


glanced over at Sheck. He was again
lost in thought, staring blankly into
the night. It had been fascinating
listening to him discuss the facts and
figures of the dive, but what | really
wanted to hear about were the things that go
on inside his head when he’s buried under
hundreds of feet of water, inside a rock
crevice, on the very edge of life, and still
going on.“How are you going to decide when
you have gone deep enough? "l asked.
“Fear.” Sheck answered immediately as if he
had been patiently waiting for such a
question.”
Ned Deloach, The Deepest Dive

To say that Sheck Exley is not your average
42 year old high school algebra teacher is a
bit more than understatement. By vocation,
he is in fact a teacher at Suwannee
Highschool in Live Oak, Florida. By avocation
he is an explorer, pioneer, and educator has
become a diving legend.

Certified in scuba at the age of
sixteen, Exley became the first person to log
a thousand cave dives accomplishing this
feat in less than seven years. Over the nearly
two and a half decades that have followed,
Exley has explored and surveyed most of the
world’s known deep water cave systems,
pioneered many of the methods and
techniques of deep air and special mix scuba,
and in the process has repeatedly redefined
the limits of self-contained diving; his 13 1/2
hour dive to 870 fsw at El Nacimento de Rio
being one example.

Exley's exploits and dedication have
earned him the reputation of being one of
the finest divers in the world, and have
helped shaped the development modern
cave diving, regarded by many as a model
for specialized training. A teacher and soft
spoken educator, Exley helped to establish
the National Speological Society’s Cave
Diving Division (NSS-CDS) in 1973, has
published over 100 articles and six books on
the subject of his passion, lectures
extensively, and currently offers a mixed gas
training program for experienced divers
throughout the community.

Perhaps pioneers like Exley will
always remain an enigma. An explorer and
athlete of the highest magnitude—
combining physical ability with the
psychological stamina necessary to venture
where few will ever go—to others perhaps,
he is seen as a thrill seeker or daredevil.
Recently aquaCorps caught up with Exley
hoping to try to explain and reconcile the
many stories that have grown up around the
man, to understand his motivation, to get
inside his head. The results were more than
we had anticipated. Exley on mix? Perhaps
ithe best way to explain is simply to start at
the beginning. —M. Menduno & B Skerry
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a/c: When did you start diving Sheck?

SE: I got started in 1965 but I didn’t really
start keeping a log until February, 1966
when I went on my checkout dive with
Ken Brock. He taught me how to dive.
That first dive we went down and I stuck
my head under a coral ledge, what you
might call a coral cave, maybe 16 feet deep
(chuckles). Wasn’t much of anything, and
I really didn't enjoy it. But then Ken took
me to Crystal River and I really got turned
on. I didn't have a light or anything so I
kinda wandered off into the cavern there,
my eyes adjusted and I swam a little bit
further, peering off into the darkness. I
guess I've been peering off into that
darkness ever since.

a/c: You've made some incredible divesin
your career; your Salute the Flag dive at
Diepolder II to 360 fsw on air, Wakulla, El
Nacimiento de Rio Mante to 870 fsw, your
10,939 foot penetration at Cathedral, why
do you do what you do?

SE: I'm not sure. My motivation has
changed a lot over the years. I grew up
diving, and as a teenager I wanted to be
important and to be thought of as
important. I went through a stage where I
wanted to see how deep I could go. Then I
went through a stage to see how far 1
could go. I still enjoy that.

There are places that no one else has been
to since the dawn of time. We can’t see
what's there. We can see what’s on the
dark side of the moon or what’s on Mars,
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but you can’t see what's in the back of a
cave unless you go there. There’s a special
feeling when you know no one else has
been there before. And it’s an extra special
feeling when you know no one has ever
been that far. I enjoy that feeling.

ac: Your Nacimiento Mante dive must
have been like that?

SE: It was frightening. I'd use the term
“physiological roulette “to describe my
four Mante dives. The first to 520 fsw in
1987 was probably the most frightening. It
was really stepping out into no-man’s land
as far as the western hemisphere was
concerned. Jochen Hassenmayer of course
had been deeper at Fontaine de Vaucluse.

a/c: Was Mante your first big mix dive?

SE: I had done practice dives of course;
130 fsw at Cathedral and 260 fsw at
Holton Springs. Dale Sweet’s 360 fsw
trimix dive at Diepolder back in 1981 was
the only dive in the western hemisphere
that was close to it. In the eastern
hemisphere, there was Jochen'’s dives. He
had been to 660 fsw which gave me a lot
of confidence.

a/c: You knew it was doable.

SE: | knew it was doable. I had dived with
Jochen. He’s an extremely impressive
diver, as good as any I have dived with.
The fact that I had actually met the man
and dived with him made me feel a bit
more confident. Decompression tables
were a problem of course. There was
nothing available. I had never heard of Bill
Hamilton at the time. Fortunately I was
able to get a hold of some commercial
tables that Jim Melton got for me as a
model.

a/c: You used commercial tables?

SE: No, I had to extrapolate them; the
tables stopped at 400 feet. I had to take the
model and extrapolate beyond that. I did
the same thing on the 660 fsw dive two
months later.

a/c: You know a lot of people would say,
“Sheck’s nuts.” Why would he construct his
own decompression tables; isn’t that just
fool-hardy and crazy?

SE: Isn’t that basically what everyone
does?

a/c: Ha! Good point.

SE: I may not be the world’s greatest
mathematician, but mathematics is my









thinking, my god, what’s going on. You
have to understand, the world depth
record for cave diving was only 340 fsw
back in 1977 and it stayed that way until
Sweet made his successful trimix dive at
Diepolder in 1980. It was Jochen's dives
that got me thinking that mixed gas might
be done safely.

a/c: Sheck, you've done a lot of deep air
diving over the course of your career;
you've mentioned quite a few deep air
dives over the last half hour. What are the
practical limits of air?

SE: You have to understand, I've built up a
lot of experience and tolerance to nitrogen
over the last 25 years, and what works for
me might not work for everyone. In the
early days air was all we had and we didn’t
have the knowledge we had today. If I
were starting again, I'd probably do things
a lot different.

Today, I think you have to look at
each individual environment and

I'm not aware of any helium tables that are
as reliable as some of the air tables that are
available. The decompression is more
reasonable and you can decompress closer
to the surface. If you can do a dive on air,
or an appropriate enriched air mix, and do
it safely, you ought to do it.

a/c: What about people going deeper?

SE: It's obvious that there’s an enormous
amount of interest has been generated,
particularly now with the advent of mix
gas diving. Back in the 60’s and 70’s we
used to try as instructors to tell everyone
there’s not much to see beyond 130 feet.
Of course it depends on what you're
interested in seeing. We’ve all known from
the beginning of cave diving in Florida,
that the most beautiful and interesting
caves are all deeper than 130 fsw. It’s sad.
You know we tell people, “Don't go below
130”, and then we turn right around and
do it ourselves. All cave diving instructors
dive deeper than 130 feet.

step up, borrow the money and buy one. I
did. Bill Stone once made the observation
that he wasn’t aware of any explorers that
died rich.

a/c: What does it take to be a cave
explorer?

SE: You have to love it. You have to love
the diving. Loving recognition is not
enough. That wears off. That’s why you see
such a high instructor dropout rate. The
ones that got in it because it’s another
merit badge and everyone around thought
it was a big deal—it wears off. You see it
over and over again in diving. When I got
started in diving back in the sixties, I
wanted to be special. I grew out of that
and got to where I just loved diving, and
that’s what kept me going. If I hadn’t I
would have quit a long time ago.

a/c: Love. Perhaps that really is the key to
it all. What’s your advice for people who
want to expand their diving capabilities?

application and judge it on that
basis. There are quite a few people
who are teaching deep air technique
these days, I know Hal Watts,Tom
Mount and I do and there’s others.
With those techniques, basically
anyone can be taught to dive to 200
fsw. Beyond that it becomes an
individual thing.

Now days, the only rational
recommendation is to build yourself
up to where you can do your air
dives to 200 feet; than after 200 do
your helium diving. There’s no
longer any point to build ourselves
up to 300 foot dives on air, because
most people can’t possibly handle it
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SE: Don’t forget the basics. Make
sure you have plenty of gas, make
sure you know the way back, and
make damn sure if you're going
into nitrogen land or helium land,
you know what you're doing.

a/c: How about you? Who do you
look to for inspiration?

SE: There’s a book by Roland
Huntford called Last Place On Earth
which contrasts the exploration
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styles of Robert Falcon Scott and
Roald Amundson in their drive to

to that extent; it’s just one of those
individual things. Trying to build up
beyond 200 feet, you're taking chances.
Maybe you can handle it, maybe you can't.

a/c: Physiological roulette?

SE: Exactly. I was one of the lucky ones, or
perhaps,unlucky ones.

a/c: Is air technology dead?

SE: I don’t think so. I think there will
always be a use for air. Hal Watts really got
the deeper air stuff started from the
viewpoint of trying to acclimate to higher
partial pressures of nitrogen, but as we
continue to learn more, like some of the
amazing stuff Bret Gilliam’s doing, it will
make it easier for the rest of us to dive to
200 feet, maybe more. Let’s face it: we
have a lot of experience with air and we're
more comfortable with the decompression.

I think it’s more realistic to try to
establish some guidelines for people who
want to venture deeper, rather than say,
“Don’t!”, and be seen as hypocrites.
Otherwise people will begin to think,
“Well, if that rule isn’t worth paying
attention to, maybe they all aren’t.”

a/c: Deep diving is getting more expensive
Do you think that will limit people?

SE: Diving is a much more expensive
pursuit now then it’s ever been. And when
the rebreathers start coming out—ABill
Stone’s probably real close to having a
fully redundant closed circuit system now
—it’s gonna be even more expensive.
Quite frankly, the people who want to do
these dives are going to find the money to
do them. I remember when scooters first
came out. Shoot, I didn’t have any money.
But I realized if I wanted to continue to do
the type of diving I wanted to do, I had to
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reach the South Pole. Scott was the
guy with all the money, recognition,
power and supplies, which he arrogantly
threw at the problem. Amundson was poor
and didn’t have much, but he carefully
thought out everything, every little step of
the way with infinite preparation. He
listened to everyone for advise, even the
Eskimos who Scott thought were ignorant
savages who couldn’t possibly have any
ideas. The end result was that Amundson
got to the South Pole first and Scott wound
up killing himself and a lot of other
people. I think Amundson provides a
tremendous role model for explorers and
divers.

a/c: What are your diving plans Sheck?
SE: I have a cave real close to me here on
my property. In fact, it's under my feet as
we talk. The last time I went diving there I
was over two miles underground and the

continued on page 70
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