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technical 
matters

Column by
Cedric Verdier

Then some kits like the Armadillo 
or the Dive Rite came into the 
market and gained in popular-
ity as there are definitely some 
advantages in using this kind of 
configuration.

carrying each tank on the 
side, under the armpits, makes 
away with the large bulk a twin-
set strapped on your back is. 
Side-mounted tanks give a very 
streamlined profile when swim-
ming horizontally or exploring low 
passages for a long time. Side-
mounted tanks are also easier to 
detach and brought in front of 
the diver when the time comes to 
go through a major restriction.

Also, in some locations, you can’t 
find a twinset with an isolation 
manifold, a side-mount configura-
tion is a good alternative to the 
traditional independent tanks. It’s 
simple, reliable and much easier 
to carry than a twinset, which is a 
clear benefit when you have to 
carry all the equipment for a long 
distance, either for sump diving, 
or for a long trip to an unexplored 
cenote deep in the Mexican jun-
gle.

But like so many other things 
in diving, it takes practice and 
experience as the diver now has 
to manage two independent gas 
supplies instead of the traditional 

Text by cedric verdier

It has been a year now 
since I started to exclu-
sively side-mount the 
off-board tanks of my 
rebreather—either a 
Megalodon CCR or an 
Evolution CCR. Why? 
Simply because it’s much 
more convenient! 

Open Circuit
A few years ago, there was no 
commercially available side-
mount kit for open circuit cave 
explorers. In the dark ages of 
cave diving, those who wanted 
a sidemount configuration had to 
build their own equipment, mainly 
based on Bcs and inner tubes. 

Try something different...

photos by cedric 
verdier, Jakub 
Rehacek and  
wes Skiles

 atter of convenienceA m

twinset configuration with an iso-
lation manifold—not really DIR but 
used by a fair amount of Open 
circuit cave divers worldwide.

Rebreathers
Unfortunately only very few (and 
they are homebuilt) rebreath-
ers can be truly side-mounted. 
Tanks and canisters are worn on 
one or both sides of the body 
to streamline the complete rig. 
Some manufacturers speak about 
a side-mounted rebreather as 
the ultimate solution for a bail-out 
rebreather, but nothing is com-
mercially available yet.

So, for most of the units, the canis-
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ter has to be carried on the back. 
Therefore mounting the cylinders 
on the side doesn’t really change 
much in regards to streamlining.  
Or does it? 

In fact, most of the closed circuit 
Rebreathers on the market use 
very small on-board cylinders 
either inside the casing or simply 
attached to a central canister. In 
either case, side-mounting these 
tanks do not make much of a 
change. You can save a little bit 
of space on your back, but then 
you need longer Lp hoses every-
where, and it becomes difficult to 
keep your rebreather as simple as 
possible. I tried it and didn’t like it.

On the other hand, side-mounting 
comes in really handy when it 
comes to changing the position 
of the off-board sling tanks and 
bail-out tanks that most rebreath-

How to use it
I toyed around with the idea of 
a sidemount kit for my ccRs for 
quite a while. My first attempt was 
a homebuilt project based on an 
old OMS butt-mounted EDS (the 

soft plate you use to store 
SMBs and small canis-
ter) I found in Thailand. 
The idea was good, 

but the final result 
didn’t last more 

than 20 dives. 

a big bungee loop coming 
from the top of the back-
plate. The goal is to hold 
the tanks just under the 
armpit along the axis of 
the body.

The off-board tanks
Instead of a sling tank rig, the 
attachment is very simple. A 
cam-band with a dog clip is 
positioned in the middle of the 
tank (depending on the size of 
the tank and the diver). This clip 
will be connected to the “butt-
plate”. No hardware is really nec-
essary on the tank valve as the 
bungee loop does all the work. 
Nevertheless, some people prefer 
to have a clip here, mainly when 
they carry the tank on land or 
want to stage it somewhere. The 
cam-band can also be used to 
put a lead weight to offset the 
buoyancy of the tank. with an 
aluminium 80 (11 liter), it’s only 
necessary for an Open circuit 
diver who will breathe the gas in 
the tank. A full bail-out tank (that 
is not supposed to be used during 
the dive) will stay neutrally buoy-
ant all dive long.

The regulators 
 First stage and sec-

ond stage, a small 
SpG and a Lp hose 
with a quick con-
nect fitting (if 
the rebreather 

has this option). 
That’s it. It could 

also be convenient to con-
figure two regulators sym-
metrically when two tanks 
are carried. It helps to have 
both second stages and Lp 
hoses at the place.

Unt praessi. per sim dolorperci bla

Everything fell apart during a dive. 
That was all it took to convince 
me that while the configura-
tion was clearly interesting for a 
rebreather diver, the manufac-
ture had to be much stronger.

My next project was to 
use the local Thai industry, 
find a small workshop that 
could understand my poor 

drawing skills and my 
even poorer Thai lan-

er divers carry with them. Most of 
the divers rely on the Open circuit 
bail-out option as the last resort 
to come back to the surface 
alive, and it often means carrying 
at least one or two tanks. They 
are usually clipped on the 
chest and waist D-rings 
and, honestly, it’s not a 
good place for them. 
Their valves protrude, and 
the cylinders push on the 
front-mounted counterlungs, 
increasing the work Of Breathing 
and uselessly opening the 
Overpressure valve.

Anatomy  
of a Side-mount kit
The “butt-plate”:  The core of the 
kit is an additional plate attached 
to the bottom of the usual back-
plate as an extension to clip the 
lower part of the tanks. The upper 
part of the tanks is simply held by 
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guage, and transform it 
into a shiny and almost 
indestructible Stainless 
Steel “butt-plate”. The concept of a 
Side-mount configuration is quite sim-
ple, and I became the happy owner 
of a Side-mount kit. The result was 
not that bad, but not as cheap as I 
expected in this part of the world. The 
plate looked nice, but the welded 
D-rings were not all that practical. The 
only black bungee I cound find came 
from a motorbike shop, and the qual-
ity was questionable.

The kit I use now is the Armadillo ccR 
Side-mount kit designed by Jakub 
Rehacek. It comes from a completely 
different world, and I sometimes won-
der why people like me even attempt 
to built their own equipment when 
people like Jakub can do it much bet-
ter for almost the same price, in less 
time and with so much less hassle!

homemade (left) 
versus the manu-
factured one (right). 
In the end, the 
manufactured one 
proved better

The beauty of a side-
mount configuration is 
that it’s not only designed 
for cave diving. It can 
easily be used in any 
diving environment

First of all, the butt-plate is not 
made of metal, so it doesn’t hurt 
my back anymore, and it doesn’t 
add any weight to the usual butt-
heavy rebreather diver position. 
consequently, the trim is better and 
the rig is still as robust as my previous 
one. The two rings onto which the 
tanks are clipped on are much more 
accessible as they slightly protrude on 
the back. And there’s even a place 
to put the crotch strap!
 The attachment strap holds two 
bungee loops that are actually much 
thicker and more elastic than the 
ones I used, and it definitely helps to 
quickly and safely attach the tank 
valves. I don’t know how many times 
I used to squeeze my fingers between 
the valve and the bungee before. So, 
all in all, Jakub made a wonderful kit 
really adapted to rebreather divers. I 
would have preferred black bungee, 
but that is a minor detail…

The ccR Side-mount kit is clearly sim-
ple to use, but most divers need a 
few dives to properly adjust the tanks 
and the regulators. A good idea is to 
measure the distance between one’s 
armpit and waist, as it will be the dis-
tance between the cam band and 
the tank valve.
 Only a little bit of practise is neces-
sary to clip the tanks at the surface 
or to remove them underwater. The 
trim is great. You really feel stream-
lined, as there is no tank in front of 
you. Everything is under your arm, but 
the bail-out second stages are still 
ready to be deployed within seconds. 
with Aluminium 80s (11L) tanks, you 
can easily go through restrictions or 
small passages you will never imagine 
doing with conventional sling tanks. 
with Aluminium 40s (5.5L) tanks, you 
simply forget them, as you don’t feel 
them at all.

The beauty of a ccR Side-mount 
configuration is that it’s not only 
designed for cave diving. It can eas-
ily be used in any diving environment. 
■

http://www.divecochran.com
http://www.divecochran.com/software/index.html
http://www.divecochran.com/computers/EMC-14/index.html
http://www.divecochran.com/computers/EMC-14/index.html
http://www.divecochran.com
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A Stretcher In Deep Water

Improving Safely in Cave Diving

vaucluse, Southern France – The calen-
dar shows it is the weekend of December 
29-30, 2007. we have already spent long 
evenings and weekends in preparing this 
test. with Frédéric Martin, we finally want-
ed to do a live test of our stretcher under 
the real conditions of a real current dive. 
 At the same time, we had to observe 
the rules set forth by the Spéléo Secours 
Français—the French cave Diving 
Association. we set up a trimix dive, with 
nitrox decompression and oxygen. 

The group Spéléo-Ragaïe was there to 
shoot a film and brought in hundreds 
of meters of electric cables, dozens of 
spotlights and cameras everywhere. The 
cave seemed to be transformed into a 
film studio.  
 Our group was made up of ten divers, 
and we didn’t have one quiet moment 
as we had to bring in 70 tanks, of which 
the biggest was a 50-liter heavyweight 
and the smallest was a 2-liter tank. Two of 
our divers use rebreathers.

 On Friday night, Frédéric and 
Jean-Michel vallon went on a 
dive and brought back some 
photographs, so we spent the first 
part of Saturday studying their 
images in preparation for the task 
ahead. Then, we went on the test 
dive bringing the stretcher down 
to a depth of 25 meters. 
 The end of the afternoon was 
then dedicated to the prepar-
ing of all the gear, analysing the 
gases, planning the stages and 
decompression stops under the 
watchful eye of the camera. That 
day, the outside temperature did 
not make it above 0° c (32° F), so 
we enjoyed being inside the rela-
tive warmth of the cave. 
 The next morning, we were 
joined by Michel Labat and his 
small team. Their task was to pho-
tograph the evacuation as the 
stretcher exited the sump. we 
completed the last preparations 
and suited up. 
 The conditions were a bit tricky 
with four divers trampling around 
in the confined space of the nar-

row sump. 
The re  bre-
at    her divers 
had to go 
in while 
trying to 
balance the stretcher. Our main 
concern was whet her we had 
enough space for the stretcher 
at the bottom. If we inflated it 
too much, the handling would 
become very challenging.
 we took the stretcher down 
around noon. I was in the front, 
Jean-Michel was in the rear, while 
Olivier Lanet oversaw the man-
agement of gases and stops. 
Frederic handled the camera and 
acted as the fourth man. 
 The beginning of the descent 
went quickly through a small gal-
lery sloping at 45 degrees. Olivier 
did not have enough space to 
keep his position through this sec-
tion, so Jean-Michel had to untie 
the ropes in his place. 
 handling the stretcher was dif-
ficult. It was necessary to make 
stops, as our victim (Michel Ribera, 

By Jean-pierre Baudu 
Spéléo Secours Français

Reporting by Michel Ribera
photos by SSF

That’s it! We managed to take a 
stretcher to a depth of 54 meters 

and a total distance of more 
than 450 meters. What a human 

and technical achievement!
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X-RAY MAG co-editor) had 
trouble equalizing his ears. The 
gallery then became horizontal 
for 45 meters. we reached the 
lowest point at a depth of 46 
meters and turned the stretcher 
around. we kicked up some 
sediment in the process, but the 
visibility remained very good, 
and we ascended to 40 meters 
to re-position the stretcher. 
 The final stretch was in a gal-
lery sloping downwards at a 
45-degree angle, so we brought 
the stretcher forward slowly. 
we made it to 54 meters, and 
I decided to turn around. After 
crossing out our checklists, we 

commenced the ascent two 
minutes later. 
 Suddenly, at 50 meters, eve-
rything stirred up, and I had 
no idea of where I was. I had 
a grip on the stretcher, and I 
could only hope that my team 
member had the life line in his 
hands. Minutes seemed endless 
while I sat in the middle of that 
cloud clenching my fists. 
 Finally, we got out of the fog, 
and I saw Jean-Michel’s hand 
grasping the life line. Everything 
was fine, and the continuation 
of the ascent was just going to 
be very physical. 
 At 30 metres, we reached 
our first stop and change of 
tanks. we now breathed 40 
percent nitrox after using Trimix 
21/37 for the bottom parts. 
Sebastien Rocheil, carlos 
placido and Thomas parnet 
now joined us to assist us dur-
ing the ascent up to six meters 
while Olivier oversaw the 
decompression. 
 we ascended slowly, three 
meters at a time. At 24 meters, 

Olivier joined me and informed 
me that the computer did not 
indicate the planned stops. 
Apparently, some handling error 
had messed up the computer. I 
took out my backup tables and 
joined the stretcher to assist in 
the ascent. 
 we connected the oxygen 
and hoses. Everything went well. 
Meanwhile, other team mem-
bers collected the tanks at the 
bottom and brought them out. 
The stretcher finally made it up 
93 minutes after it went in.
 It was a good experince. we 
achieved our objective, made 
a deep dive with our stretcher, 
using different gases, while 
handling a team member’s 
rebreather or open system. This 
simulation also allowed us to test 
the full face mask, the safety 
set-up, the dry garment and the 
team work. 
 points to be improved are the 
balancing of the stretcher in 
constricted spaces, the location 
of tanks, the protection of the 
vR3 against the manipulation 

band and the com-
munication with the 
victim during the land-
ings. If everything had 
gone perfectly, we 
would have already 
been at -100m.
 But still, we negoci-
ated the narrow pas-
sages of a 450-meter 
siphon with a stretcher 
and took it down to a 
depth of 54 meters of 
depth: This is a record! 
The next exercise will 
take place in March 
where we will attempt 
to carry the stretcher 
across a sump of 1400 
meters. ■

Michel Ribera acted 
as the victim in this 
valuable exercise

Other News 
From the Tech 
Diving World
— seen at BOOT

Not the very latest news, but almost. 
The Sentinel can in many respects 
be seen as the younger sibling of the 
high-end Ouroboros closed circuit 
Rebreather.  

Finally here, it seems:
Ambient pressure Diving put 

their long-awaited Bailout 
Mouthpiece on display

The Sentinel came about because more 
recreational divers want to move into 
rebreathers, but the vast majority of 
divers will never be able to fully utilize the 
performance of the advanced and cost-
lier units. The Sentinel is a bid to make a 
rebreather more cost effectively but still 
have an acceptable (and high) degree 

of performance and be designed for 
a wider spectrum of the general 
diving market.
 The Sentinel comes with an 
intelligent but simple to use life-
support system (LSS), which  
provides the user with a simple 
check-and-Dive functional-
ity that makes the Sentinel the 

quickest and safest LSS to pre-
pare for diving.
 It uses intelligent monitoring 
and design experience to deter-
mine the appropriate tests and 
checks that the diver needs to 
perform to get the LSS ready for 

diving. Any problems or remedial 
action are described clearly on 
the full-colour graphics screen. ■
 

Sentinel is available in 3 user levels:
 • Level 1 - 40m no decompression

• Level 2 - 60m Normoxic
• Level 3 - 100m Trimix 
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Edited by  
Kurt Amsler 
& peter Symes 

Photo & 
Videography

Environmental Awareness
For Underwater Photographers

It is sad, but true—
underwater pho-
tographers do not 
have a good track 
record or reputation 
for behaving well 
in nature. But being 
environmentally 
aware and conscien-
tious about conserva-
tion issues should be 
as much part of the 
preparations as load-
ing the camera with 
a memory card and 
fresh batteries. 

A matter of balance

Text and photos by kurt Amsler

Doing it right: Holding 
eye-contact with the 
subject, maintaining 
perfect buoyancy, 
and finning care-
fully is precisely how 
the photographer 
gets his or her cam-
era into the perfect 
shooting position
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silver

cinema of dreams

www. seacam.com

photography

The underlying fundamentals for 
underwater photography is master-
ing the basics of diving. In order 
to obtain good photographs, it is 
paramount to be able to control 
buoyancy. 
 Mastering hovering is, essentially, 
down to what we were taught in 
our first diving course. It just seems 
that quite a lot of divers do not 
remember, or worse still, were 
never taught properly how to be 
in control their buoyancy. So, let’s 
start with a short recap. If you are 
fully equipped with an empty jack-
et, drifting vertically in the water, 
the water surface should be, while 
normally breathing, at the level 
of your mouth. Once you exhale 
deeply, you should slowly begin to 
sink.

Trim
To find the perfect pose under-
water for photography, it is of the 
utmost importance that two criteria 
are met: 1)Your weights must be 
distributed correctly, and 2) your 
jacket must fit snugly. It may sound 
silly, but if your jacket is just a little 
bit too big, it will move around and 
make it quite difficult to obtain and 
maintain neutral buoyancy.
 For underwater photographers, 
wing jackets with integrated 
weights seem to be the most suit-
able buoyancy system. Their lifting 

body surrounds the tank at the back 
of the diver. That creates a constant 
and firm dive position. Also, the depth 
gauges and hoses should be tucked 
in and fixed close to the body, so that 
they will not dangle and damage the 
reef. what is of importance to divers 
in general also applies to those han-
dling camera-equipment. Experience 
shows that the complete photographic 
equipment system should not have 
more than 250 grams of negative or 
positive buoyancy.

Procedures
Most of us have witnessed the follow-
ing scenario: An underwater photog-
rapher has made his shot, and then, 
with two or three sudden fin kicks, turns 
around hunting for the next subject. 
Unfortunately, in doing so, he also man-
ages to kick up a lot of sand and sedi-
ment and chase away the fish, leaving 
nothing to be seen for other members 
of the dive group! It’s necessary to 
show consideration towards both the 

environment and your fellow divers, not 
just be fixated during those important 
moments on getting close to the sub-
ject. It is of equal importance to think 
about how to get away in an orderly 
and smooth manner once the shot is 
taken. 
 In this regard, wide angle photogra-
phy is easier to deal with. It is more of 
a challenge for macro photographers, 
who need to remain steady on the 
reef to avoid camera shake. To avoid 
damaging the reef, the photographer 
should take a lot of care in regards to 
where and how to touch the reef. To 
obtain the smallest possible contact 
with the reef, the photographer should 
use the so-called “finger grip” (images 
next page) to stabilize his position. After 
the shot, it is easy to push oneself back 
into the free water without using the 
fins. Another way to leave the subject 
is to use lift. Just take a deep breath or 
inflate your jacket, remain still and be 
happy about your shot while you drift 
clear of the reef.

It just seems that quite a lot 
of divers do not remember, or 
worse still, were never taught 
properly how to be in control 
of their buoyancy

The complete 
rig should have 

less than 250 
grams of nega-
tive or positive 

buoyancy

In order to obtain good 
photographs, you must 
be in complete control 
of your buoyancy 

http://www.seacam.com
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First you adjust 
the camera 
and flash 

Then move in 
closer to the 
subject 

pause for the 
right moment 
for the shot 

And then 
slowly slide 
away from the 
subject

Applying posi-
tive buyancy 
by inhaling or 
inflating your 
vest can gently 
lift you clear of 
the reef

Macro-photos require a steady hand and a calm situation around the subject.  
Look for a dead spot of the reef and use the “fingergrip” to steady yourself

Once you have your shot, gently push 
yourself backwards

Side kick: Move the fin blades sideways in a horizontal sweeping 
motion. Try to angle the blade against the motion

The duck kick employs a gentle circular motion, a bit like a propeller

photography

How to use the fins
It is sometimes just the way you 
use your equipment that makes 
for perfect results. The technique 
of using fins is much more compli-
cated than commonly thought. 
Using the right finning technique 
helps to preserve the environment 
and makes working with photog-
raphy much more comfortable. 
what I refer to is the “flutter”, 
sidekick” and “duck kick”. If you 
are diving just above bottom, 
the flutter kick with wide angled 
knees is best and keeps sand 
and sediment where it belongs. 

The movement of the fins is not 
up and down but goes in a semi-
circle done by the knees. If you 
need more power and speed, 
you can use the duck kick: Knees 
are bent while the fins are being 
flipped up and down through 
ankle movements. These tech-
niques are mostly used by cavern 
divers where avoiding stirring up 
sediments is a priority. 
 Another finning technique is 
the side kick. with this technique, 
the fins are not moved up and 
down but sideways in a swaying 
or fanning movement. The result-

ing wave is then also directed 
sideways rather than down where 
it would disturb sand and sedi-
ments. 
 These techniques can be 
learned and practiced by any 
diver, especially by those who 
are beginners or have less experi-
ence. The time invested in train-
ing these buoyancy and finning 
techniques will benefit any diver 
but in particular underwater-pho-
tographers! 
 why? Because a perfect buoy-
ancy and optimal use of fins will 
make it easier and more enjoy-

able to dive, and make the hunt 
for the perfect shot more effec-
tive and comfortable. And, by 
the way, if you consider yourself 
to be engaged in environmental 
protection issuees and a careful 
diver, you will be respected and 
welcomed at any dive center 
in the world. certainly, only this 
kind of underwater photographer 
will be introduced to the hidden 
secrets and secret dive spots of 
the diving center—spots that a 
photo-rogue will never be offered 
the chance to encounter. ■
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Fit a Nikon lens  
onto a Canon body

16:9, known for their tests and reviews of 
lenses by a variety of manufacturers, has 
introduced an adapter that allows Nikon 
G-type lenses to fit canon EF-lens compat-
ible cameras. 16:9 states the motivation was 
to enable the use of Nikon’s “new 14-24mm 
f2.8, which provides the sweetest ultrawide 
solution for the 22Mp 1Ds Mark III.”
 The adapter includes an AF-confirmation 
chip and maintains infinity focus, but disa-
bles vR, auto-focus, and auto-aperture functions. 
At £79, only the lever-free version (where the lens is 
stopped open or stopped down by rotating the lens in 
the mount) is currently available with a 35-day turnaround, but a lever-operat-
ed version is also planned.   www.16-9.net    ( vIA MATT SEGAL, wETpIXEL.cOM)

Floats
The best ideas are often the sim-
plest ones. German photo-acces-
sory specialist, Michael Finger,  
exhibited all kinds of interesting 
little gizmos at the recent BOOT 
Expo. Here, we found these floats 
that can add the necessary buoy-
ancy to a heavy lamp or housing.  
Just strap them on and you are all 
set.  www.mike-dive.de Berkley White runs D300 

through the paces
His conclusion: “Nikon D300 offers the most 
significant advance in underwater digital pho-
tography since the Nikon D100. It’s beyond 
instant digital feedback and produces 
images on par and arguably better than 
results I’ve ever achieved with 35mm film. 
when considered at ISO 400, the results 
are clearly better than scanned slide film. 
The Sea & Sea MDX-D300 housing might 
not be perfected in high end ergo-
nomics, but it is clearly a professional 
level housing at a great price. If Sea 
& Sea continues on this MDX design 
and invests a little more in tactile 
smoothness, they could easily posi-
tion themselves as the best hous-
ing / best price on the world mar-
ket.” Read the full review here 

Sony unveils 25 megapixel  
full frame chip
The increasing user requirement to shoot 
from the same focal length and angle as 
35mm film cameras using interchangeable 
lenses has led to significant interest in the 
development of 35mm, full size cMOS image 

sensors.
 Enter Sony who has just 

announced the 
development of a 
35mm full size cMOS 
Image Sensor with 24.81 
Effective Mega pixel res-

olution and extremely high 
signal conversion speed for 
use in Digital SLR cameras. 
 who said the megapixel 

race was over?

Sealux cX580II housing 
for canon Speedlite 
580EXII flashgun

SEALUX housing for 
Nikon D300

The compact and lightweight 
cD300 is made out of one block 
of aluminium, 
which is then 
hard-anodised 
and spe-
cially sealed. 
The memory 
card can be 
replaced while 
the camera 
is mounted. 
Get the full list 
of features on 
www.sealux.de

http://www.16-9.net
http://www.mike-dive.de
http://www.DivePhotoguide.com
http://www.backscatter.com/learn/article/article.php?ID=43
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Business 
Directory

INFORMATION:
www.x-ray-mag.com

BizDir@x-ray-mag.com

To order a directory listing: 

call or email to reserve space 
40 days before publication. Text 
due 21 days before publication 
date. Send link and text info to: 
BizDir@x-ray-mag.com 

New format:  61 x 110 mm

Must be prepaid and text 
received no later than 15 days 
before publication.

Eight insertions:  
€672   (1 year) 
 
Four insertions:  
€384 (½ year)

Stunning footage 
of Cozumel, 

Bonaire, 
Australia, Belize, 

Cocos, Turks 
& Caicos, Fiji 

and more! 
Makes a 
great gift! 

Order online at
www.divetraveldvds.com 

Stollis

For special offers and 10% discount on
pre-bookings please visit: www.euro-divers.com

D I V I N G  W I T H  F R I E N D SD I V I N G  W I T H  F R I E N D S

S P A I N

M A L D I V E S

E G Y P T
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T H A I L A N D

O M A N

N E W : M A U R I T I U S

ED_X-ray_61x110  09.11.2007  22:16 Uhr  Se

www.bskinetics.com

BS Kinetics GmbH
Großweierer Straße 70

77855 Achern
Germany

Fon: +49 7841 668437 

lig
ht, small, strong & pressurized up to 80 m

stainless and UV-resistant

ergonomic and easy handling

Camera-boxes

ca
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on
fib
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&

un

derwater photography

– for nearly each type of camera

from BS-Kinetics

XXX 
XXX

http://www.x-ray-mag.com
mailto:BizDir@x-ray-mag.com
http://www.x-ray-mag.com
http://www.divecalella.com
http://www.divetraveldvds.com
http://www.stollis-divebase.de
http://www.euro-divers.com
http://www.bskinetics.com
http://www.wakatobi.com
http://www.wernerlau.com
http://www.photec.co.uk
http://www.cafepress.com/cupidsbow
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Unique Dive Site

Lake Baikal in Winter
Translated by valentin Dosiere

Text by Peter Symes
Photos:  Topside images and  
ice diving images courtesy of 
Gennady Misan / Baikaldiving.ru  
Other dive images: Peter Symes

Situated in southeast Siberia, far 
from pretty much everything yet 
easy to get to, the 3.15-million ha 
Lake Baikal is the oldest (25 million 
years) and with its 1640 m also the 

deepest lake in the world. Known 
as the ‘Galapagos of Russia’, 
or one of the seven underwater 
wonders of the world, its age and 
isolation have produced one 

of the world’s most diverse and 
most unusual freshwater faunas.  
Lake Baikal, long ago, became 
famous for the purity of its waters 
and surrounding shores, a pris-

tine state that had been seriously 
threatened by planned industrial 
development in recent years. 
Luckily, Baikal was one of the first 
regions to benefit from the new 

Russian government’s reversal of 
decades of anti-environmental 
industrial policies. Since 1992, 
Lake Baikal and the entire sur-
rounding area have been des-

ignated as a national park, and 
Baikal is, today, a naturalist’s 
paradise and an idyllic holiday 
destination —also for a worldwide 
audience of divers who are slowly 

See our very first issue: 
Go to www.x-ray-mag.com and 
enter “Baikal” in the search window. 
Or download the article here:  
“Tea, Nitrox and Vodka:  
Diving Lake Baikal”

Lake Baikal is in every 
aspect something spe-
cial. Not only is it the old-
est and deepest of the 
world’s lakes containing 
nearly 20 percent of the 
world’s unfrozen freshwater 
reserve, it is also home to 
a unique ecosystem with 
an outstanding variety of 
endemic flora and fauna, 
which is of exceptional 
value to evolutionary  
science. Diving here is  
like touching down on 
another planet.

http://www.xray-mag.com
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Lake Baikalfeature cLOcKwISE FROM LEFT: Giant anthropods in Lake 
Baikal; Diver inspects lush green corals; packed ice 
stacks up on the surface of the lake; panarama of 
Lake Baikal and the surrounding landscape

realizing what treasures this unique location 
holds. X-RAY MAG has described, in an earlier 
issue, a live-aboard safari during summer on 
this magnificent lake.
 But you can also dive Lake Baikal during 
the winter. why not join an ice jeep safari on 
Baikal? Lake Baikal’s ice is not only uniquely 
beautiful, it also has a complicated structure 

that allows divers to observe its beauty by 
swimming through caverns of ice. Siberian win-
ter on Lake Baikal is not at all severe as some 
people can perceive. National Geographic 
has written, “Divers exploring the shallows of 

Baikal might feel as if they are hovering over 
a meadow on a sunny day. Looking up from 
a depth of 20 meters, they can see clouds in 
the sky. Looking down, they sea fields of fluffy 
green algae.”
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feature

ThIS pAGE: Scenes from under the ice in Lake Baikal

So what’s on offer?  
Accommodation of dif-
ferent comfort levels with 
diving close by where you 
can walk or drive a snow 
mobile. On Baikal ice safa-
ris, the journey starts when 
you leave Irkutsk Airport. 
Beautiful roads leading 
through the forests, steppes, 
and mountains, is an excur-
sion in itself that will see you 
occupied for nearly the 
whole first day. 
 It is just another trans-
fer from Irkutsk to Olkhon 
Island, but a fascinating 
and informative tour to 
the steppes and foot-
hills of Baikal. One passes 
Siberian villages and hairy 
cows that find their food 
under the snow, stop near 
“burkhan”—local spiritual sites—and have 
lunch Buriat style while you enjoy the vista 
of breathtaking mountains tops and pan-
oramas over Baikal—the obligatory stop 

before the ice road. 
 Baikal ice is a different. It forms late 
and, in the southern parts, not earlier than 
January. whereas, the northern part of 

the lake gets its 
ice cover soon-
er. After all, the 
lake is 630 kilom-
eters long.  
 Soon, as wind, 
changing tem-
peratures, frost 
and sun starts 
to work, creases 
and shapes start 
to develop and 
form cracks, 
ridges and 
mounds. The 
beauty of these 
ice sculptures 
is what draws 
many travellers 
to Baikal at this 
time of year. 
Some people 
just walk on the 

ice, others skate or take their car for spin. 
Some go ice fishing, others dive. Still oth-
ers observe the ice through the window 
of “Khius”—a fast hovercraft—or perhaps 
from a helicopter. 

4WD and ice diving trips  
These tours are based in the main town of 
Olkhon Island, Khuzhir. There are two types 
of accommodation: economy and delux. 
From here, the safari starts. Diving tours 
take the whole day. Driving on ice roads 
is always tricky; there are cracks and 
ridges that have to be safely negotiated. 
Besides this, there are a lot of stops on 
the way: near beautiful ice formations, on 
the fields of completely clear ice where 
you feel like walking on the water, near 
ice caves formed in rock openings by 
freezing surf. The traditional places where 
BaikalTek guides take their jeeps for diving 
under the ice are Khoboy cape, Shaman 
Rock and compression cracks in the 
middle of the Small Sea. Needless to say, 
all transportation on the ice is conducted 
in 4wD vans chauffeured by local guides 
who know the ice conditions very well. ■

Lake Baikal
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Todd Essick

M E R M A I D S & M A N A T E E S
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It’s been a couple of 
years since we last sat 
down with the good-
humored Todd Essick to 
listen to his latest stories 
and adventures in un-
derwater photography. 
We caught up with him 
recently to have a chat 
and check out his lat-
est images. Here’s what 
he said about his new 
projects and the impe-
tus behind them. 

What was the inspiration be-
hind the project with the mer-
maids? when we were photo-
graphing humpback whales in 
the Dominican Republic, the 
models were having a tough 
time getting down to depth 
without wearing any fins. So, 
I was trying to think of a way 
to give them propulsion, and 
the best way to do that would 
be fins that are hidden. Well, 
what’s the best way to hide a 
fin? Inside a mermaid’s tail. So, 
that was kind of the impetus 
of how it happened. I am not 
sure I like what happened with 
these pictures... I am not com-
pletely convinced that it goes 
to the heart of my project, 
which is to show the connec-
tion we all share with the sea. 
It’s our beginning. Mermaids 
are more of a whimsical topic. 
It’s more of a break from what 
I do. I am just kind of playing 
with it. Through the course of 
it, I am finding a sub-culture of 
women who want to be mer-
maids. They want to be photo-
graphed. They are extremely 
motivated and get to live a 

little of their fantasy. I am very 
amazed at how many of them, 
women and girls, who have 
made their own mermaid tails. 
what’s interesting is that I get 
to hear those tales as well. I get 
to hear the story behind why 
they want to do it. 
 One of my models found this 
underwater memorial park. She 
thought it would be cool for 
some pictures. I was basically 
trying to create something to 
illustrate it, to give to the peo-
ple that owned the memorial 
park—the fantasy image being 
about mermaids greeting the 
spirits of the departed, the 
mermaids as angels. It was a 
creative outlet.

Are you going to make an-
other book? Maybe not of the 
mermaid series. I am working 
towards getting more and bet-
ter pictures for another book 
with more images of whales, 
whalesharks and maybe man-
tas. And then maybe down the 
road, I will put together a cu-

mulative of everything that I’ve 
shot over the years. probably 
at the ten-year mark, which is 
three years from now, I will put 
out a retrospective of all the 
projects I’ve worked on. And 
in that book, I will probably 
include some of the mermaid 
photos, because it did garner 
some interesting images. 

Looking at the cemetery imag-
es… you have a model with a 
mermaid tail and another in a 
white dress? What is the signifi-
cance of that?
The woman in the white dress 
is the spirit, the dearly de-
parted. She is sitting next to the 
grave markers where people 
who have been cremated 
and formed into a starfish or 
a piece of brain coral are 
placed. They put them in a 
cylinder and put them inside 
the columns. They put a name 
plate on each spot. 

How do you feel about this 
practice? Fine. It’s one of those 

other options now. You can 
have ashes on land or scat-
tered at sea or have them 
formed into something. I’m 
into choices. people should 
do whatever they want, you 
know, as long as it doesn’t hurt 
anybody. I’m a kind of live and 
let live kind of guy. If you want 
to do it and it’s an option, 
why not? There are so many 
restrictions on morality and 
ethics, why should anybody 
question this? I am so used to 
being questioned about my 
work because I work with the 
body. It shouldn’t be such big 
a deal. people should be able 
to do what they want. There 
has to be a certain amount of 
freedom in life. If you want to 
be formed into something and 
buried under water, why not?
I don’t want to see restrictions 
on people. why should one not 
be able to do it? 

In the past, you have talked 
about the Golden Rule in your 
work and the ancient Greek 

ABOvE: Mermaid, Fish and Lion. TOp LEFT: Mermaid and child
pREvIOUS pAGE: Manatee parade

Text edited by Gunild Symes
Photography by Todd Essick
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ideal of beauty. Yes, it’s been around 
for thousands of years. You put a statue 
somewhere like venus or Michaelange-
lo’s David… why should my work be 
more or less offensive than that? I get far 
more response and reception in Europe 
for my work. people  like it here too (in 
America). They’re just afraid to say it. In 
one breath, I will meet somebody at a 
show like DEMA, and they will love my 
work, and yet, they’re afraid to display it 
and/or publish it. I always get this, “You 
know, I really love your work, but we 
couldn’t put that in a magazine.” That 
kind of says to me that you don’t have 

any balls! The US magazines seem to be 
so afraid of losing readership and of-
fending people, that they don’t want to 
take a chance. And what’s even funnier 
is that I’ve been published in so many 
magazines around the world, even in 
what is technically a Muslim country—Sin-
gapore—and they don’t have a problem 
printing it. They find pictures that are not 
offensive and can publish it there, and 
yet in America, even the inference that 
there’s nudity, or you’re doing something 
that’s off the beaten path—it upsets 
them. 
 But I was published in Scuba Diver this 

year, and they got the most 
letters to the editor from it—
almost all of them positive 
from all over the world. The 
one negative letter was from a 
fairly religious person in Amer-
ica. 
 when I am in Europe, peo-
ple are loving the work and 
standing behind me. My Euro-
pean friends say, “Let me get 
this right… The place where 
they produce the most and 
the best pornography doesn’t 
like your work, which is fine art, 
stand-alone beautiful pictures 
done very tastefully, and yet, 
they are afraid of those pic-
tures?” That’s pretty much the 
truth. It’s very ironic. 

Tell us a little bit about the 
manatee images you are now 
doing and what’s behind it… 
well, it’s kind of the thinking: 
Mermaids and Mermaids, 
based on the old mermaid 
story of sailors thinking mana-
tees were the original mer-
maids. Some models who 
lived near the manatees in 
Florida contacted me, and it 
was a no-brainer. They kind 
of put the idea in my head 
without realizing it. I love going 
to crystal River (Florida) and 
photographing the manatees. 
I go all the time in the winter. 

It also has that kind of whimsical feel to it, 
and I thought that it would make some 
interesting pictures. Everyone knows the 
old stories that sailors thought manatees 
were the original mermaids. 
 The interesting aspect of manatees 
is that you can look at the herd, or the 
grouping, and you can almost tell which 
ones are going to be friendly by the fact 
that the cleanest ones are cleaner from 
people petting them throughout the 
season. They don’t have any growth on 
them. If you see 15 or 20 manatees in an 
area and a few of them are really clean, 

you can almost guaranteed that those 
are going to be the ones that come up 
to you and be friendly. 

Aren’t there rules about touching the 
manatees? The Marine Mammal protec-
tion Act has some loose wording which 
is called harassment, which can be 
interpreted in so many different ways. If 
you go to crystal River and see the cat-
tle boats drop all these people in, you 
could interpret that exactly what these 
people are doing as harassment. They 
touch them, play with them. It basically 
comes down to not impeding their travel. 
They are really only going to stop you 
when you are cornering the manatees 
and impeding their travel or standing on 
top of them. Basically, you are not sup-
posed to go underwater with them, but 
any photographer knows it’s really dif-
ficult to get a picture from up above, so 
you are going to go under the water. If 
they wanted to reinforce that rule, they 
could. In theory, you are not supposed 
to touch them at all, if you follow the rule 

by the book. But it’s interesting to see the 
people that come. You can really tell 
the people that know the rules and know 
how to appreciate them. And then you 
get the guy or the woman who has never 
swam with the manatees, and they are 
really all over the place, flying with them 
or chasing them. You just want to go up 
to them and shake them and tell them, 
“You know, if you just hang back, you 
can really enjoy this.” The manatees will 
eventually come to you.
 I probably dove with the manatees 
the most times, but have the least pic-
tures. It really has to be the perfect storm 
before it all works. when I say “storm”, 
I mean that it has to be the right cold 
front. The tides have to be at the right 
point. I can almost look at a tide chart 
and a weather chart and tell you if its 
going to work out a few weeks ahead of 
time. But there are certain days in Janu-
ary and February that I think are perfect 
days, tidal wise, and if there’s a cold front 
coming through, you are almost guaran-
teed a great experience. Not that you 

portfolio Essick
LEFT: where’s my safety diver?  
RIGhT: Shark Dreams
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portfolio IN OUR NEXT ISSUE
Malta & Gozo

Wrecks
The Baltic

COMING IN MARCH
Subscribe now FREE!

www.x-ray-mag.com

wOLFGANG pöLzER

wOLFGANG pöLzER

wOLFGANG pöLzER

LEFT: Stairs, shot at the underwater cemetary. ABOvE: Inspiration, Essick works a model

can’t have one on other days, I’m just 
talking about the most optimum time. 
It’s very difficult to get the cold front, 
the tides right, the manatees, getting 
the models there—have everything 
fall right into place—but I keep trying. 
I love going and swimming with the 
manatees. It is never a wasted trip, 
but I just don’t ever get exactly what I 
want. which is true of all my pictures, 
actually. I never get what I want 
(laughter). 
 But, there’s going to be some dra-
matic images, and I am just looking 
forward to people’s reaction to them. 

When you look around, what do you 
see or what would you like to see 
happen in the future in the dive in-
dustry? I would like to see an Ameri-
can dive magazine publish my work 
(laughter). But of course, that would 
be the beginning of the Apacalypse, 
or hell freezing over, but I would still 
like to see it! 

What changes do you see in the at-
titudes towards underwater photogra-

phy? It’s fascinating to me how digital 
photography has just opened up un-
derwater photography to divers. Tak-
ing a new underwater photographer 
and letting them see instant gratifi-
cation can show them so much, so 
quickly. Underwater, they can make 
the adjustments to make the good 
pictures. It’s such a learning tool. 
They’re going to come back from a 
dive trip—even with a reasonable 
point-and-shoot camera and hous-
ing—they will come back with some 
really nice pictures, which I think really 
promotes diving and photography 
and opens people up. At the same 
time, for all of us who have been 
taking pictures for a long time, it can 
almost be disheartening. For teaching 
people, it’s great. It’s funny how long 
it took me to learn through so many 
lessons. Now, someone can go out on 
a few dives and learn it instantly. The 
learning curve is so much shorter now. 

For more information about Todd Es-
sick and his photography or to order 
prints directly, visit: Toddessick.com ■

http://www.x-ray-mag.com
http://www.toddessick.com
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