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A  C O N V E R S A T I O N  W I T H …

Terry Rioux has lived the life aquatic. He took a scuba diving 
course in college in 1967 and has been diving ever since. He’s 

lost track of how many dives he did when he was in the Navy, but 
since 1980, when he became diving safety officer at Woods Hole 
Oceanographic Institution, he has logged (meticulously) 2,579 dives 
and 67,938 minutes under water.

Rioux inherited the job from WHOI’s first dive officer, Dave 
Owen, who began the WHOI dive program in 1953. Since then, 
some 500 scientists, graduate students, engineers, and technicians 
have been trained—or tested and certified, if previously trained 
elsewhere—to dive to conduct their research. Rioux’s responsibili-
ties included reviewing and enforcing diving safety regulations, 
training and certifying divers, approving dive plans and equipment 
for scientific projects, and maintaining diving equipment.

On April 1, Rioux and his wife ,Maggie, a longtime librarian at 
WHOI, whom he met at a scuba instructor training course in 1980, 
both retired.

“Terry has trained and influenced an entire generation of 
WHOI divers,” said David Fisichella, manager of WHOI’s Ship-
board Scientific Services Group, which encompasses the diving 
program. “In his 30 years of service he set a standard of safety that 
will be the benchmark for all future DSOs (diving safety officers) 
here at the institution.”

Where did you grow up?
I’m a local guy. I was born in New Bedford, Massachusetts, 

raised across the Acushnet River in Fairhaven, which as the sea gull 
f lies is only about 14 miles across Buzzards Bay from here.

My father was a commercial fisherman for 35 years. He’d go on 
10-day trips out to Georges Bank or the Grand Banks, and then be 

home for four days, and then out again. It was a really tough life, 
and every time there was a nor’easter or a hurricane, my mother 
would worry.

Did you ever go out fishing with your father?
I thought about it for a little while, but my mother was absolutely 

adamant that I not go into that line of work. Fishing is a very diffi-
cult life and one of the most hazardous occupations in the country.

Your chosen profession isn’t exactly without risk.
Let’s face it, diving is an adventure sport. It’s an environment for 

which we are not adapted. We use technology to visit this realm. 
You never, ever reduce the risk to zero. So there’s a need for people 
to be trained to go into that environment and do work. We have 
fairly stringent rules so that people can come back and do it again 
another day. The scientific diving community has had an admirable 
safety record.

How did you get started as a scuba diver?
I belong to the generation that saw the original films of Jacques 

Cousteau and also [the television series] Sea Hunt with Mike Nel-
son every week doing all his heroic things.

I was a biology major at Southeastern Massachusetts Technolog-
ical Institute [now the University of Massachusetts, Dartmouth]. I 
saw an advert for a scuba course at the old YMCA in New Bedford 
and thought, “That’d be kind of fun.”

Then when I graduated from college, I got this letter from Uncle 
Sam that started off, “Greetings.” So I said, “Hmm, well, I don’t 
want to get drafted and end up in Vietnam. I think I’ll just join the 
Navy.” The opportunity came to go to diving school, and I took it. 
About a year later, there I was, heading off for Cam Ranh Bay, as a 
marine mammal handler.

What did you do in Vietnam?
I was part of the military detachment testing out a new system 

using porpoises to defend supply ships from enemy swimmers who 
would come in and lay mines on the ships. Our job was to utilize 
the trainability, intelligence, and extraordinary sonar capabilities of 
the porpoises to detect and nullify the swimmers.

How did that work?
It was a secret program, but they recently declassified it. They 

would put a special device on the porpoises’ rostrums with a spring-
loaded little harpoon. The animal was trained to come and bump 
you, and the harpoon would come out and lodge in the enemy com-
batant with long wire and a strobe light, and then we’d go out and 
neutralize them. The system was never actually put to a real test.

Of course, we had to test the system. So us low-rated folks would 
be woken up in the middle of the night, and they would take us way 
the heck on the other side of this tropical lagoon and have us try to 
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As diving safety officer at WHOI, Terry Rioux trained both new and 
experienced divers for scientific scuba diving and WHOI certification. 
Here, Rioux (right) conducts a class in a local pool.
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In the 1970s Terry Rioux 
trained to be a Navy 

hard-hat diver, 
which required a 

sealed copper 
helmet, lead 
boots, and other 
heavy gear. 
“The whole rig 

weighed 
about 190 
pounds 
on the 
surface,” 

he said.
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sneak up on the porpoises. Of course, they didn’t have the real ap-
paratus when they bumped us. [Laughs.]

Then I got transferred to the USS Coucal. She was built to rescue 
and salvage submarines, should they become sunk. I was a hard-hat 
diver—the old copper “Mark V” diving helmets. A full generation 
hasn’t seen that equipment.

I’ve seen pictures of that old diving gear. What was it like?
You had to be fairly strong, because it was heavy, and it was not 

like the modern dry suits. The rig itself weighed about 190 pounds 
on the surface, when you include the lead-soled, leather shoes and 
the heavy-duty canvas-rubber diving dress, as they called it, the 
brass breastplate, the heavy-duty helmet, and the heavy weights. 
You needed all that weight, because you’re in kind of a human-
shaped bag filled with air. The helmet was actually a big bubble. 
You’d have continuous f low of air coming through the helmet. It 
was very noisy, and it would damage your ears after a while. You 
had to shout all the time to be heard.

Why do WHOI scientists need to dive, when they have sophisticat-
ed vehicles and subs for oceanographic research?

People really need to make firsthand observations. It’s really 
hard to chase, say, a fish around with an ROV [remotely operat-
ed vehicle]. In the past, you’d take nets and dredge them through 
the ocean and come up with whatever comes up on deck, but if 
you’re dealing with gelatinous zooplankton, you come up with goo. 
Whereas, when you actually are down there with these animals, you 
can see that they have some pretty complex behaviors. You can ac-
tually see them completely spread out, doing natural things.

Nowadays, most of our divers are engineers. They develop gad-
gets and test them right here at the dock to make sure they work 
before they take them out at sea. And divers rapidly and fairly in-
expensively maintain instruments that are put in the water. I don’t 
know how you’d be able to do some of these jobs without diving.

What is the safety record of the WHOI dive program?
We’ve had people get decompression sickness, but when you look 

at what actually happened, they have all been what they call “un-
deserved bends,” which means the divers were well within the lim-

its of safe diving. It’s just that, you know, humans are fairly fragile 
beings, and we’re going into an alien environment, and sometimes 
things happen, but it wasn’t because we did anything wrong.

What has been the biggest challenge of your job?
We have rules to try to rein in the enthusiasm, shall we say, of 

scientific divers. Sometimes, guys and gals chafe at the rules. It’s 
a juggling match between enabling your clientele and trying to be 
f lexible to let them do their jobs, but also trying to enforce rules to 
prevent injuries. All these dive rules were written in blood, when 
you think of it.

There is a small but still significant risk every time you get in the 
water. You have to realize and accept that or else you don’t get in the 
water. And if you’re in the business for long enough and do enough 
dives, then sometimes your number can come up.

I tell my divers there’s three times during their diving careers 
when they’re most at risk. The first is when they’re novices, and 
they’re still getting used to the environment physically and psycho-
logically. The second is when they’ve been an active diver, but they 
haven’t done it in a long time. They might remember themselves as 
good divers, but they’re pretty rusty, so they have to come back and 
refresh their skills. Then there’s the third: Some of my divers who 
are really very experienced—they’ve done it a long time—some-
times you can get complacent, and you have to guard against that. 
Sometimes really experienced divers get into trouble. Now that I’ve 
actually had my own injury, I know firsthand what it feels like, and 
I would like not to have anyone else have to go through that.

Tell us about how you got “bent”?
It was on a dive that I have done probably a thousand times in 

the past. I was in my office, having my coffee, and one of my divers 
came in and needed to do a few more dives, and, of course, at the 
time, any time anyone wanted to do a dive, I was right there, just 
loved to dive. So we popped in the water off the dock and just kind 
of swam around. The water temperature was 53°F, a little chilly, but 
nothing that I hadn’t done. And the profile was well within the ta-
bles. We even did a nice slow ascent. I usually like to stop at 15 feet 
for three to five minutes, just as a safety factor, but it was chilly, and 
I only stopped for like 30 seconds to a minute, came up and devel-
oped symptoms in the shower. My legs didn’t work. So something 
happened on that dive—what, I don’t know. A bubble [formed], and 
it just happened to come out in my spinal cord. Having oxygen here, 
I was able to control it a little bit, and we went to the [recompres-
sion] chamber. But still it took a long while to come back. I was in 
the hospital for about a week.

  
Do you have to train divers for different kinds of conditions?

Our divers go pretty much anywhere in the world, from the Red 
Sea to Antarctica. We can do the training for all those right here in 
Woods Hole. 

We can train for low visibility. The best visibility I’ve ever seen 
off the WHOI pier is about 30 feet. This past year we’ve had a lot 
of storms, and the visibility has been 2 to 3 feet, so it really trains 
the divers to be aware of where they are and what they’re doing and 
be able to come back to their exit point.

A Navy diver during the Vietnam War, Rioux worked in a program 
training dolphins to find enemy swimmers approaching docked ships.
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We also have a lot of current under the pier. We have an awful 
lot of boat activity. There’s fishing lines and all sorts of things in the 
water. So our divers are trained to be able to maneuver [amid obsta-
cles]. They start their diving careers forced into dive safety.

We can do deep-water training. Right at the end of the WHOI 
pier, the water is 70 feet deep. It’s one of the very few areas in Cape 
Cod where you can actually get into deep water from the shore.

And we can do cold-water training. In certain years, winter tem-
peratures off Woods Hole can approach temperatures off Antarctica.

You have also dived with disabled people.
We have had in the past a group called the Moray Wheels dive 

with us. It was formed for and by folks with various physical chal-
lenges. They’ve dived here at the pier, and we’ve actually gone with 
them to various Caribbean areas. We’ve dived with folks who were 
quadriplegics, paraplegics, amputees. They’re always buddied with 
an able-bodied buddy, and they do very well under water.

What are some amazing animals you’ve seen on dives?
Oh, I’ve seen sea snakes. I’ve seen lots of sharks. I’ve pretty much 

touched or encountered just about anything you can think about. 
Put my hand on a crown-of-thorns starfish, snorkeled into a little 
cavern where the walls were lined with turkey fish—you know, 
those fish with the big filamentous rays that are all poisonous.

Is there anything you wish you’d seen that you never did?
Nowadays, I’m very jealous of my students. You know, I spend 

all this time and effort in the pool and in open water with them, 
and then a few months later, they go to the Red Sea and don’t take 

me. [Laughs.] Highly jealous of that. Kelton McMahon and Leah 
Houghton found their way into a project tagging whale sharks. I’ve 
never even seen a whale shark.

Do you have other hobbies besides diving?
When I was on the Coucal in 1971 in Sasebo, Japan, I saw this 

book in English about paper folding, and I thought, “Yeah, it’s going 
to take us two weeks to get back across the Pacific.” After I had gone 
through the book and done the mod-
els, only one really stuck in my mind, 
a traditional frog. My long-suffering 
wife finally said, “Would you learn 
something else?” So there’s a group 
called Origami USA, headquartered 
at the Museum of Natural History in 
New York City, and they have con-
ventions. We decided to go, and I 
started to acquire books and things.

It’s a fun little hobby. My mom 
was an artistic person. She did ce-
ramics, silver working, stained-glass work, and quite a few other 
crafts. I got into crafts because of her.

It’s a lot of fun when you go out to restaurants, because you can 
make origami out of dollar bills. Let me show you an example. 
[Looks through his wallet.] I usually have a couple. Ah, here we go. 
This is a very popular one, a little teddy bear. We leave these [with 
wait staff], and we tell ’em if they keep it in their wallet and don’t 
spend it, they’ll always have money.

—Interviews by Frank Taylor and Kate Madin  
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Terry Rioux’s office overflowed with material collected over his 30 years as WHOI’s diving safety officer, including records of every logged 
scientific dive made by a WHOI diver and examples of his hobby, origami (below).


