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Text by Simon Pridmore 
Photos by Peter Symes

— This Scuba Confidential column is taken 
from Simon’s book Scuba Exceptional: 
Become the Best Diver You Can Be.

It was a beautiful day in 
Indonesia’s Banda Sea. Richard 
rolled back into the warm waters 
and swam over to join his wife, 
Florence. After exchanging sig-
nals, they descended together, 
heading for a patch of bright 
yellow sea fans on the reef wall 
at 30m, where their guide had 
promised to show them pygmy 
seahorses. The guide was already 
there below, searching for the 
elusive little creatures. But, as 
Richard gradually went deeper, 
he began to find it harder to 
breathe and he was soon hav-
ing to expend significant effort to 
suck air from his regulator. 

Three or four breaths later, it stopped 
giving him any air at all. He reached for 
his contents gauge and saw the needle 
pointing to zero. Impossibly, only a few 
minutes into his dive, he was out of air. 
He felt the desperate urge to breathe 

and, with his lungs empty, he could feel 
himself starting to lose buoyancy.

He kicked hard and swam up towards 
Florence, slashing his hand across his 
throat urgently as he approached her 

and pointing to her octopus. She imme-
diately deployed it and handed it to 
him when he arrived. She held on to him 
and inflated her BCD a little to help them 
both stay neutral, as she could feel him 
pulling her down. Richard took a couple 

of quick breaths from the regulator to fill 
his lungs, then exhaled fully. He was well 
aware that he had been on the verge of 
panic and knew that he had to get his 
anxiety under control.
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Out of Air
With Plenty to Breathe
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As he breathed deeply in and out, his 
mind cleared, and a habit formed dur-
ing his technical diving training kicked 
in. With his left hand, he reached back 
and pushed the bottom of his cylinder 
up, bringing the valve handle within 
touching distance of his right hand. His 

first instinct was to turn the valve han-
dle away from him—that is, to try and 
open it—in spite of the fact that he 
expected it already to be fully open. To 
his surprise, not only did the valve handle 
move when he twisted it, it kept mov-
ing for quite a while before it locked. He 

glanced at his contents gauge. It was 
showing 160 bar. 

He switched back to his own regula-
tor and took a tentative breath. The air 
flowed easily. He thought about aban-
doning the dive but there now seemed 
to be no reason to do that, so he and 
Florence carried on down to look at the 
seahorses. The emergency was over, 
but Richard was left with plenty to think 
about.

How could this have happened? 
He was bewildered. Surely, his valve must 
have been open when he started the 
dive, otherwise, he would not have had 
air to breathe during the first few minutes. 
He dismissed the possibility that Florence 

might have crept up behind him and 
closed his valve as a prank. She would 
never do that. He then thought that per-
haps there was something wrong with his 
regulator. But it had been working per-
fectly throughout the trip up to the point 
when it stopped giving him air, and it had 
continued to work perfectly after he had 
re-opened his cylinder valve. It was only 
much later that he deduced what must 
have taken place. 

When he had put his gear together 
on the boat, he was sure he had fully 
opened his cylinder valve, as was his 
usual practice. However, on this particu-
lar day, there was a temporary and rela-
tively inexperienced crew member on 
board. This person had helped Richard, 

Florence and the other divers into their 
gear, and Richard had noticed him turn-
ing other divers’ air on. 

What must have happened, thought 
Richard, was that the helpful crew mem-
ber had mistakenly closed Richard’s 
valve, thinking he was opening it. He had 
then twisted it back a quarter of a turn. 
During the first part of his dive, Richard 
was able to breathe from the cylinder, as 
the valve was slightly open. It was only 
when he went deeper that he began to 
have a problem, as the only-slightly-open 
valve could not supply the quantity of 
air (usually 9 bar or so above ambient 
pressure) required to keep the regulator 
working at depth.
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A New Book for Scuba Divers!
Scuba Exceptional may 
be the fifth in Simon 
Pridmore’s Scuba se-
ries, but it is actually the 
true follow-up to his first 
book, the best-selling 
Scuba Confidential. 
 The philosophy of 
safer diving through the 
acquisition of knowl-
edge and skills is the 
same, although this 
time the themes are 
different. As before, 
Pridmore provides 
us with a whole host 
of extremely useful 
advice and tech-
niques, illustrated by 
real-life experiences 
and cautionary tales. 
The focus this time, though, is more on 
issues that experienced divers face. 
There is more technical diving content, 
and Pridmore covers some relatively 
complex issues in his usual clear and 
easy-to-read style. In many cases, the 
issues that concern technical divers 
reflect those that affect scuba divers 
at every level. After all, as Pridmore 
writes, technical diving is on the same 
spectrum as conventional sport diving: 

It is just a different 
frequency.
 Scuba Exceptional 
also deals in more 
detail with the psy-
chological approach 
to scuba diving, 
broaching famil-
iar topics from new 
angles and borrowing 
techniques and proce-
dures from other areas 
of human activity.
 While most of Scuba 
Exceptional focuses on 
the diver, it also takes a 
look at the wider picture 
and highlights a number 
of areas where scuba 
diving professionals and 
the “industry” as a whole 
are letting divers down. 

As always, Pridmore is realistic in his 
assessments. He may shine a little light 
on the dark side of the scuba diving 
world, but he does this in order to illu-
minate bad practices and encourage 
change, while offering solutions. 
 
Scuba Exceptional: Become the Best 
Diver You Can Be by Simon Pridmore is 
available on: Amazon.com.
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https://www.amazon.com/Scuba-Exceptional-Become-Best-Diver-ebook/dp/B07JQX6Z3C/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1540913805&sr=8-1&keywords=scuba+exceptional
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Had the crew member closed the 
valve completely and not turned the 
handle back a little, Richard would 
have discovered the problem while he 
was still in the boat or on the surface 
waiting to descend, as he used up the 
small quantity of air left in his regulator 
hoses. So, here we have another argu-
ment for abandoning the antiquated 
practice of routinely closing a cylinder 
valve by a quarter- or half-turn after 
opening it, something new divers are 
still taught to do, entirely unnecessarily, 
as I have pointed out before.

Useful techniques
Two factors turned what could have 
been a tragedy into simply a useful 
story. The first was Richard’s controlled 
response to the emergency, borne out 
of good diver training. Although this 
was not a technical dive, the instinctive 
skills he had learnt during his technical 
diver courses came in very handy. The 

second factor was Florence’s com-
mendable readiness to assist. She was 
a new diver at the time but responded 
like a veteran. She and Richard prac-
tised sharing air frequently, so she was 
used to it.

Messages to take away:
1. Take responsibility for opening your 

own cylinder valve before a dive. 
If someone else wants to do it for 
you or touches it to check it is open, 
politely refuse. Then, show them that 
it is fully open by double-checking 
it yourself and taking a few breaths 
from it while looking at your contents 
gauge to make sure the needle 
does not move when you breathe in 
and out. (If it moves, that means you 
have an air supply problem).

2. If, nevertheless, you ever find your-
self out of air early on in a dive, do 
what Richard did. First, find someone 

to share air with. Then, reach back 
and check that your cylinder valve is 
open, just in case some well-mean-
ing person has left you out of air with 
plenty to breathe. 

Simon Pridmore is the author of the 
international bestsellers Scuba Confi-
dential: An Insider’s Guide to Becom-
ing a Better Diver, Scuba Professional: 
Insights into Sport Diver Training & 
Operations and Scuba Fundamental: 
Start Diving the Right Way. He is also 
the co-author of Diving & Snorkeling 
Guide to Bali and Diving & Snorkel-
ing Guide to Raja Ampat & Northeast 
Indonesia, and a new adventure trav-
elogue called Under the Flight Path. 
His recently published books include 
Scuba Exceptional: Become the Best 
Diver You Can Be, Scuba Physiologi-
cal: Think You Know All About Scuba 
Medicine? Think Again! and Dining with 
Divers: Tales from the Kitchen Table. For 
more information, see his website at: 
SimonPridmore.com.

Get the series!
Essential books by Simon Pridmore that 
no diver should be without.

Available as 
paperback, ebook 
or audibook at 
Amazon, Audible 
and iTunes.

Buy it today!
Click on 
each book 
cover to go 
to its order 
page.

Learn more!
Visit the author’s 

website at:

SimonPridmore.com
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Who is the last person to 
check your air is turned on?
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