Oceanic

Celebrates 40th Anniversary
By Bret Gilliam
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he company known as Oceanic is aptly
named: it is the result of one man’s love
of the sea. The company… the man. They
are inseparable. And forever joined by a
common DNA. Many companies have reached their
40th birthday in the diving industry. But only one,
Oceanic, has had one man at its helm from inception
to the present day. That’s truly unique.
Oceanic… and Hollis… two entities that long ago
merged into one like some experiment crafted in a
lab by a gifted mad scientist with an entrepreneurial
gene of his own. Well, whatever Petri dish he
was using to mix up this batch of corporate and
individual “lighting in a bottle” worked out pretty
well. It’s impossible to have a dialogue about
Oceanic without going immediately to the character
that conceived and founded the company. So let’s
introduce him at the outset.
Bob Hollis is decidedly old school. He built
underwater camera housings and strobes out
of necessity… there were none in the mid-1950s
that met his needs. He created the most popular
underwater strobe of all time and nearly forty years
later scores of photographers are still using the
Oceanic 2001 series without a glitch. He designs
equipment for divers and tests it on himself. And
he’s spent more time on the infamous wreck of the
Andrea Doria than any diver in history.
He’s a throwback to another era when his peers
have long since retired or passed away. There are
none of the original manufacturing founders left
running diving companies except him and Oceanic
has continued to set new marks for cutting edge
products. It might have something to do with the
fact that he still dives when most companies are run
by tight-assed accountants whose hair only gets wet
in the shower. And he lives life with a passionate
wild abandon that belies reaching his mid-70s and
still not missing a step.
Bob is one of the great personalities of diving.
/DVWWROHDYHWKHSDUW\ÀUVWWRH[SORUHWKHQHZ
dive site, and not afraid to step across the line into
the wild side… with a deadpan sense of humor
that catches a lot of folks off guard. In short, he’s
my kind of guy and we’ve spent more than a few
rollicking nights out on the edge of the envelope
over the years.
I met him back in the early 1970s when I took
on the Oceanic line in my diving operation in the
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Bob Hollis with his
groundbreaking u/w
photo products that
established Oceanic’s
reputation, 1975.
Shown is the Hydro35
housing, ball joint arm,
and 2001 strobe.
(Opposite) 1973.
Gearing up for
another Andrea
Doria dive aboard
the Narragansett.
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7KH¿UVW
Oceanic Europe
warehouse
in France.

Ocxeanic
acquired
Farallon in
1976.

Hollis in early model
sport rebreather
known as the
Electrolung. 1972

BioFlex is a new patented
stretchable, air tight
material used in BCs, dry
suits, and other Oceanic
products. This allows up
to 15% more lift with
less drag and increased
comfort.
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Pro Rubber molding house in Marseilles
France. Manufactured more than 200,000
masks one year – sold throughout sporting and department stores in the French
Riviera. Partnered with our now Executive VP of European Operations, Francis
Dupont.

Virgin Islands. Bob was barely dry from saturating on the
Andrea Doria in the most challenging exploration of the wreck
ever attempted. His expedition stunned the industry and their
DGYHQWXUHVEHFDPHWKHVWXIIRIOHJHQG+HIROORZHGWKHÀUVW
sat mission with another on an even larger scale in 1980 when
he teamed up with Blue Water-White Death’s Peter Gimbel
and penetrated the wreck’s interior to recover the First Class
purser’s safe and other key artifacts.
He released the best selling professional camera housing
of all time called the Hydro-35 in the early 1970s. In 1975
he introduced the Oceanic 2001 strobe and just about every
underwater pro photographer embraced it as the most
durable product ever built. The list of shooters included
Chris Newbert, Howard & Michele Hall, Carl Roessler, Marty
Snyderman, Paul Tzimoulis, Jack McKenney, Doug Faulkner,
Dave Doublilet, Al Giddings, Geri Murphy, Phillipe Cousteau,
and countless others who made a living counting on Hollis’s
SURGXFWLQWKHÀHOG7KHGDPQWKLQJVZHUHEXOOHWSURRI,HYHQ
fended off a shark that bit one right off my camera housing
metal arm and swam away with it. I recovered it six days later
DQGLWZRUNHGÀQH,·YHVWLOOJRWLWWHHWKPDUNVDQGDOO«DQG
more carefully hoarded in my equipment locker. No one ever
built a better strobe.
At a time when most men his age are already well into
retirement, he still directs the overall operations of his multilayered Oceanic company and continues the path of innovative
product design and pushing the technology envelope a little
farther down the beach…
As Oceanic celebrates its 40thELUWKGD\LW·VDOVRÀWWLQJWKDW
Beneath The Sea has selected Hollis as its “Diving Pioneer”
award recipient for 2012. No one deserves such a distinction
more than Bob.
Oceanic: A Lesson In Corporate Expansion
From a brand positioning standpoint – Oceanic’s tagline
LV´,QQRYDWLRQ)LUVWµ2FHDQLFLVWKHÁDJVKLSDQG+ROOLVWKH
venerable captain at the helm. Marketing centers around the
products with strong imagery and an emphasis on technology
and features that attract an informed consumer. While Bob
IRFXVHGKLVHQHUJLHVGXULQJWKHÀUVWWZHQW\ÀYH\HDUVRQ
building the Oceanic brand and creating OEM manufacturing
GLYLVLRQVWRVXSSRUWKLVORIW\5 'YLVLRQ²WKHQH[WÀIWHHQ
saw a similar vertical integration strategy applied to a stable of
sales and marketing companies that evolved as divisions of the
parent corporation. Thus emerged the corporate entity known
as American Underwater Products (AUP) as the umbrella to
guide the various divisions that Hollis created to foster internal
expansion and growth.
2FHDQLF·VGRPLQDQFHLQWKHGLYHFRPSXWHUÀHOGZDVIXHOHG
by Pelagic’s development and sale of digital products to US
Divers (now Aqua-Lung). While it was not entirely uncommon
WRÀQG2FHDQLFDQG86'LYHUVLQWKHVDPHGLYHVWRUHWKLV
strategy ultimately opened the market beyond Oceanic’s
distribution reach.
AERIS was founded in 1998 with the goal of providing a
distinguished line of dive computers with a strategy to provide
this unique product line to mostly non-Oceanic dealers. AERIS
opened more than 400 dealers and jumped out to impressive
ÀUVW\HDUVDOHV:LWKLQWKUHH\HDUV$(5,6RIIHUHGDFRPSOHWH
LQVWUXPHQWSURGXFWOLQHDQGZDVDVLJQLÀFDQWIRUFHLQWKH
market place.
With this new, independent dealer base, AERIS expanded
the product line offering over the years… ultimately becoming
a full line manufacturer offering a variety of regulators, BCs,
PDVNVVQRUNHOVÀQVQHRSUHQHDQGDFFHVVRULHV+ROOLV·V
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vision was to utilize common components and designs to
achieve economies of scale, yet create unique differentiated
SURGXFWVWKDWGRQRWFRQÁLFWZLWKWKHRULJLQDO2FHDQLFSURGXFW
line. The goal was to produce desirable consumer products
leveraging his innovation, technology and manufacturing
assets. This unique approach was to create a “company within
DFRPSDQ\µWKDWZRXOGÀQGDQLQGHSHQGHQWPDUNHWDQG\HW
still be complimentary if found in the same store.
In the years since the company’s 25th anniversary, the
traditional sport dive market has generally been stagnant or
in decline. But Bob recognized the still growing market for
technical diving interests and expanded again. Rather than
begin to bring products for this segment into either Oceanic
or AERIS with established reputations for serving the sport
market, Bob formed Hollis Gear. The new division has seen
VLJQLÀFDQWJURZWK\HDUDIWHU\HDULQVSLWHRIWKHFXUUHQW
economic downturn. That segment is still growing and Hollis
Gear has a leg up with the resources its sister companies bring
to the table. Hollis Gear started with some back plates and
wings before segueing into regulators and has just introduced
an OLED trimix computer, reels, accessories, dry suits and
undergarments, as well as canister and hand light models.
Most recently a sidemount system was released and two new
rebreathers are set for unveiling. Hollis Gear has quickly
achieved a cult following – and has an “army” of fanatics all
over the world.
Not content to rest on his laurels, Hollis has just created a
new product category with a new brand called Lavacore. This
refers to a tri-laminate material that bridges between a wetsuit
and a dive skin to better solve a diver’s thermal needs. Fleece
lining traps water for thermal protection equivalent to 2mm
neoprene and a stretch inner membrane is windproof… yet
breathes. This provides a perfect product for diving surface
intervals or other surface watersports. Of course, this will
provide a further opening for expansion into wider markets
VXFKDVVXUÀQJSDGGOHVSRUWVERDWLQJDQGVLPLODUDFWLYLWLHV
OceanPro began as a snorkeling line with attractive
price points. It’s evolved this year offering a variety of other
products as it seeks to throw an even wider net at consumer
market share.
ROMI Enterprises supplies precision-machined
FRPSRQHQWVUHTXLUHGIRUWKHSURGXFWLRQDQGÀQDODVVHPEO\
of a wide variety of breathing systems marketed by AUP
brands and others including the medical and industrial safety
industries.
The Oceanic brand has now attained a truly global footprint
with a presence in more than 60 countries through a network
RIDIÀOLDWHRIÀFHVDQGGLVWULEXWRUV&RQWLQXHGH[SDQVLRQLV
planned to capitalize on growing new markets and becoming
the internationally dominant diving conglomerate. And to
ensure an eventual “passing of the baton,” Hollis has involved
his oldest son Mike in every aspect of overall company
RSHUDWLRQVDQGVSHFLÀFDOO\DV&22RI3HODJLF+LVWZLQVRQV
Nick and Zach also play important roles as well. Nick is
President of Hollis Gear while Zach is Operations Manager
of ROMI. Daughter Debbie anchors important oversight in
purchasing and materials planning.
<RXFDQVHHWKDWSURÀOLQJWKH2FHDQLFFRPSDQ\LVQRWD
simple matter. It’s a multi-faceted corporate entity that has
succeeded precisely because Hollis’s vision was not limited by
conventional thinking.
Oceanic has become a business “octopus” with many
“tentacles” reaching out to each market segment to fuel
astonishing growth. Not bad for a business that found its
beginning in Hollis’s garage…
Winter 2012, Volume 20, Issue 1, Number 70

American Underwater Products’ worldwide headquarters in San
Leandro, California, is a 120,000 square foot building that houses
one of the most innovative and technologically advanced life-support equipment manufacturing facilities in the world.

Datamask was
developed under
a military contract
DQGZDVWKH¿UVWWR
incorporate handsfree digital displays
on mask plate for
such information
as remaining tank
pressure, decom
status, depth, etc.
2009

The Pioneer Mask 2010 was
designed as an ode to diving
pioneers; old-school elements
and craftsmanship with new
technologies and materials.
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The Zeta regulator incorporated a miniaturization of the
servo valve to produce the
smallest second stage ever
in 2006.

The Explorer rebreather
will be released in 2012
DQGUHÀHFWVVWDWHRIWKH
art engineering for the
recreational market.
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In His Own Words
,Q,ZDVÀQLVKLQJXSDPDVVLYHFRIIHHWDEOHERRN
called Diving Pioneers & Innovators: An In-Depth Series of
Interviews. Bob Hollis was one of 20 industry veterans selected
for inclusion. We began the lengthy process of the interview
and it spanned nearly three months. Here are some excerpts:

The Geo Wristwatch-Dive Computer is
designed for compact easy to read
modern convenience. 2008

The Pro Plus 2 was the fourth
generation of air integrated
computers with user-customized large displays. 2007

Under NASA contract,
the DataTran computer
ZDVWKH¿UVWWRXVH
alpha-numeric display
and menu system with
two-button controls and
¿YHODQJXDJHRSWLRQV
1994

Analog instrument linepressure gauges, depth
gauges, compass- all
manufactured at northern
California facility. 1978

7KH2&ÀDJVKLSDLULQtegrated wristwatch computer with digital compass.
Compatible with up to three
nitrox mixes. Dot Matrix
menu system enables intuitive user-interface and dual
algorithm choices. 2010

16

Diving wasn’t a part of your youth. You didn’t get into the sport
until you dropped out of college and moved to the Bay area around
San Francisco.
I was born in Chico, (northern) California. Later I lived in
Orland, 20 miles west until I moved to the bay area in 1955. It
was a small town of 3000 people with 400 students enrolled in
high school. Growing up in a small town has merit, especially
one that is close to creeks, rivers, and mountains. You learn
DERXWWKHRXWGRRUVKXQWLQJÀVKLQJDQGJLUOV
During high school I came across Diving to Adventure by
Hans Hass. The memories remained with me and one evening
in the early part of 1956 I was reading Popular Mechanics and
came across an article on how to build an underwater scooter. I
was intrigued by the design and the thought of using a vehicle
underwater. A couple of weeks later I was reading the “for
sale” section in the newspaper and there was an ad selling a
two-hose regulator, twin tanks and other equipment. I called
this guy, set up a time to see the equipment. As it turned
out, he had bought the equipment and never used it. It was
a Healthways two-hose regulator, converted 38-cubic foot
military cylinders with bushings to accept tank valves. So I
bought the equipment.
In the fall of 1956, a couple of friends and I drove to
Guaymas, Mexico and dove in the Sea of Cortez. It was my
ÀUVWGLYHWULSEH\RQG0RQWHUH\DQG&DUPHO:HZHQWWKHUHLQ
a pickup with a camper and stayed at the bay of San Carlos.
7KHUHZDVDVPDOOFRPSUHVVRUWRÀOOWDQNVDQGVPDOOERDWV
IRUUHQW)RUWKHWULS,EXLOWDKRXVLQJIRUP\ÀUVWPPPRYLH
camera.
We jumped off the boat and I was in the clearest water
WKDW,KDGHYHUH[SHULHQFHG$QGWKHUHZHUHORWVRIÀVK,VDZ
P\ÀUVW<HOORZWDLO:HPDGHPDQ\IUHHGLYHVWKDWGD\WR
GHSWKVXSWRIHHWDQG,VSHDUHGWKUHHQLFHÀVK$IWHUWKDW
I made dives with my new 8mm camera in its housing. This
was a decision-making day… I thought then about being
professionally involved in diving.
When did your interest in underwater photography take hold?
$IWHUP\ÀUVWGLYH,VWDUWHGUHDGLQJDQ\ERRNRUPDJD]LQH
on diving. Hans Hass’s books continued to be the inspiration
for underwater photography, adventure, and he steered us
to develop rebreathers. I thought about taking pictures of the
adventures, the animal life I was seeing to share with others.
Everyone wanted to hear the stories but I wanted to show them
what I was seeing.
Considering the primitive u/w systems available then, how long
did it take to realize that you were going to have to build a lot of the
equipment yourself?
The early issues of Skindiver magazine had articles about
building housings for cameras. I started to learn about o-rings,
and how to work with Plexiglas. In the early part of 1956 I
began working for Standard Oil. Their facilities were huge and
had tools allowing you to build anything. Personal projects
were called “government jobs”. During the nine years I worked
at Standard Oil, I had a continuing stream of “government
jobs” building underwater photographic and diving
equipment. That’s where it all started.
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How did the early designs you tried out work?
There were many trips back to the Sea of Cortez and I
FRQWLQXHGWRVSHDUÀVKEXWP\IRFXVZDVRQH[SORULQJDQG
WDNLQJSLFWXUHV,QZHKRXVHGWKHÀUVWFRPPHUFLDOO\
available electronic strobe lights. Developing connectors for
VWUREHVZDVIDUPRUHGLIÀFXOWWKDQFRQQHFWRUVIRUÁDVKEXOEV
:HXVHG$PSKHQROFRQQHFWRUVDQGÀOOHGWKHPZLWKJUHDVH
Divers that were interested started asking where they could
EX\FDPHUDKRXVLQJVDQGÁDVKXQLWV$GLYLQJEXGG\+HOPXW
Stellrecht, was excellent at building housings. I began to take
on work building housings or other pieces of equipment. My
“government jobs” at Standard Oil were increasing. Its funny
how word spreads. I started getting calls from people that I
never met asking me if I would build this housing or that.
<RXÀQDOO\JRWLQWRWKHUHWDLOGLYHVWRUHEXVLQHVVLQWKHPLGV
In the latter part of 1964 I made the decision to open a dive
store and surf shop, the Anchor Shack. I had done a little
VXUÀQJDQGWKRXJKWWKLVZRXOGEHDQLFHDGGLWLRQWRGLYLQJ
equipment. My partner was Ray Collins, a neighbor who was
a non-diver at that time, but a great guy. We rented a building
in Hayward, designed the interior, and opened in March of
1965. I set up a small machine shop in the back end of the
store to maintain the production of custom built photographic
equipment. The dollar volume on custom photo work was
VXIÀFLHQWHQRXJKWRFRYHUWKHRYHUKHDGDQGSD\XVDPHDJHU
salary until the retail store developed a clientele.
I developed a metal housing for the Honeywell strobe
lights in 1967. The Hydro Strobe was an immediate success.
I put advertising in Skindiver magazine to promote the stuff.
With articles by editor Paul Tzimoulis, more interest was
generated and established a growing market for our product
line. I continued to expand and built our travel department.
We were selling three trips a year by the end of 1968. In 1969
we opened our second location in Concord. Another product
we introduced that evolved over time was the ball joint arm to
FRQQHFWVWUREHVÁDVKEXOEXQLWVDQGPRYLHOLJKWVWRDOOW\SHVRI
camera housings. We started building metal housings for the
Kodak K-100 16mm camera; this was the most popular system
for several years.

(Above) Paul Tzimoulis (then Senior Editor of Skin Diver Magazine)
and Hollis were close friends; shown here working on photo gear,
circa 1963.
(Below) Tzimoulis and Hollis nearly 40 years later at diving industry awards ceremony in 2002. Tzimoulis passed away the summer
of 2003.

How did Oceanic Products come about?
By 1971 the camera product line was taking most of my time.
Ray decided to leave the business and I hired a manager to run
the retail operation. There was good growth in diving during
the early 1970s. I was running out of room in the machine shop
and was eager to expand the manufacturing division. I decided
to spin it off and form a new company. In 1972 the product
range became known as Oceanic.
You produced the iconic Hydro 35 aluminum housing for Nikon and
Canon cameras that became the best-selling housing of its era.
I started the engineering for the Hydro 35 in 1971. Nikon
and Cannon were the primary choices because of the large
viewing systems and their selection of lens. This product
coupled with the Hydro Strobe and various connectors kept
us moving forward. We added housings for popular super 8
format cameras, movie lights & housings for 16mm cameras. A
VLJQLÀFDQWSRUWLRQRIWKHOLQHZDVDFFHVVRULHVIRUWKHSRSXODU
Nikonos cameras.

Hollis cutting
through Andrea
Doria hull to
access purser’s
safe while in
saturation for
1973 expedition.

Meanwhile, Oceanic was growing. When did the company become a
full line manufacturer?
:HGHÀQLWHO\KDGJURZLQJSDLQV:HZHUHEHKLQd in deliveries
DQGWKHEXVLQHVVZDVQRWJHQHUDWLQJWKHSURMHFWHGFDVKÁRZ
$ÀUHLQGHVWUR\HG2FHDQLF:HSLFNHGXSRXUSLHFHVDQG
Winter 2012, Volume 20, Issue 1, Number 70
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moved to a temporary location while our building was rebuilt.
:HOHDUQHG\HDUVODWHUWKDWDQDUVRQLVWVHWÀUHWRWKHEXLOGLQJ
I started making long road trips, traveled through every one of
the 48 states except North Dakota. I made sales calls to every
retailer that would take the time to look at the product line.
I knew that I needed to do something fast, my cash reserves
were running low. So I sold my interest in the Anchor Shack
stores and then embarked on a product design using injection
tooling. My objective was to design a tool that would allow
me to use the parts for a number of products. By mid 1975
we introduced the Ocean Pro lights and they became the best
selling diving hand lights in the country. I entered into an
agreement with Scubapro to produce the light on an OEM
basis for them in Europe. My next focus was to design the
electronics for a new strobe light. The same parts used for the
light were used to produce the new strobe product line, the
2001 and 2003 strobes. The strobes coupled with ball joint arms
were an instant success.
We focused on niche products such as the photographic
line, then lights, and began moving into electronics. Most of
the larger companies were not selling products that we were
designing so this allowed us to begin developing a brand and
a customer base. The diving industry had its greatest growth
IURPWR:HZHUHDVPDOOFRPSDQ\SURÀWDEOH
and with a staff of people who wanted to expand. The bulk
of the customers for our products were divers that came to a
retail store and asked for the products; the store would order
WKHPVHOOWRWKHFXVWRPHUDQGNHHSDQLFHSURÀW%XWGLYH
stores in general did not promote and inventory underwater
photographic equipment. We decided that future growth
would require us to have a core product line.

Hollis at his Anchor Shack work bench with early u/w camera
systems and housings (circa 1965)

Hollis geared up for dive in
Papua New Guinea. 2007

At some point, you took over your friend Ralph Shamlian’s company
Farallon. How did that come about?
I met Ralph when we were producing the Anchor Shack
products and we developed a life long friendship. Ralph,
a brilliant inventor, attracted the eyes and pocket books of
investors to fund his new company Farallon Industries in 1971.
Farallon became the buzzword in diving, introducing new
products at a rapid pace.
Innovation has its rewards but the downside is the
continuing requirement for money. You can only go to the well
so many times. By late 1975 Ralph was on the outs with his
investors. Within a few months we learned that Norm Moore,
the new CEO and largest investor, was negotiating to sell the
product line to Scubapro.
<RXFDQOHDUQDORWE\JRLQJWKURXJKWUDVK:HZHUHGLYLQJ
into the Farallon dumpsters at night. Getting access to their
FXUUHQWÀQDQFLDOLQIRDQGRWKHUFRUUHVSRQGHQFHSURYLGHGXVD
picture of what Farallon was all about.
I entered into discussions with Norm. He thought I was
interested in buying the tooling for a movie light. This allowed
me to begin discussions about his pending offer and to begin
LQÁXHQFLQJKLPWKDWZHPLJKWEHDEHWWHUÀW
Four weeks later I bought the whole company. I was in
WKHRIÀFHZKHQKHWROG6FXEDSURWKHGHDOZDVRII7KH\ZHUH
SLVVHG(VSHFLDOO\ZKHQKHWROGWKHPLWZDVPH7KHQHZ
company was known as Farallon-Oceanic until 1980 when
we dropped the name Farallon and carried on with the name
Oceanic.
Oceanic continued to expand. What came next?
I thought we would be better served if we could engineer,
design, and manufacture the analog movements. I hired an
employee away from one of the suppliers and put one of our

18

The Journal of Diving History

Winter 2012, Volume 20, Issue 1, Number 70

Nikonos accessories – Pro Grip tray, extenVLRQWXEHV %REGHVLJQHG¿UVWFRPERRU
VWDFNHGWXEHV YLHZ¿QGHUVDQGPP
lens – you’re right, he resold these, made
by Church.

engineers on the project.
My son, Mike, a commercial
diver for Taylor in the North
Sea and the Gulf of Mexico,
agreed to come home and work
in the company. Mike had
learned a lot in the three years
he was employed by Taylor. I
asked him to be a part of the
new instrumentation program
we formed called Pelagic
Pressure Systems. Pelagic
became an OEM supplier of
products to Oceanic, our sister
company AERIS, and a number
of dive companies in the world.
Pelagic manufacturers OEM
products for the industrial life
support markets as well as
aircraft instrumentation. Mike
is the president of Pelagic.
In 1979 we also moved
Farallon-Oceanic back to San
Leandro. Our machining
division was getting larger
and the customer base was
growing. We formed another
company in 1981, ROMI

Hydro 35 for Canon and Nikon

Enterprises. Today ROMI
machines and produces the
regulator lines for Oceanic,
AERIS and other companies.
You were also involved with one of
WKHÀUVWGLYHFRPSXWHUV
One of the products that
Farallon developed was an
HDUO\GLYHFRPSXWHU,ÀQDOO\
determined that the future
dive computer needed to be
an electronic product and not
the type we were engineering.
In 1979 I entered into an
agreement with John Lewis, a
physicist. John was a diver and
had developed an algorithm
for a dive computer.
We began a development
program to test the algorithm
and, in parallel, to develop
the electronics. We had
RXUÀUVWRSHUDWLRQDOGLYH
computer at the end of 1979.
We continued to test the unit
and made a presentation to
US Divers in early 1980. They

were impressed and this led
to an agreement for Pelagic
to be the OEM supplier of
instrumentation beginning
in 1984. Pelagic produced all
US Divers instruments and
computers through 1995.
:HÀUVWLQWURGXFHGWKH
Data Max gauge, a depth
gauge with a bottom timer.
This instrument gained in
popularity and paved the way
IRURXUÀUVWFRPPHUFLDOGLYH
computer.
:HZHUHWKHÀUVWFRPSDQ\
to have an air-integrated
computer that provided
remaining air time as well as
no-decompression and deco
information. This product was
introduced in 1984.
We entered into an
agreement with Johnson
Engineering, one of the
companies associated with
NASA. The project was to
develop a stand-alone dive
computer that could receive

2001 – single power
2001 S – slave
2003 – two power

pressure information from
a transmitter attached to the
regulator.
The product was delivered
to NASA in 1987 and this
became a commercial product
the following year. Pelagic
has continued to develop dive
computer technology and is an
OEM supplier to a number of
companies. Oceanic and AERIS
have a secure position in
instrumentation and computers
worldwide.
In 1994 we bought our
current building on Davis
Street in San Leandro. This
110,000 square foot building
houses the current operation.
One thing that separates us
from most dive manufacturing
companies is the fact that
we manufacture the product
from raw materials to the
ÀQLVKHGSURGXFW6RPHRIRXU
manufacturing is now offshore
in our own plants located in
China and Taiwan.

The hugely
successful
Ocean Pro light
introduced in
1978.

First ball joint strobe arms.
Began building and using his
own design as early as 1960.
Winter 2012, Volume 20, Issue 1, Number 70

The Journal of Diving History

19

Bob Hollis with
stingray in Grand
Cayman, 1987

Hollis with Hydro
Strobes in two
proto-type
housings. 1965
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Technician
working
on inventory of
the iconic
Oceanic
2001 u/w
strobes in
1975.

Hollis corporate head
shot. 1990

Son Mike and Hollis
preparing for cave dive
in 2011.

Nitrox and dive computers became hotly
debated topics in the same period. What were
your opinions then about these innovations?
We were a forerunner in the development
of electronic dive computers, building
RXUÀUVWXQLWLQ3URSHUO\XVHG
a dive computer today provides all
divers extended time and more freedom
underwater. The electronic dive computer
is one of the great inventions for diving.
Nitrox came into full view in 1995
when DEMA put out a notice that they
were not going to allow the term nitrox
to be used and that exhibitors could not
market nitrox training at the DEMA
show. That was just plain stupid. It was
DNQHHMHUNUHDFWLRQUHÁHFWLQJWKHLUODFN
of knowledge on the topic. And the
storm of protest that followed led to a
swift decision to rescind that policy. The
show went forward with nitrox vendors
from all sectors. Oceanic was one of the
ÀUVWFRPSDQLHVWRDFNQRZOHGJHWKDW
their products could be used with nitrox
mixtures to 40% 02.
In many ways, the arch-conservatives of
Winter 2012, Volume 20, Issue 1, Number 70

diving’s old school seemed absolutely dead-set
against just about every innovation that came
along from BCs to single hose regulators to
submersible pressure gauges. And this was
ZD\EDFNLQWKHODWHV+RZGLG\RXÀW
into that group considering your engineering
interest and desire to expand the sport?
I didn’t share those perspectives. My focus
is and has been to make diving safer and
more enjoyable. Our tag line is innovation.
Small and lighter products, easier
breathing regulators, dive computers
built into the mask. We were one of the
ÀUVWFRPSDQLHVWRDQQRXQFHDQGKDYHD
commercial rebreather at the DEMA show.
This was 1995. I love to explore; I always
want to swim deeper and stay longer. To
satisfy that desire requires innovation and
lots of engineering.
You’re 75 years young. Any thoughts of
retiring?
My twin sons are also now in the business
and I’m having fun watching them grow
into normal adults. So, no, I’m not ready
to retire yet… I get the biggest rush out
of taking an idea, developing it, and then
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bringing it to market. When I was growing
up I was always looking for ways to
make things better. That’s still what we’re
striving to do today.”
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