
57 X-RAY MAG : 29 : 2009   eDItoRIAL     FeAtURes     tRAveL     neWs     eQUIpMent     booKs     scIence & ecoLoGY     eDUcAtIon     pRoFILes     poRtFoLIo     cLAssIFIeD

text by cindy Ross 
GirlDiver.com

GirlDiver
Edited by
Cindy Ross

A place without distrac-
tion, a place without time. 
The place one can find 
solace and retreat from 
a busied world above, 
where the problems of 
your day seem to meld 
with the water and are left 
at the shoreline.  
our ability to dive comfortably 
is directly related to our core 
strength, balance, focus and 
determination. to improve our 
abilities in the water, we were told  
“the only way to get in shape 
for diving, is to dive”. however, 
many in the dive community are 
now exploring the benefits of the 
ancient practice of yoga, through 
training both the body and the 
mind for better fitness in our sport.  

When we dive, we are in our 
elemental nature, and it’s incred-
ibly easy to forget how powerful 
those elements are. When you’re 
moving in the surge or current, 
you become one with the water, 
relaxing and allowing the water 
to use its strength to move you 
along. It’s our respect for the 

waters force which allows us to 
freely move within its realm.   

scuba is often seen as simply a 
sport, and yoga as mere exer-
cise. but both are truly ways of 
living that allow the practitioners 
a more complete and full life, 
through venturing into another 
place. With scuba we are able 
to fully appreciate the primordial 
force of the ocean. Yoga prac-
tice heightens your awareness of 
what you are experiencing in your 
body, so the awareness of your 
place in the underwater environ-
ment becomes clearer. the still-
ness of yoga allows you to let go 
and be more focused on simply 
“being” in the water. 

Diving is known to be good exer-
cise, however, not perfect, as it 
is not completely symmetrical. 
Diving concentrates on the legs 
and shoulders and leaves other 
areas untouched, so to pair it 
with a form of exercise that puts 
emphasis on stretching and core 
strength ensures complete activity 
for your entire body.

“Yoga can help female scuba 
divers keep their neck and shoul-

der girdle aligned and flexible 
since this is typically a weaker 
area in women,” said Arielle 
thomas newman of Yoga by 
the sea vacations in playa del 
carmen, Mexico. 

because yoga includes stretching 
throughout, the flexibility in every 
part of your body is improved. 
this helps you move with more 
freedom, balance and comfort, 
which becomes obvious both in 
walking to the shore with heavy 
equipment and moving effort-
lessly beneath the waves.  

As in scuba diving, proper breath-
ing patterns are important in 
yoga. You reach maximum per-
formance in any endeavor when 
your lungs are intaking the proper 
amount of oxygen combined 
with the proper positioning  of 
the body. Yoga benefits, such as 
easing tension on the back and 
shoulders area of the body, will 
give you the strength and posture 
that can increase your form in the 
water as you master buoyancy 
like never before. 

”If divers practice no other yoga 
besides controlled, rhythmic 

breathing, they are doing 
themselves a tremendous favor 
by learning how to use breath 
as a tool to stay calm and col-
lected underwater. the num-
ber one rule in diving is keep 
breathing and breath is the 
key component to a physical 
yoga practice. there’s a very 
symbiotic relationship there,” 
says Kimberlee stedl, author of 
Dive Yoga, the first book print-
ed on the subject. 

“For women, I would say that the 
strengthening poses in yoga are 
most beneficial to build muscular 
strength and endurance, and 
that the breathing and visual-
ization techniques are useful to 
maintain focus and control while 
diving,” she said.  

beginning divers often find their 
buoyancy skills difficult when 
comparing them to the buoyancy 
of scuba pros. however, with a 
little more practice, you can gain 
more knowledge about reaching 
your body’s equilibrium but this 
may take time. some may learn 
to dive competently in only a few 
days but some may take several 
weeks or months with a very long 

learning curve. With the help of 
yoga, meditation and breathing 
exercises can make you become 
a more patient student diver. the 
extended patience that you gain 
from practicing yoga can also 
be helpful while waiting for those 
safety stops and long surface 
intervals.   

Kimberlee came into scuba as a 
yoga instructor already, so didn’t 
have a chance to personally see 
the effect “before and after” 
yoga had on her diving. her hus-
band, todd, however, was a diver 
first, yoga participant second.  

todd noticed three main areas 
where yoga positively influenced 
his diving. he achieved bet-
ter breath control and  breath 
pace underwater by becoming 

more stabilized in breathing. he 
found using just subtle contrac-
tions in the core region (namely 
the obliques) he was able to 
right himself and maneuver easily 
resulting in better neutral buoy-
ancy. the serenity of underwater 
was also more noticeable. todd 
noticed the difference in his div-
ing within a a few weeks of begin-
ning his own regular yoga prac-
tice.

the time we spend beneath the 
surface allows us to remember 
where we came from, our intrin-
sic connection with water. Yoga 
practice allows us to strengthen 
our mind, body and spirit so our 
moments in the our water world 
are more vibrant and surreal. ■

Yoga & Diving
Perfect Harmony

WIKIpeDIAcoMMons.oRG

http://www.girldiver.com


58 X-RAY MAG : 29 : 2009   eDItoRIAL     FeAtURes     tRAveL     neWs     eQUIpMent     booKs     scIence & ecoLoGY     eDUcAtIon     pRoFILes     poRtFoLIo     cLAssIFIeD

POINT & CLICK 
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Edited by
Arnold Weisz
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X-RAY MAG. eQUIpMent pResenteD In thIs sectIon hAve not been testeD bY 
X-RAY MAG stAFF, noR ARe the IteMs WARRAnteeD. InFoRMAtIon pRovIDeD Is 
conDenseD FRoM MAnUFActUReRs’ DescRIptIons. teXts ARe UsUALLY eDIteD 
FoR LenGth, cLARItY AnD stYLe. LInKs ARe ActIve At the tIMe oF pUbLIcAtIon

Equipmentepic

Scubapro 
Seawing 
Nova
this fin offers a so-
called clean water 
blade geometry for 
optimal propulsion, 
variable pivot con-
trol ribs, ergonomic 
foot pocket with 
extended heel plate, 
heavy duty marine 
grade bungee strap sys-
tem, durable monoprene 
construction. scubapro also 
issues this product with a lim-
ited lifetime warranty includ-
ing the strap. It is available in 
these sizes: s/6-8, M/8-10, L/9-12, 
XL/11-13. black is the only color.  
www.scubapro.com

Diverite EXP wings
the eXp line of wings from Florida-

based Diverite allows divers to 
improve their dive technique 
with custom options on each 
wing. All eXp wings are 
donut-style. they include 
one multi-functional design 
that allows for smooth tran-
sition from singles to dou-
ble tanks. two of the new 
wings sport a unique blad-
der that can be adapted 
to become a dual blad-
der wing and three of the 
wings include tie-down 
options to change the 
amount of lift depending 
on the planned dive.
www.diverite.com

OC1
the oceanic oc1 is a titanium-housed all-in-one dive 

computer featuring a precision digital compass, dig-
ital watch, wireless buddy pressure check and 

a wealth of other features. the dot matrix dis-
play, which comes with smartGlo backlight-

ing, provides superior readability and intu-
itive user interface. switch between 

up to three independent wire-
less transmitters, tracking three 

nitrox mixes or a buddy’s 
tank pressure. www.ocean-

icworldwide.com

Scoot along 
the Aqua Ranger offers 

speed and performance 
with an aggressive new look in a portable 

and affordable recreational underwater popu-
lation unit. the Aqua Ranger is rated to go 30ft 

(10m) deep and has a top speed of up to 2mph 
(3.2km/h), which allows for cruising below 

the surface at a nice pace. the 
Aqua Ranger is suitable for 

kids eight and up and 
adults in the ocean, 

lakes and swimming 
pools. It is strategi-

cally positioned 
between the 
already avail-
able seascooter™ 
Dolphin and the 
seascooter™ pRo.
www.seadooseas-

cooter.com

iPouch
neither water nor sand or 
hand covered in suntan 
lotion at the beach will 
now endanger the life of 
your personal cell phone. 

handy & safe pouches 
are absolutely waterproof 
should your boat capsize, 
your phone will swim on 
the surface, ready for 
that life saving call.

www.ewa-marine.de

http://www.oceanicworldwide.com/safety_notices_atom20.html
http://www.oceanicworldwide.com/safety_notices_atom20.html
http://www.seadooseascooter.com
http://www.seadooseascooter.com
http://http://www.ewa-marine.de/index.php?id=62
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equipment

Seasoft TX3 
Dry suit 

this is a 3mm 
superstretch™ dry suit 

that is designed for 
all temperatures. For 

temperatures ranging 
between 65 and 80°F 
(18 and 27ºc) the suit 
requires no undergar-

ment. It comes with 
heat reflecting sil-
ver neck and wrist 

seals. For water 
temperatures of 
50 to 65°F (10 to 

18ºc), you will 
need undergar-

ment or layers to 
stay comfortable. 
With a lightweight 

ti Zip zipper from 
Germany. 

www.seasoftscuba.com

SLX 800t Technical Dive Light
nocturnal Lights has released the sLX 800t technical Dive light. 

the sLX 800t produces 800 lumens, and it has an eight-hour 
burn time. the new sLX has an internally adjustable diffuser 
that allows you to switch from spot to flood in seconds, 
and you can mix and match each diffuser to get your 
preferred beam pattern. Its double o-ring design 
and sliding switch make it nearly impossible to 

flood according to nocturnal Lights. sLX 800t also 
doubles as a focus light and video light.

www.nocturnallights.com 

SeacSub 
2000 SWS

chosen by law enforcement and specialized groups, the quintessence of the 
seAc line continues to be improved upon, remaining the jacket preferred by the 

demanding divers and professionals thanks to its numerous technical characteris-
tics, its buoyancy force, and its distribution of volumes.  www.seacsub.com

Reflecting
the custom Divers 
seeker is a traditional 
D-sMb that contains a 
conductive material 
shaped to receive and 
send back radar signals
 “It can be quite a 
scary thought (when you are sitting beneath 
a Delayed surface Marker buoy decompressing) won-
dering if the boat has seen you, or if you are adrift on your 
lonesome,” explained Alex vassallo, custom Divers ceo.  
“I wanted to be assured that the boat had seen my 
D-sMb, so the solution was to make it radar detectable. 
It sounds simple, but the seeker took over three years 
of research, development and testing until we were 
truly satisfied that we had a full patent pending 
product that will revolutionise diver safety.”
www.customdivers.com

http://www.seacsub.com
http://www.customdivers.com/
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turtle tales

edited by 
peter symes

text and photos 
by Kurt Amsler

Leatherback
Expedition 
— a report from S.O.L.O.
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s.o.L.o. 2008 expeditions  
a terrific success —papua barat, 
Indonesia, 20 March 2009 

save our Leatherbacks opera-
tion (soLo) completed its 
fourth year of expeditions to 
the Leatherback turtle nesting 
beaches located in very remote 
papua barat, Indonesia. each 
summer between May and 
october, between two and four 
expeditions are conducted for 
the direct benefit of both scuba 
divers and others who are keen 
to see, film and touch this living 
dinosaur from the past.  
 the Leatherback sea turtle is in 
its exact form as it existed about 
150 million years ago. When the 

ice age froze out the huge 

creatures, this Leatherback 
went into the sea and 
survived. An expedition 
participant has a very rare 
opportunity to actually 
interact with an existing 
real life dinosaur from the 
Jurassic period while they 
still exist.  
 humanity’s increasing 
and wanton destruction of 
our seas is causing a spiral into 
extinction of this, the largest sea 
turtle and reptile on earth.  
 In 2008, as in past years, we 
held two expeditions of 14 peo-
ple each between July 14 and 
August 6. each sortie lasted 11 
days and 10 nights.  the expedi-
tions go first to the Leatherback 
nesting beaches to the east of 
sorong, the port of embarkation 

on a quality live aboard 

boat.   
 enroute to the Leatherback 
nesting beaches, divers have 
an opportunity to see some 
WWII planes, ships and ammuni-
tion in waters of 70 feet or less.  
snorkelers and beach explorers 
have other neat experiences 
available to them as non-divers.   
 time at the Leatherback 
beaches takes about two days 
and one night in order to gain 
a meaningful experience with 

these giant Leatherback females 
as they come from the sea in the 
dark of night to nest. Males never 
appear unless injured.  
 Day periods at the beach 
include an opportunity to inter-
act with residents of two remote 
villages where our research 
staffs reside and witnessing of an 
almost forgotten “Leatherback 
calling ceremony” by villag-
ers in tribal costume, complete 

with bamboo bows and 
arrows to call the 

Leatherback 
females to the 
beach that 
night (so far, 
works every 
time).  

The locals
I had been curious for some time 
as to how accurate the papuan 
men are with their bows and 
arrows, as the bows are bent 
bamboo, the bow string is of 
bamboo, and the arrows are 
often crooked with no feathers 
or a notch to fit the bow string.  
I challenged the village men 
to shoot at a 3 x 5 inch target 
placed at 15 meters (about 45 
feet). ALL hit that small target.  

(except me) the village chief 
drilled the center of the target.  
WheW! Don’t get these papuans 
angry!   
 the nights on this 18 km long 
beach are the most exciting part 
of the three-phase trip. We go 
to the beach after a fine dinner 
on the boat, at about 9 p.m. 
All dress well to protect from 
being gnawed on by the always 
present “no see em’s”, but at 
times even a 100 percent bath in 
Deet does not repel them.  
 We go ashore at Leatherback 
Rock, usually in calm surf, to 
be met by the villagers who 
become our guides in search of 
the Leatherbacks. their eyes see 
a lot more than ours, and they 
have local knowledge of the 

Leatherback butch-
ered for its skin (right); 

Leatherback came 
ashore to die (lower right)

pRevIoUs pAGe: Almost hatched
LeFt: baby leatherback; Foraging 
leatherback off oregon, Us (inset); 
Leatherback Rock (bottom)

Leatherback habits. We have them 
equipped with hand held radios.   
 We all make a comfortable sand 
dune seat or bed and marvel at the 
stars, which are so bright in the no 
pollution air, we can almost grab 
one. Last trip, I counted 25 shooting 
stars and one decaying satellite on 
a burn back into our atmosphere.   
 After a brief wait, hooded lights 
begin to flash up and down the 
beach as our native staff locates a 

female crawling from the sea to find 
the spot where she was hatched to 
dig her nest and lay clutches of up 
to 100 eggs.
 We scramble to the location in 
small groups so as not to ‘spook’ the 
Leatherback and wait to approach 
her until she is digging the nest hole 
and begins to drop her eggs.  
 the process requires from 1 to 
1.5 hours, so there is plenty of time 
for photos and examining the 

text and photos  
by Larry McKenna
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LeAtheRbAcK FActs

type: Reptile
Genus species: Dermochelys coriacea
primary diet: Jellyfish
Average life span: 45 years (est.)
size: Up to 7 feet (2 meters)
Weight: Up to 2,000 pounds (900k)
Fact: the largest leatherback ever found was 
8.5 feet-long (2.6 meters) and weighed 2,020 
pounds (916k).
protection status: endangered 
size relative to a 6-ft (2-m) man

cLocKWIse: Adult female leatherback; Dropping her eggs; McKenna with locals in 
traditional dress; turtle calling ceremony; equitorial sunrise; tony Raja’s leatherback

entire hatching event. Many sit beside 
her and stroke the soft, velvet-like skin 
that protects her massive rib cage and 
lungs and marvel at the huge size of this 
Leatherback.  
 the Leatherback has been instrument-
ed to dive lower than 3,000 feet in search 
of giant jellyfish. this is the only sea turtle 
that does not have a shell.  
 As many times I have seen this process, 
I never fail to get “goose bumps” at the 

experience. eggs laid, sand repacked 
over the four-foot deep nest, she, with 
lots of effort, climbs out of the wide and 
deep hole she made and makes her way 
back into the sea. When a Leatherback 
comes to nest, she often returns in the 
same season to nest between four and 
five times, which can mean that one 
Leatherback can lay up to 500 eggs in a 
season.  
 once the Leatherbacks begin to 

emerge from the sea, the time can 
speed by quickly with the intensity of run-
ning up and down the beach, filming, 
watching, etc. so, a glance at a watch 
surprises most when dawn is near. A 
pacific sunrise on a remote beach can 
be a vision never to forget.  
 We return to the boat, shower andget 
cleaned up, have breakfast and return 
to the beach after sunrise to participate 
in actual nest research with the papuan 
staff. on some trips, the research is also 
accomplished at night. We examine the 
nests that have hatched to determine 
how many eggs hatched and did not. 
often, we locate and release babies that 
are caught deep in the sand and would 
not live unless brought to the surface.  

Helping the species
our motivation is to stop the extinction 
spiral. to place more hatchlings into the 
sea is a prime directive of our foundation. 
our staffs have this purpose to accom-
plish each day and night as they locate 
and mark egg nests. our ongoing results 
this year come from doing exactly that 
and more (relocating nests from global 
warming areas of egg destruction). the 
apparent results of the 2008 nesting data 
is cause for proclaiming a terrific success.  

Success  
We are achieving one of our foundation 
objectives by increasing the numbers 
of babies put out to the sea to live, to 

grow and return to nest at a later time. In 
one nest at night, expeditioners assisted 
16 hatchlings to the surf, which would 
not have lived without human interven-
tion. During the following morning, nest 
researchers were able to locate and 
release more trapped babies. All who 
participated remain excited. so far, in 
this season, our staff have located and 
released over 600 hatchlings from deep 
in nests (this effort has not been accom-
plished or catalogued previously on these 
very remote beaches). 
 our relocated nests are producing 
approximately an 85 percent success 
rate of eggs that hatch, which would 
have otherwise drowned or cooked 
deep in the nests. At season close (end 
october), we anticipate a summary of 
very encouraging results. Yessss, we ARe 
excited! our volunteer science panel 
of phD Marine biologists is reviewing the 
data for a later release to the public.  
 At mid-morning, we board the ship and 
head west into the Raja Ampat Islands to 
dive out the remaining days of the expe-
dition. We extended the venue of the 
dives to include Kawe and Waya, both 
West of the Ampats and on the equator. 
Diving in this pristine region is perhaps 
the last great dive location left. In 2007 
and 2008, the majority of dive and travel 
magazines and national Geographic 
have featured this area because of clear 
waters and amazing concentrations of 
marine life.  

 We continue to offer these expedi-
tions in 2009. A cash deposit of Us$500 
is required to reserve a bed before April 
30. A few beds remain on both trips, but 
they will be filled quickly. Information on 
the 2009 expeditions can be requested 
by e-mail at: saveourleatherbacks@earth-
link.net. If you want a combined experi-
ence of a life time, join us. only about 
300 have sat beside this living Jurassic era 
dinosaur in this very remote location. ■

mailto:saveourleatherbacks@earthlink.net
mailto:saveourleatherbacks@earthlink.net
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Meet Indonesia’s 
Youngest Leatherback 
Turtle Volunteer
Meet Justin howard. he is an 11th grader at 
Ipeka International christian school in west 
Jakarta, Indonesia’s sprawling capital city.
 Justin contacted  soLo over one year 
ago by surfing on his computer and found 
soLo’s website. Frequently since then, 
Justin has peppered the staff with all man-
ner of questions concerning the extinction 
crisis facing the Leatherback turtles. he has 
attempted to engage classmates in the 
information sharing and in extolling them 
to join him in spreading the awareness of 
the situation here in his own nation. he will 
succeed as time pushes forward. Justin has 
the firm support in his activities from a super 
keen family.
 he is 16 and about to begin his senior 
year of high school. Justin’s education at 
university will be in marine biology where he 
will join in global efforts to save our oceans. 
Justin can be e-mailed at: pandaren_73@
hotmail.com ■Join a 2009 expedition

Join the adventure and 
become an active part 
of the research team.
Travel to exotic, seldom 
seen locations. Depend-
ing on when you de-
cided to make the trip, 
you’ll watch rare, nearly 
extinct, turtles lay eggs 
or watch the eggs hatch 
and the babies travel to 
the ocean.

Dive the legendary Raja Ampat 
islands aboard a large, comfort-
able, fully-equipped ship—a 
classic Indonesian phinisi design 
with all the amenities a diver 
would hope for and more!  
the Mvs Raja Ampat 
is the only premier 
liveaboard in 
Indonesian 
waters.

 the expeditions can accom-
modate up to 12 divers per trip 
in six air-conditioned cabins with 
in-suite toilets and hot showers.
 the boat has a very comfort-
able salon and is fully equipped 
with camera tables and multi-
ple electric outlets. 

healthy buffet 
meals are 

served, and 
you will be 

hosted by 
excel-

lent, 
ex-

perienced dive guides.
 Dive clubs and dive groups 
can reserve a trip for their group 
and dive all together—12 peo-
ple per trip.

• Trip 1: Jul 14 – 24 is sold out
• Trip 2: Jul 28 – Aug 7
• Trip 3: Aug 11 – 21

 All trips are hosted by Larry 
McKenna, phD, soLo’s found-
er who has made multiple 
trips to this area and is very 
familiar with the beaches, the 
dive spots and the locals. he 
is an accomplished author, 
photographer, filmmaker 

and diver. Assisting him will 
be soLo volunteers who 
have also been to the 
beaches.

Best of the best  
of the best
Larry promises that divers 
will dive the “best of the 
very best” among the 
islands of Raja Ampat— 
now including Kawe, 

straddling the equator!
 the cost per person 
is Us$2,750* (maxi-
mum of 12 people 
per trip) and includes 
all boat costs except 
tips. this is a deep discount by 
the boat owners who are sup-
porting the cause. A standard 
trip would cost over $3,600. 
International and local airfare 

is not included. these low 
expedition prices are 

only available through 
soLo.

 expedition res-
ervations are 

secured 
by a $500 
deposit on 
or before 
May 2009. 
Further 
details will 
be sent to 
those who 
reserve a 

space.
 tax 
exemp-
tion for 
Us citi-
zens 

*because you are par-
ticipating in the work of this 
501(c) (3) tax exempt Foun-
dation, all expedition fees, 
airfare, hotels, and meals are 
100 percent tax deductible. ■

SOLO 2009 expeditions to leatherback nesting beaches

Make a difference

Join Kurt Amsler 
Don’t miss out on a unique 
opportunity to travel with 
one of the very best under-
water photographers on 
the planet. Kurt Amsler will 
join the third trip during 
which he will lead a spe-
cial “on the beach with 
papuans” visit. the trip will 
be from August 10 or 12 for 
four days. the experience 
includes a truly unique 
“tenting experience” with 
the Leatherback turtles 
and a walk in virgin jungles.  
Maximum group size is 
eight people. ■

Leatherback pewter pin 
— one of the many gift 
items that can be pur-

chased in soLo’s web-
shot. All proceeds 

go to the cause
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What started out as an experi-
ment to protect sea turtles 
during underwater explo-
sions may end up saving 
the lives of soldiers on land, 
scientists from Woods Hole 
Oceanographic Institution 
(WHOI) find.

scientists from WhoI and the U.s. navy have found out that the 
skulls and shells of sea turtles have an amazing and unex-

pected resistance to underwater shock waves. With 
added research, that resistance could have human 
applications in the form of improved body armor 

design, said Darlene Ketten, a WhoI biologist.

the experiment first began more than five years 
ago in a test pond in Maryland, where the navy 
gauged the safety of ship hulls by setting off 
explosions near test vessels. they tried to clear 
the area of marine mammals and sea turtles 
prior to detonation, but needed to determine 
how far the animals had to be from the blast 
to remain safe.

the skulls of the turtles include a broad shelf 
of bone that may reflect shock waves away 

from the brain. she likened it to the helmets 
worn by some World War I soldiers with a flange in back.

Ketten said sea turtles resemble and move like “under-
water tanks,” and she noted the extra protection 
around the skull might be nature’s strategy to com-
pensate for the fact that sea turtles can’t contract 
their head into a shell like land turtles. ■

soURce:  WooDs hoLe oce-
AnoGRAphIc InstItUtIon

A three-dimen-
sional recon-
struction from 
ct scans of a 
Kemp’s Ridley 
turtle

eleven leatherback 
sea turtles have set 
out on the Great 

turtle Race, in which 
the turtles paddle 3,700 miles 
from their feeding grounds off 
the coast of nova scotia to the 
caribbean—where they breed 

and nest. the turtles are tagged 
with state-of-the-art satellite tracking 

devices that allow researchers to follow 
their incredible 6,000-kilometer journey.

 the data collected from the turtles 
during the migration will help scientists in 
their own race to save this endangered 
species from threats such as coastal 
development, fishery bycatch and egg 
harvesting.
 Which turtle will reach the finish line 
first? Which will dive the deepest or go 
the farthest afield? Will they all make 
it to the end? Follow the turtles as they 
race across the Atlantic on National 
Geographic’s website ■

The Great Turtle Race

Turtle skulls are 
shock-resistant
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text by Millis Keegan 
photos courtesy of  
odyssey Marine

Millis Keegan interviews odyssey 
Marine exploration’s principal Marine 
Archaeologist neil cunningham Dobson 
— April 2009

MK: What do you do? I ran into some 
confusion trying to set this interview up, 
so lets take a closer look at what you 
are trying to do. obviously you are not 
treasure hunters, so what are you doing? 
What is your main reason to be out on 
the oceans, if it is not to find and salvage 
treasures?

ncD: I am the principal Marine 
Archaeologist for odyssey Marine 
exploration. odyssey has given me a 
unique opportunity. no other company 
or academic institution has the equip-
ment and time to conduct archaeology 
the way odyssey has the ability to do. 
 odyssey is the world-leader in deep-
ocean shipwreck exploration. We differ-
entiate ourselves from salvage compa-
nies and treasure hunters because we 
conduct “best practice” archaeology 
on all the sites we work on. the term 
“treasure hunter” is negative within the 
deep-ocean world because it typically 
refers to a group or person who tears 
apart a shipwreck with no regard for the 
historic value, information or artifacts a 
shipwreck has to offer. they are simply 
interested in just getting to the treasure. 

conversely, salvage is the recovery of 
shipwrecks for money, and salvagers do 
not write reports or publish their findings, 
and given that we do do that, calling us 
salvagers would not be correct either. 
 odyssey’s business model is simple: 
there are billions of dollars worth of cargo 
and priceless artifacts lying on the ocean 
floor and the technology exists to locate 
and recover these treasures. We have 
the capabilities to conduct commercial 
marine archaeology where good busi-
ness and sound archaeology can co-
exist. 
 one common misconception people 
have about odyssey is that we sell 
everything we recover, and this is not 
true. Artifacts that we recover that are 
deemed culturally or historically signifi-
cant, are kept in odyssey’s permanent 
collection for study, education, and 
research by museums, cultural institutions 
or other qualified academics. 
 on most shipwrecks, there is cargo 
that we classify as “trade goods” and, 
these are items found in large repetitive 
quantities… a good example would be 
coins. After undergoing conservation 
and thorough documentation, these 
duplicate items will be offered to private 
collectors. our decision to sell artifacts is 
made using criteria similar to those used 
by museums when they de-accession 
artifacts or collections. 

 We also share the artifacts, treasures 
and knowledge we recover with a 
broader audience by displaying them at 
museums and interactive exhibits, and 
producing books, DvDs and television 
features. the adventure and excitement 
in our field motivates young students to 
get interested in archaeology, and we 
support that interest by creating educa-
tional curricula. 
 And finally, we produce high quality 
archaeological reports to share our find-
ings with the archaeological community 
and the general public. 

MK: Do you search for wrecks that do 
not carry significant valuables, and if so, 

what are the reasons for 
that?

ncD: there are certain cri-
teria that shipwrecks must 
meet to become one of 
our targets, and one of 
those is that the ship must 
have documented proof of 
carrying highly valuable cargo. however, 
in our exploration of the oceans, we do 
come across interesting and significant 
shipwrecks that do not carry high value 
cargo. For example, we have discovered 
a few amphora wrecks, submarines, air-
craft and so on. Whist the cargo has no 
real monetary value, we may conduct 

an archaeologi-
cal investigation 
that can include 
a photomosaic. 
 It is a possibility 
that we will return 
and recover 
artifacts from 
some these sites 
at some point in 
order to share the 

historical knowledge that can be gained 
from these wrecks. Discovery channel’s 
treasure Quest series did a great job to 
showcase some of the historically signifi-
cant wrecks that we came across and 
investigated but did not excavate during 
our last search season. 

Odyssey
— Interview with Marine Archaeologist 

Neil Cunningham Dobson

Marine

Above: the odyssey explorer. Inset RIGht: neil cunningham Dobson
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MK: how did you get started? 
What was your motivation?
ncD: Well, my career has been 
a bit unconventional. I started 
out at age 17 when I joined the 
british Merchant navy where I was 
a deck officer. I then went to the 
oil industry and spent 11 years 
working on oil rigs in the north 
sea as a ballast control room 
operator and barge engineer. 
After that, I worked as a marine 
survival instructor/examiner. I was 
one of the UK’s first freefall life-
boat instructors. During my leave 
from oil rigs, I took up sport diving, 
became an instructor and ran 
a UK dive club. so really, diving 
wrecks sparked of my interest to 
combine history and my maritime 
career. 
 through my work, I gained 

commercial diving qualifications, 
joined the nautical Archaeology 
society and became a tutor. 
I was approached by Dr colin 
Martin of st Andrews University to 
join him in the investigation and 
excavation of a 1653 cromwellian 
warship lost off Duart castle on 
the Isle of Mull, West coast of 
scotland. I spent five years on 
this project. Later, I pursued a 
master’s degree at st. Andrews 
University and began my career 
as a marine archaeologist.  
 My marine background along 
with my archaeology put me in 
a unique position. I have spent 
30 years in the marine indus-
try; I have worked on all sorts of 
vessels, rigs and sailing ships. I 
decided that deep water was 
the area I wanted to work on and 

the challenge to see if a robot 
could do archaeology. I gained 
commercial Remotely operated 
vehicle (Rov) qualifications and 
eventually came to odyssey. 
 My motivation is to bring marine 
history and archaeology to the 
general public. I am privileged to 
be one of the first people to dis-
cover a shipwreck since it was lost 
and to handle and study the arti-
facts from it. I get to tell the story 
of the ship and its crew and bring 
them alive. I am passionate about 
sharing my knowledge with the 
world gaining me the nickname 
“the people’s Arch”.
 
MK: being a salvage company, 
you meet a lot of harsh opinions 
about what you do. opinions 
about how shipwrecks of archeo-

logical interests should be sal-
vaged by museum curator rather 
than commercial businesses and 
so on. how do you handle that?
 
ncD: to our knowledge, there 
aren’t any museum curators that 
salvage shipwrecks. the word 
“curator” itself comes from the 
Latin word curatus, which means 
“care.” A curator is someone 
who is responsible for a collec-
tion and some of their duties can 
include researching the history of 
the artifacts in the collection and 

publishing information about the 
collection. odyssey has a curator 
of collections, ellen Gerth, on staff 
because this is an integral step 
in the archaeology process. You 
can see some of her publications 
here: www.shipwreck.net/fea-
turesarticles.php. Apart from that, 
odyssey is proud to have the 
world’s best marine archaeolo-
gists and conservator working for 
odyssey. 
 A lot of the criticism about what 
we do stems from misconceptions 
about our operations by people 

who have never been on board 
our ships during an expedition nor 
have taken the opportunity to visit 
our conservation lab or our muse-
um exhibits. 
 the fact is that deep-ocean 
shipwreck exploration and 
archaeological excavation is 
an expensive endeavor, and 
operations can cost more than 
Us$35,000 per day. the equip-
ment and technology used 
costs millions of dollars in acqui-
sition and maintenance costs. 
Governments and academic insti-

A 42-pound bronze cannon from the wreck of the hMs victory being hoisted onto the deck of the odyssey explorer

Rov Zeus

http://www.shipwreck.net/featuresarticles.php
http://www.shipwreck.net/featuresarticles.php
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tutions can’t afford to fund archaeolog-
ically-sensitive shipwreck exploration on 
the scale we’re doing it. 
 As a publicly traded company, we 
are funded through private investors. 
With our business model, we can also 
generate revenue through the sale of 
duplicate artifacts, also known as “trade 
goods” (i.e. artifacts or coins found in 
large duplicate quantities). this is a new 
model for shipwreck exploration compa-
nies, and we are fortunate to see that 
a lot forward-thinking academics and 
archaeologists are starting to be interest-
ed and supportive of what we are doing. 
 personally, I do not get bothered by 
what other people say about us. I am a 
qualified, experienced marine archae-
ologist and have seen more shipwrecks 
than most marine archaeologists. I do 
my archaeology to the best of my pro-
fession. I am privileged to be a part of 

the odyssey team that includes the top 
shipwreck project managers, conserva-
tors, researchers, scientists and other ship-
wreck specialists. 

MK: What is the challenge in seeking for 
lost ships and their cargos?

ncD: there are many challenges from 
the efficient use of resources to safety 
and security aspects. one of the biggest 
ones is finding an interesting wreck that 
you have no identity for and using all my 
skills to try and solve the mystery. I see my 
work as underwater csI because a ship-
wreck is like that of a crime scene; I have 
a pile of clues and have to try and work 
out the last moments of the ship and the 
crew.
 one of the major threats to shipwrecks 
at this time is the extensive damage 
through trawl nets and other manmade 

factors. It is fast becoming a race against 
time, and it is really crucial at this junc-
ture to address this issue.  

MK: What is your biggest achievement?

ncD: this is a hard one. being a father 
to my two sons, Luthais and harris, is 
my personal biggest achievement. 
professionally, the moment of the discov-
ery of hMs victory ranks as one of the 

greatest moments in my career. but with 
my passion for marine archaeology, all of 
the shipwreck projects I have taken part 
in are exciting and fascinating. 

MK: how has your company evolved 
over the years?

ncD: odyssey was founded in 1994 and 
made its first major recovery almost ten 

years later in 2003 with the ss Republic. 
our second major discovery came three 
years later in 2007 when we discovered 
the “black swan” deep-ocean site, 
which is believed to constitute the larg-
est collection of coins excavated from 
the deep ocean to date. the next year, 
2008, we discovered hMs victory. 
 I think what you can see is a trend; 
we’re getting better and more efficient 
in our ability to research and follow 

through to the discovery of wreck sites. 
We’re solidifying our position as the world 
leader in shipwreck exploration with our 
proven track record. 

MK: You have been up against some 
legal palaver, did that affect the pas-
sion for what you are doing? how do you 
cope? I imagine with all the effort and 
the money invested in the search, it must 

be pretty frustrating when something like 
that happens?
ncD: the legal issues do not affect my 
passion. It is frustrating at times, not just 
for me, but obviously for our company. 
but being pioneers in our industry also 
comes with pioneering a whole new 
legislature and regulations. We are set-
ting historical and legal precedents and 
helping to write and clarify maritime law. 
It does not deter us, instead I think it has 
made us a stronger team as we bond 
together to support our company, goals 
and mission. 

MK: Is there a competition out there, and 
if so how do you handle it?

ncD: there are other shipwreck explor-
ers (or in many cases salvage companies 
or treasure hunters), but we are the only 
ones with the technology and knowl-
edge necessary to successfully conduct 
operations in the deep-ocean. We are 
pioneers in the field of deep-water ship-
wreck archaeology.

profile Odyssey
Artifacts recovered from the  
1622 “tortugas” shipwreck site 
beLoW centeR: ceramic cargo 
from the “blue china” wreck at 
a depth of nearly 1,200 feet

 Above: Gold bars recovered from the 1622 
“tortugas” shipwreck site 
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MK: Are you worried about pira-
cy?

ncD: As we have learned from 
the news in recent weeks, pirates 
can be a very real threat, but 
the commercial marine industry 
has mechanisms to deal with 
piracy, and our crew is well-
equipped and well-trained. 

MK: What technology are you 
using for your search? 

ncD: conducting archaeology 
in deep water requires the same 

standards as those employed in 
terrestrial and shallow water sites. 
the significant difference, how-
ever, is the requirement for spe-
cialized equipment. the Remotely 
operated vehicle (Rov) is the 
eyes, hands and tool box for the 
archaeologist. 
 More information about the 
technology odyssey utilizes can 
be found here: www.shipwreck.
net/ourapproach.php. 

MK: Your latest disclosed discov-
ery, hMs victory, is more than 
just another find, you quite pos-
sible will be able to solve a long 
time mystery, and might even 
exonorate the admiral, if I under-
stood it correctly, those kind of 
achievements must be gratifying. 
can you tell us a bit about that?

ncD: As a matter of fact, we 
have already done all of these 
things—solved the long-time mys-
tery of the location of balchin’s 
victory, thereby exonerating the 

Admiral and the lighthouse 
keeper. Discovering the 
victory was very gratifying 
for me personally. she was 
the mightiest vessel of her 
time and her final resting 
place has eluded explorers 
and historians for centuries. 
We found her over 100km 
from where people have 
concentrated their search. 
 With our discovery, we 
can tell the story of the peo-
ple who lost their lives and 
correct the historical record 
on how she was lost. It was 
a long-held belief that she 
wrecked off the casquets, 
when in fact, our research 
seems to point more to the 
fact that she went down 
due to a violent storm far 
from there. this is particularly 

important because initially people 
theorized that poor navigation 
was the reason for her demise 
and placed blame on sir John 
balchin, his crew and the light-
house keeper. 
 the cannon assemblage is just 
a wonderful window into the 
military weaponry of the day. 
so far, we have recovered two 
cannon—a 12-pounder bear-
ing the Royal crest of George II 
and a 42-pounder bearing the 
Royal crest of George I—this is 
also the only known example 
of a 42-pounder cannon on dry 

land. these cannon were the key 
pieces of evidence in identifying 
the shipwreck as balchin’s victory. 
I look forward to the challenge of 
recovering them all some day. 

MK: Where do you guys see your-
selves ten years from now?

ncD: We believe odyssey will 
continue being the leaders in the 
field of deep-water exploration 
and archaeology. certainly, tech-
nology will continue to evolve, 
and there will be advances that 
we could only now dream about, 

which will become a reality. 
the ocean is deemed the ‘last 
uncharted frontier’, and it is also 
a very real possibility that we will 
have been able to map the entire 
ocean floor by then. ■

For more information, visit:
www.shipwreck.net

Odysseyprofile

portrait of Admiral sir John balchin, 
commander of hMs victory during 

her last voyage in october 1744 bronze cannon protruding from the seabed at the wreck site of hMs victory, bears the royal crest of King George I (inset)

hMs victory, a first-rate Royal 
navy warship wrecked in the 

english channel, 1744

Loss of hMs victory, 
4 oct 1744; 18th c. 
painting by peter 
Monamy, england

coLLectIons oF the nAtIonAL MARItIMe MUseUM
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