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Lionfish in the coral (above) and Nembrotha lineolata nudibranch (right) on the Lusong gunboat wreck

Being an avid wreck diver, Coron
has been on my bucket list for ages.
Having followed the underwater
remains of the Pacific Theater World
War Il battles, | have found myself in
some of the most beautiful places on
earth, from the Solomon Islands to
Truk Lagoon and many others. Coron
is no exception.

Arriving on the island of Busuanga after a short,
one-hour flight from the Philippines' capital city
of Manila, | was picked up and escorted by
van and boat to Sangat Island. As we depart-
ed the dock, there were dense mangroves

on either side, green foliage encroaching on
the small waterway, hardly big enough for two
boats to pass in some areas.

Admiring my surroundings, | lost my breath
for a moment when the walls of mangroves
on either side seemed to open like a curtain
to reveal a wide-open expanse of blue water

‘:@ 37 X-RAY MAG : 95 : 2020

and many green islands rising up from the
water at different heights as far as | could see.
“Beautiful” seemed like an understatement.
The boat driver picked up speed as we
made our way closer to the dive resort, the
only property on the island, where | would be
staying to dive the wrecks for the next week.
Sheer limestone cliffs got closer and the boat
turned a corner past a rock face revealing
a white sandy beach and several thatch
chalets on stilts. | was soon being shown to
one of the chalets with an epic view of palm
trees and ocean in front of me, and even
macaqgue monkeys could be seen wandering
the grounds.

WWII, Coron, 1944

In the summer of 1944, the Americans

and Allied forces ramped up action in the
Philippines. From September 21 to 24, the
United States attacked Manila Bay, sinking
15 ships. In an effort to protect the rest of the
fleet, the Japanese sent the remaining ships
to locations they had hoped were safe and
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out of range. Several ships made their way to
Coron Bay to essentially hide out and hope-
fully not be found by the Americans.

It is unknown if the ships were discov-
ered by aerial photo reconnaissance or if
Japanese radio transmissions were inter-
cepted, but their location was no longer a
secret. The US carrier group was 340 miles
from Coron Bay, but Admiral Williom F.
“Bull” Halsey from the battleship USS New

Diver inside Kogyo Maru (above); Traditional-styled outriggers on the beach
(top right); Cuttlefish under gun turret on bow of Olympia Maru (previous page)
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Jersey designed a mission that was
approved by Vice Admiral Marc A.
Mitscher, commander of Task Force 38
on the aircraft carrier USS Lexington.
Ninety-six Grumman FéF Hellcat
fighters and 24 Curtiss SB2C Helldiver
dive bombers took off at 5:50 a.m.
on September 24 for what was the
longest-range air attack ever launched
from aircraft carriers at that fime. They

arrived at 2:00 a.m, and in just minutes,
they took out the fleet and quickly
departed so they could make it back
safely. As they flew back to the carri-
ers, there were 12 ships sunk or burning
in the bay behind them. The planes all
returned safely. One ship was reported
to have escaped, the Kamoi, dam-
aged, but later reported to have made
it to port in Hong Kong.

Historical photo of Olympia Maru
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Diver on the bow
with gun turret of
the Olympia Maru

Underwater
for 75 years,
these ships now
rest below the
waves of one of
the most beau-
tiful places in
the world, both
on land and
underwater.
Topside sheer
limestone cliffs
and rock faces
jut out of the
blue waters and
are covered in
flourishing jun-
gle. Located
within the Coral
Triangle, the
oceanic region
with the highest
marine biodiver-
sity on Earth, the
ships are cov-
ered in abundant and colorful marine
life. Unfortunately, the ships have been
extensively salvaged, with their propel-

Diver and fish life inside the Olympia Maru

lers, engines and artifacts removed,
but there is still plenty left to see on the
ships.

Olympia Maru

My first dive was on the Olympia Maru,
a 400ft (122m) freighter sitting upright
with the top deck around 60ft (18m).

| was visiting during the rainy season
when visibility can be a bit murky,

and we descended for a few minutes
before the shadow of a ship came into
view. Starting at the stern, | followed
my dive guide straight into the stern-
castle of the ship. Coils of lines could
be seen, and a stash of beer bottles
were on the floor, but what | mostly
noticed were several ladders and sup-
port beams bending at the weight of
the ship. As the years pass, and time
and the ocean take their toll on these
ships, it is important to remember that
they are ever changing. | was told
some of the decks were starting to
pancake on top of one another, and

what | saw concurred with this warning.

We continued swimming through
the interior of the ship—in and out of
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massive cargo holds with blue
ambient light streaming in. A
large boiler remained as well as
many crushed fuel drums. Even
inside the dark and rusty wreck,
there were schools of cardi-
nalfish and other small silvery
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Boiler (left), diver and fuel drums (above) inside the Olympia Maru

fish, which reflected like

glitter in our dive lights.
Emerging from within the

bowels of the ship, | was

greeted at the bow by sun-

light and fish everywhere. A

huge school of yellow

goaffish stretched from

one side of the ship to

the other and fusiliers

darted around feeding

in the water column

behind them. The gun

turret remains but there

is no gun. Inspecting

the platform, there was

a giant cuttlefish doing

a poor job of hiding

underneath. Its brilliant pur-
ple and maroon colors gave
it away in an instant and it
flashed bright colors for my
camera.

Shallow depths allowed for
a nice long dive on 32 per-

cent nitrox, and we slowly made
our way back to the stern on the
outside of the ship, which was
teeming with fish. | refurned to the
surface after the first dive, excited
for more.

Pufferfish with remora and juvenile gold-
en trevallies on the mooring line of the

Olympia Maru
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Fire bricks (above) and diver (right) inside and
by the boilers (top left) of the Morazan

becoming a cargo vessel for the IJN. On
her starboard side sitting at depths of 45
to 85ft (14 to 26m), the estimated 325ft
(100m) vessel has a lot of life and some
really cool things to see in its interior.
Swimming into the engine room was
like swimming into a massive cavern. The
Morazan or Ekkai Maru engines were salvaged, but two huge boilers remain,
Built in 1908 in the United Kingdom and first named and divers can swim in-between them through a tri-
the Manco, this ship was sold to Central America in angular opening underneath. Fire bricks with English
1921 and renamed the Morazan. In 1941, the ship names can be seen as well as coal in the corners of
Fish life and coral on the smoke stack was captured by the Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) the ship. There was open space, allowing for light to
of the Morazan (above); Razorfish and  in Shanghai, and in 1942, renamed the Ekkai Maru, filter into the wreck while moving through large, easy
sea whips on the Morazan (right) Historical photo of the Morazan or Ekkai Maru
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penetrations. It was really fun to twist
and turn through the passageways,
and it made me feel small moving
through this massive ship.

Outside the wreck, there was
marine life as if it were a reef and not
a ship. The fallen smokestack lay in
the sand, and purple sea whip corals
seemed to sprout out of it, with fish
hiding within. Some of the marine life
seen included a school of razorfish
swimming over the hull and black
coral, a crocodilefish and lionfish.

Kogyo Maru
The Kogyo Maru
is known for some
unigue objects in
the cargo holds
including a bull-
dozer, tfractor
and many bags
of cement. Sitting
on its port side,
the top deck of
the ship is now
vertical and
almost looks like
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a wall dive, with enormous cargo-
hold openings through which one
can swim.

We went info the hold containing
the machinery, and one can easily
see how everything, including bags
of cement, has toppled to the low-
est point, which is now the side of
the ship. The bulldozer and tractor
are mangled on top of the bags of
cement. Swimming through a hole in
the wall from one cargo hold to the
next, there are more bags of cement
and many coils of rolled-up wire

t COURTESY OF SANGAT ISLAND DIVE RESORT
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Mother Nature
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A hawksbill turtle on the Kogyo Maru (above); Historical photo of the Kogyo Maru (left);
Diver swims over the rudder of the Morazan (top center); Diver inside the Morazan (top left);
Crocodilefish on the Morazan (far left)
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Diver inside the Kogyo Maru (above);
Copperband butterflyfish (top right),
rice cooker in the galley (right) and
fractors wheels and axle (left) on the
Kogyo Maru

mesh likely used in airport runway
construction.

My dive guide took me into
two different sections of the gal-
ley. Structural domage made it
impossible to swim through to both
sides, but they both can be accessed by
other ways. A huge rice cooker is in one
side of the galley, as well as a stove and
other cooking equipment. There are many
open, easy penetrations through the ship,
with plenty of light. Depths range from 78
to 110ft (24 to 34m).

Coming shallow towards the end of this
dive, we swam over the hull, now cov-
ered with reef life. A hawksbill sea turtle
was munching on some coral, completely
oblivious to us as it ate its meal and occa-
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sionally moved to a different part of the
ship before eating more.

Irako Maru

The Irako Maru was a refrigerated pro-
visioning ship and could supply food for
25,000 personnel for up to two weeks.
Sitting upright, this 482ft (147m) is one of
the best ships for more advanced pen-
etrations, although bottom times can be
short because it sits at depths from 90 to
140ft (28 to 40m).
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The Forgotten WWII Wa.rblrds
of Kwaj .

 BRANDI MUELLER S5 ALAN AXELROD
Never before published in book form, see
extraordinary images of the forgotten
American WWII airplanes resting on the
bottom of the Kwajalein Atoll lagoon, from
award-winning underwater photographer
Brandi Mueller. Available on: Amazon.com
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Manual ammunition lift to bring ammunition
from below up to the gun on deck
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We headed to what is likely a large
galley with many sinks and machinery.
There were also two bicycles in one
room and intact catwalks. Towards the
bow is a massive wheel used to help
bring ammunition from a lower deck
up to the gun platform above. | would
have loved more time and more dives
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Diver swims near the bow gun turret of the Irako
Maru (top left); Diver with machinery (above)
and catwalk (right) inside Irako; Historical photo
of Irako Maru (left)

to explore the interior  week of diving.
of this wreck. The Okikawa
The outside of the Maru is a massive
ship is also nice. | found oil tanker claimed
the bow particularly to be over 500ft
photogenic, and a gun (170m) long. It sits
turret (with no gun) sits ~ mostly upright,
near the bow. Coral although the bow
and fish were also plen- is broken from the
tiful on the exterior of ship and sits with
the Irako Maru. the nose upward.
Shallow depths
Okikawa Maru from 32 to 85ft (10
The Okikawa Maru wreck is the farthest to 26m) allow for
from Sangat (just 25 minutes by boat) and  a lot of fime to
well worth the beautiful boat ride which explore, and there
passes pearl farms and several islands. is plenty to see
Even though it was the end of the rainy both inside and out. The propellers have been removed, but |
season, | was very lucky, with mostly sunny We started at the stern and swam could picture how large they must have
and calm weather during most of my straight to the huge rudder in the sand. been to propel such a huge ship. Then my




dive guide seemed to disappear
into thin air. He had gone straight

into the ship via the propeller shaft.

|, of course, followed.

Slowly swimming through the
bowels of this massive ship was
incredible and one can swim
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the entire length inside. Mild to
strong currents are common, and
because the ship has so many
openings, the currents stir up the
silt within, making visibility appear
dark and spooky. The cavernous
holds and oil storage areas were

Hawksbill sea turtle in the
interior of the wreck of the
Okikawa Maru (above);
Barramundi fish (left) and
false clownfish in anemone
on the deck (right) of the
Okikawa Maru; Historical
photo of the Okikawa
Maru (lower right)

dark but massive. My dive guide, in
a very humorous manner, showed
me what might be a jail cell or a
cage-room by going inside and
miming to me he was locked inside
and frying to get out.

We continued from hold to hold
and into the engine room area
(although it was salvaged). We
moved through some large open-
ings and some smaller holes in the
wall, making it all the way to the
bow before emerging into the
daylight. Where the bow is bro-
ken, there was a group of batfish
and other schooling fish.

Out in the open and back
on deck, we started swimming
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towards the stern, and | could
see the cross hatch of the pipe
bridge catwalk used to help
move oil in and out of the ship.
Covered in marine life, it was
hard to make out what it used

to be, and many fish were liv-
ing in and around it. | spotted a
barramundi and a little hawksbill
sea turtle swimming nearby. |
followed the turtle, and it swam
right info the wreck, taking me
on a little tour of the deck below.
Anemones dotted the deck and
lots of fish swam by. Overall, this
was probably the prettiest wreck,
and | really enjoyed the dive.

Akitsushima
The Akisushima was top on my

list to dive and the only warship
in Coron. Having spent fime div-

ing in Truk Lagoon (Chuuk), this
wreck fascinated me because

it was there during Operation
Hailstone, the massive air raid that

COURTESY OF SANGAT ISLAND DIVE RESORT
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Historical photo of Akifsushima

Diver exploring the
interior (above) and
swimming through the
propeller shaft (left)
of the Okikawa Maru;
School of big eyes
(right) and remains

of a flight helmet
(lower right) on the
Akitsushima

sunk the many ships we dive in
Truk today, but the Akisushima
escaped. The ship was hit twice,
but due to its strong construc-
tion, it managed to stay afloat
and leave via South Pass. It was
interesting to consider that if it
had not escaped, we might oth-
erwise be diving that ship in Truk.
Besides this interesting his-
tory, the Akisushima was a very
unique ship built specifically to
be a tender for the Kawanishi
H8K “Emily” seaplane. The
Emily was a huge plane with a
wingspan of almost 125ft (38m)
and a gross weight of 54,013Ib
(24,500kg). To support this, the
Akitsushima had a massive crane
on its stern, which now rests in
the sand at 120ft (36m). That was
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where we started our dive.

| knew the plan was for my
guide to show me the remains
of a flight helmet first, but when
| saw the crane, | forgot what
| was doing and immediately
swam out and over the massive
structure. Returning back, | saw
the flight helmet and the anti-
aircraft gun in the sand. After
that, we headed inside the ship
to see the enormous winch,
used to operate the crane, and
continued through the engine
room, which still had all four
engines intact and some inter-
esting gauges.

If the Akisushima was carry-
ing an Emily when it sank, the
plane was never found. Having
spent most of the dive at deeper

depths, our bottom time was
short and ended sooner than

| had wanted. We exited the
ship and swam slightly shallower
along the outside of the wreck.
There, we viewed an intact
radio tower, before we eventu-
ally turned around and headed
back to the stern over the hull,
which was covered in coral and
buzzing with fish.

Lusong gunboat

Even though it was a smaller ship
and shallower, | really enjoyed
the Lusong gunboat. Only 100ft
(30m) long, the ship’s bow
comes up to 15ft (3m). While
only the basic structure remains,
there were tons of marine life on
the wreck and some wide-open
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Akitsushima

and fun swim-throughs within. My guide found a giant cuttle-
fish just a few feet off the wreck, which let me take dozens of
photos before swimming away. | spent one dive shooting the
ship with a wide-angle lens, trying to capture the many lion-
fish, anemones, and other fish amongst huge bushes of black
coral. | also went back for another dive to shoot macro and
found nudibranchs, clownfish and porcelain crabs in anemo-
nes, jawfish and more. Both were really enjoyable and relax-
ing dives, and it was neat to see how the ocean has deco-
rated the ship with life.

Sangat sub-chaser
Another smaller wreck, which | found to be a really nice dive,
was the sub-chaser located just around the corner from the

A diver explores the interior (above) and a bannerfish among coral (top right) on the Lusong gunboat
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Tomato clownfish in anemone on the Lusong gunboat
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School of tiny fish (above) on the Lusong gunboat; Bow of
the Sangat sub-chaser with an outrigger dive boat above it
(right); Diver (top right), portholes (far right) and Japanese file
bath tub (bottom right) inside the Sangat sub-chaser

resort. Situated quite close to
land and a vibrant reef, the

115ft (35m) sub-chaser sat mostly

upright with a starboard list.

My first dive on the sub-chaser
was a twilight dive that turned
info a night dive. There was a
large population of mandarin-
fish on the nearby reef, so we
checked out the ship first, and
as the light started to fade, we
headed over to see if any man-
darinfish were mating. We saw
a few of the vibrant blue-and-
red-patterned fish, but none
were mating. Continuing the
night dive, we saw a teeny, finy
cufttlefish, shrimp, and a sponge
crab which was in the process

TRAVEL

of exchanging its
sponge for a purple
sea fan.
Returning during
the day, | found that
| was not the only
one who liked div-
ing the sub-chaser. It
was a very popular
wreck for other dive
operators too. Many
boats from Coron
used the sub-chaser
and shallow reef
close by for open
water students and beginner
divers because the ship was
as shallow as 15ft (3m) in some
areas, with a maximum depth

of about 60ft (18m). There was
abundant marine life on the
ship, including juvenile batfish,
lots of coral, and a crocodilefish
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Crocodilefish inside a stove in the galley of the Sangat
sub-chaser (above); The reef near the sub-chaser is home
to mandarinfish (center)

sitting in the open hole of a stove in the galley area.
It was easy to swim through the ship and see a bath-
room with an intact Japanese tile bathtub, through
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Wire coral goby (above);
Diver with giant cuttlefish at
the Lusong gunboat (left);
Jawfish (right); Lion’s paw sea

cucumber (fop right)

the hull of the ship with open portholes letting in blue
light, and the wheelhouse area. We spent the end of
the dive checking out the marine life in the reef.

Confusion with names

Which wreck is which seems to have been an end-
less source of confusion in past years. In this arficle, |
am using the most recent identifications, but in the
past, what is now known as the Olympia Maru was
previously unknown and called the Tangat. What is
now identified as the Morazan was previously incor-
rectly thought of as the Olympia. Finally, what is now
known as the Okikawa was previously misidentified
as the Taiei Maru.

TRAVEL

Not just wrecks

Not only are the wrecks beautiful arfificial reefs cov-
ered in life, there are also other reefs to dive around
Coron as well. Unfortunately, | ran out of time to do
more dives, but there are also two dive sites in geo-
thermal waters called Barracuda Lake and Cathedral
Cave. Barracuda Lake requires a 15-minute hike, but
once in the water, divers pass through three thermo-
clines, with the water getting hotter as one gets deep-
er (until reaching a point where it gets cool again).
Cathedral Cave is entered through a limestone cliff
face, and divers must pass through a tunnel before
reaching stalactite and stalagmite formations and the
main cavern. | look forward to returning to see both.

Wire coral shrimp
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Sangat Island
Not only was the diving incredible, but
Sangat Island Dive Resort was the perfect
place from which to dive, and | spent the
week being surrounded by beauty both
above and below. Sangat is a limestone
island, which is part of the Calamines Island
group in the northern sector of Palawan
Province. Busuanga, Coron and Sangat are
all a part of the Calamines and boast lime-
stone rock formations, land-locked geother-
mal lakes, and plenty of birds and wildlife.
Sangat is home to various tropical birds,
including the endangered tabon scrubfowl ,
Palawan hornbill, mynahs, Palowan peacock
pheasant and Philippine cockatoo. It is also
home to macaque monkeys, which, at times,
| felt were the true bosses of the resort.

One morning, | was on my way to get
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coffee, and several monkeys were on the
walkway. | could not remember if one is sup-
posed to make eye contact and establish
dominance or avoid eye contact. | chose
direct eye contact and quickly realized that
either | did not thoroughly establish domi-
nance, or | was not supposed to make eye
contact. Either way, the alpha male bared
his teeth, growled at me and chased me
down the path. | thought to myself, “I will
not make eye contact again.” For the most
part, the monkeys just wandered around the
resort like they owned the place (I suppose
they did), and a few mothers carrying babies
would pass in front of my chalet or they
would just be eating in the trees.
Accommodations at the resort consist of
beachfront chalets, hillside chalets and a
two-bedroom villa with a private beach.

View of the resort side of Sangat Island (above); Scenic wooden walkway on the island (left); Crab for lunch (bottom left)

No one was staying in the villa, so | wan-
dered down the wooden walkway around
and over a rock cliff before arriving at the
private beach and lovely villa tucked back
into another cliffside. The outdoor shower
built inside a little rock opening was my
favorite part, and it looked like the villa
would be a great place to spend some
secluded time.

Meals were served at an open-air restau-
rant and bar area with pool table, bookshelf
and plenty of seating. Another bar, the Rock
Bar, was just a short walk down a pier over
the water onto a rock sitting off the main
island. Both were great places to grab a
cocktail or a fresh coconut with metal straw
(no plastic straws or even single-use plastic
water bofttles are used on the island).

Macaqgue monkey on the path




Daily routine
Most mornings, | got up with the sun.
The ocean breeze flowing through the
screens of my open-air cottage kept
it cool and also let in the light. | would
slowly get up and head to the dining
room area to get a French-press pot of
coffee and bring it back to my porch.
| would then sip coffee while watching
the water in front of me, the occasional
monkey go by, or catch up on my read-
ing and emails. The resort only had Wi-Fi
in the dining room areaq, but | had a local
cell SIM card that got me 3G all around
the resort.

| would then head to breakfast where
there were eggs to order, bacon and
ham, cheese, fresh fruit juice and other
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breakfast
items, but all |
wanted were
the mangos—
delicious,
amazing,
perfectly ripe,
Filipino mangos. Okay, | ate some other
things too, but the mangos were the
best. | could have eaten them all day
and all night.

After breakfast, | would head to the
dive shop and analyze tanks, get my
camera ready and head out to the first
dive. After each dive, we would come
back and do the surface interval at the
resort because dive sites were so close.
| would grab a coffee or some tea and
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relax in one of the hammocks under my
chalet. After the second dive, lunch was
usually buffet style, and there was time
for a quick nap or more hammock time
(or a nap in the hammock) before the
third dive. The dive operator also offered
mandarinfish dives and night dives.
Dinner was often buffet style or shared
plates for big groups.

Overall, | could not shake the feeling

of being completely relaxed. There were

Macaqgues playing in the trees (above); A few of the beach-
side chalefts (left); | cannot imagine a prettier view to enjoy
some French press coffee (far left); View from chalet (center)

NO NOoisy

cars rush-

ing past,

no honking

horns. In
fact, the only thing | heard was a non-
stop nature soundtrack of waves rush-
ing up against the shore, birds, crickets,
the occasional snarling from monkeys
fighting (how dare they interrupt the
peace!)—nothing was rushed (although
the dive boat left at the fime stated).
Otherwise, everything was super relaxing
and peaceful.

Gearing up on the dive boat

Other activities included kayaking,
and | had planned to use a kayak to go
see a geothermal area just on the other
side of the island, but diving (and the
hammock) took up all of my time. There
were also stand-up paddleboards, trek-
king tours around the island, snorkeling,
jet ski tours, sailing, island-hopping day
trips and massage service (I did par-
take in that once, as if | was not relaxed
enough already).

| woke up one morning as the sunlight
lit up my room and could hear the gentle
waves breaking on the sand in front of




my chalet. Looking through the
mosquito netting and out of the
screened window, | could see
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two monkeys in the tree just out-
side, reaching for leaves for their
breakfast. The whole scene was so

peaceful and calming, | was com-
pletely relaxed, and it was incred-
ible to be so close to nature.

Environmental aspects
Sangat Island Dive Resort takes
ecotourism seriously, and if you
look closely, you can see signs
of this around the resort. The pier
leading to the dive boats has
a roof full of solar panels (there
are more in other areas too)
and the resort is entirely off the
public electricity grid. Currently,
they are nearly 100 percent solar-
powered, right down to powering
the compressors filing the tanks.
Occasionally on rainy days and
at night, they have to start up
the generators, but | heard about
plans for a larger battery system to
avoid using the generator at all.
The island makes its own water,
and because of this, conserving it
is vital. This probably explains my
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only (very first-world) complaint
about the resort—that they do
not have hot water in the rooms.
| would venture this is partly to
keep tourists from taking hour-
long hot showers when water is
such a precious resource on the
island. Days were hot, so gener-
ally not having hot water was not
much of an issue, but one night
after a night dive, it felt particu-
larly chilly.

The resort is built with “low
impact” materials using tradi-
tional methods such as hand-
woven bamboo wall panels and
cogon grass or nipa palm roof-
ing. There is also a tropical fruit
and nut plantation. The Sangat
Island Marine Park and Sanctuary
includes the waters and reefs sur-
rounding the island, and it hosts
reef health studies, coral planting,
crown-of-thorns starfish removal

PR

Covered in stony corals, the hull of
the Kogyo Maru looks more like a reef
than a ship (above); Porcelain crab
(leff) and false clownfish (lower left)
on Lusong gunboat; In scenic sur-
roundings, a diver on the diveboat,
gets ready for a dive (far left)

projects and more. And you will
not find a plastic straw or a plastic
bottle on the property. For guests
not having their own refillable
water bottles, they can borrow or
buy one from the reception.

The dive center

The dive center was fully
equipped to support recreational
and technical divers. The shop has
nitrox, single and double tanks,
stage tanks, gas blending capa-
bilities and can support closed
circuit rebreathers (CCR). The staff
teaches classes for beginners to
divemasters, and there are speed
boats of different sizes to support
different dive groups.

There are numerous dive
operators in Coron, but Sangat
Island Dive Resort has several
key advantages, the main being
that the wrecks are very close




travel

to Sangat Island. Dive shops in Coron
mostly use slow, traditional style out-
rigger boats to take divers to the
wrecks, taking 90 minutes to two hours
to make the journey. However, from
Sangat, boat travel distances to the
wrecks take from two minutes to 25
minutes for the longest trek. Not to
mention, timing was everything. Being
so much closer, we could arrive for the
morning dive before the Coron boats
and be the first divers of the day on
the wrecks (before all the silt got
stired up from other divers). Usually,
when we were surfacing from the first
dive, the others were just jumping in.

Safety notice

The wrecks of Coron are mostly at
recreational depths, but there are a
variety of different dive profiles for dif-
ferent levels of divers. For beginners,
there are shallower wrecks with lots
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to see on the

outside. For

advanced

divers, there

are great

penetra-

tions and the

potential to

stay deeper

for longer.

Never dive

beyond your

training or

personal lim-

its, and do only what you are comfort-
able with. If diving inside the wrecks,
always be aware of your fin kicks and
buoyancy as it is very easy to silt out a
room to zero visibility.

Unfortunately, the wrecks of Coron
were heavily salvaged after the war,
and things like propellers, engines and
anything that could be used for scrap
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Bicycle on the Irako Maru (above); Lusong gunboat, with dive
boat above it (left); Diver inside the Akitsushima (top left)

metal were
removed a
long time ago.
Many of the
ships’ unique
artifacts
have been
removed, but
we still found
the occo-
sional piece
of history. Do
not take any-
thing from the
wrecks, so that
other divers
can enjoy
them too.
Of course,
there is always something to go
back for. There is one other wreck
near Coron that | did not get to, the
Kyokuzan Maru. Sangat Island Dive
Resort is quite close to the rest of the
wrecks, but this one is much farther
north. The freighter is 180m long, with
the deck at 22m and the sand at 40m.
| was told its highlights include several

Japanese staff cars and trucks, which
can be seen inside. It is on my list for
next time.

Between my peaceful, relaxing
time at Sangat Island Dive Resort and
the epic excitement of diving the
WWIl wrecks, | had a fantastic time in
Coron. There is definitely plenty to see
underwater to keep any diver happy
while the topside beauty is nothing
short of amazing. m

Special thanks go to Sangat Island
Dive Resort (sangat.com.ph).

American underwater photographer,
dive writer and regular contribu-

tor Brandi Mueller is a PADI IDC Staff
Instructor and boat captain living in
Micronesia. When she’s not teach-
ing scuba or driving boats, she’'s most

happy traveling and being underwater §

with a camera. For more information,
visit: Brandiunderwater.com.

SOURCES: CORONWRECKS.COM,
SANGAT.COM.PH, TOURISM.GOV.PH
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Lionfish on the Morazan (above); Diver swims
between the boilers of the Morazan (top right)



https://sangat.com.ph/
http://www.Brandiunderwater.com
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SOURCES: CIA.GOV, CDC.GOV, CORON-
WRECKS.COM, GOV, STATE.TRAVEL.US, SANGAT.
COM.PH, TOURISM.GOV.PH, WIKIPEDIA.ORG,
XE.COM

History The Philippines was

a United States colony prior

to entering WWII. An act was
underway at the time for
independence to be given to the
Philippines by 1943 but allowing
US military and naval bases until
independence. The Philippines
was initially attacked by the
Japanese on 8 December 1941,
just hours after the attack on
Pearl Harbor. Japan believed
that all of Asia belonged to the
Imperial Japanese Government
and was going after the Asian
colonies under western rule.

The Japanese occupied parts

of the Philippines but did not
have a stronghold due to the
extensive number of islands,
guerrilla resistance and support
for the Americans. The Allied
forces began to take back the
Philippines in 1944, and between
the Battle of the Philippine Sea
(June 19-20) and the Battle of
Leyte Gulf (Oct 23-26), Task Force
38 sank 12 ships in Coron Bay. On
September 21-24, the Americans
were conducting naval air strikes
over Manila Bay, which caused
15 ships to sink, and the Japanese
moved the remaining ships out of
Manila Bay to a secret location.
Several ships were sent to Coron
Bay, arriving on Sept 23. It is
unknown if the fleet was spotted
by aerial photos or if radio
fransmissions were intercepted,
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but the Americans knew there
were ships at Coron Bay, and
they attacked on September

24. On what was the longest
distance carrier-based air strike
up until that time, 96 Grumman
F6F Hellcat fighters and 24 Curtiss
SB2C Helldiver bombers set off at
5:50 a.m. to cover a distance of
340 miles, arriving at Busuanga
Island at 9:00 a.m. Within 15
minutes, all 12 ships were under
attack and were either sunk or
burning. Government: presidential
republic. Capital: Manila

Geography Coron, Sangat
and Busuanga Islands are part of
Palawan Province, which is the
largest province in the Philippines
and is over 1,780 islands and
islets. Located 170 miles (310km)
southwest of Manila, the islands
are between the South China
Sea and the Sulu Sea. Most are
limestone islands with sheer cliffs
and also white sand beaches,
mangroves and some have lakes
within that are connected to

the sea underground. Coastline:
36,289km. Natural hazards include
typhoons, landslides, volcanoes,
earthquakes and tsunamis.

Climate Diving occurs year-
round, but better visibility occurs
during the dry season from
December to June. The wet sea-
son is July to November. Water

temperatures are 80-85°F (27-
30°C), with cooler waters during
the dry season. Air temperatures
are usually 88°F (31°C) year-
round.

Environmental issues The
Philippines faces many environ-
mental issues, including water pol-
lution, contaminated groundwater
and lack of sewage treatment.
Increases in urbanization and agri-
cultural land have led to defor-
estation, including legal and illegal
logging. Air pollution is an issue par-
ticularly in Manila. The waters sur-
rounding the Philippines are threat-
ened by overfishing, dynamite
fishing, plastic and other pollution
(including agricultural) going into
the sea and coral bleaching.

Economy Specifically in
Palawan Province, agriculture is the
main export, along with logging,
fishing, oil, pearls and tourism. In the
Philippines, overall major exports
include electronic products, coco-
nut oil, copper and petroleum
products, agriculture and fourism.
The Philippines has the 34th largest
economy in the world.

Currency Philippine Pesos
(PHP). The US dollar, Euro and
British Pounds are sometimes
accepted at tourist establish-
ments. ATMs are common
throughout the Philippines
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in cities, but there are none

on Sangat. Credit cards are
accepted at Sangat without
fees, and commonly accepted
around the Philippines, but some-
times with fees. Exchange rates:
1USD=50.67PHP; TEUR =56.32PHP;
1GBP=66.23PHP; 1AUD=34.70PHP;
1SGD=37.36PHP

Population 105,893,381 (July
2018 est), with over 12 million liv-
ing in the capital city of Manila.
In Palawan Province 850,000.
Ethnic groups: Tagalog 28.1%,
Bisaya/Binisaya 11.4%, Cebuano
9.9%, llocano 8.8%, Hiligaynon/
llonggo 8.4%, Bikol/Bicol 6.8%,
Waray 4% (2010 est.). Religions:

Mindanao

Location of the Philippines on global map (left)
and Coron on map of the Philippines (below);
Fish on the Olympia Maru (lower left)

Roman Catholic 80.6%,
Protestant 8.2% (includes
Philippine Council of
Evangelical Churches
2.7%, National Council
of Churches in the
Philippines 1.2%, other
Protestant 4.3%), Muslim
5.6%, tribal religions
0.2% (2010 est.). Internet
users: 56,956,436, or
55.5% (July 2016 est.)

Language Filipino
and English are the
official languages and
there are 19 recognized
regional languages.

Phone/Internet
Sangat Island has local
cellphone service and
3G. The resort offers free
Wi-Fi in the bar and din-
ing areas. Most of the
Philippines has reliable
cell and data services.

Voltage 220 volts AC
60 Hz; the Philippines
has both type A and
type C sockefs.

Cuisine The only dining option
on Sangat is at the resort and they
offer three meals a day plus snacks
and all-day coffee and tea. Break-
fast includes eggs to order, fruit,
bread and breakfast meats. Lunch
and dinner are global fusion with
lots of options and dietary needs
can be accommodated.

Transportation Many major
airlines fly info Manila. From Ma-
nila, there are daily domestic
flights to Busuanga (Coron) Airport
(USU). From Coron, the resort can
arrange van and boat transfer to
the island. There is also an over-
night ferry from Manila to Coron
that takes around 16 hours.

Travel/Visa Citizens from most
countries can enter with a free
tourist visa good for 21 days. Pass-
ports must be valid for six months
after arrival. Proof of yellow fever
vaccine may be required if com-
ing from countries with yellow
fever. See: immigration.gov.ph.

Health & Security The resort
makes safe drinking water, which is
available in the rooms and at the
dining areas. Tap water is not drink-
able. Throughout the Philippines, it
is not advisable to drink tap water.
Sangat Resort states it does not
have malaria or dengue, however
the mosquitoes that carry dengue
virus are present and the Philippines
has reoccurring dengue outbreaks,
so avoid mosquito bites. Malaria
also occurs in certain parts of the
Philippines, so check if prophylaxis
is necessary. Routine vaccinations
are suggested, including measles
and typhoid. Although not a prob-
lem at Sangat, rabies is common

in the Philippines, so be careful of
stray dogs and cats. Crime is not
an issue at Sangat. In the rest of the
Philippines, like anywhere, take sen-
sible precautions. Secure valuables
in safes; do not leave valuables

in view inside cars or on beaches;
be aware of your surroundings. Eat
food that is cooked thoroughly.
Check with your state department
for current fravel advisories before
your trip.

Decompression chambers
Chambers can be found on vari-
ous islands across the country, in
cities such as Manila, Cebu,
Batangas City, Cavite, Makati
City, Quezon City and Subic.

Websites
Philippines Tourism
experiencephilippines.org


http://experiencephilippines.org/

