DIVE-IN ENTERTAINMENT
STATE MARINE PARKS OFFER UNDERWATER PERSPECTIVE ON WONDERS OF NATURE 
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Deep, cold, wet -- these are not your ordinary state parks. And the only way to enjoy this world down under is rubber-clad. 

About 35 years ago, California's Department of Parks and Recreation established a marine parks program to preserve some of the state's bestnatural underwater playgrounds. Today, the system consists of 18 parks around the state, and more are in the planning stages. 


The amenities of the parks vary, but most have restrooms. Some have camping, showers and visitors centers. And some even have concessions, such as kayak rentals. Most require modest day-use fees of less than $10. 

In selecting a park to visit, divers should consider one important question: Is the park a marine reserve? If you're interested in getting dinner, you don't want to visit a marine reserve, which prohibits fishing and collecting and provides for the protection of all marine life. It also may have more restrictions on access and the use of kayaks and boats. 

Here is a look at four underwater parks in Monterey/Carmel, Mendocino and Lake Tahoe. All are excellent venues for a weekend underwater adventure, and all have trails and sightseeing to keep landlubber companions busy. 


Point Lobos State Reserve, Carmel 

Many years ago, whalers hunted from Point Lobos. Sea lions, seals and otters still do. But scuba divers are limited to sightseeing -- Point Lobos is a marine reserve. 

The park is three miles south of Carmel on Highway 1. It features hiking trails, an old whaler's cabin and a small-boat launch ramp at Whaler's Cove. Underwater are 70-foot kelp forests rich in marine life. Lingcod, cabezone (an eye-catching spiny scorpion fish) and rockfish inhabit the area. Other seasonal visitors include leopard sharks and the occasional mola mola or sunfish. On a good day, the underwater visibility here can be stunning. 

Diving is permitted in Whaler's Cove and Bluefish Cove, but the park limits the number of divers to 15 buddy teams per day. Reservations are suggested for weekdays and required for weekends and holidays. It costs $7 per team per day, and you can make two reservations at a time. They can be made via the park's Web site at http://pointlobos.org or by calling (831) 624-8413. Book early; the fall diving season is popular. 

This park is beautiful but bureaucratic. Visit the Web site to review the long list of rules and regulations before making plans for a Point Lobos dive. 


Van Damme State Park, Mendocino 

Calm, flat water, easy access and tasty abalone. These are the reasons divers love Van Damme State Park. Three miles south of the town of Mendocino on Highway 1, the park features inland hiking trails, along with a beach that includes a large parking lot, restrooms and a cold, fresh-water shower. Diving instructor and guide Charlie Lorenz says Van Damme is great place for new ab divers (you must free dive for abs) or scuba divers to play. 

''It's a very protected area -- even on a rough day it can be calm in there,'' he says. 

Lorenz works out of Sub-Surface Progression dive shop in Fort Bragg. He'll take ab divers on a guided tour for $45 for two hours (minimum of two people). ''Abs grow like crazy there,'' Lorenz says. 

Van Damme also is a good place to go kayaking, recommends David Martin, owner of Noyo-Pacific Outfitters in Fort Bragg. The shop rents kayaks for $15 for two hours or $35 for 24 hours. Martin says that with a kayak, divers can get out in deeper water and look for that dinner-plate-size ab. 

Another insider scoop on Van Damme? Dive it at a higher tide, Lorenz says. Although some folks try to go diving on a low tide to enable shorter swims to the kelp beds, that's counterproductive at Van Damme. At a higher tide, its dense kelp beds are standing up more and thus easier to navigate. 

And fall is the time to go -- autumn brings clear water, Martin says. But of course this is California -- the water averages 52 to 58 degrees in autumn. 

Fall abalone season runs August through November; the spring season is April through June. The limit is three abalone per free-diver per day, no more than 24 for the year. The rules are strictly enforced, and fines are high. 

An abalone diver needs the following gear: a valid fishing license ($30.70 for residents for the year; a two-day license is $11.05, obtainable from the California Fish and Game Department or agents of the department) abalone stamp and punch report card (additional license, $12.60 for the year), a legal ab iron, a legal ab gauge (abs must be at least 7 inches across), a float to hold your bounty and a complete knowledge of the rules and limits. Both Sub-SurfaceProgressions and Noyo-Pacific Outfitters in Fort Bragg will rent you all the ab gear for $20 to $25 a day. 

If you just want to view the marine life, via a scuba dive, Sub-Surface rents tanks or a full scuba set-up. Also Lorenz will take two or more scuba divers on a guided, one-tank dive for $45 each. 


Emerald Bay State Park, Lake Tahoe 

Even if you regularly visit Lake Tahoe, you probably have not explored under that emerald green water. There's a lot to see. 

Lurking below are barges from Tahoe's turn-of-the-century past. The park is 22 miles south of Tahoe City on Highway 89. 

Access, however, is a bit of a problem. Because of limited parking far away from the water, it takes a boat to dive at Emerald Bay (boat camping is available). And be sure to have a diver-down flag on board and hoist it before entering the water. The boat traffic in Emerald Bay is brisk (on the Nevada side of the lake, diver-down flags are required by law). 

Once you reach the bay, the wreck is a shallow dive, in less than 35 feet of water. Marked by a white buoy, the barge dive site is easy to find, and one of the barges is well preserved. It even has a monument marker on it, telling about how the barges were used for transporting goods, says dive master Chris Wessel. 

Water temperatures vary considerably in Tahoe, depending on the season and the depth. In diving season (summer and fall), surface temperatures (down to 15 feet) can reach the mid-60s. But down below is another story. Drop to 40 or 50 feet and you're into the mid-50s and sometimes colder. 


D.L. Bliss State Park,
Lake Tahoe 

Dropping into Tahoe's deep, deep blue is the attraction here. Rubicon point, the dive site, is a sheer wall dive, dropping off hundreds of feet. At 1,645 feet at its deepest point, Lake Tahoe is the third deepest lake in North America. 

The park is 17 miles south of Tahoe City on Highway 89. D.L. Bliss park includes hiking trails and a nice campground, which is busy in the summer and more enjoyable in the fall. The dive site is reachable from shore but requires a bit of kick, says Travis Poechmann, a diver and employee of the Tropical Penguin dive shop in Reno. Accessing the dive site from a boat makes it more enjoyable. 

Because of the depth and sheer drop off, Rubicon Wall is not a beginner dive. Divers need to be experienced, with good buoyancy control and knowledge of altitude diving limitations. The Tropical Penguin offers a high-altitude diving class for $110, and guided dives can be arranged through the store. 

Marine life on the Rubicon dive is a bit limited -- lake trout and crawdads -- yet Poechmann says it's still one of Tahoe's most spectacular dives because of the wall's dramatic drop. Diver down! 
Infobox: POINT LOBOS STATE RESERVE 

Park information: (831) 624-4909;
(831) 624-8413 for dive reservations; http://pointlobos.org. 

Local dive shops: Aquarius, Monterey,
(831) 375-1933; Bamboo Reef, Monterey,
(831) 372-1685 

Recorded dive conditions line for Monterey/Carmel: (831) 657-1020 (run by Aquarius dive shop)


IF YOU GO
For information on all 18 of the California underwater parks, check http://cal-parks.ca.gov. For information on shore diving in California, Oregon and Washington Hawaii, Canada and the Caribbean, see www.shorediving.com. Some information on three parks detailed on this page: 

VAN DAMME STATE PARK, (707) 937-5804; (707) 937-4296, ranger office at Russian Gulch; www.mcn.org/1/mendoparks/ vandam.htm. 

California Fish and Game Web Site for fishing regulations: www.dfg.ca.gov/fgcomm/ fishregs.html 

Kayak and dive shops: Noyo-Pacific Outfitters, Fort Bragg (707) 961-0559. No scuba gear; abalone diving gear only.
Sub-Surface Progression, Fort Bragg, (707) 964-3793
EMERALD BAY STATE PARK, (530) 541-3030; (530) 525-5030 for the head ranger.
Dive shops: Sun Sports, South Lake Tahoe, (530) 541-6000; Tropical Penguin Scuba, Reno, (775) 828-3483
D.L. BLISS STATE PARK, (530) 525-7277; http://ceres.ca.gov /sierradsp/bliss.html
Dive shops: Sun Sports, South Lake Tahoe, (530) 541-6000; Tropical Penguin Scuba, Reno, (775) 828-3483 

Caption: PHOTO: MERCURY NEWS ARCHIVES
Divers prepare to explore the waters off Point Lobos. The marine reserve allows a maximum of 15 buddy diving teams per day.
PHOTO: CHRIS HAMILTON -- MERCURY NEWS ARCHIVES
Don Rose, left, and Rachid Feretti, both of San Jose, dive at Whaler's Cove in Point Lobos State Reserve near Carmel.
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Rockfish and other marine life thrive in the waters off Point Lobos.
PHOTO: BRAD DOANE -- AMERICAN OCEANS CAMPAIGN
Kelp forests are filled with opportunities to glimpse wildlife. Insider's tip: Higher tides make the forests easier to navigate. 
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Scuba diving at high altitude isn't just a matter of rolling off the boat or flapping your fins away from the beach and dropping below. It requires special knowledge, and better yet, specific instruction. 

Trained divers know that you build up nitrogen in your bloodstream as you dive, and the deeper you go the faster it builds up. Load up too much nitrogen, without offloading enough, and you end up with the bends. When you dive at high altitude, there is lower atmospheric pressure. That means dives in the high country are equivalent to deeper dives at sea level. 


So, for instance, a 60-foot dive in Lake Tahoe (at elevation 6,200 feet) is equivalent to a 78-foot dive in Monterey. The Professional Association of Diving Instructors (PADI) and other dive groups publish tables with conversions for high-altitude diving. Once you know the conversion, you use the current recreational dive tables to figure out your bottom time at various converted depths. 

Alternatively, most modern dive computers automatically do the altitude conversion -- check your manual to see if yours has this capability, says Neal Melton, owner of Sun Sports in South Lake Tahoe and a PADI master instructor. 

To extend their bottom time, some divers use nitrox. It's a gas mixture that contains more oxygen and less nitrogen than regular air, thus causing less nitrogen to dissolve in the blood during a dive. But even when using nitrox, the bottom time on a high-altitude dive will be less than on a sea-level dive. In addition, divers must receive special instructions to rent and use nitrox-filled tanks, which are available in Reno. 

Because of the altitude pressure effects on diving, you also must ascend half as fast as you would during a sea-level dive. And factoring in the altitude conversion, you need to do your safety stop at 12 feet, instead of the standard 15 feet. Furthermore, just like diving at sea level, after a dive in the high country you must not fly, drive or hike to a higher altitude for 24 hours. 

Got all of that? There's a lot to know and remember. Cautious divers will seek expert instruction. Dive shops in South Lake Tahoe and Reno offer classes in high-altitude diving. For instance, Sun Sports offers a guided shore dive and high-altitude orientation for $115 for a single diver (less for groups). The shop also rents tanks (with a valid diver certification card) and provides information on dive sites around Tahoe. 
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