


A diver investigates a cup coral that has aftracted a
lion fish, a species not native to the waters of Belize
(left); Sharp-nosed puffer fish; Loggerhead sea furtle
heads to the surface for a breath. PREVIOUS PAGE:

Divers explore the coral around Glovers Atoll

Hello. My name is Kelly and
I'm a dive-aholic. | freely
admit it. I'm unabashedly,
totally and completely addict-
ed to travelling the world
scuba diving. | love soaking
up foreign cultures and engag-
ing in lively conversations with
friendly locals. | love sampling
exotic foods that make your
mouvuth sing and your stom-
ach angry. | love taking that
first giant stride into turquoise
waters and discovering what
new and fascinating critters
await in the depths below.
Heck, | even love the long and
cramped, often overbooked
and under-serviced flights one
has to endure to reach these
remote destinations.

But there is one thing | am not a fan
of—and I'm pretty sure I'm not alone
here—and that is the sagging, bitter
disappointment | always feel when
having to share my vacation with
packs of people crowding every dive
site and swarming each sight-seeing
destination. It's not that I'm selfish—
well, okay, maybe | am just a little—
and it's not that | don’t want fellow
travellers to have great vacations and
wonderful excursions for themselves,
because | really do. They deserve it just
as much as anyone else.

But let’s face it. Don't we all yearn
to show up at a world-class dive spot
hardly anyone knows exists and get
to explore it all by ourselvese Haven't
we all fantasized about laying a towel
under a swaying palm along some
deserted stretch of white sand beach
and feel that blissful contentment of
knowing you've got the whole place to
yourselfe Haven't each one of us stood
in line with scores of other tourists wait-
ing to see some natural wonder the

guide-book promised was a “three-star,
sight-seeing must” wondering, “What's
with all these people?”

You may be suffering under the delu-
sion that all the great vacation destino-
tions have already been discovered—
that crowded dive sites, clogged
beaches and endless lines are just a
fact of life. Well, let me disabuse you
of that idea here and now, loyal read-
ers, because | have been to a place
that defies even your grandest holiday
wishes—Southern Belize.

Hopkins Village

Glover’s Reef Atoll. As | watched the
gleaming white sands of the Hopkins
shoreline grow fainter, my cousin and
photographer, Kate Clark, said out loud
what | was already thinking, “No one’s
out on the beach yet—I guess they're
all still in bed.” She turned back around
and stretched out on the large bow

of our dive boat, soaking up the morn-
ing sun. It takes about an hour and

20 minutes to reach Glover's Atoll, an




unspoiled ring of lush islands
on the world’s second largest
barrier reef, but we both con-
sidered this a plus. It gives you
time to wake up and shake off
the cobwebs of jet-lag (or the
foggy-headed remains of too
many drinks the night before)
while getting to enjoy the gen-
tle swells and soft breeze of
the Caribbean.

When we arrived at the

; . southwest wall—the first of

Diver and caribbean Whip‘roil
stingray at Glover's Atollt
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three dives that day—our
small group began stepping
off the stern. As | awaited my
turn, | scanned the flat seaq,
and | was surprised that we
were the only boat in the
area. C-Dog, one of our dive
masters, had told me earlier

that Glover’s was a popular
site due to the pristine waters.
So, | was expecting other
dive operators to be bring-
ing groups out that morning.
| thought briefly that our early
start was the answer, and
when we popped up, | would
see several boats close by.

| took a giant step off the
boat relishing the warm water
and remarkable visibility. We
dropped swiftly, levelling off
and lefting the mild current
push us over the giant forest of
purple sea fans, elkhorn, tube
sponges and wire corals. Our
dive master was right; Glover’s
is absolutely teeming with life.
A large school of black dur-
geons stopped circling a giant
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Not nafive to Belizian waters, the lionfish is a beautiful

pest rising uncontrollably in population (far left); Divers

with hawksbill sea turtle on reef (left); Diver at ledge °

of coral with red sponges along Glover's Atoll (below) Bellze

tube sponge to get a quick
look at us but quickly realized
we were no threat and went
back to their never ending
game of chase.

A pair of spiny lobsters
twitched their tentacles nerv-
ously, trying to shove them-
selves further back into their
hiding place as Kate moved
closer for a picture or two.
When she got the one she
wanted, she took her reg out
and flashed me a big smile,
shaking her thumb and pinky at
me, “This is so awesome!”

Rocky shelves and overhangs
covered with red and green
tube clusters dominated the
seascape, and we immediately
began searching for nurse
sharks and morays. Neither
showed themselves, but a curi-
ous hawksbill turtle came to
greet us and inspected the

glass on Kate's housing before
finding a spoft to rest next to a
glowing azure vase.

We slowly finned up a few
meters and watched a pair of
gray angelfish swimming in lazy,
twisting loops around a group
of star coral. They disturbed a
sizable grouper that had his
mouth open for a few tiny fish
busily cleaning his teeth.

The current pushed us gen-
tly along the coral cliff for the
next 20 minutes. Stoplight and
butterfly fish darted in and out
of craggy alcoves and a small
school of barracuda eyed us
with resentful suspicion.

| checked my air pressure
and signalled to Kate that |
needed to start ascending. She
looked at her own gauge, still
showing plenty of air left, and
| could see no sign that she
was exasperated by her time




Large hermit crabs can be found in sandy
patches between reefs at Glover's Atoll
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being cut short. In fact, Kate has been
forever patient with my apparent lack of
lung capacity, and | owe her a debt of
gratitude that she never seems to hold it
against me.

We surfaced after our safety stop and
| immediately looked to see if any other
boats had appeared. | was pleasantly
surprised to find we were still alone on the
water.

Long Caye Wall. Jacque Cousteau once
said that the Long Caye site at Glover's
was one of his top-ten favorite dives. |
would have to agree. It's an easy dive
with almost no current and shallow
depths, so the colors are brilliant and
vivid. As with all the waters of Belize, the
visibility easily extends beyond 40 meters
(120 ft) so keep an eye on your depth
gauge.

At the top of the great wall, dozens of
sandy cut-throughs leading in and out
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of towering coral heads
can be explored and the
site abounds with brightly
colored fish, stingrays, eels,
green turtles and nurse
sharks.

At only 15 meters, we
reached the brilliant
white sand bottom and
headed for the massive
coral mounds marking
the lip of the wall. A few
divers swam through the
tunnels in the rocky out-
croppings while our dive
master pointed out two
adult spotted drums being
swarmed by seven or eight
tiny juveniles—their long,
wispy fins fluttering. Two
more hawksbill sea turtles
made an appearance,
and a lone hermit crab

Beautiful red fan corals branch out of the reef along Glover's Atoll (left); A small school of
blue tangs graze along the coral mounds of Glover's Atoll (above)

heading towards a sprawling field of sea
grass was carving long, distinct, double
tracks in the sand.

After 50 minutes, it was Kate that was
pointing her thumb towards the surface,
and | was stunned to find | had as much
air left as she did. Back on the boat, suck-

o

Blue chromis and silt-pore sea rods at South Water Caye

ing on Jolly Ranchers to get the salt out
of our mouths, | couldn’t help myself.
“You're slipping in your old age, Miss
Clark. Seems as if you may not be the
breathing machine | always thought you
werel!l” | went on this way for five minutes,
grinning widely and feeling horribly proud
of myself.

Finally, she could stand no more. “You
know, | was trying to let you feel good
about yourself,” she said. “But now, you're
just being completely obnoxious, so I'll
let you in on a little secret. My computer
hose was leaking like crazy the whole
time, and my tank was only filled to 2600
psi. Yours was at 3300, and you sfill came
up with the same amount of air as | did.”
She was standing over me at this point,
and | was beginning to shrink under the
onslaught. “So shut your trap, LaClaire,
you're still an air hog!”

Hamanasi Dive

& Adventure Resort

It was mid-afternoon as we approached
the long, sparkling beach of Hopkin's vil-
lage on our return from Glover’s, and |
was amazed to see that the white sands
were still empty. | turned to Kate, “This is
spring break, right¢ | mean, | don't have




Aaaaah... cold Belikin beer
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my dates wrong, do 2" She shook her
head and smiled. “I love it here!”

We unloaded our gear provided by the
operator—all of it high-end and in perfect
condition—onto Hamanasi's long dock
and walked through the scattered palms
lining the beach of the carefully tended
property. If you're unfamiliar with the
resort, let me give you a brief infroduction.

Named Belizean Hotel of the Year
in 2009 and rated as one of the top
ten hotels in the world by Trip Advisor,
Hamanasi—meaning almond in traditional
West African parlance—is a five-star, eco-
friendly adventure lodge that has every-
thing you could ask for. The quiet, seclud-
ed grounds are lush with native plant spe-
cies, the rustic and charming tree-houses
are replete with every imaginable amen-
ity, and service takes on a whole new
meaning here. Hamanasi's motto is, “Bring
the guests info our home and treat them
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like family. Deliver the vacation of a life-
time—no less!” It's obvious they take that
credo to heart, because the staff will do
absolutely anything to make you happy.

We once tested this by asking Chef
Sheridan Polanco for what is arguably the
world’s best key-lime pie at 11pm—Iong
after the kitchen was closed. We were
brought out two plates and coffee within
seconds. But it's not just the visitors who
are important, the resort takes it commit-
ment to the local population seriously, hir-
ing exclusively native Belizeans, donating
supplies to local grammar schools and
providing higher education scholarships.
They are fiercely protective of the environ-
ment and dedicated to responsible, sus-
tainable tourism.

Katrina, the concierge, had our guest
house made up, and after we made
ourselves comfortable, she took our din-
ner reservations and gave us a brief tour

around the grounds. | asked her about the
apparent lack of visitors and the empty
beach. “It's always like that here,” she
replied. “It may not seem like it, but in fact
the hotel is fully booked right now. Hopkins
is a slow, quiet place, and that's what we
love about it.”

We spent the rest of the afternoon sit-
ting by the pool, sipping cold Belikin beer
and napping in the hammocks hung
between the palms lining the empty
beach. We had the place all to ourselves,
and the only sound was the gentle surf
breaking a few meters away.

South Water Caye
The next morning, before leaving for South
Water, we were treated to a tasty vari-
ety of fresh fruits, newly baked pastries
and Hamanasi's breakfast buffet of eggs,
potatoes, bacon, coffee and juice.

The ride out to the reef was much

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: The national beer of Belize,
Belikin can be enjoyed at any cool spot along the
Hummingbird Highway; Brightly colored and extremely
inviting, the exterior of Haomanasi Resort completes
the tropical relaxation of Southern Belize; Clean and
comfortable beds greet travelers; Along with stellar
service and impeccable accommodations, Homanasi
Resort also offers five star dining; For guests looking for
a bit more privacy, Haomanasi offers several secluded
Tree Houses that sit amidst the shade; Haomanasi's free
house rooms offer a shady porch for lazy affernoon
naps. See: www.hamanasi.com



 http://www.hamanasi.com/
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CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Two French angelfish at
Jason’s Wall; Blue tang and branching fube sponge
at Fourth Cut where life is fucked into every cre-
vasse, such as banded coral shrimp found in the
folds of a large sponge (center); Nassau grouper
and azure vase at Jason's Wall
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shorter than the previous day, but
we had plenty of time for sun-
bathing and a few conversations
with several of the people who
were joining us. This is one of my
favorite parts about the scuba
experience—meeting interesting
people who have travelled the
globe in search of blue water
adventure. It's always a pleasure
to connect with someone from
halfway across the world and
compare notes on gear, dive
locations, shark sightings and the
fascinating similarities and differ-
ences of foreign customs.
Sam-I-am, another of our
dive masters, called out the
five minute warning, and we all
began slipping into our wetsuits.
Watching fellow divers ready
themselves for upcoming dives
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is wonderfully exciting for me.
You get to see adults suddenly
become childlike with eager-
ness and enthusiasm for what's
to come. Life seems to pulse
through them, and that conta-
gious surge of emotion sweeps
itself over the whole boat until
everyone is absolutely giddy with
the prospect of getting back in
the water.

Jason’s Wall. Our fist site, Jason'’s
Wall, was nothing short of spec-
tacular. Towering coral heads rise
up like monoliths on the preci-
pice of an imposing sheer face
that falls more than 400 feet.

We levelled off along the edge
of the drop off, and a hulking
Jew fish scowled at us, as we
passed. Kate spotted a group

of banded shrimp congregating
on a sponge that would make
Shaqguille O’Neil look positively
puny and paused to get a pic-
ture. Nearby, a grumpy looking
eel brandished its teeth and
lashed its tail back and forth
warning us to stay away.

We let the current take us
along the coral face, and soon
we heard Sam-I-Am wrapping
his tank. He pointed out a much
larger and much friendlier green
moray poking his head out of his
den. He was easily two meters
long (6ft), and Kate and | waited
for the rest of the group to get
a good look before we lagged
behind to take a few photos.

As | watched her preparing for
the shot, | found myself marvel-
ling at the amount of skill and
effort it requires to get a quality
underwater image. Fighting the
current, Kate had to set the shut-
ter speed, change the light set-
tings, manually situate her strobes
and avoid scraping her knees
and shins across the jagged
corals below her—all this while

Belize




keeping the twisting eel focused
in the frame and not scaring the
chary animal back into its hole.

| realized that she had her wide-
angle on, and | admit, | was more
than a bit nervous when, after her
equipment was set and ready,
she got so close to the moray
that the rounded glass dome of

JAE) 66 X-RAY MAG :43:2011

her housing was less than a centi-
meter from its open mouth.

Later, as we sat on the bow
feverishly telling each other how
incredible the dive was, she
showed me the moray eel shot
on the LCD screen of her digital
camera, and | hugged her effu-
sively in congratulations. Then |

told her if she ever got that close
to one of things again, I'd take
her camera away.

Our surface interval took place
in South Water's protected
lagoon, and the crew cut up
mango and watermelon for
snacks. Just off the dock, Kate
found an area of shallow water
(only a few centimeters deep)
where a small yellow stingray and
three tiny black seahorses were
foraging for food. While she put

F

LEFT TO RIGHT: Lack of overcrowd-
ing—qauests willing to hike to the
upper falls in Cockscomb Basin will
often be rewarded with a gorgeous
private swimming hole; Seahorse at
Salt Water Caye; Much of Belize is
covered in porous limestone creating
caves like this one and the famous
Actun Tunichil Muknal cave

on her macro lens and checked
her housing, | wandered the
shoreline. There is a little resort on
the island, but | only encountered
one small group of college kids
sunbathing and swimming. Further
on, | came across a few snorkel-
ers splashing along the reef that
curls around the backside of the
caye. Other than that, the island
was empty, save a catamaran
bobbing up and down in the
cyan waters a few meters away.

| sat down, digging my toes in the
warm sand and took a large, sat-
isfied breath.

Jaguars, tapirs and snakes
—oh my!

Less than 30 minutes drive from
Hopkins village is the Cockscomb
Basin Wildlife Sanctuary. Estab-
lished in 1990 as the world’s first
and only jaguar reserve, the
dense jungles and rugged moun-

Yellow stingray blends into the sea floor at Salt Water Caye
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tains of Cockscomb cover roughly
388 square kilometers (150 square
miles). It is also home to the great-
est density of jaguars in the world.
We arrived in mid-afternoon

after a morning on the water to
take a short hike and escape the
heat. Kate and | were joined by
two more of our cousins who had

flown in the night before.

The ranger station provided us
with a map of the basin’s trails,
advising us to watch our steps
and stay on the paths, as the
rainforests of Belize are home to
one of the deadliest snakes in
the world—the Fer-de-Lance. If
you're bitten by one, you have 30




Stewed chicken, beans
n'rice with a cold Belikin
is typical Belezian fare

minutes to receive the anti-venom or
the neurotoxin kills you.

We said a short prayer that none
of us would encounter one and
set off through the tangles of the
reserve. The path we chose was
a rather easy hike to one of the
region’s many waterfalls, and en-
route, we crossed paths with Belize's
national animal, the Baird’s tapir. He
was young and small but quick, and
we only got a quick glance of his
small elephant-like trunk before he
disappeared into the bush.

The sound of the river grew louder
and louder as we continued on, and
soon we came to a small waterfall
that emptied into a large, clear pool
surrounded by thick jungle foliage.
We wasted no time jumping in.

The four of us swam under the falls

Green moray eel with coral fan
and blackbar soldier fish at Salt
Water Cayes (left); Placencia
sunset with sailboat (inset)

for 20 or 30 minutes before discover-
ing a group of natural waterslides
eroded into the dark black river bed
that swooped down in terraced
sections. Perfectly smooth and con-
cave, each stone chute is a few
meters long and spills into a larger
pool below creating an idyllic natu-
ral playground, just right for an after-
noon cool down.

As we towelled off and put our
shoes back on, Tracy summed up
the day best. “I can't believe we're
the only one’s here,” she said. “I
mean, this place is amazing and no
one seems to know it exists.”

Gladden Spit

—Whale shark country

Forty miles south of Hopkins, at the
end of a long peninsula, flanked

SO, SHOULD | RENT A CAR OR WHAT?
When visiting the Northern Islands

of Belize renting a car is usually not
necessary. However, if you're stay-
ing in the South, | highly recommend
that you do so. I'm not saying a vehi-
cle is absolutely vital, as most hotels
have shuttles for excursions, but if
you want to do some sight seeing
on your own time and visit the most
secluded spofts, renting a caris a
great choice.

e We picked up a gas friendly 4x4
(a must if you'll be visiting Mayan
ruins or nature parks) from the friend-
ly and accommodating folks at
Jabiru Car Rentals and made the trip
from Belize City to Placencia in just
under three hours. The drive through
the lush rainforests and dense jungle
covered mountains is spectacular
and relaxing but there are a few
things you need to be aware of
when driving in Belize. Here's a short
list of things to keep in mind:

e Night driving. Many flights com-
ing into Belize City arrive in mid-
afternoon, so chances are you'll be
doing some of your driving in the

dark as you head south. This is not a
big problem but | will warn you that
the highways are poorly lit and road
signs, while sufficient, are few and far
between so keep your eyes peeled.
Don't let this worry you as Jabiru
gives you excellent road maps and
Belizeans are super friendly and will
be more than happy to give direc-
tions if take a wrong turn.

e Speed bumps. To cut down on
speeding through the villages, the
Belize Transportation Department
has constructed “speed bumps” the
locals call sleeping policemen along
the highways, specifically at the
beginning and end of each town.
The term “speed bumps” is in quotes
because they are really more like
colossal, concrete road monsters
waiting to eat your tires and chew
up your suspension. Seriously . . .

I'm not kidding, they're about 8-10
inches high. Each one is supposed
to be coated with bright, reflective
paint but only a few of them are so if
you're driving at night and you see a
yellow warning sign, for God’s sake,

SLOW DOWN!!
e Narrow crossings. The highway
that runs North to South is just two
narrow lanes and you'll have to cross
at least four or five extremely nar-
row bridges (one lane only) that only
accommodate one car at a time.
Slow down and look out for oncom-
ing traffic before crossing.
e Road animails. In and around the
villages, the main roads are used for
all kinds of foot traffic: horses, mules,
bicycles and, of course, like any
Caribbean destination, stray dogs
and cats. Most pedestrians are dif-
ficult to see due to the inadequate
street lamps and they like to take
evening strolls down the middle of
the roads so keep your speed to a
minimum and watch carefully.
Again, none of this should deter
you from renting a car and driving in
Belize. It's a small country and hav-
ing a vehicle makes it much easier
to see as much of its natural beauty
as possible during your stay. Just
use common sense and keep your
speed to areasonable pace. m
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by a giant lagoon on one side and
the Caribbean on the other, you'll
find the bright and cheerful village of
Placencia.

We arrived the first day of the full
moon and were there to dive for a
week searching for whale sharks with
Seahorse Dive Shop. Started in 1992
by town dignitary and environmental
champion, Brain Young 3r., Seahorse
is world famous for pioneering whale
shark diving in Belize.

Kate and | showed up at the dive
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shop with pastries for the crew from a
local Swedish bakery. Mr. Young was
preparing our boat, Deep Blue, and
his oldest son, Brian Jr., helped us with
our equipment. Sean Young, Brian's
middle son, greeted us affectionately
in unintelligible Creole slang and load-
ed a cooler full of Belizean stew-chick-
en on board. | had heard of this dish
and was assured Sean was a master
at preparing it.

The ride out to Gladden Spit took
over an hour. Doren, resident dive

TRAVEL

master at
Seahorse,
used the time
to brief us

on the area
and how the
dives would
be structured.
Once we
reached the
edge of the
reef, he told
us, the boat would sail
out into the deep blue
where giant schools
of cubera snapper
came to spawn in the
days following the full
moon. Brian Sr. would
use sonar to find the
school and, once over
the top of it, we would
get in and hover in

a tight circle above
the swarming fish. Our

Belize

Azure vase with
fube sponges (left)
and coral garden of
sponges, fan coral
and azure vase (far
left) at Salt Water
Cayes

collective bubbles
would simulate
the spawning of
the snapper and
the release of their
eggs, a principle
source of food for
the whale sharks.

If there were any
of the 20-ton fish
nearby, they would
come to investi-
gate.

Kate and | were
beyond excited.
Many divers classify
a whale shark sight-

Green moray eel at South Water Cayes

GROWING PAINS

Placencia, for better or worse, has been discov-
ered by the world at large and is growing at a
steady pace. Compared to other well-known
vacation destinations, it is still relatively small and
unspoiled by hordes of tourists, but expansion and
increasing popularity has forced the peninsula’s
residents to make some tough decisions regarding
the future.

Brian Young 3r., a tourism board member, invited
us to a town hall meeting of sorts at the village's
soccer field where a couple hundred locals, busi-
ness owners and tourist officials debated weather
or not Placencia should allow cruise ships to con-
struct a port of call in its harbor.

The economic recession and the resultant slow-
down in tourism has hit the Caribbean hard the last
several years and several locals, desperate for any
tfrade dollars, were hopeful that cruise ship passen-
gers would bring much needed finances into the
area. But the majority of attendees were fervent
about preserving their natural resources and keep-
ing companies like Carnival out of Placencia’s
waters.

“Our reefs are all we have and we have to stand
up and defend them,” said one local guide in
attendance. “And even though I'm watching my
fellow Belizeans struggle, we can’t give in to the
ruination the cruise industry will bring for a little bit
of fast money.”

| asked Brian, as a local business owner what he
thought. His answer, like his character, was passion-
ate and heart-felt.

“I'm not in favor of bringing in massive, tourist-
filled boats like they do in Belize City,” he said. “The
cruise trade has been a nightmare up there, and |
won't allow that to happen here. But what | would
like to see are small, 100-150 passenger boats
come in for short stays throughout the year. We did
this in the 90's and it worked well. The village was
never overrun, and the tourists hired guides for div-
ing, fishing, inland tours and nature walks.

“It worked well, and it can work again. We just
have to be careful that our reefs and our lands
remain the number one priority, or my grandchil-
dren are going to be in trouble. We can'’t just look
at a short term solution, we need to be looking
at how our decisions today will affect our country
and our families for the next several hundred years.
If we make the right choice now, even though it
may be tough for my generation, it will help sustain
future generations. And that's far more important.”

Well said, Brian. The world needs more people
like you init. m




ing as the Holy Grail of diving, and we
are no exception. Once we crossed the
outer reef and entered the large, heav-
ing swells of the open ocean the boat
was immediately tossed back and forth
in great listing yaws. A couple snorkel-
lers who had joined us couldn’t take
it and spent the rest of the afternoon
vomiting over the rails. After ten minutes
of searching Brian Sr. yelled out from
the captain’s chair, and we all jumped
in as fast as possible.

It's a strange sensation diving in the
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CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: Diver hovers over sleeping nurse shark at Salt Water Cayes;
Green cup coral and close-up of sleeping shark at Salt Water Cayes; Seahorse and
frumpet fish at Salt Water Cayes

open ocean.
You have no
frame of ref-
erence, and
you're totally
surrounded

by an endless
expanse of
blue stretch-
ing to infin-

ity in every
direction. We
descended
rapidly, trying
to get below
the swells and
not wanting to
lose the snap-
per.

Doren tapped his tank, beckoning us
to follow, and off we went, down and
down into the emptiness. After a few
minutes of searching, Doren pointed
out the silhouettes of thousands of twist-
ing and slashing fish about 15 meters
below us. We had been instructed to
level off at 22 meters (70ft) and under
Nno circumstances were we to drop
below 25 (80ft)—that would only push
the school down deeper and end our
dive.

As we hovered, the immense group
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of fish began to ascend, and soon we
were only a few meters above them.

Cuberas, | realized, are big fish, eas-
ily over a meter (3ft) in length and
weighing close to 25 kilos (40 lbs). We
followed them for quite awhile, as they
drifted along, and soon we were joined
by a second school—this one made up
of several hundred horse-eye jacks.

The bright silver jacks seemed fairly
inquisitive and surrounded our small
group of divers, circling us in a spiral-
ling column rising fowards the surface.
For a moment, | forgot about the snap-
per, but a large shifting shadow below
caught my eye, and |
turned back towards
the cubera.

Three bull sharks,
thick and lethal,
cruised through the
center of the school.
My heart began thud-
ding rapidly in my
chest, my breathing
involuntarily quicken-
ing. I'd never seen bull
sharks before, and I'm
not ashamed to admit
| was a bit frightened.
| could feel my body
galvanize with adrena-

lin, and |
grabbed
Kate's arm,
pointing at the three
fierce-looking sharks.
She nodded slowly,
enraptured by them.
| took a few deep
breaths to slow my heart. It
calmed me some to watch
them move carelessly among
the snapper, recognizing that
these bulls were not concerned
with us.

After 40 minutes, Doren sig-

SEAHORSE DIVE SHOP
—Tradition and excellence
| cannot say enough about the folks at
Seahorse. This family-run dive business truly
takes you in and makes you feel like one
of their own. They tfreat you to homemade
meals, let you fish off the stern at sunset on
the trips back home form the reefs, invite you
for drinks at local eateries where Carleton
and his band play reggae tunes, and best of
all, these guys know where to dive.
You'llmore than likely be begging for a trip
out to the Blue Hole, and they will be more
than happy to take you, but listen when

B2 they suggest alternative sites with even

more eye-popping scenery. | won't write
the names of some of these dives here, lest |
spoil their secrets, but let me assure you, they
can take you to a few places you won't
believe. Our favorite was a cave dive safe
enough for any advanced cert. carrier that
will absolutely blow your mind.

Opening his doorsin 1992, Brian Young pio-
neered not only whale shark diving in Belize
(he was featured in National Geographic
and several other major publications) but
also paved the way and led the efforts to
establish marine parks, marine reserves, and
protected fishing grounds throughout the
reef.

If you find yourself in Placencia, there real-
ly is, in this diver’'s opinion, no other choice
than Seahorse. You won't be disappointed.
Visit: www.belizescuba.com =



http://www.belizescuba.com/

TOP TO BOTTOM: The largest, most
impressive Mayan ruins in southern
Belize are at Xuantunich; Ancient
Mayan steps at Lubaantum’s ruins;
Friendly archeologists can be found
roaming the ruins at Xuantunich

naled the end of the dive, and
we headed up. No whale sharks
today.

Placencia

—Crown Jewel of Southern Belize
I'm not sure what it is exactly,

but Placencia stole a piece of
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my heart. There is something
indescribable about the whole
place that seems to seep into
your bones and radiate through
your soul. No matter what we
were doing or who we were with,
| found myself not wanting to

Still intfact ancient Mayan steale
carving (above) at ruins of Nim
Li Punitt found via dirt road (right)

leave.

The locals are friendly,
laid-back and personify the word,
chill. The village itself is dominated
by colorful clapboard houses,
locally owned guest houses and
beach side eateries, our favorites
being the Tipsy Tuna and the
Barefoot Beach Bar. Placencia

also boasts some
of the best beach-
es in the country,
and you'll be
hard pressed to
find more than a
handful of people
on any of them.
The villoge is
a perfect “base
camp” for visiting
Southern Belize as
inexpensive pud-
dle jumpers fly in
and out regularly
from Belize City,
and now that a
brand new high-
way has been
completed, it is
easier than ever
to get to. We

had planned a couple of inland
adventures between diving days
to check out what Southern Belize
had to offer and, believe me, it
does not disappoint.

Our first excursion took us less
than an hour away to a Mayan
ruin that our guide book dismissed
as “unremarkable”. Factually,
| think the author must have
been dropped on his head as a
child, or maybe he was ridicu-
lously hung-over when he visited,
because the partially reconstruct-
ed sight of Lubaantun is absolute-
ly breathtaking. This site is easily
accessible by car, and despite

the slightly smaller size, it's sfill very
worth a visit and should not be
missed.

After a short tour of the visi-
tor's center, the four of us hiked
among the towering rock struc-
tures and crumbling ruins, mar-
veling at the complexity of the
site. It was hard for me to wrap
my mind around the precise
mathematical symmetry used to
build each structure. The amount
of physical labor it fook to con-
struct the city was baffling.

We met a small group of
Belizeans in sweat-soaked khakis
who worked for the archeological




LEFT TO RIGHT: Dwarfed by the size of the cave opening, writer Kelly

society, hacking back the ever
encroaching jungle with noth-
ing more than a few machetes.
They were obviously hot and
tired but seemed more than
happy to stop and talk with us
about Mayan culture and the
various architectural aspects of
the site. Lubaantun, they told us,
is only one of two known sites

in the Mayan world where all
the rocks used in construction
were smoothed down to have
rounded shaped edges. No one
knows why this was done.

| would like to have stayed
there the rest of the day, explor-
ing the ancient city's nooks and
crannies, getting lost in its his-
tory, but the sun was beginning
to sink and we wanted to get to
our next destination before sun-
down.

As we were leaving
Lubaantun, | looked back at the
stone pyramids and green fields,
counting the other visitors. | only
sSaw one.

A short drive later we arrived
at Blue Creek, named for the

selling Mayan trinkets and
baskets while others sat on
boulders in the creek wash-
ing clothes with stones. We
set off on a clearly marked
trail that follows the river
and weaves its way through
the trees and vines for
about a half mile before it
ends at the mouth of a stun-
ning six-story cave.

After we swam in the pool
at the cave's enfrance, we
pulled out our dive lights
and gave three local kids
five dollars each to take us
spelunking into the black
depths of the giant cavern.
Cave systems like these are
ubiquitous in Belize and spe-
lunking is a popular sport
with locals and visitors alike.

Our adolescent tour
guides told us that Blue Creek
cave extends back for over six
miles, and that if you go back
far enough, you'll find an under-
ground waterfall that crashes
out of the ceiling of the cav-
ern. Thirty minutes in the spooky

back.

Outside, the sun was setting,
and we got in another swim
before a few swooping bats
that had come out to hunt
chased us out of the water and
back towards our car.

Silk Cayes

We spent three frustrating days
in search of the world’s largest
fish, but Mother Nature is often
fickle, and the whale sharks
never made an appearance.
Kate was getting restless. So far,

LaClaire gazes out af the Belizian rainforest that surrounds the cooling  river that runs through the vil- black interior was long enough Guess how many tourists we

waters of Blue Creek Cave; View looking out of the cave enfrance af the  |gge. A few ladies lined the road  for us, and we decided to turn SOW.
dense Belizian forest; A guest enjoys a refreshing swim at the cave

TRAVEL

she had very little opportunity
to get some macro shots. So

e
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CLOCKWISE FROM FAR
LEFT: Happy snorkeler
and loggerhead sea
turtle at Silkk Cayes;
Trumpet fish at Silk
Cayes; Caribbean whip
tail stingray; Doctor fish;
Brain coral and cleaner

goby

the best snorkel dive
of my life. Had that
been our only time in
the water, our entire
trip would have
been worth it.

On the ride
back to Placenciag,

Belize

the crew at Seahorse took us out to a
string of deserted islands known as the
Silk Cayes where the reefs are rich and
vibrant even at considerable depths.

to keep secret. As we approached, | Carleton Young (aka “Patu”)—Brian Sr.’s
saw an old wooden boat bobbing up brother and part owner of Seahorse—
and down—its crew a group of leathery-  handed Kate and | an ice cold Belikin
skinned free divers cleaning the day’s and toasted our visit. He invited us to
Perhaps the sea life there felt sorry for catch. Our group slipped into the water come back next spring break for a div-
our previous days of fruitless searching with just our snorkel gear and were ing trip though the Cayes and down into
because they came out in force. Turtles,  treated to the best deco stop ever. Two Panama aboard a catamaran he char-
eagle rays, eels, countless species of fish  giant loggerheads were sparring under ters called the Wild Orchid.

and a solitary reef shark all came to say the bow for conch scraps, and three or “Geeze, Carleton,” | said smiling, “We'll
hello. It was as if we brought along a four spotted eagle rays slowly cir- need to think about that.
diver’'s bucket list and got to check off cled the stern waiting for their I mean, we had

nearly every item on it in one spectacu-
lar dive.

We ate homemade barbecue and
fresh tuna salad under the shade of
palms while watching a family of peli-
cans swoop and dive for fish at the
island’s edge. A group of three friendly
and playful dolphins had come to inves-
tigate the small group of snorklers who
were with us, and they were laughing
about the experience while sitting in the
sand.

Before we left for the day, our little
boat stopped at a location | have sworn
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chance. Several large e s

sting rays fluttered
along the grassy
seas bed, and

a blacktip

reef shark,
followed

by three

nurse

sharks

came to investi-
gate the free meal
of fish offal being
thrown overboard. It was

TRAVEL

planned a whole

. rain-filled

k. weekend of
diving in
the

freezing Puget Sound with 30 other
divers and two scuba classes. It's
gonna break my heart to have to give
up the double 60mm wetsuit | usually

| shove myself info to keep my heart from

stopping, just to come back here.”
“I guess that makes sense,” he
laughed, sweeping his hand
towards the empty sea. “It's pretty

awful out here—and the crowds here are
prefty hard to put up with.” m

Kelly LaClaire is a dive writer based in
Portland, Oregon, and his cousin, Kate
Clark, is an underwater photographer
from the same city. They travel as a team
to cover dive locations in the Americas,
the Caribbean and the Pacific.
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Belize

SOURCE: CIA.GOV WORLD FACTBOOK

History Belize was the site of many
thriving Mayan city states until their
mysterious decline at the end of the

first millennium A.D. The British and
Spanish fought over the land through-
out the 17th and 18th centuries untfil it
formally became the “Colony of British
Honduras” in 1854. Full internal govern-
ment was granted in 1964 and in June,
1963, the official name of the country
was changed to Belize. Territorial disputes
between the UK and Guatemala contin-
ved for years and delayed the indepen-
dence of Belize until 1981. Guatemala
refused to recognize the new nation until
1992 and the two countries are involved
in an ongoing border dispute and mili-
tary groups still patrol Belize borders near

RIGHT: Location of Belize

on global map.

BELOW LEFT: Map of Belize

BELOW RIGHT: Belizian break-

fast of black beans, eggs and

fry jacks—deep-fried pieces of
dough—available at the Maya
Beach Restaurant in Placencia

San Pedro

- TURNEFFE
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the Guatemalan borders although
no incidents have been reported
for years. Tourism has become the
mainstay of the Belizean economy.
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Geography Belize is located e O?T_,Zﬂﬁgmfs

in Central America, bordering
the Caribbean Seaq, between
Guatemala and Mexico. Coastline:
386km. The terrain is dominated by lush
tropical rainforests and low mountains in

south. Lowest point: Caribbean Sea Om.
Highest point: Doyle’s Delight 1,160 m.
Note: Belize is the only country in Central
America without a coastline on the North
Pacific Ocean.

Climate Tropical; hot and humid. The
rainy season runs from May to November
and the average rainfall is 60 inches per
year in the north and around 150 inches
in the south. The dry season is February to
May. The average temperature in Belize
is 81 F. Belize has a hurricane season
(June to November) and coastal flood-
ing can occur but is not common.

One of the nicest things about Belize
is the fact that all beaches are
public property, so if you're walking
around and find a nice shady ham-
mock under some palms, buying a
drink from the local restaurant or bar
will earn you the ticket to enjoy that
portion of the beach all day

TRAVEL

Environmental
issues

Deforestation is a
concern; water pollu-
fion from inadequate
sewage systems is a
problem in localized
areas; agricultural
runoff is a factor in
in-land areas. Belize is
party to: Biodiversity
agreements, Climate
Change pact,
Climate Change-
Kyoto Protocol, Deserfification treaties,
Endangered Species acts, Hazardous
Waste laws, Law of the Sea, Ozone

Layer Protection, Ship Pollution freaties,
Wetland salvation and preservation, Anti-
Whaling laws.

Economy Tourism is the number one
foreign exchange earner in this small
economy, followed by exports of marine
products, citrus, cane sugar, bananas
and garments. The government’s expan-
sionary monetary and fiscal policies,
initiated in September 1998, led to GDP
growth averaging nearly 4% in 1999-
2007. Qil discoveries in 2006 bolstered
this growth. Exploration efforts have con-
tinued and production has increased a
small amount. Growth slipped to 0% in
2009 and 1.5% in 2010 as a result of the

global slowdown, natural disasters, and
the drop in the price of oil. With weak
economic growth and a large public
debt burden, fiscal spending is likely

to be tight. A key government objec-
tive remains the reduction of poverty
and inequality with the help of interna-
tional donors. Although Belize has the
second highest per capita income in
Cenftral America, the average income
figure masks a huge income disparity
between rich and poor. The 2010 Poverty
Assessment shows that more than 4 out
of 10 people live in poverty. The sizable
trade deficit and heavy for-
eign debt burden continue to
be major concerns. Natural
resources. garment produc-
tion, food processing, tourism,
construction, oil. Agriculture:
bananas, cacao, citrus,
sugar, fish, shrimp and lumber.

Currency Belizean dollars
(BZD). The Belizean dollar is
pegged to the American dol-
larat 2 to 1.

Population 321,115 (July
2011) Ethnic groups: mestizo
48.7%, Creole 24.9%,Maya
10.6%, Garifuna 6.1%,other
ethnic groups 9.7%.
Religion: Roman Catholic
49.6%, Protestant 27% (Pentecostal
7.4% ,Anglican 5.3%, Seventh-Day
Adventist5.2%, Mennonite 4.1%, Methodist
3.5%, Jehovah's Witnesses 1.5%), other
religions 14% (2000 census).

Language Spanish 46%, Creole 32.9%,
Mayan dialectSpanish 46%, Creole 32.9%,
Mayan dialects 8.9%, English 3.9% (offi-
cial), Garifuna 3.4%, German3.3%, other
languages 1.4% (2000 census).

Hyperbaric Chambers
San Pedro, Ambergris Caye
Emergency: 501-226-2851
ambergriscaye.com

Websites
Placencia Tourism
www.placencia.com


http://ambergriscaye.com/pages/town/hyperbar.html
http://www.placencia.com/

