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UNDERWATER EDUCATORS
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N A FaRm in the flat-
nois is hardly con-
ecoming a diving
Lee Somers found
t underwater and
make an impression in the
worlds of Florida cave diving
and university research. A col-
lege dropout and self-con-
fessed diving bum, Lee even-
tually earned a Ph.D. and orga-
nized the nationally recognized
proegram at the University of
Michigan. He was the first
president of the American
Academy of Underwater
Sciences, and is godfather of
the Michigan Mafia, a group of
young turks who have changed
the way we look at diving.
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Brent Gilliam coined the term Michigan Mafia,
It deseribes 3 group of instructors who came out
of Lee Somers” intensive summer lraining courses
il the University of Michigan, They include Paul
Heinmiller, Bruce Wienke, Karl Huggins, Dan
Orr and Phil Sharkey, All of them are running sci-
entific diving programs at universities, or are on
the cutling edge of today’s decompression (he-
ary, somers states, “One thing came oot of that
sroup: nobody ever told them what todo. 105 0 col-
lection of people whe are very independent minded,
wha truly love diving. Althoogh all of us ane affil-
iated with NAUL we don't go around beating the
bush for them; 1075 diving.. Diving came first, not
beating the drum for an agency.”
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aign-Urbana, Tinois where
lanner, and there never was
rily_ His mother made him
e lcamn swimming. Eventu-
ghuard and counscelor at the
iFca. One of Lee™s Tondest
ay Nis mother brought him
{ins for s birthday, The
4L inods <irip ming country,
Siirsl free diving in those flooded
hnln inthe ground, “1 didn't want anything in the
waorld but those damn Tins, and she saved up o
buy them For me, In the early 50 1 (had seen)
Silent World, Two people made an impression
on me in those davs: Jacques Cousteau, and
Richard Widmark in the movie Frogman.”

At 16, he got a job lifeguarding in the town
pool, a conerete oval about the size of a football
ficld and I8 feet deep. Partof his duty was clean-
ing the bottom, using an old Jack Browne full-face
mask, and air supplied from the surface by an
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OPPOSITE PAGE: Loo in the mid S0's
diving the lllinols strip mine, ABOVE
LEFT: After a dive, from laft to right; Tom
Mount, Jim Sibthrop, (left rear), Lee
Somers and Jim NMuma {right rear), 1992,
ABOVE: Leo suiting up for a commercial

dive in Tampa Bay., carly 1960s.
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decompression stops.” There were no orga-
nized groups yel, bul cave divers made it
their business o read the diving lleraturne
of the time: the Mavy manual, the manual
supplicd with the Agualung, and ELR. Cross’
Underwater Safety.

Somers recalls one ol his Favorite dive
sites of the early days, "We would go 1o one
little spring...with a good, swifl corrent.
We would tie a line, drop into the cave,
and ride the line until it whipped us out 1o
the end. then pull ourselves back, At 60
feet underwater, it was just like a carnival
vide. Once [ gor out to the maxinum extent
of the fing, started looking arcund. and gar
into an alcove where the current wasn't as
strong, When | tumed around, the other
two guys had pone and the line was nowhers
in sight. 'had a light, but was a couple of
Fuinadred Feet back in (not a kot by today s
standard}, had no pressure gaoge, no bud-
dies, and no line, Fortumately T just stayed
close to the wall and worked my way out,
The light went out about 75 feet from the
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colrance. | wasn’Leven upsel with my bud-
clics, but today 1d have Kitled them.

*he good divers ol those days didn’
Just sy, ' Proadiver,” and jurmp ol inwe 300
Leel of water. You understood vour envi-
romment. Bvervthing was deone in incre-
ments, People ask, “What did diving o thal
swimming pool do for you?" [ learned com-
plete abzolute relaxation, being at one with
the water and wirth the apparatus, 1t was
hours and hours of repetitive experiance,

Lee’s regular buddy of the time was
Don Leadbeater, another pioneer cave diver,
“In the early 60"s, Dron found a pond ina
swamp area near Weeki Watchee Springs,
with an opening that went sttight down into
i cave, We galled it Leadbeater's Sink;
today the name is Eagle’s Nest. It is prob-
ably one of the most famous cave diving
locations in Florida. T went with Donoand
another diver, so T count mavselFas the third
person in there, We went o depth of about
230 feel, You swim through a 60-Foot shaf
that opens intooa large room, When shin-

ing our lights down there, il was just fike
dropping through the ceiling o o big aud:-
Lorium. As Tar as we could sec, i was just
beautiful.”

During the summers, Lee would refum
Lo Winois. 1t was there be fnally received
his first certification, as an instruclor with
the Minois Council of Skin and Scuba
Drivers in 19600 A vear later he was part of
the first YMCA insiructor course tun in
Chicago, the second inthe nation, “The
people who certified me had just certified
themselves that morning,” They included
the gurus of local diving: Dan Wag-
ner, keel La Chance, Yern Pedersen, Joe
Stryvkowski, and Ray Hoalund,

“During the years between colleges |
would describe myself a3 a diving bum,”
Flowida had been fun, but now it was time
te o back 1o school, He enrolled in the Uni-
versity of Tlinois, and in three years grad-
uiated with a degree in physical education,
Lee eamed part of his expenses by selling
dive equipment out of his home, and teach-
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ing classes on campus and at the local
YMOA, Skeet La Chunce had set him up
as o desler, “Tdidn’t make @ lot of money,
bt learned about the diving indosey,”
He earned o trip o Calitornia for the
national spearlishing championships, a5 a
member ol the 1linois wam, Tryouts were
held in Lamont Quacry, but nobedy hit a

0

fish. So they moved the operation to Lake
Cieneva, Wisconsin, whees candidates were
testecd on thear breath-hold diving ability,
e ehive carned oy rip back there, They
Tl us diving down Lo these peopla in scuba
o e holtom, and ssin around for them,
They kepl moving prograssively deeper,
Ly T Lo 73 feet 1 swam down and slapped

cme ol them in e head, Nestthing [ knew
[ wens on an airplane w California, with my
weight bell strapped avound my waist,

“During wy frst experiences in Cal-
iforni 1 never had atank on, What a won-
dderful group of people, Folks like Jim Chris-
tensen and Del Wren welcomed us with
open anns, | remember somehoes my shoes
aol locked in the back of Gustay Dalla
Valle s car and we had to chise him down
in arestavrant to ger them back. Tim helped
e load six-packs of Coors into my air-
plane bag because it wasn™ availuble onour
sde of the Mississippi, One ol the reasons
I in diving is that we're o Honily. We
Farve o disputes. but when 1 zo anyplace
iy the world, T have Tamily theee.”

Back ar the University of Hlinois,
Somers enterad g master’s program in geol-
ooy, Then he recedved woeall from his for-
mer advisor, Tack Hough, who bad moved
tor the University of Michizan. They needed
somehody 1ostart a diving program, “Jack
said 1 should waork onomy PhoDn T said, '
dlom ™t weamt o PhuD0 He said, " You'll nead
itaned vou're soing o get il Lee finished
in 1968, and was hired at Michigan o teach
physical cducation, cceanography, and
work with Sca Grant, one of the first such
programs in he nation, He has heen there
LVET ST,

During summers, Lee worked as o
commercial diver any place he could find
an assignment. He and Bob Anderson
brought their ex perience with surlace-sup-
plicd gear back to the university, where 11
wis introdoced foseientitic divers. 1D was
used in geclogical and biological studies
throughout the Great Lakes. Ultimately
they bepgan doing saturation diving as well,
in Hydralab st Freeport amd 1. Crois,

“In the early 707 L wentl with loe
Mclnnis and was asked o parficipate on
Arctic One. 1 erossed the border with o
Fodiae hoat and a station wagon packed
solid with evervthing vou could think of,
We loaded it all on a Canadian Forces C-
[ 300 e headed for the high Arctic, This was
the first of Joe s many veolures into the
aras, Four of us stayed two weeks in Res-
alute Bay, living in a teot part of the fime
anckdliving. [ was seience, inwas adventure,
testing whether a small expedition of this
nature could be done.”

Crissatislicd with the textbooks avail-
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alble for his clusses, Somers wrote the firg
eesearch diving manual, which was pub-
lished by Sea Grant in 1972 and circulated
throughout the country. Unlike Connie
Limbaugh’s Senpps manual which nwerely
outlined rules amd procedures, this was an
instructionad book in loose-leal form, cov-
ering evervlhing from diving theory to
underwater transects, The neason for the
loase-leal fonmal was 1o make it casy to
update, Two years later that became ohso-
lete when NOAA published its diving man-
wal. Somers was on the editonial commit.
tee which produced that book,

The American Academy of Under-
water Seiences was originally formed in
Califernin o combat OSHA s atlempls to
regulate scientific diving under commer-
ciad rules, When the battle was won, its
Tounders realveed that o need still existed
todlisserinate infurmation on welinigues,
shire knowledpe, and present oounited
[ront in Tutuee Banles with regobinory
Bureaneriies, Todo that elfeetively, they
weotld e o go national, And 1o atiact
pernbers Tronm other areas, the Tiest pres-
fdent wenld v 1o be somebody oulside
Cralitomms, They sedected one ol the fonnd-
g members, Lee Somers, Today, AALS
1soa Jeading worldwide arganization Tor
diving scsenisis,

Leuking at the state of diving today,
Somers voiced o few concerns, People
today go fram beginoer to instrucior in
ilessh lime than it ok us o know what we
were really doing at 30 feet underwater,
In fact, I'odstill learming how 1o be a diver,

1 don’t classily most people coming
into diving today as divers. They haven't
paiid their does. Also,we experienced divens
are losing our nights. We are treated the
sanwe as a person who just ook a basic
course, (You) go 1o a resort and. .. vou arc
1alked down 10, vou are treated like this
incompetent moron who is theee o Kill
himselt, destroy the reel, and destroy their
husiness,

“We need to bring back the diver's
rights. That's the reason for my involve-
prent with tri-mix and nitrox. Every diver
shouldn’s be diving deep, or diving gases.
All of us thoroughly believe that, It's a
ratter of extending our capabilities. All div-
g s accepting o cenain level of risk, My
range will be whatever [deem proper for
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the panicular set of circumstances, That
varies from day to day, environment to
environment, and who Um with, 1've been
at far greater nsk with some people a1 30
feet than with Tom Mount m 2707
Reminiscing on his life and carcer,
Lee says, "1 will be remembered for being
a pain in the ass for a lot of peaple. and for

the positive influence | might have had on
thousands of students... Diving gave me a
life, diving gave me a fumily. Today 1 have
my heroes, from all different ranks: George
Bond, Ed Lanphier, Viem Pedersen, Glen
Egurom. Jim Corry, Karl Hugeins, Mike
Hughes, Larry Cushman, Tom Moum, 1o
name a few. W



