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by Michael Menduno

Having sold his first aqualung in 
1954, PADI co-founder and chief 
executive officer John Cronin may 
well have earned the distinction of 
being scuba’s most successful travel-
ing salesman. 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 ventures, was 
reportedly the first person to rack 
up $1,000,000 in sales in the fledgling 
US 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 ’60s 
sport diving—which he manned for 
more than a decade and a half 
while concurrently building his pri-
vately-held dream, the Professinal 
Association of Diving Instructors 
(PADI)- -the largest dive training 
company on the planet. A perennial 
tough guy; it’s fair to say that

nobody knows the business of mar-
keting diving like John Cronin. Just 
look at the house that John built.

Launched in 1966 on big vision, 
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 
ubiquitous institution that occupies a 
unique position in the diving world. 
Having captured roughly 60-70% of 
the training market—accounting for 
over 625,000 diver certifications in 
1994—there's one certified every 
minute—and representing nearly 
70,000 professional dues-paying 
members, 2,500 dive centers and 
500 resorts worldwide, PADI has 
made diving accessible to the mass-
es 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 “business of sport 
diving” is still a dirty word. 
Reshaping? Its clubby competitors 
are scrambling to revamp some-

times 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 report-
edly growing gangbusters in Asia, 
and has just begun to roll out its 
spectrum of products 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 kidding.)

Long the technology leader; PADI, 
along with the rest of the blue chip 
recreational establishment, were 
caught with their nappies down by 
the mix revolution and the resulting 
shifts in the balance of power and 
underwater cool. Overnight, breath-
ing the rarefied air of an IDC staff 
instructor paled by the presumed 
powers of pumping perfect mix and 
digitally decanting d-word directives. 
As a result, PADI’s claim to fame 
strategy—diving for the masses, not
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aquaCORPS: Some people say, "P-A-D-l: Put 
Another Dollar In." How do you respond to 
that?

Cronin: 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 mem-
bers 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 identification of sixty to seventy-five 
percent—more people come in and ask for PADI 
certification than for any other brand.

The other reason that they spend more with 
PADI is because we've got a good product line. 
Everything in our product line is the state of the 
art.

Build what the market buys?
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. Thats why smart guys are buying 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 its about. Its 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.

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

It's opened up a new avenue, a new tan-
gent. I don't think every diver is going to be a 
technical diver. I believe that one of the biggest 
challenges in technical diving is educating the 
public, which PADI is into. The second is also 
educating the industry and building the addi-
tion to the infrastructure so that everyone that 
wants to participate will have the opportunity.

There has long been a perception 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 its 
responsible to be promoting 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 decision is a responsible one— 
we're not going to make a kneejerk reaction 
before we find out what we're doing in the mar-
ket. We want to understand the dynamics of 
what's happening and why its happening.

What's happening with nitrox ... umm... 
enriched air?

As far as PADI is concerned, we're in. We're 
thoroughly convinced that it is going to be an 
important part of our sport, a part of our indus-
try. 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 under-
stand how the transition was going to take place, 
going from air to enriched air. What was the 
infrastructure going to be? What were the cours-
es? Was it going to be a viable part of our indus-
try?

We researched it, talked to manufacturers, 
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 decided 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 
and DEMA.

A lot of people in the business believe 
that PADI's entry will help legitimize the mar-
ket for alternative breathing gases.

I don't think that's a cheap shot at what 
exists; I think people say that because we have a 
good reputation and that whatever we come 
up with will be well thought out, educationally 
valid, and even more important, that the con-
tent of the course will be appropriate from a 
physiological and technical standpoint.

I'm not going to say anything derogatory 
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.

How fast do you see the market for en-
riched air growing?

Slowly at first. The more adventurous divers 
have already taken to enriched air diving. From 
here out it will be a promotional and education-
al process. Within the next five years it could very 
well be 20-35% of the market.

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

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. ThatS our job.

Do you have plans to offer training prod-
ucts in other areas that have been considered 
technical, like deep diving or rebreathers?

I can tell you that our DSAT (Diving Science 
and Technology Division—see CIVCO box) is 
actively researching what our next role will be in 
the tech diving area.

I'm sure it will turn a few heads when you 
figure it out. Let me switch gears on you a lit-
tle. What makes diving so special from a mar-
keting perspective?

It is a unique sport, an opportunity to explore 
a different environment, a different world. 
Cousteau coined it—'The Silent World." It really is, 
especially the first time in. It defies gravity. You're 
flying. 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. Its phenomenal.

Most of the people I talk to who're not 
divers say, "I've always wanted to do that."

You hit the nail on the head. The way I look 
at it, we have tremendous opportunities to grow. 
And its incumbent for all of us involved to find 
ways to introduce more people to diving. The 
opportunity is there.

Diving is in vogue. Look at TV advertising. 
Somebody's selling something and a guy or a 
guy and a gal are j umping into the water with a 
snorkel, or they're going scuba diving. Its an in-
thing to do. We have to make it available to 
them, make it easy to become a diver ItS not that 
difficult; it's not strenuous. You can go to any level 
you want. I'm not saying, "Don't train 'em prop-
erly." I'm saying make it easy, accessible.

Do it today. Thats 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

the classes—appeared to lose cur-
rency as new power-player hope-
fuls—the fledgling tekkie training 
companies and others—tripped 
over themselves to woo the class-
es. But as the Microcerfs know, 
today’s classes become tomorrow’s 
masses. It all depends upon 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. Nitrox for the 
masses? Modular 'breather cours-
es 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 Win-
dows 95 users. Fun’s just a click 
away.

How do you grow a diving busi-
ness when you’ve already acquired 
the king’s share of the market? 
That’s what we asked John Cronin.
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69 To Madden, Nohoch is a high 

profile project. He runs his exploration 

like a business, and a very successful 

one, complete with a public relations 

arm. He has solicited sponsors that allow 

him to pay members of his team and 

work different parts of the cave simulta

neously, as well as maintain permanent 

camps with generators at several cave 

entrances, and acquire all the necessary 

equipment. He organizes a twomonth 

expedition each year—one month of 

preparation and one month 

of exploration.

His CEDAM Cave Diving Team, 

which is named after his three touristori

ented dive shops offering cenote trips in 

the area, has an impressive roster of 

divers, including underground mapper 

Eric Hutcheson, Chuck Stevens, Dane 

Buczkowski, Eric Noftall, Mercedes 

Jones, Emmanuelle Sala, Kate Lewis, 

Virginia Urbieta, Dr. Elva Escobar, William 

Carlson, and Burt Jones.

Madden discovered Nohoch in 1987. 

It's a cosmic place, he says, and has con

sumed his dreams ever since. The 

entrance is the primary water source for

Don Pedro Rodriguez's family ranch, and 

with Don Pedro's help, Madden sur

veyed 2,600 feet in his first day. A week 

later, it grew to 5,400 feet with the help 

of fellow divers Denny Atkinson and 

Jose Tucat. By 1990, Nohoch had 

reached 43,600 feet. Today, it is nearly 

140,000 feet in length.

Madden's organizational support has 

allowed him to capture most of the pub

licity surrounding the caves. It was 

Madden who contacted the Guinness 

people, and Madden who is interviewed 

and quoted on MTV Sports, in National 

Geographic and the London Times, and 

in a coming video produced by under

ground filmmaker Wes Skiles for PBS.

Meanwhile, Dos Ojos has quietly 

grown by linkages and bounds.

First discovered in 1986 by pioneer

ing Yucatan diver and mapmaker Jim 

Coke, and Johanna DeGroot, Dos Ojos 

lies several kilometers west of the XelHa 

ruins off Highway 307. Access to the 

cenote is easier than at Nohoch: a four 

wheeldrive road approaching the site 

was built in the early eighties by a min

ing company. The line on Dos Ojos was

PERSONAL
NAVIGATION
EQUIPMENT FOR

PROFESSIONAL
DIVERS

RJE INTERNATIONAL

PROUDLY 
INTRODUCES
THE

TAC-100 DIVER 
NAVIGATION BOARD

MARK TRAK DIVER 
NAVIGATION SYSTEM

The Future of 
Underwater 

Navigation 
is here!

2192 Dupont Dr. Ste. 110 

     Irvine. California  92715 
     P:714-833-8423 
     F:714-833-8557
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picked up in 1992 by Marcos Rotsinger and 

XFloridian Buddy Quattelbaum, who 

formed Divers of The Hidden World, and 

contracted with the ejido to maintain the 

road and manage diver traffic in exchange 

for access to the system.

Dos Ojos was surveyed at 46,000 feet in 

March 1993, and has swollen to over 

1 12,000 feet of passage at the hands of 

Gerrard, Coke, Quattelbaum, Rotsinger, Lori 

Beth Conlin, underground mapper Dan Lins, 

Gary and Kate Pozda Walten, sometime 

Nohoch xplorer Chuck Stevens, and a long 

list of contributing divers. In the past two 

years, Dos Ojos has incorporated many 

smaller systems, including Tikim Chi, No 

Name Cenote, Mot Mot, Dos Palmas, and Tic 

Te Ha (High Voltage).

Gerrard and company are a looselyknit 

group of unpaid divers who spend week

ends and evening exploring Dos Ojos. Most 

of the current crew are divemasters and 

instructors centered around aquaTech/Villa 

DeRosa, an Aventuras Akumal dive center 

devoted to cave diving that boasts an 

impressive 36 sets of doubles.

The group has no outside funding, no 

permanent campsites, and no effective pub

lic relations savvy. The rely on their jobs

YUCATAN XPLORERS
Kate Pozda Walten 

xplorer and instructor

Chuck Stevens 

nohoch project xplorer

Gary Walten 

xplorer and instructor

Eric Hutcheson 

nohoch project carteographer

Dan Lins

xplorer and mapmaker

Tony DeRosa 

villa derosa owner

Buddy Quattelbaum  xplorer

• The Best Locations
• Experienced Guides
• Small Croups
• New Equipment
• Accomodations
• Airport Transfers

Marvel at the magnificence of Aktun Ha, Temple of Doom, Najaron, Sac Ak Tun, Maya Blue, Dos Ojos, 
Cenote Eden and many more! PLUS the Cedam exclusive: experience the unparalled beauty and demen- 
sion of the world's longest and most decorated underwater cave sysytem: NOHOCH NAH CHICH.

Cedam Dive Centers
Mike Madden’s CEDAM Dive Centers ■ PD Box I, Puerto Aventuras, Q. Roo, Mexico 77750 

Tel/Fax  011.52.987.35129 ■ Email  MikeMadden74052.l03llaicomDuserve.com
aquaCORPS Journal N11 73

had a good location, great parking 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 appetizing, easy, accessible, and 
relatively 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.

How effective has DE MA been in 
that regard?

I think that they're at a crossroads. They 
formed a new organization: The Diving Equip- 
ment 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> 
mission—to promote diving to society at large?

If I were writing the charter for them, which 
I'm not, I would tell them to pick out two things 
to do: one would be promotion, and two would 
maybe be to reduce liability within the industry by 
supporting responsible programs and positions. 
Promote diving to new customers and...I just 
coined it. D-A-R. Diver Acguisition and Retention. 
That should be the goal. Stop all the other bulk 
shit. Stop worrying about 58 different 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 promotion over a 12-month 
period. Thats just with P/ADI. 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. Its part of our market. Our job is to show 
people that snorkeling is fun and initiate them to 
the underwater world. We don't have to convert 
every snorkeler. The smart guys in the retail diving

business 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 snorkels, 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 theres always room for improvement. Retailers 
are looking 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. Its all about customer service.

When I return my Hertz [rental] car, I don't 
have to clean it. 16 their damned car. They should 
clean it up because I don't care if i6 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? 16 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.

When did you start selling scuba?
1954. I was working for a big outfit called 

Gold Stocks, in Schenectady, selling skis, hunting 
and fishing eguipment. We were Head Skis sec-
ond largest customer and the largest Weatherby 
rifles dealer, an ultra, ultra rifle—really expensive. 
In fact, we were one of the largest gun dealers on 
the East Coast and second largest Browning shot-
gun dealer on the Atlantic seaboard, which was 
amazing considering we had this small business 
in Schenectady and Troy. We were also in the 
ski business.

I was the store manager, and one day a good 
customer came in and said, "I wanna buy an 
agualung," and I asked, 'What the hellS an

agualung?" He gave me all this bullshit, "16 great. 
You dive underwater." I said, "Why would you 
want to do that?"

He was a good customer, so I started calling 
around. I called a place called Agua 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 hellS that?"

"An aqualung."
He says, "What's an aqualung? Who the 

hell'd buy that?"
"Lennie Jones." He knew Lennie Jones. Every 

week after that, Jerome would come by and ask 
me, "What're you gonna do with the other two 
aqualungs?" A month later he came by and said, 
'Theres 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 weightbelt. I had 
read the 17-page booklet fourteen times and 
ended up making my own wet suit out of quar-
ter-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 130 f/40 m. 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 diving.

/And you kept selling scuba
I eventually got a distributorship from Health-

ways and 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

A
new diver certified every minute, brags PADI in their (CIVCO). John Cronin is the CEO and primary stockholder
promotional literature. It doesn't appear to be an of both PADI and CIVCO, and rules the roost from his office
exaggeration. PADI International is the largest single in the company's Sanata Ana, California headquarters.

entity in the recreational diving business, with an estimated The US and UK branches are run from Santa Ana. Its 
sales revenue in 1994 of $30 million. The corporation has other branches—Canada, Europe, Norway, Sweden,
averaged a 20% growth rate in the past decade. Australia, New Zealand, and the soon-to-open Japan—are

PADI, along with DSAT, is a wholly-owned subsidiary of called "local area offices" (read: franchises).
the privately-held Capital Investments and Ventures Corp. The arms of PADI are extensive:
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wholesale, some ski stuff, and a lot of shooting 
supplies. I started calling on the dive shops, and a 
few sporting good stores—it was all just getting 
started.

Is that when you started teaching?
I started diving 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.

The first shot in the arm this business ever had 
was when The Silent World was released and 
won the award in 1956. In about '57 or '58, the 
second great shot in the arm was the Sea Hunt 
series with Lloyd Bridges.

Then in about late '57, early '58, I finally 
got.. .funny story: The Healthways 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 coupla weeks, so I said, OK. I was always glad 
to see Harry. We were pretty good friends.

7\bout 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 salesman."

"Not any more," he said. "I'm your new US 
Diver salesman, and I'm gonna put you on 
because I know you can move some merchan-
dise." By the end of 1959, we were the second 
largest distributor US Divers had, second only to 
New England Divers.

Is that when you went to work for 
US Divers?

US Divers offered me a job as a marketing 
manager. I moved from Abany to New York City 
and ran one of the first dive stores, the Agualung 
Center and did a good job for them. I was sup-

posed to promote diving in general, so I was run-
ning around talking to distributors, telling them 
how to sell diving eguipment. In the meantime, I 
rented the Hotel Sutton pool, in Manhattan, 
Tuesday and Thursday nights and Saturday morn-
ings, 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 salesman traveling the 
Midwest and Canada.

How long was a scuba course in 1960?
Six lessons. Two checkout dives in one day. 

That was it. I had a classroom at the Agualung 
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 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. You have to remember 
that I was out there trying to raise four kids 
and pay my rent selling diving eguipment. I 
was frustrated.

The militaristic approach to training?
Ralph Erickson [PADI cofounder] and I talked 

about it for years. I had met Ralph at a banguet. 
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 "Y" 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 every-
body 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 horsed ass. 
You're whats 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. Thats whats wrong with this god-
damn sport." I walked out on the guy.

The problem.
Ralph Erickson was a swimming 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 stories. 
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 lotta people had their 
own criteria.

The YMCA had a course that wasn't bad. 
NAUI had a course. It wasn't a bad course. They 
used outlines, and the people teaching them 
were left to their own devices. That was the prob-
lem. 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.

That's why you started PADI?
Ralph and I started PADI in 1966 out of 

frustration.
I heard that it got launched on $20 and a 

bottle of Scotch.
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, its time if we're 
gonna 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 basement. My son 
Brian [recently appointed a PADI Vice President] 
said the only thing he could remember about 
PADI was I used to say, "Shut up and lick." He was

PADI claims a worldwide membership exceeding lucrative. Their International Resort Association (PIRA) rep-
67,000 in 1 74 countries. Members include dive masters, resents about 500 resorts worldwide, and their Travel
instructors, assistant instructors, and course directors. Network has become the fastest growing wholesale travel

More than 2,500 dive centers belong to the PADI group, with a 40% annual sales growth in each of the last 
Retail Association (PRA). These dive centers issued more three years.
than 625,000 certifications in 1994 (hence, "one diver DSAT (Diving Science and Technology) is a corporate
certified every minute"). affliate of PADI that develops diving products, such as the

PADIzs expansion into resorts and travel has proved Wheel and recreational dive planner.
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As scuba diving increases in popu-

larity in the beautiful and intriguing 

cenotes located along the Caribbean 

coast of the Yucatan, the fear of many 

professional instructors and dive store 

operators finally arrived like a Tyson 

uppercut to the jaw on August 17,1995.

Three open-water divers died while 

in the Temple of Doom cenote. The 

divers were part of an eight-person 

cave trip organized through a Cozumel 

dive store owned by a husband and 

wife. The dive store hired an indepen-

dent UW instructor who was familiar 

with several of the popular dive sites 

near the village of Tulum, but was not 
cave certified, and therefore not quali
fied to take divers into the cenotes.

The group made their first dive at 

the nearby Grande Cenote without inci-

dent. When they dived from the cavern 

area of the Temple of Doom into a pop-

ular cave tunnel known as the Madonna 
passage, the entire team passed two 

obvious warning signs without stop-

ping: one shaped like a traffic stop sign, 

and the other depicting the Grim 

Reaper and reading “Prevent 

Your Death.”

The eighth person of the dive

team—the husband/dive store owner— 

became uneasy, and returned to the 

surface. The instructor continued fur-

ther into the cave system with the six 

remaining divers following. Many min-

utes passed before he looked behind 

him. Half the team was missing. They 

were trying to find their way out, low on 

air and scared. Confusion reigned. 

Every diver was desperately trying to 

swim out of the cave. The instructor 

managed to reach the surface to 

retrieve the eighth diver’s tank. Going 

back into the passage, he found two 

dead divers: an American woman and 

a Dutch man. A third diver—the 

wife/owner—was found unconscious 

but still alive, and was pulled to the sur-

face. They performed CPR and man-

aged to transport her to the Red Cross 

station in Tulum, where she died.

As a result of this unfortunate inci-

dent, dive store operators, owners, and 

representatives up and down the coast 

met in Playa del Carmen, and began the 

process to form an Association that will 

govern the safety policies of diving the 

popular cenotes.

—Steve Gerrard

SHAME

EXPERIENCE 
THE NEW 
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Expeditions/Guide Services 
Cavern & Cave Diving Instruction 

Full Service Cave Diving Centre

■ 3B Sets of Doubles

■ EAN/D2 Available

Complete Accomdation Packages 

Diving Operations Conducted by 

Steve Gerrard & Gary Walten

Villa DeRosa: headquarters for cave 
and technical diving in the Yucatan 

offering the most comfortable accoma 

dations on the coast; large new air 

conditioned villas with balconies over

looking the beautiful Caribbean, mod

ern kitchen facilities, daily maid service 

and a private beach on the edge of 

the vast Yucatan jungle.

Aquatech/ 
Villa DeRosa 

Aventuras, Akumal 
A.P. 25, Tulum Oroo 

Mexico 77780 
p/f: 011(52)98741271
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catering to tourist trade to support their 

exploration into Dos Ojos.

In fact, the tourist trade is important to 

both teams' dive store operations. Cenote 

trips have become a hot business in the 

Yucatan. Half a dozen operators now run 

trips, and tourist divers are ferried in from 

Cozumel. The tourists are also a detriment 

because recreational divers can damage 

caves, or get killed [see related story].

What makes the Yucatan cenotes attrac

tive to recreational divers also make them 

perfect for explorers. The caves are just 

beneath the surface, with average depths 

running 4060 f/1218 m and temperatures 

between 7679° F/23260 C.

A fourtofive hour exploration push, 

eighttonine thousand feet back, requires 

very little decompression and a very man

ageable supply of gas—an overpumped set 

of 104s and a pair of scooters will take 

divers a long, long way. Both the Nohoch 

and Dos Ojos teams use scooters—some

times pairs, which are staged along the 

way, allowing explorers to zip through the

seemingly endless systems. Some rooms 

are large enough to house an airplane, 

while in other spots, lone divers must wear 

sidemounts to squeeze through the 

gnarly passages.

The end is in sight
Mike Madden is currently in the middle 

of his 1995 Nohoch xploration. When 

reached at the CEDAM Dive Center, he said 

that they are very close to breaking through 

to the adjacent Cenote Manatee, which will 

not only increase Nohoch's length, but more 

importantly, make the longanticipated con

nection to the Caribbean.

Meanwhile, Steve Gerrard's team has 

added 15,000 feet to Dos Ojos so far this 

summer, and he says that there are hun

dreds of good leads to yet explore.

Even with all of the competition, there's 

one thing both sides agree upon: Nohoch 

and Dos Ojos will probably be connected 

this year.

As one of the team's leader said of his 

counterpart: "I can almost smell his line, 

we're that close."

Humans have been exploring these 
caves for over 100 centuries.

Tony Martin, Glen Klag and Steve 
Gerrard discovered a complete 
10,000 year-old human skeleton 
stretched out on a rock approxi-
mately 500 f/152 m back in 
Temple Cenote. The find has been 
reported to the appropriate 
Mexican cultural resource agency. 
Only seven people have made this 
dive. [It was pretty darn cool. M2]

DIVE
EXPO
2000

• Seminars
• Clinics
• Dive instruction
• Entertainment 
The finest array 
of products and 
services available in 
the diving industry.

SEPT 28 TO OCT. 1 
OCEANSIDE MARINA 

KEY WEST, FLORIDA 

305.294.3996 
call for info packet
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licking stamps and envelopes. Ralph produced the 
Undersea journal We had it printed at an orphan-
age in Chicago. I swapped them diving equip-
ment, and got the kids into the pool occasionally. 
That's how we got it printed cheap. We really got 
going in '67, and I used to come home on week-
ends and type all the PIC [certification] cards.

That was the birth of the PADI system?
Ralph always said that everybody should be 

teaching the same thing. I agreed. ThatS why I 
hooked up with him. I believed we had some-
thing 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 teaching not only 
how to change from Fahrenheit to Centigrade, 
but how to calculate heat loss in a wet suit, and 
the difference between 3/16s, 3/8s, and I /4-inch, 
which is bullshit. I mean, thatS fine if you've got a 
bunch of GE engineers in Schenectady.

Or a bunch of tech divers.
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 
compute your heat loss." What the hell does that 
have to do with it? Did they ask you if you can 
compute the compression in your engine before 
they let you drive a car. ItS the same thing.

For the masses not the classes.
We wanted to bring diving to the public. We 

wanted to make it fun, and we wanted the cours-
es to be effective. When the people got out of the 
courses, they realized, 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 
physiology. 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 
YMG6 people called us the Irish Diving Association.

How did you create the program?
We designed our first program with about 

ten, twelve guys. We outlined it in a brain-
storming session. Ralph was working on it while 
I was out developing customers. I was traveling 
in the Midwest and Canada and I talked about 
PADI and explained where we were going. We 
became Midwest-based because we didn't have 
any money to advertise. The advertising was 
Ralph on the phone and John Cronin on the road 
when I traveled for US Divers. US Divers looked at 
this with a jaundiced eye.

I'll bet. It amazes me that they let it go on.
I got called out in 1967 by the president of the 

company, who wanted to know in plain lan-
guage, "What the hell was I doing?" Someone 
had come to him and raised hell, suggesting that 
US Divers was gonna be embarrassed, and that 
this Cronin was competing. 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 con-
cerned, 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 embarrass US Divers. US Divers has nothing 
to do with this, does not condone it, and we're 
not endorsing it." I said, "Fine."

Because you were their top dog as far 
as sales?

ThatS right. Then, in 1969, I was offered the 
job of national sales manager and asked to move 
to US Divers' headguarters in Santa Ana, California.

That created a problem at PADI. The problem 
was that I wasn't there anymore, and Ralph was 
only interested in the training and Undersea 
journal People used to call me at my house, and 
now they were calling him. He called me several
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PEOPLE CAN SAY I’M A TOUGH SONUVABITCH, 

BUT IN THE SAME BREATH THEY’RE GONNA 

SAY, BUT I’M AN HONEST SON OF A BITCH.

THAT MEANS SOMETHING TO ME.

times, "I'm sick of this bullshit." Ralph said, 'You 
gotta do something."

So, in 1970,1 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 of 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'. Wejust kept grow-
ing 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.

You retired from US Divers in 1985?
I can't believe it's ten years already.
I'd like to know how you managed to run 

PADI and US Divers at the same time?
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.

And then PADI took off?
We were really starting to be accepted. 

Everybody woke up in the early- to mid-'70s and 
said, 'This PADI—they've got something." After 
that, we increased our business 10-20% each 
year and concentrated on products and pro-
grams. By the mid-'80s, we became the largest 
dive training agency in the world.

Is that what made PADI successful?
Products and programs, tha6 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 associations in the US—I'm 
taking a guess. Besides being a professional asso-
ciation, we're also the largest trade association in 
the industry—between 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 members. So, we're a major trade associ-
ation besides.

What is your model for this?
There isn't any in this industry. You watch the 

demographics of the market and ask where is 
there a need. In '78, we saw nobody was look-
ing 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 nat-
ural. 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 mem-
bers through our membership and they can get 
a benefit for this and some remuneration.

We've made a major commitment to cus-
tomer service. It permeates everything we do.

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

It's one facet of a major diver acquisition pro-
gram to bring new people to diving, to dive cen-
ters and resorts, and promote diver education. 
We hope to reach 30,000,000 computers. 16 
the right demographics.

30,000,000 desktops.
16 a nice kickoff.
They'll find their way to the PADI 

home page.
We'll have PADI dive centers, resorts on 

there. Again, to make information on diving 
accessible.

Is PADI the Microsoft of diving?
I wouldn't say that; I don't know.
How would you define the corporate cul-

ture at PADI?
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 forty-some years, and I would say there 
isn't a better team in the industry than the PADI 
team. Spiritually, committed, dedicated to the 
sport and where we're going. 16 family. No poli-
tics, no BS; get the job done.

Some of your competitors think that 
you're doing too well.

Anytime you attain a position up there in an 
industry, you know you're gonna have your 
detractors. But you know what? None of 'em 
could ever say that we weren't responsible. 
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 CroninS 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.

Diving since 1976, aquaCORPS editor/publisher 
and certifiable cave diver, Michael Menduno is 
not a DEMA board member. He can be contact-
ed at m2aqua@key.net.
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