronic 
cables and two for opti-
cal cables. Olympus 
states that two 
ports will be avail-
able, consisting of 
a dome port suit-
able for use with 
the Zuiko 8mm 
(or equivalent 
Panasonic) fisheye 
and the 9-18 wide-
angle zoom plus a flat port 
for the Zuiko 50mm macro lens.    

Canon EOS 5D Mark III
Canon has announced the release of its new 
Canon EOS 5D Mark III full-frame DSLR camera.  
The EOS 5D Mark III is the latest in its enthu-
siast full-frame 5D series and successor 
to the popular EOS 5D Mark II. The new 
camera is based around a 22MP full-
frame sensor and can shoot 6 frames 
per second and features a 61-point 
AF system much like the EOS-1D X. 
It can also capture 1080p mov-
ies at 24, 25 or 30 fps and offers 
high quality intraframe (All-I) 
video compression amongst 
a host of movie-related 
improvements. The Canon EOS 
5D Mark III will be available from 

the end of March with an MSRP 
of $3499 / €3299 / £2999.99

 

BS Kinetics 
Negev 
The camcorder is operated by a cable and/or infrared remote control in the 
housing. It is suitable for Sony, Panasonic, Canon und JVC camcorders. All cam-
corders can be operated with this flexibility. If one wishes to change camcord-
ers during a dive, the controls can simply be switched to the new camcorder 
as required. The Negev has a broader range of controls compared to the Gobi 
because of the greater number of buttons available, which allow access to the 

camera’s entire menu of options. A 3.6” TFT colour display gives a preview of the 
short. The display is battery-powered and lasts for up to 8 hours.
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The Dead Sea
Unique Dive Site

THIS PAGE: Underwater 
scenes with salt forma-
tions in the Dead Sea MICHEL BRAUNSTEINMICHEL BRAUNSTEIN

Text by Michel Braunstein 
Photos by Michel Braunstein  
and Peter Symes 

Having dived in plenty 
of spots around the world, I 
am always on the lookout for 
an unusual destination with 
unusual dives. It goes without 
saying that diving in the Dead 
Sea is not com-
monly found on 
the list of classic  
dives, and that’s 
what attracted me 
to it. The inland 
sea is located 
425 meters below 
sea level. It is the 
deepest place on 
Earth.
Salinity reached 35 
percent! Not an easy 
thing to overcome in 
order to get down to 
depth. You need 40 to 
50kgs (80 to 100lbs) of 
lead, according to your 
size. These are divided 
into weights blocks 
attached around the 
waist and the front of 
the body as well as on 

the straps of the BCD. 
 The water of the Dead Sea is rather 
oily. Drops on gear and suits do not 
dry easily. You really need to have a 
good rinse and dry after a dive. Water 
drops not rinsed away may remain for 
several weeks.
 The visibility underwater is often not 
conducive to diving, although there 
are brighter days. Diving in the Dead 
Sea can only be done with a full face 

mask to protect the eyes, face and 
mouth from unfavorable waters. A first 
dive with a full face mask is organized in 
a pool a few days before the date of 
the dive. When that day came, my 
dive buddy and I met the instruc-
tors. We were equipped with our 5mm 
wetsuits. After a short briefing and a 
refresher drill in the use of the masks, we 
climbed down the few salt encrusted 
rocks that still separated us from the 
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sea. We put on our heavy 
weights belts, BCDs with 
complements of lead around 
the waist and added even to 
pockets, which felt really full 
and very heavy on the front of 
the body. It was not very com-
fortable. 
 We placed our impressive 
full face masks on. It was impor-
tant to remember not to get 
even one little drop of Dead 
Sea water in the eye, because 
it is very embarrassing, which I 
found out later.
 We got in for a first dive 
to get used to the awkward 
waters of the Dead Sea. It was 
not easy to descend, despite 
all the weight. It was also not 
easy to fin around in these 
dense waters. We were rapidly reaching eight meters deep.
 Being an avid photographer, I took a look at the bottom 
of a pillar of salt in order to find the best angle to place 
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Over-under 
shot of the Dead Sea; Guest enjoys a 

tranquil dip; Diver examines salt forma-
tion; Closer look at salt crystals
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myself when I came back later with 
my camera. It was just my luck, then, 
that a drop of salty water seeped into 
my mask and into my left eye. This was 
not a pleasant experience.
  I couldn’t open my eye, and I 
couldn’t do anything underwater to 
repair the situation. So, I signaled to 
the instructor, and we went back to 
the surface. After rinsing my eye with 
fresh water, I felt much better, and we 
returned to the water to finish this first 
dive. 
 Here, there are no corals as I am 
used to seeing in the Red Sea or in 
other warm seas. There’s no life, just 
field after field of white salt, the color 
of bleached coral. Sometimes a salt 
cathedral would break up the relief. 
Sometimes walls of a canyon or a 
cave appeared. But certainly, it was 
an otherworldly underwater landscape 
and a very unique experience. ■
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Steps lead guests to the Dead Sea under a serene sunset; 
Strange salt formation on floor of the Dead Sea; Diver investigates mound of salt crystals




