
UC San Diego
Capstone Papers

Title
Beneath the Surface of San Diego: Perspectives and Innovations at Depth- A History of San 
Diego Sport Diving

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/3g946333

Author
Palinkas, Ashleigh

Publication Date
2014-04-01

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/3g946333
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


 1 

Beneath the Surface of San Diego 
 

Perspectives & Innovations 
At Depth 

 
A History of San Diego Sport Diving 

 
 

 
 

Ashleigh E. Palinkas 
Center for Marine Biodiversity & Conservation 

Scripps Institution of Oceanography 
San Diego, CA 

 
Masters of Advanced Studies Capstone Report 

Capstone Advisory Committee: Paul Dayton – SIO; Ed 
Parnell – SIO; Theresa Sincrope-Talley – UCSD;  

Phil Zerofski - SIO 
 
 



 2 

Introduction 
 

“Beneath the sea, barely a block from the beach, lies a land of 
strange and fascinating beauty, a silent wilderness of kelp and vividly 
colored fishes which holds skin divers in a powerful and magnetic grip.” 

-San Diego Union Tribune—September 8, 1957 
 

 
 
 The beautiful coastal city of San Diego in southern California has 

been the nucleus of underwater exploration, innovation and research 

throughout sport diving’s relatively short history. Boasted as the home of 

the first dive club in the world, the first oceanographic research 

institution to use diving for science, and many of the most influential 

diving pioneers, San Diego has a rich cultural heritage in sport diving 

antiquity. Large and significant portions of this history have gone 

undocumented, as many stories and observations remain accessible only 

in the memories of these pioneers themselves. However, recreational 

divers in San Diego represent a large stakeholder group with a highly 

respected and knowledgeable capacity for shaping local marine resource 

management choices, and divers rely on the health and protection of 

these coastlines as a driver for their passions, leisure and fascination. 

Therefore, it is crucial to ensure that the stories of sport diving’s 

originators no longer remain untold. 

In October 2013, I began documenting a history of San Diego sport 

diving as conveyed from the perspectives of these recreational explorers. 

My intent was to collect and document the stories of local divers over the 
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last century, and in so doing capture a depiction of sport diving’s 

heritage in San Diego. The process lead to a newfound appreciation for 

my own cultural identity as a life-long San Diego sport diver, and an 

understanding of the commemoration that these individuals merit. 

Equally as important as collecting these stories is archiving them where 

they can be easily accessible to the public, so that they may bring the 

same sense of identity to divers not only in southern California, but to 

anyone, anywhere. This rich history of expert knowledge, innovation and 

experience has contributed to and often been a driving force of diving 

culture all over the world, yet that fact is little-known even among native 

San Diegans.  

The importance of documenting these stories and memories and 

archiving them for public use stems from the sense of wonder, 

adventure, and love for the sea shared by all sport divers young and old. 

This notion has remained prevalent throughout the development of 

diving equipment technology and practice protocol, breakthroughs in 

scientific marine research, shifting ecological baselines, and subsequent 

resource management endeavors. The goal of this project is to recognize 

the achievements of San Diegans in underwater exploration as shared in 

their own words. In doing so, it is preserving a wealth of local knowledge 

that otherwise would be lost, and engaging local sport divers as a 

recreational stakeholder group through accessibility to the rich and 

valuable diving history here in San Diego.  
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Methods 

 

 Oral histories were recorded with eight experienced local San Diego 

divers who began diving recreationally and went on to become influential 

contributors to revolutions in marine science, diving technology and 

ocean resource management. Diving experts Barbara Allen, Jim Fallon, 

Bill Howard, Dave Leighton, Frank Leinhaupel, Dick Long, Ron 

McConnaughey, Chuck Mitchell and Chuck Nicklin, along with many of 

their friends and families, generously contributed their time, stories and 

artifacts to offer as-yet undocumented perspectives of early diving in 

southern California. Divers were selected based on several factors 

important for capturing a balanced and reliable depiction of local dive 

history. Age was prioritized so as to draw on the earliest years of diving 

in San Diego. Additional review of previously recorded oral histories also 

contributed to early diving depictions, and was particularly useful for 

commemorating the achievements of pioneers no longer living today. 

However, the main goal is to collect histories that have not yet been 

recorded.  

Equally prioritized was mental awareness and memory accessibility 

of the divers as a means to record reliable history and avoid skewed or 

misconceived stories resulting from the unfortunate struggles of old age. 

With this in mind, the necessary step of developing relationships through 

correspondence with participants prior to recording oral histories was 
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taken. These relationships served not only as a method for assessing the 

degree of eligibility for inclusion in the project, but also for establishing 

contact with more potential participants resulting from existing social 

networks. Most importantly, they provided a deeply rewarding experience 

that often accompanies intergenerational interaction. For that, I am 

forever blessed. Other factors that influenced the selection of participants 

were to have spent the significant majority of their lives in San Diego, 

and to be available to meet in San Diego due to the absence of travel 

funds. Although it was only possible to record oral histories with eight 

divers within the scope of the MAS Center for Marine Biodiversity & 

Conservation Capstone research project, contact has been made with 

additional divers and oral histories are planned to be recorded with Bob 

Shea, Andy Skieff, Pat Gallagher, Larry Reddin, and several other diving 

experts as Dr. Paul Dayton and I continue this project into the future.  

Oral histories took the form of loosely-structured, informal 

interviews and all were recorded on an audio recording device; three were 

additionally filmed on camera. Additional artifacts collected included 

photocopies of original photographs and historical newspaper articles; 

larger items such as diving gear, spear guns, books, and underwater 

camera housings were photographed in detail with permission from the 

owners. Stories shared as afterthoughts via email and mail 

correspondence were also copied and archived with their respective oral 

histories. Furthermore, stories told during various social events were 



 6 

jotted down in a notebook. Audio recordings were transcribed by a 

professional court captioning service and then edited by both the 

interviewer and the diver to ensure the fluidity of the topics discussed, 

correct the spelling of names and places, and compensate for stories 

remembered and discussed prior to or following the date of recording. 

Final copies of oral histories and artifacts will be archived for the public 

as the project continues into the future. Venues for this include a 

website providing links to full digital files of all documents, the San Diego 

Maritime Museum, the San Diego Historical Society, the UCSD/Scripps 

Institution of Oceanography library, and the South West Fisheries 

Science Center. Plans to create future displays of the artifacts are also in 

the works. Lastly, all histories including the Capstone Report were sent 

to those quoted and involved for approval regarding the way they are 

portrayed.  
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Background 

 

The purpose of the project overall is to tell the history of sport 

diving in San Diego from the perspectives of those at its forefront. 

Utilizing the format of oral history achieves this purpose and serves as 

an advantageous opportunity to help people hold onto and sustain their 

culture through recording it. This is particularly valuable in the realm of 

San Diego recreational diving. The population of San Diego County has 

increased by 2,760% since the year 19201, and subsequently the city has 

experienced drastic levels of coastal development and pressure on marine 

resources. Oral history can have a multitude of impacts on social 

perceptions and can be particularly useful as a means for a city, town or 

village to seek meaning for its own changing character, as well as for 

newcomers to gain a sense of roots in personal historical knowledge. It 

can be used to change the focus of history itself and open up new areas 

of inquiry; it can break down barriers between teachers and students, 

between generations, between educational institutions and the world 

outside; and it can give back to the people who made and experienced 

that history a central place through their own words.2 In focusing on 

insight into the use of a nature resource, oral history can successfully 

bring the past into the present to help stakeholders discern the best 

course of action into the future. 
                                                
1 U.S. Bureau of the Census 
2 Thompson, Paul. Voice of the past: Oral history. Oxford University Press, 2000. 
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For the cultural anthropologist, oral history serves as a powerful 

method for contextualizing and conceptualizing the heritage of social 

heroes yet unsung. The process of recording an oral history in itself 

establishes a relationship between the listener and the speaker, which 

can be particularly advantageous when participants come from a variety 

of backgrounds, experiences, or expertise. This method provides 

members of a society to engage one another, and more distinctly to 

connect cross-generationally. The process of sharing and collecting oral 

history brings value to all individuals involved. It requires a mutual 

exchange of knowledge, time and effort likely drawn from shared 

interests or heritage. It is for these reasons among others that oral 

history was the chosen method for documenting perspectives and 

innovations beneath the ocean’s surface of San Diego. In the words of 

diving historian Eric Hanauer, “The history of diving isn’t visual; it is 

found in the words of the people who lived it.”3 

Building a legacy is rarely done alone.  The achievements of early 

San Diego sport diving were contributed to by a number of divers over a 

number of years. In collecting the oral histories used for this project, 

establishing friendships with influential and historically significant 

divers, and subsequently feeding my own passion for underwater 

exploration, the take-home lesson learned is that innovations are often 

culminations of the efforts of many. It is because of this collaborative 
                                                
3 Hanauer, Eric. Diving Pioneers: An Oral History of Diving in America; 
Watersport Publishing, Inc. 1994, San Diego, CA.  
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historical effort that so many current recreational stakeholder groups are 

able to enjoy San Diego’s marine resources for generations to come. 

 

A History of San Diego Sport Diving 

 

“‘You don’t have to go to Africa for your wilderness,’ says 
Frank Leinhaupel. ‘It’s right here.’”4 
  

 

The Early Days 

 In the early 1900’s, diving in San Diego was limited to hardhat 

commercial abalone harvesters and occasionally Navy salvage divers. 

Early hardhat diving was a heavy and cumbersome affair, involving a 

paradox of both complicated engineering and simple technology. The 

basic construction of a surface-supplied diving suit weighing over 200lbs 

essentially removed any possibility for its’ wearer to swim freely and 

observe the underwater world around him. For this reason, the use of 

hardhat diving was solely for commercial rather than recreational 

purposes, and is considered preliminary to the history of sport diving in 

San Diego. 

 

However, there is no stopping a pioneer with brazen drive to seek 

what is beneath the surface. In 1941, Frank Leinhaupel was exploring 

                                                
4 San Diego Union Tribune, September 8, 1957 
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his own kind of “hardhat diving” in the Fox River of Illinois at the age of 

twelve.  

                

Frank: I read somewhere that you could make a hardhat for 
salvage work in the lakes and rivers in the Midwest. My dad did the rest. 
The air supply was a long handle hinged to a small platform. Two bicycle 
pumps hinged also to the sides of that base and attached near the top of 
the center handle. By rocking the handle back and forth the bicycle 
pumps generated a fairly steady stream of air.  

We soon found out that no one wanted to sit in the boat and man 
the pump. So we would just put the helmet over the swimmer’s head 
without the air hose, let go and bombs away! There was enough air in the 
helmet for a few minutes groping around in zero visibility and mud 
bottom environment. The diver generally just dumped the helmet and 
came to the surface and left the helmet to be hauled up separately by the 
safety line.  

About the only thing we found on the bottom of use were clams 
which served as bait for river catfishing.”5 

 
 
 When Frank came to San Diego in 1953 to pursue his graduate 

studies at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, he found there was a 

lot more to look at underwater than what he’d seen through a ’41 

homemade hardhat. Yet that initial descent into the Fox River was for 

                                                
5 Oral History: Frank Leinhaupel, Recorded with Ashleigh Palinkas and Paul 
Dayton, 28 February 2014. 
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him an experience of significance shared by every diver throughout time 

and space: that first moment one can see underwater.  

 
Ron McConnaughey – Mission Beach, CA: “It was probably 1949, 

somewhere around there. I don’t have a super accurate memory of that 
but it was around that year. And I just loved it. I put that mask on and 
everything was visible for the first time! You know, before that we were 
just looking down through the water and everything was distorted.”6 

 
Chuck Nicklin – Point Loma, then La Jolla, CA: “I went to the [La 

Jolla] Cove and there was a guy that had just returned from overseas, 
from Japan, and he had a mask that was like the divers in Japan 
used…I put the mask on and there was garibaldi and little fishes and the 
water was calm and it was La Jolla Cove! I spent a lot of my life at La 
Jolla Cove after that.7 

 
Dick Long – Monterey, CA: “A guy where I worked was a skin 

diver…and he took me in the water. I saw fishes that big [holds up palm] 
which excited me…I had about fix-foot visibility but at that point I was 
gone. I was—I knew that this was my thing.”8 

 
Barbara Allen – Catalina Island, CA: “As a lifeguard we had an 

annual outing at Catalina at a Boy Scout camp…So a bunch of us got 
masks, fins, snorkels—snorkeled out from shore, got into a kelp bed and 
panicked! [Laughter] It was like, how do you get through this stuff?9 

 
 

Curiosity about the underwater world was the driving force behind 

every impassioned sport diver’s initial donning of a facemask, even 

though the “very-first-time” experience certainly is different for even the 

most competent and eager divers. For some, it is magnificent and 

enchanting; for others it is mediocre; and for many it is downright 

forgettable. What is exemplary about the early divers of San Diego is the 

                                                
6 Oral history: Ron McConnaughey, Recorded with Ashleigh Palinkas 18 
February 2014. 
7 Oral history: Chuck Nicklin, Recorded with Ashleigh Palinkas and Paul 
Dayton, 29 January 2013 
8 Oral history: Dick Long, Recorded with Ashleigh Palinkas, 23 April 2014 
9 Oral history: Barbara Allen, Recorded by Ashleigh Palinkas. 21 March 2014 
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fact that reliable masks were hard to come by, yet they persevered 

anyway. 

The San Diego Bottom Scratchers are widely recognized as the first 

dive club in the world, and as the first individuals in San Diego to be 

considered sport divers. Having been watermen all their lives, the Bottom 

Scratchers lived up to their name by being known to scratch around the 

bottom of the ocean for food to feed families and friends during the Great 

Depression in the 1930’s. It is also said that their name came from the 

scratching of horn shark horns dangling from their swim trunks, a 

trophy collected during one of their several formidable club initiation 

rituals. After a year of diving together and sharing their catch, the club 

was officially founded in 1933 by divers Jack Prodanovich, Ben Stone, 

and Glenn Orr. Throughout their lifetimes, members of the Bottom 

Scratchers were widely accredited for inventing ever-refined models of 

goggles and subsequent facemasks10, underwater camera housings11, 

paddleboards12, and spearguns13 among other miscellaneous tools for 

exploration beneath the surface. Word of the San Diego Bottom 

Scratchers continued to spread, and in 1949 they were featured in the 

May issue of National Geographic Magazine14. The article by then 

estimated there to be 8,000 skin divers in Southern California.  

                                                
10 Appendix I, Figure 1 
11 Appendix I, Figure 2 
12 Appendix I, Figure 3 
13 Appendix I, Figure 4 
14 Appendix I, Figure 5 



 13 

As interest in the bounty of the sea grew, so did the interest in 

developing new technologies and dive gear with which to better explore it. 

Because diving equipment had yet to be mass-produced, existing gear 

was often too expensive or hard to get for most San Diegans exploring the 

underwater world. It is important to note here that the intention of this 

project is not to ordain what single individual was responsible for a 

particular invention in time; driven by curiosity and drawn to the wonder 

of the sea, divers everywhere were experimenting with their own models 

for what is today considered standard diving equipment.  

Wally Potts – La Jolla, CA: “I'd like to point out one thing. These 
aren't the first worldwide goggles. These are similar to the old commercial 
pearl divers' goggles used in the south Pacific, Japan and other places. 
We've never seen any models over here prior to us building them. We had 
read up on pearl diving and seen their sketches, photographs, or 
something, which gave him the idea of building them.”15 

 
Prior to the globalization of diving information, industrial 

manufacturing of diving equipment, and mass-marketing of diving as a 

recreational sport, divers in San Diego drew solely from self-motivation 

and community knowledge to experiment with gear that today one can 

simply purchase anywhere from drugstores to sporting goods 

distributors. European and Japanese divers were substantially more 

advanced in diving technologies before sport divers in San Diego ever 

began to peer beneath the surface of the sea, and innovators such as 

Jack Kitching, Hans Hass, Jo Kain, and many early divers in the 

                                                
15 Oral history: Jack Prodanovich and Wally Potts, Recorded by Craig Carter, 29 
August 1983 
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Mediterranean were even conducting scientific research utilizing diving 

technology prior to the 1930’s. However, prototypes already developed in 

other parts of the world were not yet available to sport divers in San 

Diego, and therefore those who wished to explore southern California 

waters at depth resulted to crafting and refining their own. It is for this 

reason that the divers highlighted in this project are each themselves 

considered innovators. 

 

Masks / Goggles 

Wally Potts: “The guy that started it, though, was Glen Orr…These 
goggles started with the fact that we saw some swimming goggles. Glen 
Orr is the father of diving in San Diego. He realized that he could look 
under water by looking through a mask with an old commercial diver. 
Then he ran onto a pair of rough-water swimming goggles like Florence 
Chambers and all those rough-water swimmers used. He found out those 
would work. He had the only pair, so the rest of us couldn't dive, so we 
went ahead and made these up, a copy.” 

Jack Prodanovich: “It is a piece of radiator hose, a short piece cut 
to the contour of your eye socket, then a woman's compact that they 
used to use for rouge. [We] used the mirror after [we] scratched the silver 
off of it.”16 

Goggles used for swimming at the surface served as a prototype for 

developing a means to see underwater, but at depths of 10-40 feet, divers 

soon became fed up with experiencing “eye squeeze”. This is a result of 

compression within each eye’s goggle due to additional atmospheric 

pressure at depth, and paradoxically made for greater discomfort among 

more advanced, deeper divers. Additionally, goggles often made divers 

                                                
16 Oral history: Jack Prodanovich and Wally Potts, Recorded by Craig Carter, 29 
August 1983 
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like Prodanovich experience double vision. Over time, determined sport 

divers in San Diego began experimenting with other prototypes being 

developed in many parts of the world. Using rubber hosing, single-plate 

masks were initially crafted to avoid eye squeeze and included a rubber 

hand pump to introduce air into the mask and compensate for air 

compression when diving. Eventually, masks with rubber enclosing the 

nose as well as eyes enabled divers to equalize the pressure within the 

mask with air supplied by the lungs, reducing the side-effect of drag 

produced by the previously attached hand pump.   

Paul Dayton: “Jack Kitching—you know, they had real hardhats 
then for sure—but he just used one of those old British—they called 
them “biscuits”, but it was just a cookie container made out of glass so 
you could see the cookies in them, and he just took a cookie box and put 
it around the milk can that he put over his head.”17 

 
Frank Leinhaupel: “We started with the available round faceplates.  

Later there was the model designed for SCUBA with the squeezable nose 
projection for clearing ears.  We punched a hole in the bottom of the nose 
extension and put in an exhaust valve that now were showing up in 
snorkles.  After a while, these masks with exhaust valves were more 
available, probably as UDT models.”18   

 
Jim Stewart – La Jolla, CA: “…on Memorial Day of 1941, I got 

courage to ask a girl to come out to the beach with me, and we rode the 
bus out. Lo and behold, a kid I was in junior high school with was in the 
La Jolla Cove and had a face mask…He said, “I can see under water.” I 
said, “Nah, you can’t see under water.” I put his mask on, and I could see 
under water. Well, the next week I had me a face mask, and that’s how it 
all started.”19 

 
 
 
 

 

                                                
17 Oral History: Frank Leinhaupel, Recorded with Ashleigh Palinkas and Paul 
Dayton, 28 February 2014. 
18 Frank Leinhaupel, written correspondence 23 February 2014 
19 Oral history: James Stewart, Recorded with Ron Rainger, 10 February 2000.  
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Snorkels 
 
 The use of the snorkel as a means of breathing air at the surface 

without emerging one’s face out of the water didn’t become popularized 

until the mid-1950’s, and even then was barely considered mainstream 

by the hardy early sport divers of the time. 

Chuck Mitchell – Ocean Beach, CA, 1954: “…I know you asked 
about the first time I wore a mask, and I don’t remember that...I 
remember going down [to the Ocean Beach jetty] and snorkel—actually, 
just swimming around with a facemask; I didn’t have a snorkel!—for 
hours.”20 

 
Chuck Nicklin – La Jolla Cove, CA, 1955: “[At that point]…I was 

swimming with a mask. There were no snorkels at that time…And when 
they first came out with snorkels I said, “What a silly thing that is.” 
[Laughter] One of the greatest inventions!”21 

 
 Surely the snorkel was a debatably comical contraption, if 

anything just implied by its’ name, but once the reason behind the 

technology caught on, divers were catching on even faster.  

Frank Leinhaupel - La Jolla, CA, 1954: “We modified our snorkels, 
replacing the rubber tubing with aluminum tubing.  Bent into the typical 
shape, but perhaps five inches longer.  Going out from Boomer22 through 
the kelp was done in a series of dives.  Swim under the mantle as far as 
reasonable, then look for a place to find air.  The alternative was to hold 
the snorkel firmly and push up through the mantle.  The top was cut at 
an angle to try to prevent a last kelp fond from becoming a one-way valve 
by closing the opening.  When that failed it was a matter of clawing to the 
surface with the mask and snorkel around your neck.”23 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
20 Oral history: Chuck Mitchell, Recorded by Paul Dayton and Ashleigh 
Palinkas, 6 May 2014 
21 Oral history: Chuck Nicklin, Recorded with Paul Dayton, Ashleigh Palinkas 
and Theresa Sincrope-Talley, 29 January 2013 
22 Boomer Beach, La Jolla, CA 
23 Frank Leinhaupel, written correspondence 23 February 2014 
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Fins 
  
 Swim fins, commonly recognized as having been invented in Japan 

and most popularly utilized by British frogmen, were not easily available 

to San Diego’s earliest divers. Initiation rules upheld by the San Diego 

Bottom Scratchers in the 1930’s included collecting three abalone below 

30 feet of water, nabbing a 10 lb. California spiny lobster, and bringing 

up a large horn shark bare-handed. Each endeavor was required to be 

exacted on a single breath, and the challenge was exacerbated by the 

absence of propulsion provided by swim fins. However, along with masks 

and snorkels, fins were among the first components of diving gear made 

available to divers for purchase.  

Frank Leinhaupel—La Jolla, CA, 1956: “The Churchill fins came 
first.  Then for diving free or with SCUBA, the Voit giant duckfeet were a 
necessity.  These I had to buy, but the transition to jet fins came about 
because they sank, providing an unlimited supply lost in shallow water 
by beginning divers.”24   

 
 The majority of local watermen were often motivated by either the 

necessity to collect food for their families, or the drive to supply their 

insatiable fascination with the sea by engaging the underwater realm. 

These factors again discern the reason behind why San Diego became a 

hub for the development of both diving inventions and skill.  

 
Spear Guns 
  
 To fully acknowledge the development in spear gun technology by 

local San Diego innovators would necessitate an entire book on the 

                                                
24 Frank Leinhaupel, written correspondence 23 February 2014 
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subject alone. However, their evolution can be broken down into three 

main periods: the early pole spears, moving from spears to rubber- and 

spring-powered guns, and the subsequent engineering of design. Jack 

Prodanovich and Frank Leinhaupel are among others known to have 

designed and welded multiple versions of spearpoints mounted on the 

ends of poles ideal for fishing shallow-water benthic species such as 

halibut and other flatfish, or simply practicing by targeting stingrays.25  

 Chuck Nicklin—Torrey Pines and La Jolla Cove, CA, 1955: “…I would get 
some time off during the week and we made these big pole spears, big wooden 
pole spears with a little piece of bungee on the end…And we’d go up, I’d go up 
[north to Torrey Pines State Beach] with my pole spear and shoot a 
stingray…And then I got a little more involved and started going out of the [La 
Jolla] Children’s Pool, you know, trying to shoot white seabass and yellowtail 
and stuff like that but I shot it with a big pole spear. Before I even got into the 
diving business or sort of had anything to do with spear guns.”26 
 
 Jim Fallon – Pacific Beach, CA 1952: “We used to go out and spear 
stingrays right in the surf line with big pole spears. So I was probably, God, 11, 
I was probably 11 or 12…we would just go out and take 10 foot 12 foot long 
pole spears and spear them and stack them on the beach. There was no…it was 
just to kill!  
 Ashleigh: They’re not good eating or anything. Just reducing the risk of 
stepping on them, right? 
 Jim: Sure. But that is the first time I had a mask in the salt water. It was 
just in the surf line, you could almost stand up. The first time I had a mask on 
in the ocean. Wow. I’d forgotten about that.”27 
 

Most common for original San Diego sport divers was the initiation 

into spearfishing upon the purchase of the French arbalete speargun. 

Paul Dayton—“And then this, you [Frank] used the same thing. 
That's the arbalete that you talked about in your e-mail, kind of like my 
old spear gun. I very quickly got into a spear that attached a little toggle 

                                                
25 Appendix I: Figure 5  
26 Oral history: Chuck Nicklin, Recorded with Paul Dayton, Ashleigh Palinkas 
and Theresa Sincrope-Talley, 29 January 2013 
27 Oral history: Jim Fallon, Recorded with Ashleigh Palinkas, 19 March 2014 
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head but they were really expensive and we were very poor and every 
time it hit a rock, it broke.”28 

 
Chuck Mitchell-- Point Loma, CA, 1954: “Then spearfishing, 

originally with a hand spear and then [I remember] getting finally a spear 
gun. I must’ve been fourteen or something like that. I remember getting 
an arbalete, the French speargun. That was a major breakthrough. Oh, I 
should mention that although—well, at Point Loma High School, Jack 
Prodanovich was our janitor there. He and I never really talked about 
diving, but I would see him and I spent a lot of time with Jim [Stewart] 
later, and most of the Bottom Scratchers I knew personally. They were all 
hanging around here someplace. At one time or another.”29 

 
Being older and more experienced with diving and San Diego’s 

underwater environment, the Bottom Scratchers were known local 

pioneers in spearfishing and speargun technologies. Potts and 

Prodanovich would make custom spear guns for respected fellow divers, 

and many divers were responsible for perfecting the guns by increasing 

power, range, and maneuverability.  

Jack Prodanovich—“It's doubled the power. Well, it isn't actually 
doubled, but you get about a third more power. An example would be a 
bow and arrow. We had the standard recurved bows and they went up to 
X amount of pounds that they pulled. Now they've come out with the 
compound bows which is (a) much more powerful weapon. While it isn't 
exactly the same, this weapon is about a third more powerful than the 
old weapon. It would be just like the compound bow.”30 

 
Chuck Nicklin: “So I went to Wally [Potts] and between my 

fumbling and Wally’s help I built my first real spear gun. Up until that 
time we have some little French arbaletes but when I first started being a 
real spear fisherman was with Wally Potts and Jack Prodanovich. Wally 
really made the guns. I think Jack got a lot of publicity for it too and I 
think Wally would do the basic things and Jack would prime it up, so he 
would come up with new ideas like a new reel or all that kind of stuff. So 

                                                
28 Oral History: Frank Leinhaupel, Recorded with Ashleigh Palinkas and Paul 
Dayton, 28 February 2014 
29Oral history: Chuck Mitchell, Recorded by Paul Dayton and Ashleigh Palinkas, 
6 May 2014 
30 Oral history: Jack Prodanovich and Wally Potts, Recorded by Craig Carter, 29 
August 1983 



 20 

Wally and Jack were—I spent a lot of time in their garage for a while, 
while they were trying to put together stuff so I could shoot fish.”31 

 
The Bottom Scratchers were certainly not the only ones making 

spear guns in San Diego. Frank Leinhaupel, Al Larson, Vern Fleet and 

many fellow members of the Addict’s dive club developed technologies 

that are widely sold in stores today.  

Frank Leinhapel: “No question, it was the Addict gun or, more 
loosely, a rubber-powered spear gun that I came to find worked best. It 
has the arrow release mechanism to the rear and separate from the 
trigger mechanism for better maneuverability under water. 

I had an Italian Mae Mares spring gun which had a short, heavy, 
slow-moving arrow in the front end ending at the pistol grip, and then a 
tube extending rearward with a compressed spring. I got it as a bribe for 
using it in competition in order to generate publicity for sales here. It 
wasn’t much for delivering an arrow, but then it was designed mostly for 
diving reef fish in the Mediterranean at short range. But you could whip 
it around, aim and shoot much faster than the arbalete type, which 
required you to swim around the pistol grip to swing the gun.  

We saw reason for immediate improvement and I worked with Al 
[Larson] to come up with a laminated barrel, and some changes in the 
hardware. We made every part of the gun except the rubber tubing…We 
made two identical more or less original Addict guns after the lost 
prototype. I still have mine32 after having it lost on my first black 
seabass. I was diving that day out of Casa [Cove] with a few Long Beach 
Neptunes who just wanted a look at a black seabass. I got the fish and 
float, but lost the gun. It was returned twenty or thirty years later by 
whome I knew had found it and who knew all along it was mine but 
wanted to pull my string.”33 

 
 One of the most easily discernable innovations of the Addict gun is 

the placement of the trigger mechanism further toward the center of the 

gun’s shaft. This enabled the Addicts members as well as those who 

purchased Addict-built guns to have better maneuverability underwater, 

particularly in and around giant kelp. At the time, the majority of 
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33 Frank Leinhaupel, written correspondence 23 February 2014 
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spearfishing in San Diego was done on the edge of kelp forests; today, 

with bluewater hunting having gained in popularity, guns are built much 

longer for broader shooting range. However, the groundbreaking Addict’s 

idea for separating the trigger mechanism from the arrow release at the 

rear of the shaft is one that changed the development of spear guns 

forever. The early sport divers in San Diego during the 1940’s-1950’s 

consider the Addicts and the Bottom Scratchers to be the primary 

leaders in speargun technology and construction. They are still saluted 

for such innovations today, and the Addict gun serves as the prototype 

for the majority of spearguns sold in San Diego. 

 

Wetsuits; Or the Next Best Thing 

 San Diego, a dry temperate region, is not known for having 

particularly warm water. Sea surface temperatures may range from 75-

78F in the summer, yet usually average between 48-60F in the winter. 

Moreover, upwelling pushes the even colder sub-thermocline waters 

closer to the surface creating periods when skindiving was nearly 

impossible. Many early divers began diving solely in swim trunks; 

following WWII, it was common to use wool Navy “watch” sweaters to 

provide any much-needed insulation underwater as was possible. 

Chuck Mitchell—San Diego Bay, CA, 1954: “The nice thing was, 
you could stay in the water until you got so cold you are shaking so bad 
that you couldn’t do anything, and then you come out and lay on the big 
dredge pipe because it would get hot in the sun, and get warm and then 
go back in the water. That sort of—that is how it kind of started. And 
then I managed to get swim fins and a couple of things, in those days 
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there were no wetsuits, so you always got cold. You wore a sweater, I 
know we used to wear the Navy watch sweaters, those wool scratchy 
sweaters that helped keep some of the water from recirculating and that 
worked pretty well.”34 

 
Chuck Nicklin, 1959: “We were just now starting to find out about 

wetsuits. You know, all been making our own wetsuits out of stuff. Had 
funky dry suits. But we would go out and I remember abalone season 
would start I think that first Monday in February or some darn cold time, 
and me and my friend would go out and we’d dive for abalone and try 
and talk our wives into hanging out at the beach while we pounded 
abalone and did all that stuff. And we were cold because this was before 
wetsuits and we just wore a bathing suit and heavy Navy sweaters just 
because it would keep the water—it would just slow the circulation a 
little bit.”35 

 
Dick Long—Monterey, CA, 1956: “…So [a coworker] took me to 

Monterey, and that’s where he introduced me to the ocean and all of 
that. And after that I jut couldn’t get enough. At the time I was married, 
my wife was pregnant, I worked through my vacation. And the baby got 
half the money and I got the other half of the money and I bought a kit 
wetsuit, that’s mainly what you did in those days. You made a kit 
wetsuit. It was not nylon lining, just rubber. And the first thing I did is 
spill the glue all over the kitchen floor.”36 

 
 What today is considered to be standard introductory diving 

equipment really is the result of much perseverance on the part of early 

San Diego sport divers and certainly involved a lot of trial and error. 

Despite spilling the glue for his first kit wetsuit, Dick Long has become 

one of the world’s top experts in dive suit technology today. Throughout 

his career, British and American militaries and research institutions 

internationally have solicited his expertise in underwater exposure 

protection, and he is the founder of the world’s top drysuit 

manufacturing company, Diving Unlimited International in Chula Vista, 
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Dayton, 29 January 2013 
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San Diego. These stories of diving equipment developments highlight the 

significant role early sport divers in San Diego played as the innovators 

who opened many doors for local recreational and scientific diving 

enthusiasts today. 

 

The Good Ol’ Days 

 

 For the spirited diver, San Diego is not a bad place to be. Those 

who were born here appreciate it tremendously, and those who weren’t 

made sure they were diving here as soon as was possible.  

 Ron McConnaughey—Born in Mission Beach, San Diego in 1941: “We 
grew up in Mission Beach, Mary Lou and I both grew up in Mission Beach and 
stayed in the beach area all our lives.”37 
 
 Chuck Nicklin—Moved to San Diego in 1942: “I was born in 
Massachusetts and my father was in the Navy, and in World War II he was all 
over the world in the Navy. He was reassigned to San Diego when I was 13 or 14 
years old. I was a teenager and I didn’t want to go. There was no way I was 
coming to some place called San Diego! Then finally we came to San Diego—on 
midnight of 1942, in an ice storm, we got on a train and came to San Diego. 
And we were in San Diego for maybe three months and my father came home 
and he was delighted that we were going back to Boston. He was being 
reassigned to Boston, and I said, not me! I’m a California boy! I’m not going! I’m 
not leaving! And they’d had to drag me from Massachusetts, but there was no 
way they were going to get me to leave San Diego.”38 
 
 
 Barbara Allen—Moved to San Diego in 1957: “The first time I came [to 
San Diego] as a, quote, ‘diver’ was when I was taking the LA County Underwater 
Instructors class, which was in 1957…Part of it was a weekend checkout dive at 
Scripps, Scripps Canyon, Scripps Pier. It was a wonderful gathering, starting 
Friday night…My roommate and I went to the beach that day with Ron Church, 
and Vern Fleet, his roommate--in the water we met all these wonderful people—

                                                
37 Oral History: Ron McConnaughey, Recorded by Ashleigh Palinkas, 18 
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said, “You got to come to a party tonight at Lamar Boren’s house!”…and we met 
all these other people. Henry Henson, unusual waterman, and Andy 
Skieff…Well it was like, gosh, we’ve got to move down here! This is wonderful! 
Then, when we did, everything was intermeshed.  
 Ashleigh: Would you say that when you came down to San Diego there 
was more of an inviting diving community and that is what attracted you? 
 Barbara:  Okay. In LA I was really fortunate getting right in the Dive and 
Surf. And being able to teach classes with Roger Hesslet. Catalina every 
weekend. Loved kelp diving…But the difference was, that was getting on a boat 
and going to Catalina. I didn’t care for climbing down the cliffs at Palos Verdes. 
I didn’t know Laguna and other places that well. So to come to San Diego and 
be able to jump in the water--first time was at Boomer Beach, right around 
from the La Jolla Cove. And the next day it calmed down a bit and we snorkeled 
and everything was right there off the sand on the shore. God. And it still now—
the Cove is an aquarium because of the MPA. It was just like, gosh! Come down 
here, we can go diving anytime we want, blah blah blah. And it happened that 
we both got jobs in La Jolla and could come down at our lunch hour and jump 
in the water.”39 
 
 Convenient beach access and the contagious southern California 

lifestyle remains even today to be the main draw for what has since come 

to feel like mass migrations to San Diego. For divers, however, that is 

only the tip of the iceberg regarding what this coastal city has to offer. 

They come for what is beneath the surface. Stories illustrating the 

prolific sea life and the ocean’s bounty are common and interwoven 

among the memories of early San Diego sport divers, and even today the 

area remains a top destination for underwater recreation and 

observation.  

Frank Leinhaupel: “When we started diving here in the ‘50s, every 
time you looked under a reef you had a feeling that you were the first 
human being to see that spot. You were at the edge of civilization when 
you went someplace where obviously other people had not been—not 
trashed or anything like that.”40 
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40 Oral History: Frank Leinhaupel, Recorded by Ashleigh Palinkas, 26 February 
2014 
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Chuck Mitchell: “Oh, I think the outer edge of the La Jolla kelp is 
spectacular. The north branch of the canyon—I haven’t been there in 
decades and decades but it’s pretty spectacular. Those would be my two 
favorite spots...And you know, I’ve been all over the central Pacific, South 
America and everywhere, diving so many places. But I still don’t think 
you can beat the good ol’ Southern California kelp beds…The water is so 
clear. Yeah, like all of those pictures of the kelp with the sun shining 
through. It’s just really spectacular.”41 

 
Ron McConnaughey: “I love clear winter days. The water can be 

cold, but it if was really clear, I remember days—I don’t know that I can 
sort them out into one single day, but the beautiful clear water, sand 
channels with the sun sparkling off them and things like that. And fish 
swimming in the water column looked like they were suspended in air, 
and the algae waving back and forth really looked nice.”42 

 
Barbara Allen: Some of those dives [off Del Mar, San Diego] were 

the most beautiful, clear—we were in like 40 to 60 feet of water. And the 
fish, the little guys were just like part of the crowd. They got used to us 
after a while, it seemed. And I just loved it, I could sit on the bottom and 
get tired and look up and around and they’d come up and look in my 
mask.”43 

 
 The perspectives that early San Diego divers had regarding the 

underwater world around them beautifully illustrate the reason divers of 

all generations in every part of the world become engaged with life 

beneath the surface. Each diver is unique, motivated by a wide range of 

objectives that impel them to take the first plunge. Yet it is the 

appreciation for beauty that is uniquely shared among sport divers as 

inciting to go back for more, and to continue their explorations at depth.  

Jim Fallon: “When San Diego has 40+ ft. visibility or more, it is 
absolutely gorgeous. The kelp beds are gorgeous. I think they are my 
favorite area to go to and snorkel in. Just to dive through there, you see 
so many fish of all kinds. The calicos, the senoritas, there’s just—the 
opaleye—you see so much in the kelp forest. That’s—I feel that’s some of 
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my prettiest memories and I’d like to see it again. I don’t know. I’d just 
like to go and look and see. Now, the only place I dive is over in Hawaii 
where it’s warm.” 

 
In the early days of San Diego sport diving, the bounty of the sea 

was for many divers just as incentivizing a reason to return to depth as 

was the beauty of our coastlines. Anthropologic or oceanographic effects 

that may have impacted the numbers of once-abundant species 

populations described by San Diego’s earliest divers have remained 

highly contested and controversial among multiple stakeholder groups. 

Those questions are not the focus of this paper. In documenting the 

history of San Diego sport diving, the goal of this project is to collect 

memories from the experiences of those who pioneered underwater 

exploration locally in order to paint a picture of what these innovators of 

technology and observation experienced throughout their voyages at 

depth. 

 

Ecological Baselines 

 

 The early divers in San Diego were in many cases the first 

underwater naturalists in the country. Whenever today’s divers are 

privileged to relive the past through the memories of the early pioneers in 

San Diego waters, inevitably the question, “What did you see underwater 

back then?” arises. 
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Abalone & Lobster 

When asked to describe what ecological populations looked like under 

water in the years from 1940-1970, a San Diego sport diver’s answer 

almost always begins with stories of the typically abundant and 

consumptively valuable local invertebrates.  

Dick Long: The biggest abalone I [ever saw] was in San Diego. 
Ashleigh: Really? How big was the abalone? 
Dick: It was—well, I mean it was a red abalone about yea big around 
[>12in] and at that time they were as common as rocks…Yeah, we used 
to think about getting abalone by just going down in the ocean and it 
was like going to the store for a loaf of bread. I mean you expect bread to 
be at the store, right? Well, we expected abalone to be there. 
…You used to go out diving and there would be clouds of [lobster] 
following you wherever you went. Big ones!”44 
 

Chuck Mitchell: “Of course, abalone in the early days of diving 
were kind of a staple. Whenever we were going to have birthday parties or 
any kind of party, somebody’d go out and get some abalone. You could 
always do that. I remember many times at Point Loma, even the outer 
edge of La Jolla, but particularly Point Loma if you dove in the ‘50s on 
the outer edge of the kelp bed, which would be out like 75 feet, as you 
were 20 feet off the bottom…you could look down and see eight or ten 
abalone below you. See you could pick them out…And lobsters are kind 
of the same way. It used to be that you could get lobster just about any 
time you wanted. You were going to have friends over? No problem, go 
out and get some lobster.”45 

 
Jim Stewart: “Then [as initiation into the Bottom Scratchers] you 

had to get a lobster over ten pounds, which in those days was no big 
deal…”46 

 
Jim Fallon: “The [abalone] limit when I started was five. And it was 

never a challenge to do it. One time Chuck Nicklin and I were on the 
beach, just laying on the beach on a sunny afternoon and we decided to 
have a challenge to just go right out in the Cove right between it and 
Goldfish Point and stay inside that, closes to the beach, and see who 
could get their limit first in that shallow—you know, it wasn’t any deeper 
than eight feet, six feet probably. And they were there! You could do it! It 
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wasn’t easy, but it wasn’t difficult either. Now I doubt if you’d find an 
abalone in there. We used to get them and put them back down. We 
weren’t taking them, but it was just to see who could get five first…They 
were just prolific. I’d love to go out and look now, see if I could see any 
there.”47 

 
 

Yellowtail, Sheephead & White Seabass 
 
 Larger pelagic fish were highly valued for the thrill of encountering 

such large wild animals in the early days, and still remain to be for 

divers today. 

Chuck Mitchell: “And on one occasion [measuring kelp stipes with 
Wheeler North in late 1950’s], I was holding the tape measure and there 
was a big 30lb. sheephead out there and he was swimming back and 
forth and back and forth and I figured he was just waiting for something. 
And then he keeps rushing in, right into my face! And on occasion I am 
poking him, and I thought he was going to tear my throat out and then 
Wheeler started pulling on the tape and there was nothing I could do, I 
had to hold on. And that big guy rushed in and I must have been—there 
must’ve been a big brittle star or something right there [gestures]. You 
could hear his jaw snap shut right here!...I thought, ‘He tried to kill 
me!’”48 

 
Frank Leinhaupel: “Yellowtail were always cruising off Skylight 

Rock just off Boomer, off the point there. That’s where we got big 
yellowtail, schools of yellowtail were outside chasing the anchovies and 
stuff like that. We would go out with my boat, with the little Boston 
Whaler I had, and go out…to the Bird Rock kelp bed and back then there 
was actually a sort of passageway.  

We would watch bait and the bait would come down on the 
outside. And one thing that would happen is white seabass would make 
a pass from one kelp bed to the other and if you just watch that 
passageway, you would see a white going through. They seemed to travel 
through the kelp there moreso than here. I always thought that they 
followed the kelp down and not out in the ocean like the yellowtail. 
They’re not in clear water as much as the yellowtail. Or Bonita, or the 
occasional just, wave of bluefin [tuna] would go through. Bonito and 
yellowtail…and just thousands of barracuda. 

…When I ventured outside of the kelp bed off Boomer, there were 
fish everywhere. If you just splashed your fins, the bonito thought there 
was bait being attacked and would come in to see what was happening.  
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…Let me say that in those days, as soon as the wind came in, the 
north wind is all it took. Just a little bit offshore to push the surface 
water out, and that water that came up was ice cold, absolutely clear, 
full of nutrients. It would go out a mile or two and almost immediately it 
was totally alive with plankton. And within a few days it was just these 
streams of dead plankton and stuff sinking. It was start to get pearly, the 
water. We always thought that pearly water was ideal white seabass 
water…when the visibility was a little less. Yeah, but I’ve always sort of 
thought that that somewhat limited visibility, particularly that kind of 
pearly water, was white seabass water.”49 

 

Black Sea Bass 

 Another common exploit among early divers was the awe-inspiring 

experience of seeing a Giant Black Sea Bass in the wild. In response to 

the question, “What was the biggest fish you ever saw?” early San Diego 

divers share very similar caches. 

Jim Fallon: “Black sea bass. And probably 370, 380 pounds, in 
that range.”50 

 
Ron McConnaughey: “The biggest fish I’ve ever seen here in San 

Diego had to be a black sea bass and I saw several of those...My dad was 
a sport fisherman, a very good sport fisherman. And he caught one once. 
I think it weighed, I think it was three fives in a row, so 555 pounds. And 
I of course looked at that, marveled at it in every way shape or form and 
it just looked like a big bass to me.”51  

 
Dick Long: “The biggest fish I ever found here in San Diego was 

probably a 400 or 500 pound black sea bass. And to me, I will never get 
tired of diving with those things, they are just magnificent. Just 
incredible! And I feel bad that at one time I wanted to shoot one. Just as 
it was, I never shot a black sea bass…and I’m glad I didn’t.  

Ashleigh: Yes. Well, I have been seeing them a lot lately. I would 
say nothing larger than 300 pounds, but still they are really incredible, 
and to see them after hearing the story of how many of them have been 
lost, is very motivating.  
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Dick: Yes, in fact, one of the nice things, I remember a guy killed 
one [ten years ago]. And they arrested him and when it first got reported, 
I said, ‘Just let the divers take care of him. He will never do that again!”52 

  

  The early divers of San Diego were the first to contemplate, 

suggest, and implement strategies for conserving the same beauty and 

bounty that initially enraptured them with the sea. Before scientists were 

establishing carrying capacities in response to local San Diego 

anthropogenic effects, before San Diego policymakers were pushing 

management decisions regarding coastal resources, and before 

newcomers to San Diego’s world of diving had any inclination to 

moderate coastal use, local sport divers drew from their observational 

expertise and genuine treasuring of our ocean to incite interest in 

conservation endeavors.  

Dick Long: “But to be honest with you, I have done a lot of night 
diving and you know, I learned that the big fish were the ones that lay all 
of the eggs. And so I don’t catch either one [lobsters or abalone] anymore. 
I have a bunch of spear guns, but I haven’t used them in 25 years.”53 

 
Ashleigh Palinkas: “So the [La Jolla Ecological] reserve was 

implemented… 
Jim Fallon: That was good. 
Ashleigh: That was a good thing? You supported it? 
Jim: You see the decline in-- all along the caves there was always a 
beautiful area. It’s always been beautiful. You would see juvenile white 
seabass. You’d see a lot of juvenile fish in there. And it was always just a 
pretty area, and so when-- the idea of implementing it was a good idea. I 
don’t know if the whole idea of extending it up and down the [California] 
coast is a good one. But I think you’ve got to protect the species. But you 
also have to let people go out and enjoy and do what they do. They’ve cut 
the limits back…diving for abalone and everything has changed 
tremendously.”54  
 

                                                
52 Oral History: Dick Long, Recorded with Ashleigh Palinkas, 23 April 2014 
53 Oral History: Dick Long, Recorded with Ashleigh Palinkas, 23 April 2014 
54 Oral History: Jim Fallon, Recorded with Ashleigh Palinkas, 19 March 2014 



 31 

Jim Fallon: “Other than like I said when I used to stack stingrays 
and stuff, most of the time divers are very conscientious of the 
environment. If you shoot a fish you are shooting it to eat, not just to 
stack it up. Other than when they used to have diving competitions and 
that was more going out for  quantity. Although, the fish were given 
away to charities or whatever, to be used. It was really not—if you look 
back now, you’d say that was not something that you should do…And I 
guess that would be something I would change. But the idea of going out 
and getting a fish for food is not bad to me.”55 
 

Bill Howard: “Thinking about abalone…in the late 1960s the 
Bottom Scratcher Club, they had a guy here at Scripps, one of their 
members, and they had a lot of experience and they were, I don’t know, 
twenty years older than we were. I was an active member of the Diving 
Council, and they came [to a Diving Council meeting] and wanted us to 
work towards a moratorium on abalone, or make the rules tighter on 
abalone. Make some no-fishing zones for abalone. And I remember the 
diving council being younger people, myself included, just listened to 
them and thought, ‘Oh, these are just old men that can’t cut it anymore,’ 
and ‘They’re wanting us to give up our abalone,’ and so we didn’t pursue 
that at all. We listened to them but you know, basically voted not to 
follow up on it. Years later, it really did happen. But, my own experience 
going from a professional abalone diver to then stopping that and just 
doing my sport diving which I’d done before and after that, I’d finally 
gotten to where the abalone were hard to get and it wasn’t worth doing 
for the preparation of it…I’d stopped diving for abalone in La Jolla 
because it was getting too hard to find. And I’d dive off of Sunset Cliffs off 
of Adair Street…that used to be a place where there was always abalone 
but it got to the point where even there I couldn’t get any abalone! So 
when they finally put the moratorium on them, I felt that was a good 
idea.”56 

 
Paul Dayton: “You talk—and Jim Stewart used to talk too about 

the early efforts to make a reserve out there to protect the broomtail 
grouper. 

Frank Leinhaupel: Yeah and we were very much in favor of it. I 
never shot a broomtail grouper there. You go through this hero book 
here, you will not find a picture of a grouper with anybody.”57  

 
 Whether divers were getting in the water to fish, practice 

breathholding, or test new diving gear, San Diego’s earliest watermen 

were the most knowledgeable about how the human use was affecting 
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their underwater playground because they were the ones seeing it first-

hand. With the trained expertise of underwater naturalists, conservation 

was just one of the many contributions early sport divers made to the 

same ocean realm that had stoked their passion for adventure since that 

first moment they wore a mask and peered beneath the surface.  

 

The Golden Days 

 

As interest in the bounty and beauty of the sea grew, so did the 

interest in developing new technologies for equipment as well as new 

uses for divers’ underwater observations. These developments and 

increased attention influenced the various motives for utilizing the skill 

of sport diving as a tool for understanding and enjoying the underwater 

world. The largest impact that sport diving had on scientific research was 

the implementation of the Scientific Diving Program at the Scripps 

Institution of Oceanography (SIO) in 1953. Conrad Limbaugh, an early 

sport diver studying marine biology in Los Angeles, came to San Diego in 

1951 at the request of Roger Revelle, then Director of SIO, to develop a 

diving safety course concurrent with Navy Underwater Demolition Team 

(UDT) standards58. With the aid of graduate student Andreas Rechnitzer, 

Connie went on to train hundreds of divers including many who 

contributed their oral histories to this project. In the 1950’s and 1960’s, 
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scientific diving in San Diego was greatly intermeshed with the sport 

diving scene. Connie Limbaugh, Lamar Boren, Bill Batzloff, Jim Stewart, 

Earl Murray, and Carl Hubbs were all SIO scientific divers as well as 

active members of the Bottom Scratchers dive club. Of the Addict’s dive 

club, Frank Leinhaupel logged many scientific dives as a graduate 

student, including dives in the Devil’s Hole cave of Nevada where he 

collected Carl Hubbs’ famed blind pupfish and discovered a cavern since 

dubbed “Leinhaupel’s Pool”59, while Ron Church did underwater still 

photography for SIO60. Chuck Mitchell, with his beginnings as a 

spearfishermen, logged hundreds of dives collecting data for Wheeler 

North’s kelp forest monitoring project through SIO and contributed to 

many research projects over the duration of his still-prevalent career, 

and Ron McConnaughey drew upon his skills gained from freediving to 

succeed in live collections for SIO under Bob Kiwala. Multitudes of divers 

received formal SCUBA training under the SIO pier. 

The idea to use diving as a tool for scientific research in San Diego 

was sparked by the import of the Cousteau/Gagnan Aqua-Lung to the 

United States in 1949. The first publicly available self-contained 

underwater breathing apparatus enabled divers to remain underwater for 

greater lengths of time without the constraints previously experienced by 

hardhat divers, allowing for more reliable quantitative observations and 
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data collection beneath the surface. With the scientific world backing the 

art of descent, sport diving was launched into the public sphere, and 

greater numbers of ocean enthusiasts gained access to the depths that 

before was reserved for a small number of divers. 

Ashleigh Palinkas: So how long was it before you first used scuba? 
Ron McConnaughey: Well it was probably 1954 or something like 

that, give or take a year…It was an introductory course at the YMCA. 
They wanted to introduce scuba to people who were interested in it. So I 
got to put [an Aqua-Lung] on in the Plunge and go to the bottom of the 
Plunge and look at the grate where the water is sucked out and it was 
great. I loved it!”61 
 
In 1959, Wheeler North and Connie Limbaugh opened the Diving 

Locker in Pacific Beach to store dive gear used for SIO research and 

training. Reiterating the entwined connection between sport and 

scientific diving in the early days, the Diving Locker came to be the first 

dive shop in San Diego that provided the general public with access to 

recreational diving. However, the piloting days of the Diving Locker did 

not necessarily get off to a prolific start. 

Chuck Nicklin: “That was in, wow, that was in 1959…the group 
[Wheeler] had with Connie and Jimmy [Stewart] and Andy [Rechnitzer] 
and all these guys. There were eight of them. Scientific diving, they had a 
[contract] job…they had a little room in the back of an old building down 
on Cass St. where they kept all their stuff. Well then, all of the sudden 
they ran out of the contract and they had $5,000 left and they said they 
wanted to start a diving business because they were all working out of 
Scripps here. They said, ‘We will call it the Diving Locker’ which is what 
they called it at Scripps. So then they decided that none of them wanted 
to run it, but they needed someone to run it. Well I’d been diving with 
Connie and doing some stuff out here so I knew a lot of the guys. So, 
they proposed either me or Ron Church. Ron Church was really into 
photography before I was for sure. And we were both up to run that 
thing. And they finally decided I would run it…and we took the front part 
of that store at 4825 Cass Street and made it into a diving business. And 
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we planned we would open the door of the diving business on the 15th of 
June, 1959. On the 14th of June 1959, they had the only real shark 
attack in the history of San Diego and that was in La Jolla Cove on the 
14th, the day before the opening of the Diving Locker! We might’ve sold a 
snorkel in the next month or two but not much else because the first 
shark attack in San Diego’s history was in La Jolla Cove that Monday.”62 
 
Many early divers including Chuck Mitchell and Frank Leinhaupel 

remember the death of Robert Pamperin, said to have been lost to a great 

white shark attack in the Cove. Yet if shark scares or other frighteningly 

close calls kept San Diego’s diving pioneers from exploring the depths, 

knowledge of our local underwater environment would be nowhere near 

what it is today. 

Chuck Mitchell: “I was diving behind [Jim] Stewart and Earl 
[Murray] and we were swimming along, 60 feet. It was nine or ten o’clock 
at night, and I had my light in front of me like this [gestures], and 
something swirls past me, past my shoulder. Big swirls. And snags my 
light right out of my hand, okay? 

Ashleigh: Oh, shit. 
[Laughter] 

Chuck: And I never see it. It was gone in an instant, just—BOOM! 
Ashleigh: Oh my gosh, that’s so scary. It gives me chills just 

sitting here! 
Chuck: It might not have been “life threatening” but it definitely 

scared the crap out of me! And almost instantly I’m up between these 
two guys, you know, they’ve got lights and I don’t. And I didn’t know 
what came by, but it got me. To this day I would like to think it’s 
probably a sea lion or something, but I had no idea. But I didn’t go on 
any night dives for probably maybe two years!...Other than that, there 
were so few, few and far between.”63 

 
 Collections of oral histories for this project always included a 

discussion of any times these early divers felt scared or threatened 

underwater. The resulting stories are both thrilling and humbling, and 

                                                
62 Oral History: Chuck Nicklin, Recorded with Paul Dayton, Ashleigh Palinkas 
and Theresa Sincrope-Talley, 29 January 2013 
63 Oral History: Chuck Mitchell, Recorded with Paul Dayton and Ashleigh 
Palinkas, 06 May 2014 
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therefore reaffirm the value of archiving them for the public. They will be 

discussed in further detail within the venues through which these 

histories will be made accessible to the public. However, these unnerving 

encounters never hindered the progression of San Diego’s underwater 

explorers. In fact, the development of technology for underwater 

photography often motivated divers to seek such thrill. 

Paul Dayton: “You know there’s a story of Jimmy’s [Stewart] shark 
bite out in the islands. And Ron Church was there. Did you hear any 
gossip on that? 

Chuck Nicklin: No, just that I think the deal was…that they were 
making pictures. And they were trying to put Jimmy in the picture with a 
grey reef shark. The grey reef shark got backed into the corner and came 
back and bit Jimmy on the way out. And Ron was taking the pictures 
and Jimmy was—it was nobody’s fault. I don’t think we knew, when the 
grey reef went like this [gestures] you just had to be careful. 

Paul: But he was not trying to hold it’s tail. 
Chuck: No. 
Paul: Jimmy is too smart for that. 
Chuck: He was just trying to—yeah, some of that stuff gets blown 

out of proportion. 
Paul: You hear that.”64 
 

 Underwater photography became a major draw for divers to seek 

experiences beneath the surface because it offered a means to share 

those experiences with others. Jack Prodanovich developed underwater 

housings for both still and movie cameras,65 and fellow Bottom 

Scratchers Lamar Boren and Connie Limbaugh were largely influential 

not only toward the innovation of housing technology but also 

photographic technique. Addicts member Ron Church is also recognized 

as a groundbreaking underwater photographer, and early San Diego 
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divers remember him as being generous with his talent and drive. Again, 

the curiosity and sense of wonder that initially drew divers to the depths 

over time contributed to skills influential in the evolution of sport diving.  

“It was during [his] early years of spearfishing that Church became very 
observant of undersea life and was able to stalk fish, which greatly helped him 
later in his breathtaking underwater photography…Ron believed that 
underwater photography is vitally important as a graphic means of presenting 
the sea’s ecological state and as the most fascinating experience a diver can 
enjoy. This to him was the essence and importance of underwater 
photography.”66 
 

The increasingly popular shift toward diving with the goal of 

shooting pictures rather than the goal of shooting fish was a major 

turning point in the history of San Diego sport diving and recreational 

diving across the globe. Not only did it give divers an opportunity to 

engage with the underwater realm without consumptively effecting it, but 

over time served to reign in the interest and support of non-divers in 

ocean conservation and responsible marine stewardship.  

Jim Fallon: “…and then when we started diving with Aqua Lungs 
we’d go off the [La Jolla] Shores out to the canyon edge and that wasn’t 
spearfishing. Now you’re talking about looking and that was photography 
and stuff and it was just going out and looking primarily. It was not 
shooting. We were shooting pictures and that’s it.”67 

 
Chuck Nicklin: “And I always tell the story…I’d be in one of these 

[spearfishing] competitions and win a little gold, a little brass trophy 
about this big [gestures] and I’d go out there and dive for four hours to 
win the trophy and then I’d go out and shoot pictures and I found out if I 
shot pictures and I shot film, they’d pay me a lot of money and send me 
around the world and that was a lot better! So all of a sudden I became 
an environmentalist because—well, because I was not shooting fish 
anymore, I might as well be an environmentalist”.68 

 
                                                
66 Edward C. Cargile, Pioneers in Diving, 2002 
67 Oral History: Jim Fallon, Recorded by Ashleigh Palinkas, 19 March 2014 
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This among many other benefits resulted from the growing 

availability of scuba technology to the public. Sport diving also 

contributed to military diving expertise. The US Navy-developed UDT 

standards were adapted for scientific diving training using the expertise 

of pioneers right here in San Diego. Safety and training protocol 

developed at SIO and the American Academy of Underwater Sciences 

serves as a foundation for diving safety guidelines still in effect even 

today. Research and technology development endeavors such as Navy 

Seal protocol and decompression tables remain relevant in the present, 

and were contributed to by several San Diego sport divers. One major 

standout is the creation of SEALAB, a series of experimental underwater 

habitats developed by the US Navy with the aim of testing human 

viability under pressure of saturation resulting from remaining at great 

depth for extensive periods of time69. This significant interest in 

remaining at depth over time required a means for staying warm over the 

duration of experiments. Along with other separate undertakings striving 

to increase bottom-time in cold temperatures, a boom in dive suit 

technology occurred. To this, early San Diego diver Dick Long made 

substantial contributions.  

Dick Long: “So anyway, when saturation diving came in, it became 
mandatory to have a hot water suit. You couldn’t do it any other way. And when 
the Arab oil embargo came in, they had to develop oil in the North Sea and so 
then it became “kitty by the door”. I mean, everywhere I went [the US and 
British Navy] would pick me up in a car or put me up in a hotel. The would feed 
me and look after me like I was a golden child! 
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Ashleigh: Was there—there was nobody else making hot water suits? 
Dick: No. Even the people buying them didn’t understand them. They 

just knew that when they did what I told them, it worked.”70  
 
All of these factors are responsible for the current understanding 

we air-breathing bipeds have of our blue planet at depth. Although it is 

impossible to exemplify every contribution of our pioneering San Diego 

diving predecessors within the limited scope of a Capstone research 

project, it is nonetheless crucial that they be documented. They will 

remain the driving force behind continuation of this project as it moves 

forward into the future. 
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The Present Day 

 

Every single person that has contributed to this project, whether 

alive or passed, deserves magnitudes of astonishing gratitude. Now in 

2014, hundreds of sport divers propel beneath the surface driven by 

many different motives every single day. They’ve been introduced to the 

world of diving through manifold avenues and intentions. Yet the 

immensity of their passion for adventure, engrossing curiosity about sea 

life, tenacity of human’s physical capacities, and enthrall with our ocean 

realm remains at the heart of every sport diver when they plunge into the 

depth, both past and present. Divers today have advantages facilitating 

their underwater exploits that are often taken for granted outside the 

context of sport diving’s history. Stories of champions who pioneered that 

history should not simply be the focus of this MAS Capstone research 

project; they should be collected and held in the hearts of divers all over 

the world upon their every return to the sea. In archiving these stories, 

the perspectives and innovations of early San Diego sport divers will live 

on to guide those who follow them. 

Dick Long: “I think San Diego should be the diving capitol of the 
world. We are not, but we should be because we have better water days 
even over Florida. Florida has some clear water, but they also have times 
when nobody dives because of the weather. It just beats them up. Harder 
to dive in a hurricane. 

Ashleigh: Right, I think San Diego is the best place to dive. At least 
that I’ve ever been. 

Dick: We will not run out of things to see in my lifetime.”71 
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Conclusion 
 

 
 

Interactions with the master San Diego sport divers who 

participated in this project provide an avenue for bringing their stories 

out of the past and into the present. The act of commemorating the 

legacy of these skilled watermen is intended to invoke the public to think 

about what kind of legacy it is they wish to leave for future divers in 

these local waters, and anywhere else in the world. The magnificent 

diving to be experienced here in San Diego was a gift bestowed to us by 

those who were first to explore it recreationally and therefore strive to 

protect it. Through responsible diving practice and passionate ocean 

advocacy, San Diegans today are able to give that same gift to those who 

will dive here long after we make our final ascent. We may be in the same 

location today that our early sport divers knew and loved, but it is far 

from being the same place. The ecological environment now is much 

different from what it was then. However, the opportunity to develop a 

relationship between sustainable resource management, scientific 

research, and recreational use is just as important as it was in the early 

days. Just as Japanese dive masks served as prototypes for the first 

sport goggles to peer beneath the surface of San Diego, these oral 

histories serve as prototypes for those who wish to pursue that 

partnership among stakeholder groups, because the health of San 

Diego’s waters is a common goal shared by us all. 
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Appendix I: Figures 1-13 
 

 
 
Figure 1: San Diego Bottom Scratchers  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Jack Prodanovich 
Designed & Hand-Crafted 

Mask & Goggles 
YEAR 



 43 

Figure 2: Jack Prodanovich Hand-Crafted Underwater Camera Housing  
 

 
 
Figure 3: San Diego Bottom Scratchers With Hand-Modified 
Paddleboards 
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Figure 4: San Diego Bottom Scracthers Spear Guns 
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Figure 5: National Geographic Magazine, Vol. XCV Number 5. May, 1949. 
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Figure 6: Jack Prodanovich Spear Points 
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Figure 7: Frank Leinhaupel’s Collection: Antique Original Addict’s Guns 
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Figure 8: Early SIO Documents 
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Figure 10: First San Diegan Hand-Crafted Underwater Movie Camera 
Case – S.D.B.S.C ~1950’s 
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Figure 11: SeaLab Reunion Roster 
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