Coral Gables Gazette

Connie Crowther Editorial Page Column

Thursday, October 4, 2007
Giving back can reap remarkable rewards

Remember, if you ever need a helping hand, you'll find one at the end of your arm. As you grow older, you will discover that you have two hands. One for helping yourself, the other for helping others. – Audrey Hepburn

These days, nearly everyone gives back to his or her community in one way or another: Joining a service club or church and participating in its community projects; working with a group that appeals to your interests or profession; getting involved in an issue and trying to make a difference.

This month, I have had a remarkable opportunity to spend significant time on a project that has brought rewards so great I am still reeling from the experience.

Through Diveheart, a national nonprofit organization, I have not only trained to serve as a dive buddy to people with limited abilities who want to learn to scuba dive, but also had the opportunity to plan and oversee an event during which five local kids with disabilities had an energizing and confidence-building chance to scuba dive in Coral Gables’ historic Venetian Pool.

Diving? For disabled people? Sure, I hear you say. No way. Way, indeed. You should have seen these youths – a quadriplegic, three paraplegics and a youth with Down syndrome – zooming around beneath the shallow waters of the Venetian Pool on Sunday, September 16 – with the gentle guidance of trained Diveheart buddies and instructors. 

A year ago, Natasha Bravo, who grew up in Coral Gables, contacted our dive club, Active Divers Association, seeking help to give several kids she now works with as a therapist the chance to try scuba diving. The Creative Children Therapy employee understands the therapeutic benefits – both physically and psychologically – of scuba diving for kids with limited abilities.

Her honest plea still resonates in my head. The project that grew from this young woman’s ambitious idea has forever changed many lives – including mine.

Natasha, a whirlwind with a packed calendar of work, kept pecking at us, urging us to move another step closer to getting her kids into the water. 

We knew that we needed special training before we could help her kids. She referred us to Diveheart and Jim Elliott in Chicago, internationally respected scuba instructors to people with disabilities. The nonprofit has as its mission to teach people with limited abilities – kids and adults, victims of accidents and illnesses, war veterans, vision-impaired and anyone with a physical challenge – to scuba dive. Diving, while usually regarded as an extreme sport, can be therapeutic when practiced in shallow waters in calm, controlled situations. 

Elliot wants to hear every one of his students say, “Wow! If I can scuba dive, then what else can I do?” 

Last summer, Elliott invited ADA members to visit Key Largo and dive with a class of disabled kids from Chicago. I watched Deon, with hip dysphasia, Mallory, a quadriplegic, and others morph from shy students to confident, certified scuba divers watching nurse sharks in the ocean off Key Largo in just two days. I had a new experience on these dives: Smiling so widely that it was difficult to hold my regulator in my mouth. 
Spending time with the Chicago kids gave us a much stronger buy-in to their success and euphoria. Today, these youths are trained and certified to go diving, with people like me as their buddies. 

This experience convinced me to get certification as a buddy with the Handicapped Scuba Association, through Diveheart. As chair of the ADA disabled divers project, I knew that if I didn’t step to the plate and organize the course, it would not happen – at least not at the warp speed I anticipated.

The effort was monumental. We needed money, instructors, classrooms, students, pools, boats, equipment, promotions, flyers, food, movie screens, tanks and dive gear.

The Active Divers Association asked members to donate funds to Diveheart; they donated more than $1,500 to support the project. Local dive shops enthusiastically supported us. Divers Den in Kendall donated tanks for our pool training and dive gear for Natasha’s kids from Creative Children Therapy in Kendall, who joined us at the Venetian Pool for the Discover Diving course. Austin’s Diving Center in Pinecrest donated masks, fins, snorkels and booties for each of the participating kids. The City of Coral Gables provided use of a youth center classroom and the Venetian Pool. This support and encouragement were critical to our success.

We buddy and instructor students had a grueling week of 15 hours of classroom discussions, 16 hours in the water and a long written test at the end. We had to do underwater safety skills as a quadriplegic, a paraplegic and a blind diver and as a buddy to each. We bound our legs to feign immobility. We blacked out our masks and learned hand signals to experience the challenges of a blind diver. It was as much about sensitivity as it was about diving. The lessons we learned humbled us. 

Our greatest experience, though, was with the five kids at the Venetian Pool – all timid at first, then more confident as they learned the necessary safety skills. Within an hour, young divers and their buddies were skimming along the bottom of the pool as their parents swam with them or stood onshore with tears streaming. As we emerged after a 20-minute dive and careful exits or lifts from the pool, parents embraced each child. One boy’s father nearly knocked me over, hugging me and sobbing his thanks. 

It doesn’t get any better than that. Now I fully understand why I have two hands – one to help myself, another to help someone else.
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