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Scuba Seraya gets online booking
Scuba Seraya Resort’s efficient online reservation 
system with guaranteed instant confirmation makes 
online bookings a breeze. All that is required is to 
check the resort’s website, where travellers can find 
a 14-day calendar displaying real-time room avail-
ability along with the corresponding rates.
     Once the room type and date of stay has been 
chosen, guests must pay a minimal deposit of 10 
percent, which will be deducted from the total 
room charge, as a reservation guarantee. This 
assures guests that their room of choice is ready 
and waiting upon their arrival at Scuba Seraya 
Resort. Guests will receive an automated e-mail 
confirming the transaction upon receipt of pay-
ment.                                                                                          
      Situated on a stretch of prime beachfront 
property on Bali’s north east coast, Scuba Seraya 
Resort offers exceptional diving and comfortable 
accommodation in a tranquil setting. A myriad 
of outstanding dive sites is close at hand includ-
ing Seraya’s very own house reef and the world-
famous Liberty wreck. For additional information 
regarding the resort’s facilities and location, see 
www.scubaseraya.com. ■

Delta Airlines to Add Non-Stop 
Service from New York to Bonaire
Delta Air Lines will launch a weekly non-stop 
flight from New York to/from Bonaire beginning 
on 20 December 2008.   
  “We are delighted that traffic to Bonaire con-
tinues to grow, even at a time of international 
economic challenges,” said Burney el Hage, 
Bonaire’s Commissioner of Tourism.  
    To inaugurate the new service, Delta is 
offering one-way special fares  
of US$239 from New 
York to Bonaire for 
travel between  
10 January and  

4 April 2009. ■

The fate of MV Odyssea 1
After weeks of working with insurance and the salvag-
ers, Odyssea Divers has announced that its liveaboard, 
the MV Odyssea 1, cannot be salvaged and has been 
declared a total loss. The vessel was severely dam-
aged during a powerful storm on the evening 11 May 
2008. As a result, all cruises chartered or booked for the 
remainder of the year were immediately cancelled. It 
was hoped repairs on the vessel would be feasible, but 
sadly, this has not been the case. There are currently 

no immediate plans to obtain a new liveaboard. On a 
much brighter note, the company is now concentrat-
ing its resources on developing a new resort and dive 
operation in an unspoiled corner of southwest Lombok. 
All the necessary building permits have been obtained, 
with construction slated to begin in mid September 
2008. The opening is planned for late 2009. In the mean-
time, the company’s new Cocotinos resort, overlook-
ing the Bunaken Marine Park in North Sulawesi, is in full 
operation. ■ 

Eurodivers Egypt is proud to announce its new dive center in 
Egypt in an agreement with Hilton Hurghada Resort. Located 
on the south end of the newly renovated Hurghada hotel prom-
enade, it is a short boat ride for all the top dive sites in the area. 

The hotel is also well known within the Hurghada dive community 
as it is the location of the PADI - IE (Instructor Examination) for 
PADI Europe in Hurghada for many years. The Hotel was built 
in 1995 and has a total of 392 rooms split in two areas which 
were renovated in 2004. The dive center is located right on the 
beach; it has its own marina, with a handy guest equipment 
room, which makes the diving departures just a stroll from the 
room to the boat.

Eurodivers will be offering daily full and half day diving trips, 
special dive excursions, free “Try dives in the pool”, all PADI 
courses from Bubble Maker to instructor, and of course, Nitrox 
is for free for all certified Nitrox divers. Hilton Hurghada Resort 
and Eurodivers Egypt will soon announce their new room and 
dive packages website deals for the upcoming winter season, 
so keep an eye on the news section of their website. ■

Wearing a simple patch 
may prevent stomach 
bugs picked up during 
foreign travel
The bane of all travellers, stom-
ach upsets along with their ensu-
ing symptoms of vomiting, diar-
rhoea and cramps can often 
leave people incapacitated or 
weak for days. Now, relief may 
have arrived in the form of a 
patch impregnated by toxins pro-
duced by the E. coli bacterium. 
Once worn, the toxins therein 
help to prime the immune system 
when confronted with the real 
thing.
   US research published in the 
Lancet medical journal discov-
ered the patch was 75 percent 
effective against diarrhoea 
attacks caused by E. coli in a 
study involving 178 people. The 
participants were given either a 
placebo ‘dummy’ patch, or one 
containing the toxin, then sent off 
to continue their journey through 
Mexico or Guatemala. Patch-
wearers who did fall ill recovered 
far more quickly, it added.
   The study’s authors, who work 
a biotech company IOMAI in 
Maryland, estimated that up to 
27 million travellers are affected 
each year. However, as E. coli is 
responsible for only 40 percnet 
of all travellers’ diarrhoea, it does 
not offer complete protection. 
The usual travel precautions still 
apply. ■

Hilton Hurghada Resort and Eurodivers Egypt

http://www.taucher.net/linkredirect.php3?nr=22059&alternate=http://www.aquariusredsea.com/DivingCenters/DstCnts.aspx?Dst=3&Cnt=5
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Underwater Historical Trail Proposed in Saipan
In a move that could help boost local tourism, Saipan officials are 
considering a plan to establish an underwater historical trail in the 
lagoon on the island’s west coast. A major battleground during the 
Second World War, the lagoon and its environs is an underwater 
graveyard for a multitude of relics including tanks, pontoon barges, 
a Japanese anti-submarine boat, and even an aircraft.
   Earlier this year, underwater archaeologists Jason Burns and 
Michael Krivor catalogued a host of this war era wreckage in a sur-
vey utilizing specialized sonar and magnetic detection equipment. 
A draft report on those findings will arrive at the Commonwealth’s 
Historic Preservation Office in the coming weeks, said director Roy 
Sablan.
   Establishing an underwater trail for divers is “the next move” 
Sablan said, noting the report will help guide that effort. “It will be 
a good opportunity for tourists,” he said. The trail could serve as a 
major draw for diving enthusiasts, who would follow local tour oper-
ators from wreck to wreck. 
   However, before the project can commence, additional surveys 
may be required to find out how many more artifacts there are to 
discover in Saipan’s lagoon, according to preservation office staff 
archaeologist Ronnie Rogers. “When the west coast of the island 
was bombed, a lot of equipment got pushed into the lagoon 
and ended up on the bottom,” Rogers said, adding a more thor-
ough survey might occur in the coming months and completion of 
the trail may take up to a year. Saipan’s underwater history “is a 
resource from which we can all benefit,” he added. ■

Yap Manta Fest 2008
 Manta Ray Bay Hotel and Yap Divers have announced the second edition of their 
“Manta Fest” photo festival series. From September 3 to October 2, some of the world’s 
top underwater shooters and videographers will be on hand to help guests hone their 
underwater photographic skills. Two sessions will be held; the first, from September 
3-17 will feature Eric Cheng and Mike Veitch. From September 17 to October 2, Eric 
Hanauer and Marty Snyderman will be featured. Nightly presentations will be held 
outdoors as well as classroom seminars held in the afternoons. A slide show and video 
presentation comprising the guests’ best efforts will be held on the last day of each 
session, with awards given to the participants. During the month-long event, guests will 
get to rub elbows with some of the world’s top underwater shooters, experience super-
lative diving and most of all, have lots of fun. To book, visit the websites of one of the 
event’s three corporate sponsors:

Reef and Rainforest: www.reefrainforest.com
South Pacific Island Travel: www.spislandtravel.com
World of Diving: www.worldofdiving.com ■

Travel Tips - Skytrax

So, you’ve finally decided to go on that big overseas dive trip. The resort is 
booked but then comes the big question: which airline? The bewildering variety 
of choices is enough to overwhelm the most seasoned of travellers. Now, get the 
facts from fellow travellers with the simple touch of a mouse. With Skytrax, the 
world’s largest selection of airline and airport reviews, access more than 335,000 
independent traveller reviews and ratings for more than 600 airports worldwide. 
Reviews are even available on seating comfort from economy to first class.
 Find out what to expect during your next transit stopover with extensive informa-
tion on amenities such as restaurants, lounges, Internet access, transit hotel rooms, 
guided city tours or a quiet corner to have a snooze. A news page has all the 
latest information from new airlines to the latest routes and services. In addition, 
direct links are provided to websites of airlines worldwide based on regions. Not 
happy with a flight or airport? Write your own review and let others know of your 
experience! ■

The X-RAY MAG Store
www.cafepress.com/xraymag

A Percent for the Ocean

CARLOS HILLER

Buy these works of art and help save the seas. A 
percent of all sales goes to ocean conservation. 
Find more awe-inspiring images and ocean art by 
fine artists and underwater photographers from 
around the world. T-shirts, prints, cards & gifts. 

Carlos Hiller is a painter of ocean light and life

CARLOS HILLER

http://www.cafepress.com/xraymag
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South Africa
Sardines, Dolphins, Sharks... Oh My!

RAINER SCHIMPF
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Since times long forgotten, the 
promise of treasures such as 
diamonds, gold and platinum 
has attracted adventurers from 
all over the world to South Africa 
in the vain hope of finding new 
riches.
Indeed, South Africa has long been a 
destination for adventurers world-wide 
since olden times. Hopes of finding new 
treasures, the excitement of the hunt and 
the pursuit of long held dreams heat up 
the mind of the explorer, painting fan-
tasies in rainbow colors on the African 
plains. The desire to get away from the 
drudgery of everyday and familiar places 
inspires even the most inveterate home 
bodies and mamma’s boys. Of course, 
divers have the adventurous spirit in the 
blood, too, from the time they are born. 
This is exactly why the unexplored trea-
sures of this country are attractive and 
magical to everyone and are the basis 
of our journey to this exotic world. 
 In 1487, the explorer Bartolomeu Dias 
of Portugal became the first European 
to reach the most southern tip of Africa. 
King John II of Portugal named it the 
Cabo da Boa Esperança, or Cape 
of Good Hope, because it led to the 
riches of India cherished by Europeans 
and traders. Later, Jan van Riebeeck 
established a new midway station (now 
Cape Town) at the Cape of Good Hope 
on 6 April 1652 for the Dutch East India 
Company. Soon, colonists from the 
Netherlands, France and Germany start-
ed to arrive. 
 Modern South Africa is an incred-
ible combination of people of different 
races, cultures, religions and languages. 
In this society of diverse social classes 

South Africa is a paradise where wild ani-
mals can be seen not only at the ZOO! 

CLOCKWISE: Giraffes gaff at the camera; 
the South African landscape; Bateleur 

eagle; Elephant; Cheetah; Impala; Zebra

Text and photos by Andrey Bizyukin 
Edited by Gunild Symes

South African Treasures
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there are 11 different languages 
spoken including Sepedi, Sesotho, 
Setswana, siSwati, Tshivenda, 
Xitsonga, Afrikaans, English, isiN-
debele, isiXhosa and isiZulu. 
Thus, it is very symbolic that the 
nation’s motto is !ke e: |xarra |ke, 
or “Unity in Diversity”—literally, 
“Diverse People Unite”. 
 The airlines of the Emirates 
offered us special weight terms as 
divers carrying extra heavy lug-
gage with dive equipment. They 
rushed us over to this orange land 
of beauty, this mysterious coun-
try. What was waiting for us down 
there?   

Catch the sardine
Each year, at the end of June and 
the beginning of July, the sardine 
migration travels along the south 
coast of the Republic of South 

Africa. Millions of sardines collect 
into huge schools and follow each 
other somewhere for important 
sardine business. 
 Whales, dolphins, sharks, seals, 
sea birds, fishermen and divers 
cannot fail to attend this huge fish 
party. The place, where for a short 
time so many different sea animals 
collect together, is a big rarity on 
this Earth. It is an unique opportu-
nity to watch the animals’ behav-
ior in natural conditions, get very 
closely acquainted them, and 
take good shots. It is exactly for 
this reason that we are going to 
the “Wild Coast”, to Mbotyi River 
Lodge (www.mbotyi.co.za)—a 
very convenient place to organize 
a dive expedition. 
 Each week, there are meetings 
of about 50 people, madcaps 
and adventurers from all over the 

world. They are equipped up to 
the teeth with the most modern 
photo and video equipment and 
technology and are ready to dive 
even into the Devil’s horns just to 
test themselves and to capture 
some good photographic fortune 
from the sea. Businesslike South 
Africans from companies such as 
Sea-Air-Land (www.sea-air-land.
com) and African Watersports 
(www.africanwatersports.co.za) 
provide top-end marine speed 
boat charters with experienced 
captians. Two microlight vehicles 
go out every day starting at 
sunrise to search the ocean for 
marine creature activity. 

Action
This is the place where dolphins, 
whales and sharks hunt, corral 
and pack sardines together into 

CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Seabirds 
bomb the ocean to catch sardines; 
Aerial view of seabirds diving for sar-

dines; Divers photograph sardine baitball; 
Underwater view of divers with seabirds 
hunting sardines; Dolphins join the hunt

http://www.mbotyi.co.za/
http://www.sea-air-land.com
http://www.sea-air-land.com
http://www.africanwatersports.co.za
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a heap, or a bait ball, to make a 
convenient arrangement for din-
ner. Sea birds swoop down from 
the sky into the water when they 
see that the sardines are accu-
mulated into a dense ball. Dinner 
is ready.  
 Speed diving from altitudes of 
20-30 meters above, the birds 

dive into the water—rowing with 
their wings and rolling by twisting 
their heads—pursuing the sardines 
with great enthusiasm.  
  The “Wild Coast” is refered to in 
this manner because the currents, 
waves and wind vary unpredict-
ably and change quickly. From 
time immemorial, this place has 

had a bad reputation among 
seamen. Many brave seamen 
and good ships lie permanently 
on the bottom of the sea here. 
 Getting to the sea from the 
surf is a dangerous adventure in 
Mbotyi, even with a very skilled 
skipper. In the beginning, the 
whole team tried to push the 

boat out as far away 
from the coast as 
possible as soon as it 
was possible. 
 All the crew mem-
bers were dressed in 
life jackets—death 
clings to everything—
but the only pos-
sible thing for us to 
cling to was the 
boat. Everything 
depended on the 
filigree skipper’s skill, 
who should, just like 

a surfer, slide the boat along the 
powerful ocean tidal waves—
foam crested and roaring—rolling 
along the Wild Coast. 
 Those who were unlucky and 
had an unskilled captain got 
soaked with streams of salty 
water, their equipment washed 
overboard and their boat over-

turned. But, 
we, not having 
experienced 
this everyday, 
left with the 
dawn and 
headed out to 
sea anyway. 
Struggling with 

the waves and rolling around in 
the surf, we drove on out to the 
sea in search of sardines.  

The hunt
“The key to success is harmoni-
ous command work,” said Nic 
de Gersigny, already on his sixth 
Sardine Run expedition. “The 
skilled pilot in the motorized hang-
glider flying above the sea all day 
long observes the weather, finds 
places of congestion of sardines 
and whales, dolphins, sharks or 
diving birds, and by radio set, 
directs our boat to that location. 
From a boat, we can only see the 
congestion of the birds in dense 
flight circling above the specific 
spot in the sea. But the birds often 
arrive later, following the whales 
and dolphins who are leading the 
formation of the sardine bait balls. 
Therefore, support from the sky is 

very important.” 
 At last, our boat is flying over 
the tops of the waves, falling into 
water troughs, and speeding 
towards our adventures. Our pur-
pose (as guests in this neck of the 
woods) is to capture the sardine 
dinner on film. 
 Finally, we found the first flock 
of diving birds. The sea was boil-
ing from birds splashing and drop-
ping out of the sky and down 
through the surface of the sea. 
It looked very serious, like a mas-
sive air attack and bombardment 
of the ocean. Involuntary ideas 
popped into my head, like how 
not to get under the birds’ bom-
bardment—God forbid that a div-
ing bird would cut my head open 
with a sharp beak! It seemed 
quite possible that one could lose 
one’s life under this intense bom-
bardment. 
 Dolphins rushed in and zipped 
around the birds—their harmoni-
ous hunting groups jumping and 
leaping out of the water. As fast 
as it was possible, we were fall-
ing out of the boat with a loud 
command from our skipper. We  
grouped up and started the 
plunge. 

This is a real adventure trip. Exciting danger is every-
where at sea—in the air, at the surface and underwa-
ter. THIS PAGE: Scenes from the put-in and excursion to 
witness the action of Sardin Run including the sea aboil 
(far left) with plunging sea birds diving for sardines
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 All around us, 
the water was 
filled with con-
tinuous high-fre-
quency squeak-
ing—the voices 
of the dolphins. 
Somewhere 
below us, for a 
second, was the 
giant school of 
sardines shin-
ing and disap-
pearing into the 
depths. 
 A few of the 
dolphins were a 
little curious with 
us. The chat-
tering dolphins 
communicated 

among themselves. They did a 
circle around our group. It was 
visible, that they discussed us with 
each other, examined us more 
closely, and then departed after 

the sardines. 
 The sardines were gone again. 
They moved too quickly for us. All 
that was left in the water were 
the sparkling fish scales of the sar-
dines—remnants from the dining 
table of the dolphins. 
 Then, the sharks came up from 
the depths to meet us; they were 
as curious as the other inhabitants 
of the sea. They turned directly 
under us, so we had to nestle our 
backs against each other more 
closely. We thought that if we 
presented ourselves as a large 
sea animal, we could frighten off 
the sharks. But some of the divers 
who were already approached 
by the sharks at close range, had 
to push them away aggressively 
with a long sharp stick. The sharks 
went back into the depths, and 
we got back onboard. 
 While we were in the water, all 
the activity had moved at least 
a kilometer away already. All the 

events here happened so quickly 
that not only was it necessary 
to have surpassed skill, experi-
ence, and knowledge of the bio-
logical behavior of animals but 
great luck as well to appear in 
the right place at the right time. 
Furthermore, one needed to be 
able to manage to take pictures 
of all the events underwater. 
 We trained, over and over 
again. We jumped into the water 
at other locations where birds 
and dolphins were hunting. We 
pursued whales. By means of tow-
ing an empty plastic bottle, we 
beckoned a photo session with a 
new group of sharks. We gained 
experience and skill with the con-
stant and instantly varying under-
water conditions, and continued 
on this course six hours per day. 
 The next jump with the cam-
era into the water resulted in an 
unsuccessful pursuit and, appar-
ently, a group failure. All the div-
ers, one by one, came back up 
into the boat, and I, the last one 
in line, looked back and around, 
being afraid of unexpected 
sharks. 
 The current carried me to the 
side of the boat. Everyone was 
onboard by now, and I was 

heading there as well. But as not 
to be pushed, I swam more close-
ly to the boat. I lifted my head 
upwards, and I saw a bird diving 
directly towards me. 
 Forgetting about everything, 
I pulled my head back down 
under the water and lifted the 
camera. It was happening! A 
small school of sardines gathered 
as the bird flew like a torpedo 
through the thickness of the 
water. 
 I took several shots by throwing 
up my arms camera in hand, like 

the heroes of the old Westerns did 
with their pistols, not even lifting 
the camera to my eyes. Six shots 
fired off, and by some miracle, I 
got my first picture of a bird flying 
underwater. 
 All of a sudden and unexpect-
edly, the long-awaited action 
began. The water boiled around 
me. Dolphins started rushing in. 
The thickness of the water was 
ripped apart by the breakers 
from birds piercing the water. 
Unfortunately, my camera over-
heated and broke before finishing 
writing all the images I took onto 
the CF card. 
 A few exciting minutes later, 
and I found myself once again in 
an absolutely empty ocean—all 
the recent events already seem-
ing like a fantastic mirage. If not 
for the pictures remaining in the 
memory of my camera and the 
sardine fish-scales floating around 
of me, it all could have been a 
dream.
 We knew in advance that our 
success with catching images of 
the diving sea birds was doomed, 
so our focus and confidence was 
transferred to dolphins, sardines 

travel South Africa

CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Sardines  
circle around divers to avoid their bub-
bles; Dolphin pierces a baitball of sar-
dines to snatch a meal; Seabird returns 
to the surface after diving for sardines; 
Shark encounter
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and whales. They became 
photo models for us. Our day 
came when we dived all 
together twice. 
 The school of sardines, ever-
changing in external form 
and outline, moved around a 
depth of no more than five to 
seven meters—slowly or quick-
ly, the bait ball would swell. 
Bubbles exhaled by the divers 
gathered the sardines into a 
rotating circle dissipated by 
an attack by dolphins only to 
gather again in an almost per-
fect geometrical sphere. 
 We took more pictures. 

Frightened by our air bubbles, 
the dolphins gathered in a 
group away from us. It was 
visible and audible how they 

discussed the situation with 
each other—what were these 
strange finned-feet entities 
doing near their sardines and 
why were these beings pre-
venting them from having a 
snack? 
 Having stopped the discus-
sion and made a decision, 
they swam up quickly onto 
different sides of us and the 
bait ball, and with well-trained 
hunting formation and loud 
shouts (underwater high-fre-
quency squeaks), forced the 
whole sardine ball to move 
swiftly away, cutting it off from 
us. The dolphins swam at reck-
less speeds, dashing into the 
bait ball and snatching sar-
dines from different angles. 
 I tried to catch up with the 
bait ball. I kicked my fins very 
hard. Then, I lifted my head 
and saw a dolphin with a bril-
liant sardine in its teeth take off 
away from the fish stew and 
swim directly towards me. 
 No, we had no time to col-
lide, he was too skilled under-
water and dodged a blow 
as easily as the passing of a 
thought, and he did not even 
forget to swallow the fish he 
had just caught. 
 Hunting directed by dolphins 
reaches the top of perfection 
and is, indeed, one of the most 
harmonious activities of these 

supreme sea inhab-
itants. 
 It seemed that 
the sardine hunt 
lasted only about 
ten minutes, but 
when we come 
back to the boat, 
overflowing with 
impressions, our 
skipper told us that 

we had been in the 
water for one and a half hours! 
So quickly does time fly during 
the Sardine Run. One and a 
half hours of activity and my 
4GB memory card was filled 
with pictures. 

Whales
We devoted the whole next 
day to photographing whales. 
Our pilot searched for whales, 
informed us of their direc-
tion of travel, and then, we 
set off to pursue them. With a 
speed worthy of the Special 
Forces, we jumped into the 
water as we traveled at the 
same speed as the whales, 
and kicked our fins like crazy in 
hopes that they would swim up 
to us more closely. 
 Whales are like people, 
absolutely different. If one 
of them dived far away and 
more deeply in order not 
intersect with us underwater, 
others were absolutely indiffer-
ent to us. The third individual 
showed discontent and a lot 
of annoyance with the small 
men. The fourth showed sur-
prising curiosity. We especially 
liked the humpbacked whales. 
They adored jumping out of 
the water, spraying enchant-
ing fountains, waving chest 
fins and clapping their huge 
tail fins on the surface. The dull THIS PAGE: Humpback whales are spotted swimming with their friends, the 

dolphins, and breaching the surface of the sea in spectacular fashion

The best whale-
watching in the 
world
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round ends of their noses were so 
photogenic, too! 
 But the most amazing event 
happened when, tired and out 
of breath, we sat down 
for a minute to have a 
rest in our boat. On this 
occasion, we had already 
made five to seven unsuc-
cessfully attempts at 
pursuit, jumped into the 
water, tried to follow the 
whales, rowing with all the 
force we could muster, 
but made not one pic-
ture of our passionately 
favored sea giants. All the 
whales were completely 
immersed underwater or 
departed too quickly. And 
here, in that one moment when 
we relaxed, reflecting on the 
vanity of a diver’s life and of the 
hunters of whales, was, literally 
within two to three meters from 

our boat, a huge head silently ris-
ing out of the sea.
 The whale stayed there and 
looked at us closely; it was obvi-

ous that he wished to examine 
us further. We were so amazed 
at this show, that we were sim-
ply dumbfounded and had not 
stirred at all, being afraid to 

frighten away the huge entity. 
We were not pulled at all to our 
cameras, and simply enjoyed our 
silent dialogue with the whale. 

 Perhaps, the whale 
had bad eyesight and 
consequently swam up 
more closely to have a 
better look, or, maybe, 
he wished to smell us? 
We would never know.  
Some long moments 
later, he noisily inhaled, 
as though he was 
grumbling something to 
himself under his nose 
and dived, slapping 
his wide tail fin on the 
water. Yes, the slap was 
so strong that the entire 

boat has covered with a down-
pour of salty rain. We never saw 
the whale again, having not had 
a chance to ask him in time what 
it was that he was wanted.      

THIS PAGE: An amazing ride for skydivers. A microlight provides unique perspectives of the South African landscape
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The Big Five
To travel so far, to the edge of the 
Ojkumeny, and only dive for sardines and 
whales would be truly unfortunate. Even 
for keen divers, it is interesting to see and 
get acquainted with not only the under-

water world, but also the 
overland world in this 

part of the planet. 
Following the trail to 
the trea- sures of the 
Republic of South Africa 
brings one in con-
tact with the unique 
wild nature kept 

today 
only in 
nation-
al 

parks. 
The private Game 

Resort Phinda—
which in transla-

tion from the Zulu 
language means 
“jungle”—has 23,000 
hectares of South-
African jungle. It is 
located within 15 min-
utes of air travel from 
the coast. But when 

we landed here, we understood that we 
had entered an entirely different world. 
 We chose to go to Phinda because it 
was near one of the best natural parks 
of the Southern Hemisphere. It meant 
that we would find true professionals of 
the game business, we thought. Surely, 
they would show us the Big Five: a lion, a 
leopard, an elephant, a rhinoceros and 
a buffalo, living in a natural environment. 
And we were not mistaken!
 With a hat that could have been 
Indiana Jones’, some warm blankets, a 
little marula (a local sweet drink), binocu-
lars, two cameras, a powerful four wheel 
drive open off-road vehicle, and an 
armed ranger on a bumper, we headed 
out to a meeting with new adventures in 
the real bush—this was a South African 
safari not to miss! 

 It was exclusive. We went through 
jungle to track a lion, hiked through the 
high grasses of the savanna to track a 
cheetah, and cautiously, being afraid to 
approach too closely, photographed the 
elusive rhinoceros and a buffalo, partici-
pated in a night pursuit of a leopard and 
finally sensed and smelled an elephant 
running very close to us. 

Afterthoughts 
Two weeks of adventure seemed to 
fly by in a breath—so quickly, easily 
and with immense fascination. We 
had become active participants in 
an absolutely unique on the planet 
underwater event—the great migration 
of sardines and the big hunt for them 
by thousands of sea birds, sharks and 
dolphins. We lived and breathed South 
Africa, where it is still possible to see and 
photograph dozens of jumping whales. 
For a long time in our memories, will our 
minds’ eyes remain in the great canyons, 
roaring falls, bright juicy colors of the wild 
woods, sensing the lions’ hunt seizing 

us down to our bones, hearing 
the night roar of the lion—the 
tsar of the animals—seeking the 
leopard—the king of the night 
jungle—and the fastest predator, 
the cheetah, eternally chewing 
and breaking into high speed 
chases all along the way. We 
saw elephants,  rhinoceroses and 
self-assured, unshakable buffalos.  
 Now we can authoritively state 
that Southern Africa is definitely 
one of the best places in the 
world for diving and for photo 
safaris with wild animals. The 
nature of South Africa and its wild 
inhabitants are the most priceless 
treasures, indeed, national 
treasures of this great country, 
and subjects of fascination for 
modern adventurers.  
 We left the South African 
Republic with a feeling of 
deep satisfaction—we opened 
ourselves to a new world and 
have the strong desire to return 
here once again to follow the 
migration of the sardines along 
the Wild Coast! ■   
 
The editor wishes to express 
his most sincere gratitude to:                                                                                                    
Ship captain, Paul Warren Von Blerk, 
expert on whales and sharks of the 
Wild Coast; Microlight pilot, Larry 
Eschner, heavenly slow mover, who 
gave us a wonderful opportunity to see 
the Wild Coast in an absolutely new 
perspective; Emirates Airlines, (Emirates.

com) for allowing 10 kg extra weight for 
underwater equipment free-of-charge; 
The management of ССAfrica (CCAfrica.
com) for granting us an opportunity to 
get acquainted with the wild nature of 
Phinda Privat Game Reserve.

travel South Africa

Big 5 and more! CLOCKWISE: Tourists and guides 
head out to the bush; Yawning cheetah cub; 
Rhinos; Lion paw print; Galloping bison; Lounging 
cheetahs; Waterbuffalo; Baby elephant; Antelope
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What has already been assumed 
for a long time now has been 
photographed, filmed and confirmed: 
Orcas have an acquired taste and 
go hunting especially for members of 
their own species—dolphins. Ashore, 
Port Elizabeth in South Africa is by far 
not the only attraction—seals, sharks, 
whales and a vast diversity of all 
kinds of species make Madiba Bay 
an adventure playground for divers 
and adventurers. For this reason, 
Rainer Schimpf has developed a 
unique advanced program for dive 
experts and filmmakers.

“There was absolute silence on board,” said 
Rainer Schimpf, owner of Expert-Tours in Port 
Elizabeth, South Africa. “A kind of ‘wow’ 
atmosphere.” When Schimpf started the two 90 
PS engines of his semi-rigid boat, Expert-Tours, 
and went back to the harbor of Port Elizabeth, 
the dive pro was overwhelmed, and his clients 
on the boat were speechless. Only then did the 
divers realize that they had been witnesses to a 
most unusual happening. 
 The cameras went crazy, and Schimpf took 
footage with his HD-camera of orcas chasing 
a school of dolphins. This phenomenum had been 
observed before, but never had it been documented 
with such impressive footage.
 The leader of the orcas attacked one dolphin from 

underneath, caught it, and breached vertically out 
of the water, then let go of the wounded dolphin only 
to attack it again after a short moment. This hunting 
behaviour was known of the Great White sharks when 
they patrol in front of the kelp, or on the reefs hunting 

for seals that leave the secure haven of the kelp.
 “This was one of the most amazing moments I have 
experienced as an animal filmer and diving tours 
operator,” said Schimpf after this trip, which made 
such amazing pictures possible for his clients that their 

ANIMAL PRESS / PASCAL FAZIO

Text by Harald Apelt 
Photos by Daniel Debes, Pascal Fazio, 
Ralf Kiefner, Wolfgang Pölzer, Robert 
Raderschatt and Rainer Schimpf 

Orca hunting dolphin—these first-of-a-kind shots 
prove that orcas prey on their cousins, the dolphins

Rainer Schimpf DANIEL DEBES

DANIEL DEBES

DANIEL DEBES

DANIEL DEBES

& His Adventure Playground for Experts

profile
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Schimpf. He only takes divers on 
his tours who have more than 100 
logged dives, with experience and 
ease in rough conditions of current, 
swell and visibility. He doesn’t do 
dive tours on a daily basis. “I only 
offer diving packages. In general, 
the duration of these packages 
is about ten days, and during 
that period, the diving spots will 
be picked individually and dived 
all depending on the weather 
circumstances,” explained Schimpf. 
Only then, can he guarantee that 
the sometimes big expectations of 
his clients will be fulfilled by the end.
 “For example, during the Sardine 
Run (see following article), we 
spent most of the time on the sea. 
We often deal with rough seas 
and current, and when we sight a 
baitball, everything has to happen 

fast. The divers must be in the 
water within two to three minutes, 
otherwise the action will happen 
without them.” This is why Schimpf 
insists on experienced guests, diving 
with their own equipment and 
perfectly controling it.
 “At the Sardine Run, we don’t 
do buddy diving. This is impossible 
under a baitball,” Schimpf explains. 
The visibility varies between three 
and 15 meters. Currents are not 
unusual, and if one gets into a 
baitball, the person has to react fast 
and right. For this reason, every Dive 
Expert-Tours’ guest has to follow an 
explicit briefing to be able to react 
appropriately in the sometimes 
extreme situations. “If you come up 
with sand, you have lost,” Schimpf 
said with a smile, because the 
Sardine Run takes place in the blue, 

underneath the diver—nothing but 
blue water and up to 200 meters 
depth.
 It’s kind of a problem that 
the expectations of the clients 
have risen so high due to what 
they have seen on animal 
documentataries such as those of 
National Geographic. In reality, 
these documentaries are only 45 
minutes cut out of several years of 
production during which the film 
teams stayed several weeks in a 
row in South Africa and dived many 
hundreds of times.
 But the Sardine Run is not the 
only attraction for the passionate 
underwater filmer that South Africa 
has to offer. On the Madiba Bay 
Diving Tour, one may experience 
close encounters with humpback 
whales, brydes whales, minky 

CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Extreme coastline of South Africa; A humpback whale breaches near the dive boat; You can 
dive cageless with Great White sharks; The Schimpf family, Rainer, Jonas and Petra, in Capetown

RAINER SCHIMPF
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Common dolphins schooling off the coast of Port Elizabeth are spotted on the early morning dive
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images were even printed on the cover pages 
of international daily newspapers.
 Schimpf does diving tours within his company 
Dive Expert-Tours offering to his clients, as 
he says, “the non plus ultra” of their diving 
curriculum.
 Schimpf is German and has lived since 1999 
together with his wife, Petra, and their 9-year-
old son, Jonas, in Port Elizabeth, their new 
home in South Africa.
 It is here that he undertakes his company in 
showing film crews, professional photographers 

and experienced divers the highlights of the 
ocean around Port Elizabeth. “Underwater 
scouting” or “marine logistics” is what 
this activity is called—an experience of a 
permanent adventure for paying customers.
 And what Schimpf has to offer is so 
exclusive that it has its price. Nevertheless, 
these extraordinary tours get more and 
more supporters willing to pay the price and 
the strain, in order to witness spectacular 
encounters.
 “What we do here is not for beginners,“ said 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: Mug shot of hump-
back whale breaching; Filmcrews from Blue 
Planet prepare for a shoot; Sponges decorate 
the reef; Two nudibranchs; Diverse garden of 
soft and hard corals make up the reef off Port 
Elizabeth; Sea anemone

RAINER SCHIMPF
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RALF KIEFNER

Rainer Schimpf

whales, Southern Right whales, 
Orcas, and common dolphins. 
Often the clients also have 
spectacular dives with seals.
 In many ways, it is hard to 
believe that this part of the 
world still has such an apparently 
inexhaustible variety of species 
to offer. “This sounds so unreal, 
nobody wants to believe it,” 
said Schimpf, because in the 
ocean around Port Elizabeth, 
there are not only whales but 
also 22 shark species, penguins 

go fish hunting in their impressive 
ways, and even supporters of the 
macro photography will be highly 
satisfied. More than 140 species 
of nudibranches have been 
counted here. 
 The variety of species in Madiba 
Bay, Port Elizabeth, is due to 
its extraordinary geographical 
situation. Because it is here, in 
the shore region of Port Elizabeth, 
where warm and cold water 
currents reunite, so that nearly all 
sea creatures of South Africa may 

at once be encountered.
 “And one thing that surely no 
client will ever forget are the 
encounters with the dolphins. 
When we spot the huge schools 
of dolphins with sometimes up 
to 2,500 animals going through 
the water like a cavalry all at 
the same speed and all in the 
same direction, this is when we 
experience a special relationship 
with nature and the universe. This 
is an experience hard to explain 
in words,” enthused Schimpf 
about his “adventure playground 
ocean”.
 The business with this particular 
type of tourism also has a hitch. 
Schimpf and his wife, Petra, came 
a long way and gained lots of 
experience before they got it right 
in terms of nature logistics. “It’s not 
the way that we simply can plan 
the Sardine Run, and than sell it to 
the clients. The impressive schools 
of sardines don’t come to order,” 
Schimpf explained. “This is why it’s 

a game of patience before 
experiencing this diving 
highlight. We have planes 
flying up the coast, and we 
read satellite pictures in order 
to spot the big schools of 

sardines. (Flying with ultralights is 
not enough as we work offshore. 
Two-engine Barons are standard, 
as they can fly 40 miles offshore 
and are able to find the action.) 
As soon as we have a sighting, 
we direct our boat to the GPS 
position. In case of far away 
distances, we take the boat onto 
the trailer and drive up the coast, 
in order to reach the sardines. 
We offer this ‘flexible’ Sardine 
Run to give our clients the best 
possible chance to be part of this 
natural phenomenon,” said Petra 
Schimpf.
 It is not an easy task because 
often it is Petra who has to 
organise that the clients get there 
where the sardines are. And 
sometimes even the hotels have 
to be changed and rebooked, 
and the clients, including their 
luggage and equipment, 
transferred to the action. “This is 
quite big logistics to be managed 
in a short given time but also a 

factor why nearly all our tours are 
successful for our clients” said 
Petra proudly.
 The best travel time for the 
Sardine Run is between February 
and July. After that period, the 
stormy season starts and the 
waves in front of South Africa 
might reach up three to four 
meters. In front of Cape Town in 
the open ocean, waves even 
build up to 17 – 22 meters. Then, 

the visibility is not good and diving 
not a pleasure. Nevertheless, even 
during this unspectacular period 
there are travel destinations 
offering something really special. 
 During this period, Schimpf offers 
tours to Mozambique or Namibia. 
The Mozambique Channel in 
the North is known for its large 
encounters with whale sharks and 
mantas. And in Namibia, Dive 
Expert-Tours offers a special treat 
for diving groups: Lake Otjikoto. 
 The diameter of the little round 
Lake Otjikoto is only 150 meters, 
but it has something special to 
hide. It looks like it was created 
by a meteorite, but this is not the 
case. The lake evolved due to 
collapsing karst vacuums filling up 
with ground water. 
 At some places the lake is 95 
meters deep. In addition, the 
lake keeps a special secret. On 9 
July 1915, World War I took place 
in central Europe, the German 
Schutztruppe in the 
former German 

Views of a Tiger shark and Gray Nurse 
shark or Sand Tiger shark (bottom left)

WOLFGANG PÖLZER / WWW.UNDERWATER-PHOTOS.NET
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A pride of lions rest
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Today, Port Elizabeth (also called PE) has 
more than 2 million inhabitants and is the 
fourth biggest city in South Africa after 
Johannesburg, Durban and Cape Town. 
The harbor is the third biggest harbor 
in South Africa because Port Elizabeth 
became an important container docking 
port. PE’s strongest industry is the automo-
tive industry. Ford and VW (Uitenhage) 
have their production sites here. Another 
important industry is wool export. 
 PE has an airport that is fully integrated 
in the flight timetables of South African 
Airways. For the Soccer World Cup in 
2010, there are plans of making the run-
way longer to enable international airlines 
to fly into Port Elizabeth directly. 
 Madiba Bay/Port Elizabeth has more 
than 40 km stretches of impeccable 
beach, most of them ideal for water 
sport activities. The city is an ideal start-
ing point for anybody wanting to explore 
the beauties of the Eastern Cape. In this 
province, five different biome meet, and 
thus makes the region a must-see for 
every eco-tourist and anybody wanting 
to experience South Africa’s extraordinary 
landscapes.
 The region around today’s Port Elizabeth 
was originally been settled by the San 
people. Later Xhosa settled here as well, 
especially along the Sundays River.

 In 1488, Bartholomeu Diaz came as the 
first European into the Algoa Bay, which 
has been used since then as am anchor 
place to resupply ships with food and 
drinking water. In the centuries to follow, 
many European sailing nations came into 
the Bay and many of them shipwrecked 
(400 estimated ship wrecks), some still can 
be dived on.
 The British founded Port Elizabeth in 1799 
and built Fort Frederick – the oldest stone 
building in the Eastern Cape and the old-
est English building in Africa, South of the 
Sahara (see picture underneath). The fort 
was erected to protect the port against a 
possible attack by the French, but never 
once was shot fired out of the canons. A 
peaceful landing of the first 5,000 English 
settlers in 26 sailing ships occurred in Port 
Elizabeth in 1820.
 Sir Rufane Donkin, who was the gover-
nor of the Cape at the time, gave the city 
its name by naming it after his wife Eliza-
beth who died two years earlier in India. 
A stone pyramid was built in the Donkin 
Reserve in memory of his wife. At the har-
bor, a clock tower “Campanile” erected 
in 1923 is a memborial to the first settlers 
arriving in 1820.
 During Apartheid, Madiba Bay/Port 
Elizabeth became a center of resistance 
primarily due to the fact that many pow-
erful leaders of the movement came for 
the Eastern Cape including Nelson Man-
dela, who grew up in the province (in the 
village Qunu), Govan Mbeki, Walter Sisulu 
and Steve Biko.
 In the year 2000, Port Elizabeth became 
part of a new district “Nelson Mandela 
Bay Municipality” named after Nelson 
Mandela and includes the cities of Port 
Elizabeth, Uitenhage and Dispatch. ■

Port Elizabeth

Fort Frederick built by the English in PE in 1799

South-West had to surrender 
to the superior forces of 
the South African troops. 
But before that happened, 
the German troops sank 
their weapons, canons and 
ammunitions in the lake in 
order to avoid the enemy 
from getting a hold of them.
 At a depth from 50 metres 
on, tech diving fans can still 
see old 7.5 cm Krupp canons. 
Ammunition boxes and 
nearly one hundred year old 
automatic machine guns can 
be discovered in their original 
condition. Some pieces of 
this old artillery have been 
retrieved and restored. They 
can now been seen in the 
regional museums. 
 What has never been 
found is the gold treasure. 
Rumours suggest that sealed 
boxes with gold from the 

banks of the 
abandoned 
town have 
been sunk 
in the lake. 
Officially, 
they have 
never been 
recovered—a 
good story in 
a dangerous 
depth. 
 Besides the classic diving 
program, one should not 
forget to do the huge and 
spectacular land program 
in South Africa. A land 
safari to see the “Big Five” 
in the national parks offers 
breathtaking viewings of 
wildlife just like the diving 
tours do. 
 Accommodations in 
the two million strong 
metropolis of Port Elizabeth 

is provided at the cosy and 
comfortable Bed & Breakfast, 
“Villa Chameleon”, of Dive 
Expert-Tours. Villa Chameleon 
is situated in the calm but 
central suburb called Walmer 
on a property where Schimpf 
and his family live as well. 
A family atmosphere and 
integration of the guests is 

therefore to be expected. 
 Already in the morning, 
the diving guests start the 
planning of the diving day 
with Schimpf in the breakfast 
room of the house of the 
Schimpf family. With a Combi 
and the boat trailer, they 
drive seven minutes down to 
the harbor from where the 
diving excursions normally 
start. And it doesn’t matter 
what has been foreseen 
for that very special day— 
in the evening the group 
comes back to the “Villa 
Chameleon” with sparkling 
eyes and stuffed with 
spectacular impressions, said 
Schimpf. ■

ABOVE: Lake Otjikoto. LEFT & BOTTOM: Germans sank their weapons, 
canons and ammunitions in the lake. CENTER INSET: Historic photo of 
the Krupp canons used by the Germans in WWI

The first Europeans reached Algoa Bay in 1488

ROBERT RADERSCHATT
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In the best case scenario, the 
Algulhas current coming from the 
North East of South Africa and going 
to the South loses its strength during 
winter months and a counter current 
comes up along the east coast. This 
counter current also carries plankton 
and, consequencely, sardines follow. 
For geographical reasons, this cur-
rent and, therefore, the sardines settle 
every February between Plettenberg 
Bay and Port Elizabeth. Only when 
from June onwards the winter storms 
begin to blow, the sardines continue 
their journey in the current, pushing to 
the North.
 In cases when the winter storms do 
not go through, as in the years 2006 
and 2007, and the Algulhas current 
remains too strong, the Sardine Run 

only takes place in the region around 
Port Elizabeth.
 Why most of the sardines migrate 
and where they go after they come 
along such a long distance still has 
to be figured out. But one thing is for 
certain—where the schools of sar-
dines are, big hunters of the ocean 
reunite for a common feast. Penguins, 
seals, all kinds of shark species, whales 
and huge numbers of dolphin schools 
feed on the sumptuous dinner table.
 The most spectacular scenes are 
the feeding frenzies of sharks, gan-
nets, whales and dolphins on sardines 
trapped under the surface of the 
water by the marine mammals giving 
chase in a teams. Like shepherd dogs, 
the dolphins surround the sardines, 
making their circles smaller and small-

Sardine Run
The Sardine Run is a rare phenom-
enon in the animal world, a mys-
tery which hasn’t been completely 
solved yet. The Sardine Run takes 
place every year during the end of 
February until July from Plettenberg 
Bay to Port Elizabeth up to Port St. 
Johns. Big schools of sardines follow 
plankton and swim from the South 
Atlantic to the west coast of South 
Africa. From here, they follow the 
nutritious Benguela current into the 
Cape region.

Text by Harald Apelt 
Photos by Ralf Kiefner

THIS PAGE: Scenes from Sardin Run where sharks, dolphins and sea birds feed on sardines in a baitball
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er, blowing air bubbles surrounding 
the school of sardines like a virtual 
net and holding them together. The 
school of sardines condenses more 
and more until it appears on the 
water surface as a big, round, silver 
shiny and restless ball—the so-called 
baitball. Finally, the big feast can 
begin.
 As the hosts, the dolphins open 
the feast and shortly afterwards, the 
dolphins and sharks breach through 
the baitball in order to catch the 
sardines without any effort. From the 
air, hundreds of gannets come into 
play. These birds are the Air Force of 
the Sardine Run. For a long period of 

time, they observe the ocean and 
look out for signs of when the sar-
dines are being chased by the dol-
phins and pushed onto the surface. 
Then, the surface gets transformed 
by millions of little sardine bodies into 
a boiling and silvery shining surface 
as they try hard, panic-stricken, to 
swim down again.
 But it’s too late; there’s no more 
escape for the sardines. With routine 
and without getting in each other’s 
way, sharks and dolphins complete 
their job, and from the air, gannets 
shoot fearlessly into the bustle to get 
their part of the prey. Anyone who 
thinks that the gannets’ strategy only 

consists of lucky hits is wrong. In a 
nearly vertical nose dive with open 
wings, they aim for the center of the 
baitball. Only in the last second do 
they put back their wings and their 
“landing gear” and shoot like an 
arrow into the ocean with a speed 
up to 100 km per hour. Underwater, 
they are able to use the remaining 
speed to skillfully catch a sardine. 
And if they miss by a few centim-
eters, they use two or three wing-
strokes to complete their dive suc-
cessfully. 
 The gannets dive into the ocean 
Up to 15 meters deep in order to 
secure themselves their part of the 

cake. The birds do not seem to be 
on the feeding list of the sharks. Why 
should one eat dry bread if the table is 
set with other glorious food?
 The whole spectacle is dynamicly 
loaded because the baitball constantly 
moves, changing depth and position. 
So some good advise for divers is to 
observe the action from a secure dis-
tance and from underneath the action. 
Water temperatures between 16 – 22°C 

are moderate, but the visibility can vary 
strongly from 0 to 25 meters. 
 And the Sardine Run is a hard task. 
From 7:00 am in the morning, the boat 
leaves port and the whole day is spent 
at sea. With Dive Expert-Tours, the boat 
travels up to 120 km a day—even 
when the sea might be rough. Also, 
diving a baitball demands the highest 
concentration and perfect handling 
of  equipment as well as the matrices 
of buoyancy because the person who 
becomes a game ball of the baitball 
can easily become a victim of a shark 
by mistake, bumping into the diver. 
 After approximately 15 – 20 minutes, 
the show is over. By then, the baitball 
becomes so small that the remain-
ing sardines leave the security of the 
school and flee in all directions. Having 
had enough of the action, the hunters 
leave the place of the big feast after 
having succeeded in their day’s task. 

Special thanks to Ralf Kiefner at  
www.ocean-pix.de ■

Sardine Run

THIS PAGE: Glowing white bodies of gannets streaming through the water join the ghost images of feeding sharks and dolphins

Topside view: Gannets diving for sardines 

http://www.ocean-pix.de/english/index.html
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History  In 1652, Dutch trad-
ers landed at the southern tip of 
modern day South Africa and 
founding the city of Cape Town, 
establishing a resupply station 
on the spice route between the 
Netherlands and the East. In 1806, 
many Dutch settlers (the Boers) 
travelled north to establish their 
own republics after the British 
seized the area of the Cape of 
Good Hope. In 1867 and 1886, the 
discovery of diamonds and gold 
encouraged wealth and immigra-
tion. This intensified the subjuga-
tion of the indigenous population. 
The years 1899-1902 saw the British 
defeat the Boers resistance during 
the Boer War; but, the British and 
the Afrikaners, as the Boers be-
came known, governed together 
under the Union of South Africa. 
The National Party was voted into 
power in 1948 and 

instituted a 
policy of 

apart-

heid—the separate development 
of the races. In 1994, the first multi-
racial elections saw the end of 
apartheid and brought in black 
majority rule.
Government: republic. 
Capital: Pretoria.

Geography  Southern Africa, is 
located at the southern tip of the 
continent of Africa. The country of 
Lesotho is completely surrounded 
by South Africa, which also almost 
completely surrounds Swaziland. 
Coastline: 2,798 km. Terrain: vast 
interior plateau surrounded by 
rugged hills and a thin coastal 
plain. Lowest point: Atlantic 
Ocean 0 m. Highest point: Njesuthi 
3,408 m. Natural hazards: extend-
ed droughts. Environmental issues: 
extensive water conservation and 
control measures are required 
due to the lack of important arte-
rial rivers or lakes; water usage in-
creas- es out-

pace supply; agricultural runoff 
and urban discharge cause 
pollution of rivers; acid rain due 
to air pollution; soil erosion; deser-
tification. South Africa is party to: 
Antarctic-Environmental Protocol, 
Antarctic-Marine Living Resources, 
Antarctic Seals, Antarctic Treaty, 
Biodiversity, Climate Change, 
Climate Change-Kyoto Protocol, 
Desertification, Endangered Spe-
cies, Hazardous Wastes, Law of 
the Sea, Marine Dumping, Marine 
Life Conservation, Ozone Layer 
Protection, Ship Pollution, Wet-
lands, Whaling.

Economy  A middle-income, 
emerging market with a large 
supply of natural resources, South 
Africa has well-developed fi-
nancial, legal, communications, 
energy, and transport sectors. Its 
stock exchange is the 17th largest 
in the world. Its modern infrastruc-
ture supports an efficient distri-
bution of goods to major cities 
throughout the region. Since 2004, 
growth has been strong, as South 
Africa reaps the benefits of macr-
oeconomic stability and a boom 
in global commodities. However, 
there is still high unemployment 
and an outdated infrastructure 
limits growth. The country began 
to experience an electricity crisis 
at the end of 2007, due to supply 
problems of the state power sup-
plier Eskom plagued with aged 
plants. It necessitated “load-
shedding” cuts to businesses and 

resi-
dents 
in the 
major 
urban ar-
eas. Remnants of the 
aparteid period include daunting 
economic problems, especially 
poverty, no economic empow-
erment among disadvantaged 
groups, and public transportation 
shortages. The economic policy 
of the country is fiscally conserva-
tive but pragmatic. It focuses on 
controlling inflation, sustaining a 
budget surplus, and— as a means 
in increasing job growth and 
household income—employing 
state-owned enterprises to pro-
vide basic services to low-income 
areas. Natural resources: gold, 
chromium, antimony, coal, iron 
ore, manganese, nickel, phos-
phates, tin, uranium, gem dia-
monds, platinum, copper, vana-
dium, salt, natural gas. Agriculture: 
corn, wheat, sugarcane, fruits, 
vegetables; beef, poultry, mutton, 
wool, dairy products. Industries: 
mining (South Africa is the world’s 
largest producer of gold, plati-
num, chromium), automobile as-
sembly, metalworking, machinery, 
textiles, iron and steel, chemicals, 
fertilizer, foodstuffs, commercial 
ship repair.

Climate  South Africa is mostly 
semiarid with with sunny days and 

cool nights. 
There are 
subtropical 
areas along 
the east coast. 

Population  43,786,115 (July 
2008 est.) This figure factors in the 
effects and mortality rate of AIDS 
which is ravaging the country’s 
population. Ethnic groups: black 
African 79%, white 9.6%, mixed 
8.9%, Indian/Asian 2.5% (2001 cen-
sus). Religions Zion Christian 11.1%, 
Pentecostal/Charismatic 8.2%, 
Catholic 7.1%, Methodist 6.8%, 
Dutch Reformed 6.7%, Anglican 
3.8%, Muslim 1.5%, other Christian 
36% (2001 census), Internet users: 
5.1 million (2005). 

Currency  rand (ZAR). Ex-
change rates: 1EUR=11.39ZAR, 
1USD=7.60ZAR, 1GBP=14.27ZAR, 
1AUD=6.67ZAR, SGD=5.44ZAR 

Language  IsiZulu 23.8%, IsiXho-
sa 17.6%, Afrikaans 13.3%, Sepedi 
9.4%, English 8.2%, Setswana 8.2%, 
Sesotho 7.9%, Xitsonga 4.4%, other  
languages: 7.2% (2001 census). 

Health  There is an intermediate 
degree of risk for food or water-

borne diseases such as bacterial 
diarrhea, hepatitis A, and typhoid 
fever. Vectorborne diseases 
include Crimean Congo hemor-
rhagic fever and malaria. Water 
contact diseases include schisto-
somiasis (2008).

Decompression Chambers
CAPE TOWN: National Hyberbarics 
Klienmont Hospital, Cape Town
24-Hour Hotline: Tel. 021-671-8655 

DURBAN: St. Augustine’s Hyper-
baric Medicine Centre
Hyperbaric and Woundcare Unit
St. Augustine’s Hospital
24-Hour Hotline: Tel. 031-268-5000
www.sahmc.co.za

JOHANNESBURG: The Hyperbaric 
Treatment Centre cc, East rand of 
Johannesburg, Tel. 011-914-2675
www.hyperbaric.co.za

Web sites
Expert-Tours
www.expert-tours.de
South Africa Tourism
www.southafrica.net ■

South Africa
fact file RIGHT: Global map with 

location of South 
Africa

FAR RIGHT: Detail 
map of South 

Africa

SOURCES: US CIA WORLD FACT BOOK, 
SCUBADOC.COM

RAINER SCHIMPF

http://www.expert-tours.de
http://www.southafrica.net
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http://www.lucasdivestore.com
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Text by Simon Kong 
Photos by Asther Lau 

Pulau Weh

The divers then surfaced and 
headed back to the dive shop, 
not knowing what to make of 
the strange phenomenon until 
they started seeing brand new 
bungalows floating on the sea. 
 Back at Gapang Beach, 
almost all the wooden houses 
and restaurants had disap-
peared, and Lumba Lumba 
Diving Centre had its front 
façade smashed away. The div-
ers had to wait two hours until 
the surge was safe enough to 
land the boat. It was the day of 
the 2004 Tsunami.
 Fortunately and miraculously, 
the tsunami that hit Aceh on 
December 26, claimed very few 
lives on Pulau Weh located only 

one hour north of Banda Aceh. 
The owners of the dive center, 
Ton and Marjan Egbers, survived 
by standing atop the dive gear 
rinsing shed and a tree located 
just beside the shop. 
 Most of the destructive power 
of the tsunami was the strong 
pulling power of the receding 
wave, where everything was 
swept out to sea including fins 
and masks prompting the owners 
to later joke that they were the 
dive shop with the mismatched 
fins. 
 Today, there are hardly any 
signs that this terrible tragedy 

On a beautiful day just like any 
other, divers in the water were 
enjoying the underwater scen-
ery and rich marine life around 
Pulau Weh in Aceh, Indonesia. 
All of a sudden, they heard a 
loud and painful noise forcing 
all of them to cover their ears. 
Many thought it was a tanker 
passing overhead, but the sight 
of all the moray eels swim-
ming out of their holes must 
have been something totally 
unimaginable and bewildering.

Rebirth of Paradise After the Tsunami

TOP: Freckled hawkfish are a 
common sight. RIGHT: Nudi-

branchs are rare in Pulau Weh 
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 Pulau Wehtravel

had ever happened, save for a 
thin blue line on the dive shop’s 

window to indicate the height 
of the tsunami wave. The 

resilient Acehnese have 
picked up their lives 

and Pulau 

Weh is back in business. 
 I have come to Pulau Weh to discover 
for myself an island that is touted as 
a place to “dive in crowds of fish, not 
in crowds of divers”. Lumba Lumba’s 
website was pretty impressive, the des-
tination was attractive and not too far 

away. The reviews on Scubaboard.
com were really good, and Air 
Asia had just started a convenient 

direct flight from Kuala Lumpur 
to Banda Aceh. So, 

I asked myself, 
why not? There 
was the chance 

of meeting mantas, 
whale sharks and 
mola molas plus the 
ultra slim chance of 
seeing a megamouth 
shark. This island 
was the site of one 
adult sighting and 
one discovery of a 
dead juvenile mega-
mouth shark right on 
the beach in front 
of Lumba Lumba 
Diving Centre! 
With any luck, I 
could very well 
be the next guy 
to brag about a 
sighting. 
 After a pleasant 

and hassle free flight, a pass through 
a very primitive immigration line, and a 
hunt for my bags in a pile of luggage 
just dumped on the floor, my travel-
ing partner, underwater photographer 
Asther Lau, and I were on our way to the 
Ulee Lheue ferry terminal. 
 On the way, we stopped by a sol-
emn remnant of the tsunami—a mass 
grave. There were no grave stones 
there, just an empty grassy field where 
all the unidentified victims were bur-
ied. The place is peaceful, and a few 
Acehenese can be seen praying and 
weeping. 

 At the Ulee Lheue ferry terminal, it is 
easy to see why the tsunami had such 
a devastating effect; 
the terrain is very 
flat making it 
very easy for 
the tsunami 
to flow right 
through. You 
can also see the 
black domes of 
the Grand Mosque 

in Banda Aceh 
where in  

pre-tsunami 
times, the view 

was totally 
blocked 

by tall 

build-
ings 
that 
are now 
gone.

Pulau Weh
Pulau Weh is an active 
volcanic island that rises 
hundreds of meters from the 
sea floor. 

Honeycomb moray of Rubiah Sea GardenBlue spotted stingray

Octopus; Flat worm crawling along bottom; Red spotted coral crab
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Pulau Wehtravel

 The recent conflict 
between the 
Free Aceh 
Movement 
and the 

Indonesian 
Army has not 

affected Pulau Weh 
as the fighting was con-

fined to the Aceh mainland. 
Under martial law, a blue book sys-

tem was implemented. Foreign visitors 
had to get a 14-day visa in Medan 
before proceeding to Banda Aceh, 
and from there, were escorted by 
police all the way to Pulau Weh. 
 Since the 2005 peace agreement, 
all fighting has stopped, and divers 
have started to return. The new Air 
Asia flight now makes it really easy 
to get here. Whereas in the past, the 
only flights to Pulau Weh were from 
Medan or Jakarta. 
 From the ferry terminal in Balohan, 
it’s an hour ride on a bumpy and 
twisty mountainous road to Gapang. 
We occasionally got glimpses of the 
sea and some very interesting wildlife 
such as monkeys, wild boars, monitor 
lizards, goats, cows and buffaloes. 

Gapang 
We stayed at a 
brand new bunga-

low overlooking the 
beach. In the mornings 

from our balcony, I could hear 
the chirping of birds, insects, 
cocks crowing in the distance 
and the sound of the waves 

as they lapped the beach. All 
this together with tall coconut trees 
surrounding our bungalow gave the 
place a serene atmosphere. 
 Lumba Lumba Diving Centre has 
been in operation for ten years now 
and has recently completed the last 
of seven new bungalows. They also 
have very ambitious plans to upgrade 
all the bungalows with air condition-
ing, hot water, wireless internet and 
even a new swimming pool. 
 It’s an easy hop to the dive shop 
where the Acehnese dive masters 
love to hang out between dives. Out 
in front of the shop is a nice area 
where you can sit around to fill up 
your log book.
 We went to Dangdangna 
Restaurant for breakfast, located just 
next door, where the resident top dog 
‘Cheeky’ came over and sat under 
our table on the sand. I buried my 
feet in his nice fur and gave him a 
massage with my feet. He really loved 
it. Here, the food came in big portions 
and was very tasty, too. 

CLOCKWISE FROM FAR LEFT: 
Elegant dartfish; Clownfish; Leaf 
scorpionfish; Longnose hawkfish; 
Fire dartfish; Acehnese children 

playing on the beach; Bungalows 
at Lumbalumba Diving Centre
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 The owner of Dangdangna, 
Syukur, was the man who found the 
Megamouth shark lying on the beach. 
He actually wanted to sell the shark in 
the market and called Ton and Marjan 
to have a look. “We were surprised to 
find a shark with a big mouth and con-
tacted scientists to help identify it,” said 
Marjan. That shark later became the 21st 
confirmed sighting of the rare mega-
mouth shark. In the end, Shukur was 
paid a finder’s fee, and the shark is now 

in a muse-
um near 
Jakarta. 
 Back at 
the resort, 
the donut 
lady comes 
over with her 
basket of 
freshly made 
donuts 
everyday.  

I was told that she managed to put her 
children through university just by selling 
her delicious donuts. She is somewhat of 
a celebrity here; it seems everyone sur-
vives on her donuts! 
 Gapang Beach is a very nice and 
quiet place. It’s easy to relax here with-
out being pestered by souvenir sellers. 
The only time it is noisy is during the 
weekends when locals and NGOs come 
for a break. 
 A pack of friendly dogs roam the 
beach everyday. The Muslim Acehnese 
are surprisingly very tolerant of the 
dogs and don’t mind them one bit. 
Occasionally, the dogs will get into fights 
and disturb the peace, so we had to 
play policeman. 

 As I ate my breakfast and admired the 
view of Sabang harbour in the distance, 
I could not but also admire a very inge-
nious invention made by our boatman. 
It was a simple but very effective boat 
landing system. Ropes were tied to the 

base of a large tree on the beach lead-
ing out 100m into the bay where they 
were anchored to a buoy. Whenever 
a dive boat needed to land, all the 
boatman had to do was tie the boat 
to metal rings at the bow and stern, 
ride along these ropes, and just back 
up unto the beach. This way, the boat-
man was able to land the boat in rough 
weather, at night and at different tides 
without damaging the corals. Brilliant! 

The house reef
 The house reef was beautiful and had 
a lot of diversity in flora and fauna. It 
was a place with a varied landscape. 
Wading out from the beach along the 
line, it was recommended to wear boo-
ties, as stepping on the rocks was quite 
uncomfortable. 
 Heading straight out, we came across 
the resident Hawksbill turtle resting in the 
corals. Over at a sandy area, were gar-
den eels. I swam over to some staghorn 
corals. From a  distance, it looked like I 
had come across some swaying grass, 
but it was actually schools of razor fish 
dancing above the staghorns. 
 At a spot with an artificial reef ball and 
beer bottles, lived the resident ornate 

travel Pulau Weh

Razorfish dancing in the staghornsCheeky, the top dog

The friendly donut lady

Loyal little customer

Lumbalumba’s diveboats moored at the lineMouthwatering donuts make a great snack after diving
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travel Pulau Weh

ghost pipe fish. Scorpion and lion 
fishes loved to hang out here, 
too. Past a field of mushroom 
corals was a small coral outcrop 
teeming with fishes. It was pleas-
ant just lying there looking at all 
the schools of juvenile snapper, 
cardinal fish, anthias, goat fish, 
trumpet fish and grouper. 
 Nearby, was a lone 3m long 
whip coral, the home of some 
whip gobies. Everywhere scor-
pion fishes and moray eels were 
quite common, and I spotted my 
first octopus. Since I started div-
ing, the only octopus I had ever 
seen was the one connected to 
my regulator! 
 The day was coming to an 
end when we spotted an unusu-
ally large longhorn cowfish that 
was about to go to sleep. Ending 
the dive, we looked up at the 
darkening sky and saw huge 
bats flying as high as eagles. 
Very nice for a first dive... 
 On the second dive, we spot-

ted cockatoo waspfish doing 
their usual thing swaying in a 
make-believe surge. I also just 
managed to catch a glimpse of 
a comet longfin’s tail just before 
it disappeared in some coral. 
Going back to the tunicate 
infested line, we saw some big 
sized needle fishes, sergeant 
majors and a juvenile spiny lob-
ster. 
 Coming back for a night dive, 

one can find the razor fishes 
sleeping among the stag-
horns and the very hairy red 
reef lobster that only comes 
out at night. Other than that, 
the house reef is also good 
for frog fish, sea moth and 
the elusive mimic octopus.

Batee Tokong
This was a huge place; we 
only managed to explore 
one side of it. Batee 
Tokong was a round pla-
teau with rocky slopes 
and walls. 
 There were tons of fish 
here. It was like diving 

in bouillabaisse! 
Mostly anthias, red 
tooth trigger fish 
and fishes that love 
current, because 
this place tumbled like 
a washing machine. The 
current was very fierce, 
unpredictable and came 
from all directions mak-
ing where you went all 
depend on the current’s 
strength and direction. 
 There was even a place 
called Arus Paleh mean-
ing ‘bastard current’ in 
the local dialect. A dive 
here, or at its close neigh-

bor’s, Rubiah North, will indeed 
make you come up swearing at 
the current. You will either love it 
or hate it. For me, it was the lat-
ter, because I usually  dive only 
in mild currents. 
 And I couldn’t help thinking 
that this would be a great place 
in which to lose your evil step 
mother. The surge was wild, and 
the fishes loved it. It was a trade 
off to see such variety and num-
bers, yet many a time, we would 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Scorpion fish; Ornate ghost pipefish; 
Cockatoo waspfish; Portrait of a Scorpion fish; Peacock mantis 
shrimp; Batfish

Whip goby
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have to fight the current to seek 
shelter and hold on for dear life. 
It was during this time that we 
discovered more fishes under 
the rocks: Squirrel fish, grouper, 

sweetlip and the 
occasional sting 
ray. 
 There were 
lots of freckled 
hawkfish sitting 
on green tree 
corals and fire 
gobies darting 
around on the 
bottom. Neon 
fusiliers and 
rainbow runners 
swarmed by like 
locust, while red 
tail butterfly fish 

schooled in large numbers. 
 It was also said to be the 
number one place to see 
morays, and it was abso-
lutely true. You could find all 
sorts of species here, such as 
white eye, giant, spot face, 
honeycomb, snowflake, 
whitemouth, zebra and yel-
low margined. Every other 

nook and cranny had at least 
one moray. Under rocks and 
ledges one may even find two 
or three of them. And they were 
all manned by big-sized, well-fed 
cleaner shrimp. 
 And if there were lots of 
morays, one would find lots 
of their favorite prey as well—
octopus. This place should 
have been renamed ‘Octopus 
Garden’ after that Beatles’ song. 

The Canyon
Another great site was the 
Canyon. It had a unique topog-
raphy that, not surprisingly, 
looked like a canyon! Divers 
usually started at the southern 
end of big black boulders. The 

CLOCKWISE FROM FAR LEFT: Anthias schooling 
above giant clam; Red reef lobster; Cuttlefish; 
Lionfish; Hawksbill turtle; Yellow featherstar
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terrain sloped down to a lot of small 
rocks and finally to a sandy bot-
tom beyond 30m. Here, the anthias 
started to school. This time there 
wasn’t much current, but the water 
clarity was very good. 
 Heading west, then turning north 
at the corner, we found a wall that 

went down to 50m. At 30m, there 
was a small cave, and if one shined 
one’s light into it, one could see 
soft corals and big snappers hiding 
there. At the bottom was an excel-
lent dense sea fan garden, and 
divers could spot the special blue 
variety. 

 Back to the wall, the 
fishes started to thicken 
in numbers until one 
got that diving in bouil-
labaisse feeling again. 
Here, that slogan, “Dive 
in crowds of fish, not in 
crowds of divers” really 
came true. 
 The colors started to 
come alive as the fishes 
danced in the unpre-
dictable current along 
a wall that was fes-
tooned with sponges, 
tunicates and feather 
stars. 

 Scorpion 
fishes sit on 
the ledges 
here, so be 
careful. 
 One 
façade was 
even blanket-
ed with blue 
and white 
little soft cor-
als that made 
it look like it had just snowed. 
 On the top, we found schools of 
yellow goat fish, all sorts of trigger 
fish, barracuda and star fishes. 
 The 25-minute boat ride back to 
the dive shop gave us the opportu-
nity to talk about one big Napoleon 
wrasse that came only an arm’s 
length from our masks. 
 Suddenly, it started to rain heav-
ily, and my buddies who had 
stripped down to their bikinis were 
shivering from the freezing wind. 

 As we 
approached 
the beach 
at Lumba 
Lumba, we 
saw a scene 
that could 
only be 
described as 
mystical. We 
could see the 
trees at the 
water’s edge, 
but beyond 

it, everything was foggy, obscured 
by the rain and clouds, and the 
water had changed to an emerald 
green. The whole scene looked like 
a dream, like the misty banks of a 
lake in winter, and this was the trop-
ics! 
 As the boat backed up along 
the line, it was a magical moment. 
It was truly beautiful, and at the 
same time, mystical. As suddenly 
as this scene appeared before our 
eyes, it disappeared when the rain 

CLOCKWISE FROM BOTTOM LEFT: Artificial reef ball 
at Gapang house reef; The funnel of the tugboat 
wreck; Underwater hotspring; Serene Gapang Beach; Ubiquitous scorpionfish; Sleeping parrotfish
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abruptly stopped and the fog lifted. It left 
a lasting impression in our minds. We saw 
something really beautiful, and we felt for-
tunate. 

Tugboat wreck  
& underwater hot spring
In Sabang bay, lying 
perfectly upright in 14m 
of water was the wreck 
of a tugboat. It was 
surprisingly in very good 
condition with little 
coral growth. The 17m 
long wreck made a 
very relaxing and easy 
wreck dive in very clear 
water with no current 
at all. Believed to have 
sunk in the 1970s, this 
wreck was teeming 
with fish. 
 Congregations 
of striped large-eye 
bream, anthias and 
damsel fishes could be 
seen inside and around 
the wheelhouse. The 

aft deck was the hunting ground of 
numerous pipe fishes and groupers hid in 
the open holds. On the top, trumpet fishes 
swam along the line that led to the buoy. 
Around the keel, one could find scorpion 
fish, and on the muddy bottom, lizard fish 
waited for prey. 

Pulau Wehtravel

CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Banded cleaner shrimp; School of 
juvenile snappers; Barrel sponge and Anthias; Squirrel fish;  

Dive map of Pulau Weh; Giant moray eels and cleaner shrimp 
PULAU WEH SITES: 1) BATEE DUA GAPANG; 2) BATEE MEURORON; 3) RUBIAH SEAGARDEN; 4)RUBIAH UTARA; 5) ARUS BALEE; 

6) SEULAKO’S DRIFT; 7) BATEE TOKONG; 8) SHARK PLATEAU; 9) PANTEE IDEU; 10) BATEE GLA; 11) PANTEE ANEUK SEUKE—

THE CANYON; 12) PANTEE PEUNATEUNG;13) LHONG ANGEN & PANTEE GUA; 14) LIMBO GAPANG; 15) WW II WRECK 

SOPHIE RICKMERS; 16) WRECK TUGBOAT & UW HOTSPRING; 17) SUMUR TIGA; 18) ANOI HITAM; 19) BATEE MEUDURO
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 A dive to this wreck is usually 
followed with a dive to one of 
Pulau Weh’s most unique sites. In 
Pria Laot Bay, there is an under-
water hot spring. One cannot 
escape the unmistakable smell of 
sulphur as the gas bubbles break 
the surface of the water. 
 Underwater, the terrain was 

a featureless shallow slope of 
black sand no deeper than 10m. 
Bubbles came out from the sandy 
bottom in steady fast streams to 
the surface. 
 Some divers said it looked like 
a jacuzzi, but I likened it to a 
boiling kettle. In large holes, the 
bubbles emerged violently, and 

it was possible to feel the heat 
with one’s hands. It was also 
very surprising to find Moorish 
idols and goat fish happily swim-
ming around the bubbles. A truly 
unique diving experience. 

Pantee Peunateung  
& other sites
Located on the western side of 
the island and just next door to 
the Canyon, Pantee Peunateung 
or Rice Paddies, was another 
favorite of divers. The terrain here 
was interesting, but the Canyon 
was much better. Nevertheless, 
this place was special as it was 
famous for its big pelagics. 
 Another group of divers report-
ed dropping down into a school 
of barracudas and swimming 
through a massive school of a few 
hundred big eye trevallies. Then 
a friendly turtle got really close to 
the divers, while a giant Napoleon 

wrasse swam by. If that wasn’t 
good enough, they were then 
greeted by some ten mantas! 
 On the way back, they spotted 
an odd-looking fin on the surface. 
It turned out to be a Mola Mola! 
Talk about luck. 
 If you want a more relaxing 
dive with less current, then Rubiah 
Sea Garden is a good bet. The 
main attractions here are the very 
big-sized honeycomb morays 
and beautiful red bubble anemo-
nes. We even saw a honeycomb 
moray with a twisted jaw. There 
was also a very friendly Hawksbill 
turtle, which had apparently 
been hand fed, because it was 
always going after someone’s fin-
gers. 
 For experienced deep div-
ers and wreck buffs, there is the 
impressive German WWII cargo 
ship Sophie Rickmers, which is 
also located in Pria Laot Bay. It 

was scuttled by her own crew to 
avoid Dutch capture. 
 The story goes that while her 
captain was entertaining the 
Dutch with drinks onboard, his 
crew was busy making holes 
in the hull, and that’s why it sits 
upright on the bottom in more 
than 55 metres of water. This 134m 
long wreck is the home of large 
schools of bat fish and a gigantic 
grouper. A megamouth shark was 
also spotted here, so keep your 
eyes sharp.

Conclusion 
It’s very refreshing to visit 
a great dive site that is 
in the opposite direc-
tion from the cur-
rent diving hot spots 
of Indonesia such 
as Raja Ampat, 
Manado, Ambon 

and Bali—all of which are located 
in the east while Pulau Weh is 
located in the west. 
Coming to dive in Aceh helps 
its economy and reconstruction 
from the devastating effects of 
the tsunami. 
 Overall, the diversity and den-
sity of life in Pulau Weh is stunning; 
the reefs are very pristine and 
the colors are richer than 

Sipadan Island’s. I’ll 
definitely be 

back. ■

Crab on the beach

travel
LEFT TO RIGHT: Diver and 
Sea fan; Nudibranch;
School of barracudas
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History  In the early 17th century, the 
Dutch began to colonize Indonesia. From 
1942 to 1945, the islands were occupied 
by Japan. After Japan’s surrender in 
World War II, Indonesia declared its inde-
pendence, but four more years passed 
mired by recurring hostilities and  intermit-
tent negotiations before the Dutch relin-
quished its colony. Indonesia is the largest 
archipelagic state in the world. It is home 
to the world’s largest Muslim population. 
Current issues include: poverty, terrorism, 
strengthening democracy after 40 years 
of authoritarian rule, financial reforms, 
corruption,  human rights violations by 
military and police personnel, and avian 
influenza. Indonesia reached a historic 
peace agreement in 2005 with armed 
separatists in Aceh. It led to democratic 
elections in December 2006. Indonesia 
must continue to confront a low intensity 
separatist guerilla movement in Papua. 
Government: republic. Capital: Jakarta 

Geography  Indonesia is located in 
Southeastern Asia. It is an archipelago 
between the Indian Ocean and the 
Pacific Ocean, which consists of 17,508 
islands, of which 6,000 are inhabited. 
Indonesia straddles the equator. It has a  
strategic location along major sea lanes 
from the Indian Ocean to the Pacific 
Ocean. Terrain is mostly coastal lowlands 
with interior mountains on the larger 
islands. Lowest point: Indian Ocean, 0 
m. Highest point: Puncak Jaya ,5,030 m. 
Coastline: 54,716 km. Natural hazards: 
floods occasionally, severe droughts, 
forest fires, tsunamis, earthquakes, vol-
canoes. Enivonmental issues: deforesta-
tion; water pollution from sewage and 
industrial wastes, urban air pollution in, 
smog from forest fires. Indonesia is party 
to the following international environ-
mental agreements: Biodiversity, Climate 
Change, Climate Change-Kyoto Proto-
col, Desertification, Endangered Species, 

Hazardous Wastes, Law of 
the Sea, Marine Life Con-
servation, Ozone Layer 
Protection, Ship Pollution, 
Tropical Timber 83, Tropical 
Timber 94, Wetlands

Economy  Indonesia is 
a vast polyglot nation and 
has struggled to overcome 
the Asian financial crisis. It 
still struggles with persist-
ent unemployment and 
poverty. It has inadequate 
infrastructure,  corruption, 
a weak financial sector, 

poor investment, and unbalanced re-
source distribution among regions. The 
country continues to gradually recover 
and rebuild after the devastating De-
cember 2004 tsunami as well as from an 
earthquake in central Java in May 2006 
that caused damages and losses over $3 
billion. The current administration faces 
declining oil production, lack of new ex-
ploration investment, subsidized domestic 
fuel straining the budget in 2005, weak 
monetary policy, a run on the currency, a 
126% average fuel price hike, lack-luster 
growth through mid-2006, heavy in-
creases in rice prices, increase in people 
under the poverty line. Economic reforms 
aim to improve the investment climate, 
infrastructure, and strengthen the finan-
cial sector. There has been progress in 
rebuilding Aceh after the 2004 tsunami. 
Aceh now shows more economic activity 
than before the disaster. Unfortunately, 
Indonesia suffered another tsunami in 
South Java and major flooding in Jakarta 
in 2006-7 causing billions of additional 
dollars in damages. 

Climate  tropical; hot, humid; highlands 
are more moderate in climate 

Population  245,452,739 (July 2006 est.) 
Internet users: 16 million (2005). Ethnic 
groups: Javanese 45%, Sundanese 14%, 
Madurese 7.5%, coastal Malays 7.5%, 
other ethnic groups 26%. Religions: Muslim 
88%, Protestant 5%, Roman Catholic 3%, 
Hindu 2%, Buddhist 1%, other religions 1% 
(1998)

Currency  Indonesian rupiah (IDR). 
Exchange rates: 1EUR=13,645 IDR, 
1USD=9,235 IDR, 1GBP=17,120 IDR, 
1AUD=8,022 IDR, 1SGD=6,536 IDR

Language  Bahasa Indonesia is the of-
ficial language and is a modified form of 
Malay. Other languages spoken: English, 
Dutch, local dialects (Javanese is most 
common) 

Health  Be prepared. Get your shots be-
fore you go to Indonesia. There is a high 
degree of risk for food or waterborne dis-
eases including bacterial and protozoal 
diarrhea, hepatitis A and E, and typhoid 
fever. There is also a risk for vectorborne 
diseases in some locations. These dis-
eases include dengue fever, malaria and 
chikungunya. Bird flue, or highly patho-
genic H5N1 avian influenza, has been 
identified among birds in Indonesia. It 
poses a very low risk, but check with your 
doctor before you go.

Decompression Chambers
JAVA, Jakarta: Rumah Sakit Angkatan 
Laut (Navy Hospital) in Jl. Bendungan Hilir 
No.17, Central Jakarta

MALAYSIA, Lumut (near Pangkor Island): 
Department of Diving and Hyperbaric 
Medicine of the Armed Forces Hospital 
Lumut Naval Base. Phone: 05 - 683 7090 
ext 4071 

SINGAPORE: The Singapore Naval Medi-
cine & Hyperbaric Center
Phone +65-750 5546

Web sites
Lumba Lumba Diving Centre 
www.lumbalumba.com
Indonesia Tourism
www.indonesia-tourism.com
Indonesia Tourism
my-indonesia.info/indexpromo.php
Tourism Indonesia
www.tourismindonesia.com ■

Indonesia
fact file

LEFT: Location of Pulau 
Weh on regional map 
of Aceh, Indonesia
BELOW: Global 
map with 
location of 
Aceh in 
Indonesia

SOURCES: ANDY FERRARI, US CIA WORLD 
FACT BOOK, STARFISH.COM

Pulau Weh

Singapore

Kuala 
Lumpur

Jakarta

S UM
A

T RA

J A V A

K A L I M A N T A N

S U L A W E S I

N E W  G U I N E A

Aceh
MALAYSIA

MALAYSIA
BRUNEI

INDIAN
OCEAN

Java Sea

South 
China Sea

Banda Sea

PACIFIC
OCEAN

Cool and comfy bungalow at Lumbalumba Diving Centre Local kids lead a carefree life

Equator

http://www.lumbalumba.com
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pearls of the 
mediterranean

TamariuText by Harald Apelt. Photos by  
Maria Pichlmaier and Günter Stolberg

A Hidden Secret

I made up my mind quite a long time 
ago about whether or not I should 
entrust you with one of my favourite 
holiday destinations. Tamariu is not 
like any other small port town in 
which one can swim, dive and eat 
well. No! Tamariu is my little secret, 
and I share it already with quite a lot 
of other insiders. But if you like, I will 
initiate you now.
I cannot describe in just a few words why 
Tamariu counts as one of the loveliest places 
I have ever visited in my life. It is not just the 
smell of the pine woods and cypresses, the 
mild climate and the wild, cleft coast that 
hides probably the best dive sites of the 
Mediterranean Sea under the surface of 
the water, Tamariu is a small pearl that has 

preserved its original face in the midst of the 
big tourist centres of Spain’s Costa Brava 
for over six decades. Tamariu still looks like 
a small fishermen’s village. There are no big 
tourist resorts or hotels, and it still combines the 
advantages of a uniquely beautiful diving area 
with the original charm of the “wild coast”.
The German diver, Günter Stollberg, founded 
his dive centre in Tamariu 37 years ago. Since 
then, he has offered dive trips to nine dive 
sites that belong to some the best of what the 
Mediterranean Sea has to offer.  
 “Stolli” (Stollberg’s nickname) gives his 
divers a high degree of personalized service, 
up-to-date dive technology, and well cared 
for state-of-the-art equipment. His dive base 
provides a fresh water rinse shower as well as 
an easy on-site storage of gear. Gabriela, the 
75-year-old diesel engine-powered dive boat, 
is a 30-foot former Spanish fishing boat that can 

Over and under water Tamariu offers awe-
some perspectives—the picturesque bay is 

one of the loveliest on Costa Brava, and the 
reefs are lusciously carpeted with gorgones
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Tamariu

also be operated 
under sail while taking 
a maximum of 15 
divers per dive tour. 
She is dedicated 
to exploring nine 
different dive sites 
close by which 
present the usual 
varied population of 
marine life found in 
the Mediterranean.
 It’s only 30 metres 
away from the dive 
center to the little pier 
were divers can start 
their dive expeditions 
at the house reef with 
a very comfortable 

entrance and submerged depths between 5-15 
metres of depth. The highlight—the sea horses—
are difficult to find, but Stolli’s partner, Ade, has 
eyes like an eagle and is one of the best guides 
for discovering sea horses.
 Scorpion fishes, Octopuses, Sepias, Groupers, 
Conger and Morays can be seen while diving at 
Tamariu. 
 There are two dive sites that are the favorites 
of Stolli and his team. The Tamariu reef with its 
Spanish name “Cala Nova”, is probably one of 
the most exciting dive spots on Costa Brava. 
The reef has five parallel running gulches; they 
are various in width and covered excessively 
with Gorgones and Zoanthids. Groupers of 
all dimensions, crawfish, swarms of breams 
and Barracuda can often be seen here, and 
for observers of “small” things and macro 
photographers, nudibranchs in all kinds of colors 
and forms can be seen. The reef begins with 12 
metres of depth and goes down to 40 metres.

 The second highlight Stolli offers is the “Furio 
Fito de Begur”. The reef looks like a big plateau 
and begins on approximately 14 metres of 
depth. On the north side is a drop-off wall, 
which is covered with Gorgones. The wall drops 
42 metes vertically down. To the east of the 
drop off is the second reef, formed like a sugar 
loaf. This one begins at 25 metres. Between both 
reefs are big lobsters, which hide in the depths. 
On the plateau there are numerous Morays 
and a lot of Octopuses. Under overhangs and 
in fissures, one can regularly see Congers, Fork 
beards and splendid Scorpion fishes.
 In April and May, the rare John Dory (Zeus 
Faber) can be observed, and in May-June, 
sunfishes can be seen quite often sleeping on 
the surface in the sun.
 And after diving activities, divers can enjoy 
the fine, clean stretch of the sandy beach 
dotted with little shops and a handful of 
restaurants and tapas bars where the typical 
Catalonian cuisine of the region is celebrated. 
The crew of Stolli’s dive center will offer you a 
distinct and fulfilling atmosphere—both below 
and above the waterline. 

Travel information
Tamariu is situated in the northeast region of 
Spain, just 80 kilometres south of the French 
frontier. It lies in the centre of the Costa Brava. 
The capital of this region is Girona, an old city 
whose old mediaeval centre is worth a visit. 
Costa Brava starts in the north at the French 
border at Port Bou and runs down to Barcelona, 
the capital of Catalonia. 
 Costa Brava is not an all-year destination. 
Although it has the mild Mediterranean climate 
most of the year, the really cosy times start 
in the beginning of May. The tourist season 
finishes at the end of October. Sometimes 

COUNTER-CLOCKWISE 
FROM LEFT:
The sandy beach of 
Tamariu is not very 
crowded outside the 
main tourist season. 
Big swarms of Anthias 
are patrouling the 
reefs, Mediterranean 
moreys and Seahorses 
are not so easy to find
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the “Tramuntana” brings windy or 
even stormy days. That’s why you 
should bring along a pullover and 
a windbreaker, especially early in 
the season. April and May normally 
are good months for diving. During 
the main season in July and August, 
the diving centres are empty, but 
the beaches are overcrowded. 
Another reason not to go there in 
these months is that all the bays look 
like parking lots in front of a football 
stadium because they are occupied 
by hundreds of sport boats that bop 
up and down on their buoys in the 
water. No space for swimming.
 Stolli’s dive centre is open from 
Easter to the end of October. Stolli’s 
team can give you a hand in finding 
an apartment, house or hotel room.
 The best time for diving is April until 
mid-June and September through 
October. Water temperatures start at 
13°C in April, but soon get warmer. 
In April until mid-June, a dry suit is 
comfortable, a semi dry suit is okay, 
and wet suits are only for the really 
rugged types. During the main 

season and late-summer, the water 
temperature reaches 23°C to 24°C. 
The security system of the dive centre 
works perfectly. Decompression 
chambers are located in Palamos—
only a few kilometres from Tamariu 
and Barcelona.
 By car on the highway, take the 
“Autopista del Mediterrani” leaving 
Girona-Nord, follow the C66 to La 
Bisbal and Palafrugell. In Palafrugell-
Montras, turn left into Avinguda 
de Espanya. After 2km, turn right 
into Carrer de Bruguerol (GIV-6542) 
heading to Tamariu. After 2.5km, 
follow GIV-6542 on the left side into 
Carrer de la Perica until you reach 
Tamariu centre. 
 Two airport are close to this region. 
Girona airport is only served by some 
carriers such as Ryanair. From Girona 
airport, a bus shuttle drives to the 
coast. Barcelona International Airport 
is about 100 kilometres away from 
Calella de Palafrugell. The bus ride 
from Barcelona (Estació del Nord) 
to Palafrugell takes two hours and 
cost 15 Euro. More information and 

timetables can be 
found at www.sarfa.
com. 
 The best way 
to reach the 
destinations and 
have mobility during 
the visit is to rent a 
car. Cars can be 
rented directly from 
Barcelona’s airport 
with really good 
terms, for example, 
one week in May 
starts at 119 Euro. 
A mid-class car 
(Peugeot 107) rents 

for 159,50 Euro including insurance 
and unlimited kilometres for seven 
days at www.carbookers.com.

What you must see
Of course the medieval cities of Pals 
and Peratallada are a must-see. If 
you are interested in the arts you 
should do the trip to Cadaqués. It’s 
another lovely pearl close to the 
French border. The famous painter, 
Salvador Dalí, lived there. You can 
visit his house in the little bay of Port 
Lligat and see a set of fishing huts 
that Dalí renovated. It is here where 
he based his summer home and 
workshop. The estate has a maze-
like structure with different areas on 
different levels where Dalí’s furniture 
and personal objects are preserved. 
(book reservations beforehand). 
If you stay for a night and are 
still interested in good diving in 
Cadaqués, you’ll find the dive centre 
of Ulla and Paul Bräutigam right next 
to the Dalí house. The diving centre 
offers dive trips to the fantastic dive 
spots of the national park of Cape de 

Creus (www.ullaundpaul.de). On the 
way back to Tamariu, you should visit 
the Dalí museum in Figueres, Dalí’s 
hometown. The museum is located in 
an old theatre, and it is here where 
the first works of the famous painter 
were shown to public. Dalí himself  
restored the building in 1960. It had 
been bombed and destroyed during 
the Spanish civil war. It re-opened its 
doors to the public in 1974. After his 
death on January 23, 1989 in Girona, 
Dali was buried in his hometown of 
Figueres in the crypt of his museum.
 Check out La Bisbal. It’s a city you 
will pass on your way to Tamariu 
anyway, and you will immediately be 
caught by its unique presentation of 
the fine art widely produced here. 
From the moment you reach the first 

house on the main road of the town, 
you will recognize that La Bisbal is 
one of the biggest pottery centres 
in Catalonia. Thousands of pottery 
products and ceramic artworks are 
displayed directly on the main road—
an invitation to stop and take a closer 
look at the ceramic shops in town.
 Well, if you are a diver, your heart 
might be bleeding by now, but a 
look into the market hall of Palafrugell 
(early in the morning from 6 am) is 
very interesting and certainly shows a 
bigger offer of fish than you will ever 
see on your dives. This visit should 
be combined with market day in 
Palafrugell on Monday. It’s a typical 
Spanish market with a wide range of 
products and many impressions and 
views into the Catalonian soul. ■

pearls of the 
mediterranean

Tamariu
“Come and see us!”  
Stolli, Mary and Tom and 
Ade are proud to offer 
individual service and a 
very friendly atmosphere

http://www.sarfa.com
http://www.sarfa.com
http://www.carbookers.com
http://www.ullaundpaul.de
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History  The powerful world 
empire of Spain in the 16th and 
17th centuries saw the nation take 
command of the seas to England. 
However, Spain failed to embrace 
the industrial and mercantile 
revolutions, which caused the it to 
fall behind Britain, Germany and 
France in political and economic 
power. During the two world wars, 
Spain remained neutral, but suf-
fered devastating during its own 
civil war from 1936 to 1939. After 
the death of dictator Francisco 
Franco in 1975, there was a 
peaceful transition to democ-
racy. In 1986, Spain joined the EU. 
Rapid economic modernization 
has given Spain one of the most 
dynamic economies in Europe. It 
has become a global champion 
of freedom. However, challenges 
including Basque Fatherland and 
Liberty (ETA) terrorism, illegal immi-
gration, and slowing economic 
growth continue to hamper the 
government. Government: par-
liamentary monarchy. Capital: 
Madrid

Geography Spain is located in 
southwestern Europe. It borders 
the North Atlantic Ocean, the 
Mediterranean Sea, Bay of Biscay, 
and the Pyrenees Mountains in the 
southwest of France. Coastline: 
4,964 km. Terrain: large, flat to 
divided plateau surrounded by 
rugged hills and the Pyrenees to 
the north. Lowest point: Atlantic 

Ocean 0 m. Highest point: Pico de 
Teide (Tenerife) on Canary Islands 
3,718 m. Spain holds a strategic 
location along approaches to 
the Strait of Gibraltar. Calella de 
Palafrugell is situated in the north-
east of Spain, just 80 kilometres 
south of the French frontier and 
lies in the centre of Costa Brava. 
The capital of this region is Girona, 
an old city whose old medieval 
center is worth visiting. Costa 
Brava starts  in the north end at 
the French border at Port Bou and 
ends down at Barcelona in the 
south, the capital of Catalonia.

Environmental issues
Deforestation and desertification; 
air pollution; water quantity and 
quality nationwide; pollution of the 
Mediterranean Sea from effluents 
from the offshore production of oil 
and gas and raw sewage.

Climate temperate; clear, hot 
summers in interior, more mod-
erate and cloudy along coast; 
cloudy, cold winters in interior, 
partly cloudy and cool along 
coast.

Currency Euro. Exchange rates:  
1 EUR = 1.48 USD, .74 GBP, 158.13 
JPY, 1.47 CAD, 1.66 AUD, 2.09 SGD

Population 40,448,191 (July 2007 
est.) Ethnic groups: composed of 
Mediterranean and Nordic types. 
Religions: Roman Catholic 94%, 

other religions 6%. Inter-
net users: 18.578 million 
(2006)

Language The official lan-
guage is Castilian Spanish, 74%. 
Catalan 17%, Galician 7%, Basque 
2%, are official on a regional basis.  

Visas & Permits All members 
of Schengen countries of the 
European community need only a 
valid identity card. Visitors from all 
other countries need a passport 
and a classic visa.

Medical  For diving, one always 
needs a valid medical certificate 
of diving capability (up to the age 
of 40, valid for two years; from the 
age of 40, valid for only one year). 
Underage divers need to have 
a written permission from their 
parents. 

Divers Insurance: For diving at 
the Costa Brava, one needs to 
have valid accident and liability-
insurance for divers (covering 
the costs of treatment in a 
decompression chamber). 

Websites
Stolli’s Dive Base 
www.stollis-divebase.de ■ 

Tamariu, Spain
fact file
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SOURCE: HARALD APELT, CIA WORLD FACT BOOK

The dive boat Gabriela 
is more than 75 years old 

but still in great condition. 
It can carry 15 divers to 

the spots outside Tamariu
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Budapest
Beneath the streets
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Unique Dive Site

I was actually heading 
somewhere completely dif-
ferent—a small island in the 
Seychelles. But since this trip 
got cancelled just prior to 
departure, I decided to go 
to a tech divers conference 
in Budapest instead. That 
in itself was an interesting 
event with presentations on 
all aspects of technical div-
ing. The cherry on the cake 
was a forum discussion on 
rebreather diving with some 
of the most “famous and 
well known” rebreather 
divers on the planet. And to 
make it even more interest-
ing, the more “controver-
sial” camps of the rebreath-
er world were also repre-
sented. A tech dive confer-
ence with familiar faces, 
new ideas and knowledge, 
and equal minds. But why 
on Earth head for Budapest? 

 Budapest was once known as 
the “Paris of the East”. Today, it is 
a gateway for a group of coun-
tries that hope to join the West. I 
found that it was also a gateway for 
enthusiastic technical divers striving 
for more knowledge and experi-
ence. This may sound like a long 
way to go just for a two-day confer-
ence on diving, but there was much 
more to it than just a conference. 
 Underneath the city lies a huge 
cave system with warm thermal 
water, and we got a permit to dive 
into it. Isn’t life beautiful?

The dive
On a drizzling Monday morning 

after the conference, we gath-
ered in the middle of Budapest in 
front of an old iron gate with a big 
lock on it. We were joined by three 
teams including a group of Dutch 
cave-trained cave divers and some 
American friends who also wanted 
to dive the cave. 
 Curiosity got the better of us,  so 
we climbed onto the surrounding 
wall to see what was hiding behind 
it. What we could see was an old 
building built in a traditional style 
and a small pond covered with 
duck weed. Through the few open 
areas of the pond, we could see 
the crystal clear water beneath, 
and our heart beats sped up as our 

I look at a glass wall  
between other buildings  

that is showing a hint of a 
construction well hidden 

behind it. I climb on the wall 
and discover a dark pond 

and something that looks like 
an ancient bath house. Is this 

really the entrance?

—Anton van Rosmalen 
(Team 2)

Caving  
in the City

Text and photos by JP Bresser

Geared up divers descend into the cave via a gated stairway. TOP CENTER: On a convoluted map of the cave system, the guide shows the route to the dive team

Members of the dive team meet in the spa room  the ruins of an old hospital in Budapest before the dive
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feature Thingvellir
enthusiasm peaked.
 At the same time, a tram 
rumbled through the street.
 It’s a strange place for a 
cave entrance. Aren’t caves 
supposed to be somewhere in 
a desolate landscape in the 
middle of nowhere? Usually, 
one will just find something 
like a small muddy pond near 
which the entrance is hiding. 
This was completely different. 
 We were in the middle of a 
European capital, on a busy 
street with trams and cars 
passing by. 
Here, an old 
public bath 
house was 
located, 
built around 
1600 with 
architecture 
influenced 
by the Turks. 
It was hardly 
noticeable 
with that big 
wall around it 
and the old crappy gate hid-
ing the entrance.
 We met our guide Joseph 
Espanol, who goes by the 
nickname ‘Joe’ among those 
distinguished fellow divers 
who find it hard to pronounce 
Bulgarian names. Joe is one of 
the divers exploring this cave 
system and an avid cave 
diver. 
 After some dragging and 
lugging, our equipment was 
spread all over the pavement 
in front of the wall, and Joe 
opened the gate. We geared 
up in a former spa of a hos-
pital across the street, which 
was in some places almost 
completely collapsed. There 
was an empty pool that was 

once dedicated to medical 
treatment in the warm thermal 
water. 
 Most of the chambers 
looked completely deterio-
rated, and beams of sunlight 
penetrated through the holes 
in the ceiling and the entranc-
es, giving the place a theatri-
cal ambiance like that of a 
film set.
 While we rigged up our gear 
and analyzed the gasses, Joe 
briefed us on the specifics of 
the cave, which is known as 

Molnar Janos 
(named 
after the 
pharma-
cist, Janos 
Molnar, who 
explored 
the dry parts 
of this cave 
around 
1860). 
 Joe pro-
duced a 
color-copied 

map of the system, which—
with all its psychedelic colors 
and lines—had a remarkable 
resemblance to a cobweb 
made by a spider on LSD. His 
finger flashed swiftly over the 
small folded paper with its 
incredible amount of colored 
lines. 
 It took a while before I real-
ised that Joe was showing us 
the direction of our planned 
route through the cave. After 
three T’s, I was already lost.
 We questioned Joe about 
the condition of lines and 
how the T’s were routed 
and marked, but the answer 
wasn’t what we expected and 
hoped to hear. The lines in the 
cave were thick, too thick for 

Budapest

Divers edge into a narrow rock corridor, barely able to fit in sideways

After passing through the narrow 
tunnel, the cave opened upfeature
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our cookies (markers that cave divers 
use on lines to mark a change in 
direction or an intersection between 
lines) and in several places, they were 
kept in position by thinner lines, so 
each intersection looked a bit like an 
exploded web. 
 On the route we were supposed 
to follow, this would not be just one 
intersection, but more like 22 of them. 
To make it all a little easier, each inter-
section was marked with a big white 
arrow pointing towards the exit. 
 We secretly brought extra double-
enders instead of cookies, so we 
could mark each intersection on our 
exit side, although it was questionable 
whether or not we could swim with 22 
double-enders in our dry suit pockets.
 Joe captured our attention again 

when he started 
telling us about the 
walls which were 
covered with crys-
tals that we could 
expect to see, and 
the gin clear water 
of 20°C. I thought, 
“Who cares about 
double-enders 
anyway?”

Plunging in
We got into our 
gear and walked 
toward the pond. 
In front of us, we 
found a small iron 
staircase enter-
ing a narrow dark 
tunnel into the 
ground. While we 
climbed down, I 
felt the tempera-
ture rise. I stepped 
into the steamy 
water, a weird sen-
sation considering 
it was cold winter 
upstairs. 

 We floated into the narrow rock 
corridor and were barely able to fit 
through while positioning ourselves 
side ways. With small movements and 
kicks, we shuffled a little further until 
we all had some space to perform 
bubble checks, valve and s-drills.
 Joe descended into the narrow 
tunnel, and when he reached the 
bottom, I could see him disappear 
through a small hole. One by one, we 
descended, pulling ourselves through 
the narrow entrance, and started a 
swim of approximately 200 meters 
through narrow passages and restric-
tions. 
 Although the water temperature 
was perfect, the visibility was disap-
pointing as the water was a little milky. 
I still enjoyed the sneak-throughs and 

the narrow passages, combined with 
the bluish light effects given by the dis-
appearing HID lights of divers, Marloes 
and A-M, who were swimming in front 
of me.
 Suddenly, the cave opened up, 
and I saw the first of many line inter-
sections in front of me. A cluster of 

lines exploded in all directions, kept in 
place by a thick rope dropping from 
the ceiling. And as promised, in the 
middle was a big white arrow pointing 
towards the exit. 
 Joe led on, and after a few more 
hair balls of line, we followed a line 
leading steeply downwards and broke 
through a thermocline. The result was 

Budapest

Scenes from the cave dive under Budapest

Squeezing through the 
entrance to the cavefeature
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crystal clear water and a remarkable 
decline in temperature. 
 I heard my buddies yelling in amaze-
ment, and my own “WHOAH!” shortly 
followed as I saw an irregular, high room 
in front of me that continued as far as 
the eye could see. I never expected 
something like this, especially not after 
the somewhat silty narrow tunnels we 
had just passed through. Immensely 
impressed, we followed Joe as vertical 
canyon-like corridors with walls like snow-
covered sugar pies were followed by big 
cathedral-worthy rooms. It felt like flying. 
The environment could—in my opinion 

—have been compared to the caves in 
Florida or even Mexico. What a thrill! I felt 
so lucky to be here and hoped this dive 
would last forever.

The cave
We passed several rooms in which five 
trucks parked next to each other could 
easily fit. I heard Todd laughing in his reg-
ulator when I pulled Robert’s fin, and we 
performed a dance together at the sight 
of this much beauty. Flying through this 
extraterrestrial world—or rather inter-ter-
restrial world—gave one an intense feel-
ing of life and peace at the same time.

 Several times, Joe drew our 
attention to the cave’s beauty 
by moving his light to the walls 
of crystals. They were sometimes 
dark brown and sometimes clear 
as glass, but everyone of them 
exploded with a rainbow of color 
when our light beams hit the crys-
tals. It was almost unreal.
 Unfortunately the nasty reality of 
the end of the dive hit us when our 
gas limits forced us to turn back. 
We gave a thumbs-up signal and 
returned with the anticipation that 
our way out would be another 
great experience. 
 When we ascended to shallower 
areas again, the warm water 
embraced me like a blanket. The 
game of sneaking through the 
small passages and restrictions 
began again for a second time, 
and with a heavy heart, I surfaced 
into the small tunnel where we 
had started our dive. Yelling and 
screaming with excitement, we 
tried to tell each other about all 
our impressions of the dive.

Lasting impressions
In a small room almost at the end of our 
dive, we took a 5-minute deco stop to 
compensate for the yo-yo dive we had 
just made. Todd used this time to teach 
us the basics of geology using Robert’s 
wet notes. Again, I got to appreciate 
how four people could hover in a small 
room like this without creating a com-
plete silt-out.
 While we undressed in the surreal sur-
roundings of the old bath house, we 
agreed not to spread enthusiastic stories 
about this awesome cave. We all suf-
fered nightmares from “Ressel, France 
on a sunny summer day” where cave 
divers had come from all over the world 
to combat each other to be “first” in the 
cave and have a more or less accept-
able visibility before colleague divers 
ruined the joy of clear cave water with 
lousy swimming techniques and lots of 

imprudence. 
 So in case anyone asks, this dive was 
officially made in a cave under Brooklyn, 
New York City, because in Budapest, 
they have never heard of sub-capital-
caves, and we will keep the exact loca-
tion a secret to ourselves. ■

The cave was awesome.  
We swam through huge rooms 
that were meters high, without 
exception. The visibility was 
superb, the water was warm, 

and everywhere our lights 
went, there was the reflection 

of crystals on the walls. 
—Anton van Rosmalen  

(Team 2)

On the way back,  
I swam most of the time on 
my back and enjoyed the 
vastness of the enormous 

rooms we passed. We stopped 
at some of the beautiful crys-

tal formations to study  
them more closely. 

—Anton van Rosmalen 
(Team 2)

Budapest

THIS PAGE: Divers explore Molnar Janos cave, which has giant caverns of sparkling crystals and impeccable visibility

feature
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