
Journal of the Cave Diving Section of the  National Speleological Society

Volume 37  Number 3
July/August/September  2010

INSIDE 
THIS ISSUE:
PHOTOGRAPHER
Wes Skiles

IN  THE LOOP 

ON EXPEDITION 
Down Under
Cave Diving In Australia andTas-
mania
 

CONSERVATION CORNER:
Managing Stage Bottles

WORKSHOP 2010

Underwater SpeleologyUnderwater Speleology
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Through the Lens of Wes Skiles
My "rst passion, before cave diving and sur"ng, was photography.  My 
grandfather from my mom’s side was an avid photographer, which no 
doubt rubbed o# on me.  When I was eight years old he bought me my 
"rst camera, a Brownie Automatic.  As my interest in sur"ng and then 
diving began to evolve, I found myself wanting to capture the feel-
ings I experienced pursuing these two fantastic activities.  One of my 
neighbors was an avid inventor who specialized in underwater con-
traptions including wet-dry submarines, camera housings, and scoot-
ers.  Ironically, he didn’t dive, so it was up to the kids in the neighbor-
hood to test his inventions.  How we didn’t kill ourselves has always 
amazed me… His inventions were regularly featured on the covers of 
Skin Diver and Popular Mechanics.  One fateful weekend I got invited 
to model with my brother for a feature story in Popular Mechanics.  
The photographer, Howard Holland, took us to Ginnie Springs where I 
got my "rst experience riding the “SCUBA Tow” in the cavern of Ginnie 
at the ripe age of 12.  But what interested me the most that day was 
his camera system, a Calypso (later named the Nikonos) "tted with 
Sub Sea Strobes.  From that moment on my sole focus was to pur-
chase a Nikonos and get started taking pictures of sur"ng and diving. 
The rest, I guess you could say, is well documented.

I could not think to describe how I evolved as a photographer without 
acknowledging my graphics art teacher in high School, Hugh Epps. 
Mr. Epps was a cigar-chomping disciplinarian that virtually all my 
schoolmates were terri"ed of.  In reality he was one of the most inspir-
ing, kindhearted people I’ve ever known.  All you had to do was be in-
terested in what he had to o#er.  What he had was unlimited access to 
a darkroom, and all the chemicals and paper that he had to o#er.  He 
was thrilled to have a student who wanted to learn the art of develop-
ing and processing.  The only problem was I never was satis"ed with 
my images.  Frustrated early on, I crumbled my work, which got me a 
memorable tongue-lashing and a warning to always follow through 
and preserve what I wasn’t happy with in a designated pile.  In my se-
nior year, unbeknownst to me, he displayed at the school what would 
be the "rst gallery of my photographic work.  Humorously he titled it: 
“Wes Skiles-The Trash Collection”.  With his hand on my shoulder he 
said: “You need to strive to be the best, but don’t be so hard on your-
self; other people like what you think is garbage.”  It was a valuable 
lesson, but ironically, I’m still seldom happy with what I shoot, a classic 
artists’ dilemma. 
 
Sheck Exley and I often discussed both our interests and di#erences. 
He was of the philosophy that “you can always write about it;” I being 
a visual person always felt like pictures were the way to go.  I soon 
discovered this was a bigger challenge in underwater caves then I had 
originally imagined.  Around this period I became aware of a man that 
would become a hero, mentor, and friend, Dr. George Benjamin.  Dr 
Benjamin was the "rst cave diver to explore, map and photograph 
the Blue Holes of the Bahamas.  His images in Jacque Cousteau’s Blue 
Hole Adventure captivated me beyond words and showed me that 
fantastic images could be captured inside the wondrous and mysteri-
ous realms of underwater caves.  Armed with what could be, and a 
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Self Portrait Wes Skiles
(Above)

 Kenny Broad probing the 
Narrows in Sagittarius Cave.  Part 

of the Zodiac Caverns on Sweetings 
Caye, Grand Bahamas

Photo by Wes Skiles, courtesy of the 
National Geographic Society.

(Opposite)
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The Apex Predator of the Bahamas 
Blue Holes, Remipedia

Photo by Wes Skiles, courtesy of the 
National Geographic Society.

(Above  Inset Top)

Agnes Milowka traversing the Alley in 
Dan’s Cave, Abaco Bahama.

 Photo by Wes Skiles, 
courtesy of the National Geographic 

Society.
(Above Inset Bottom)

National Geographic Blue Hole Expe-
dition team !oating weightless over 

the abyss of Stargate’s North Passage.
Photo by Wes Skiles, courtesy of the 

National Geographic Society.
(Oppostie)

mind that pre-visualizes virtually everything I do, I began my pursuit 
of cave diving photography in earnest.

I started out like most people with a camera and strobe.  It didn’t take 
long for me to realize that on-camera lighting produced !at, boring 
pictures.  John Zumrick suggested that we try using slave sensors that 
were built into our strobes to add that extra dimension we were look-
ing for.  His strobe "red for my pictures brilliantly, while mine never 
"red for his images once.  I got my "rst magazine cover for the e#ort, 
and John got the right to badger me to this day about how he came 
up with the idea and I received all of the credit.  The next step was 
to build reliable slave sensors that would allow us real separation be-
tween the camera and light sources.  It was only after I convinced a 
specialty slave manufacturer to tune the slaves to receive ultra-violet 
and not infrared that we "nally got the slaves to work with any kind 
of consistency.  The advent of digital cameras, and high-powered HID 
lighting has really opened up the world of  “seeing what you are shoot-
ing.”  As always, there are trade-o#s, but the bene"ts far outweigh the 
negatives.  The ability to mix color temperatures, set white balances, 
and shoot rear curtain sync have all played important roles in creating 
new and pleasing results in capturing the elusive world of underwa-
ter caves.  Perhaps the most important element of all is willing and 
patient dive buddies.  If it weren’t for Tom Morris, Mark Long, Woody 
Jasper, and Lamar Hires lifetime of un!inching support, I would have 
practically nothing worth showing.  I owe them my deepest gratitude, 
credit, and thanks. 

Forty four years after Granddad gave me a Brownie Automatic, I still 
have a childlike fascination with capturing images.  My style, and ap-
proach is always changing, but ultimately I’m always after capturing 
and sharing with people what it feels like to be inside one of the most 
special places on earth.

Wes is a passionate explorer with a  deep love and curiosity 
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Agnes Milowka negotiates a tanks-o" 
restriction in the deep reaches of 

Dan’s Cave, Abaco Bahamas
Photo by Wes Skiles, courtesy of the 

National Geographic Society.
(Above Inset Top)

 Nathan Skiles descending 
into Devils Ear.

(Right)

 Jason Sapp grappling in 
the high !ow of the entrance restric-

tion in the Rock Blu" Cave System.
(Above Inset Bottom)

 Kenny Broad enjoying 
the pristine beauty of Suwannee 

Formation in “Wrong Cave” on the 
Withlachochee River.
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