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technical 
matters

Diving is an activity that appeals 
to a huge selection of people, 
and within diving, there are 
almost as many ways to enjoy 
the sport as there are partici-
pants. During the 1990’s scuba 
diving became a mass par-
ticipation sport. The increase in 
holidays to exotic destinations, 
together with a growing com-
mercialisation of diver training 

agencies, combined to make 
it was possible for people to do 
a basic open water course in 
a few days during the annual 
summer holiday. Whole families 
could do an open water div-
ing qualification, which allowed 
Mum, Dad and the kids to 
experience the wonders of the 
undersea world. 

While the barriers to this underwater 
world were gradually being broken 
down, a small group of experienced 
divers were starting to push the limits of 
traditional recreational scuba diving. this 
movement, which has been christened 
‘technical diving’, started off with just 
a few dedicated individuals. over the 
last few years, this area has seen a huge 
increase in interest, and now a significant 
number of divers are moving towards 
technical diving. in this and subsequent 
articles, we will explore what is meant by 
technical diving, what is involved, the 

risks that arise and how you can move 
towards this type of diving. For those who 
are not tempted to venture into this area 
of the sport, we will also discuss what les-
sons can be learnt from technical diving 
in order to improve normal recreational 
diving. this is similar to the way in which 
the majority of motorists will never come 
close to a Formula one Grand prix car, 
but make use, in their own cars, of many 
of the innovations that have been devel-
oped by the Formula one teams.
 in order to talk about technical div-
ing, we should first try to define what is 

meant by the phrase technical diving. 
this is not as easy as it might seem. there 
is no agreed definition of the phrase, and 
different people use it to mean different 
things. 
 one common definition is that techni-
cal diving is everything beyond recrea-
tional diving. this is a good starting point 
but does have a few problems. First of 
all, different organisations have different 
limits for what constitutes recreational 
diving. For example, some organisations 
do not allow decompression diving within 
the limits of recreational diving whilst 

Lessons from 
Technical Diving

Practice makes perfect; 
basic skills in technical 

diving can make it seem 
like one is learning to 

dive all over again, albeit 
better with more stream-

lined trim

text and photos courtesy of Mark powell 
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other organisations do. A second 
problem in defining technical div-
ing as everything beyond recrea-
tional diving is that the dividing 
line between the two is not fixed. 
For example in the early 1980’s, 

nitrox was considered to be firm-
ly in the technical diving area. 

it was thought to be too 
risky for use by recrea-

tional divers. Yet over 
the last twenty years, 
nitrox has become 
much more widely 

accepted, and 
today, when 
used correct-
ly, is recog-
nised as offer-
ing significant 

safe-
ty 

benefits for all divers. 
 Another definition is that technical 
diving is the type of diving that is at the 
leading edge of the sport, or the type of 
diving that is carried out by the pioneers. 
this is another appealing 
definition but suffers from 
some of the same prob-
lems as the previous ones. 
Where do we draw the 
line between the leading 
edge and mainstream 
but adventurous diving? 
 so, we can see that 
a firm definition of what 
constitutes technical div-
ing is difficult to pin down. 
Despite this, it is usually 
easy to recognise it when 
we see it. Furthermore, it 
is clear that there are cer-
tain aspects that we can 
use to identify technical 
rather than recreational 
diving.
 Dives to depths greater 
than those found in rec-
reational diving, or involv-
ing significantly longer 
dive times, are typical in 
the field of technical div-
ing. Dives are undertaken 
to considerably greater 
depths than the recreational limit of 40m. 
Depths of 50m to 100m are not uncom-
mon, with many dives greater than 100m 
or even 200m. this inevitably means that 
technical diving is decompression diving. 
however, not all decompression diving 
is necessarily technical diving, as some 
recreational agencies do allow limited 
decompression. 

Deco time
in recreational diving, we often hear the 
term ‘no-decompression dive’. in real-
ity, there is no such thing, as all dives 
require decompression to some extent. it 
may be that during the ascent, sufficient 

decompression occurs 
and no decompres-
sion stop is required, 
but we have still been 
decompressing during 

this ascent 
and will 
continue 
to decom-
press on 
the sur-
face for 
a number 
of hours 
after-
wards. 
this is why 
ascent 
rates and 
safety 
stops are 
essential, as 
they allow 
enough 
time to 
decom-
press during 
the ascent. 
so, rather 
than refer 
to a dive 
where we 

do not need 
to make mandatory decom-
pression stops as a ‘no-deco’ dive, 
we can more accurately refer to it as a 
no-stop dive. once we exceed the no-
stop time, we cannot ascend directly to 
the surface without risking decompres-
sion illness. 
 Decompression stops are carried out 
at certain depths to allow the excess 
nitrogen in the body to reduce to a level 
where it is safe to continue on to the 
surface. effective buoyancy control and 
the ability to hold decompression stops 
accurately are essential before any diver 
considers carrying out decompression 
diving. 

Breathing mix
With longer decompres-
sion times, it is common for technical 
divers to carry more than one breath-
ing mix. in addition to back gas car-
ried in large cylinders mounted—not 
surprisingly—on their back, they will also 
carry one or more deco gases. these are 
rich nitrox mixes, which will speed up the 
decompression. this is known as acceler-
ated decompression and can make a 
significant difference to the amount of 

technical dive instruc-
tor, Mark powell, 
geared up for a  
technical dive

oxigen tank and 
scooter are typical 
equpment used on 

technical dives

In recreational div-
ing, we often hear the 

term ‘no-decompression 
dive’. In reality, there 
is no such thing, as all 
dives require decom-

pression to some extent. 
It may be that during 
the ascent, sufficient 
decompression occurs 
and no decompression 

stop is required, but we 
have still been decom-
pressing during this 

ascent and will contin-
ue to decompress on the 
surface for a number of 

hours afterwards.

Technical Diving
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decompression time involved. For exam-
ple, using eAn50 as a decompression 
gas can cut the decompression time 
required for a particular dive from 50 
minutes to just 24 minutes. 
 either air or nitrox is the gas of choice 
for the recreational diver. however, 
for technical divers, neither of these 

choices is suitable for deep diving. the 
oxygen and nitrogen in both air and 
nitrox becomes toxic as the diver goes 
deeper; oxygen causes oxygen toxicity 
and nitrogen causes debilitating nitrogen 
narcosis. nitrox reduces the amount of 
nitrogen in the breathing mixture but only 
by increasing the amount of oxygen. this 

additional oxygen increases the risk of 
oxygen toxicity at depth. 
 For deeper dives a breathing mixture 
that reduces the levels of both nitrogen 
and oxygen is required. the only way to 
do this is to introduce a third gas, which 
will replace some of the oxygen and 
nitrogen. this gas must have limited side 
effects, as we don’t want to reduce two 
problematic gases only to introduce a 
third. helium is the only real option and 
is the gas of choice for technical divers. 
this combination of oxygen, nitrogen 
and helium is known as trimix. 

Why do we do it?
there are a number of reasons why 
people undertake technical diving. For 
me, the main reason is related to ship-
wreck exploration. Wrecks hold a unique 
fascination, and diving on a previously 
undiscovered wreck for the first time is 
a magical experience. in order to find 
undiscovered or rarely visited wrecks, 
divers often have to dive deeper than 
the recreational limits. 
 Another reason for venturing deeper 
is that wrecks at depth tend to be bet-
ter preserved than wrecks in shallower 
water. the wave and storm action will 
quickly break up wrecks in shallow 
waters, and so the deeper we go, the 
more intact the wreck tends to be. so, 
for me, technical diving is a means to 
an end. if there was an endless supply 
of intact, undiscovered wrecks in 20m of 
water, then i would never have become 
involved in technical diving. 
 For others, there are different attrac-
tions to technical diving. in general, div-
ing is not a competitive sport, but there 
are some people who want to dive 
deeper than anyone else, or to dive 
beyond some real or imagined depth 
limit. in the same way as climbers want 
to conquer a particular mountain peak 
“because it’s there”, there are divers 
who want to dive to a specific depth 
for the same reason. similarly, there are 
divers who want to be the best in their 
field and who view technical diving as 

the pinnacle of scuba diving and a way 
to perfect their diving skills.

The Risks
Whatever the reason for starting down 
the technical diving path, it is important 
to recognise that any type of technical 
diving can potentially increase the risk 
of serious injury or death. Recreational 
diving is a very safe activity, and if we 
are going to increase the risks, then we 
should do it with our eyes open. 

 As we go deeper and stay longer, we 
increase our decompression obligation. 
in the event of a problem, we cannot 
simply ascend to the surface without risk-
ing decompression illness. Many divers 
would never consider cave diving, as the 
thought of not being able to ascend due 
to being in an overhead environment 
would be too much to deal with. Yet any 
diver who carries out a decompression 
dive introduces these same limitations, as 
the decompression obligation introduces 
what is known as a virtual overhead. 
 As we move further into the realm of 
technical diving, our assumptions about 
decompression illness start to become 
tested. if we are diving at 20 metres, 
then we know that millions of other divers 
have successfully dived in these depths. 
Whilst any dive will have a risk of decom-
pression illness, we can be confident 
that the risk is very small. With deeper 
and longer decompression dives, we are 

feature Technical Diving
it’s a good idea to get 
used to using twin tanks 
before you start a tech-
nical diving course

During deco stops at the end of a technical dive, divers switch to 100 percent oxygen

Wrecks hold a unique fascina-
tion, and diving on a previ-
ously undiscovered wreck for 

the first time is a magical 
experience. In order to find 

undiscovered or rarely visited 
wrecks, divers often have to 
dive deeper than the recrea-

tional limits.
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moving into an area where there is much 
less experience of decompression princi-
ples. We are, in effect, acting as guinea 
pigs for decompression 
research. there are so 
many aspects of decom-
pression that are not fully 
understood, and the risks 
of suffering decompres-
sion illness when push-
ing this knowledge are 
correspondingly higher. 
nitrogen narcosis, oxygen 
toxicity and a variety of 
other risks must also be 
considered when diving 
in these ranges.
 the risks discussed above 
might lead you to think that anyone who 
undertakes any form of technical diving 
must be mad. this may be partly true, but 
it doesn’t mean that technical divers are 

happy to accept all of these increased 
risks. 
 in order to manage these risks, and 

reduce them to an accept-
able level, we have to 
review how we carry out 
the dive. in many cases, 
the solutions are the same 
as those adopted by the 
recreational diver, but 
the emphasis placed on 
effectively carrying them 
out is much higher than 
for normal recreational 
dives. in other cases, dif-
ferent equipment, training, 
procedure and techniques 

are adopted in order to 
reduce the risks to an acceptable level. this 
is the reason why normal recreational div-
ing equipment and training is not sufficient 
for technical diving.   

 obviously, this type of div-
ing can only be undertaken 
with extensive training, 
experience and prepara-
tion. Divers should already 
have significant experi-
ence of recreational diving 
involving more than 100 
dives before even consider-
ing technical diving. At this 
stage, they should find an 
experienced technical div-
ing instructor who can give 
them the necessary training 
to move from recreational 
to technical diving.
 in subsequent articles, we 
will look at some of the dif-
ferent equipment configu-
rations used by technical 
divers. these stress the need 
for redundancy in essential 
equipment, familiarity with 
the use of all equipment, 
and streamlining to ensure 
everything is accessible, 
being overly cluttered. 

 We will also look at some of the addition-
al training and skills that must be practiced 
and become second nature. We will look 
at the approaches to dive planning that 
are adopted in order to increase the safety 
of these dives. As we go through each of 
these areas, we will see that many of these 
changes can also be adopted by recrea-
tional divers to further increase the safety of 
their dives.
 Mark powell is one of the leading techni-
cal diving instructors. powell has been div-
ing since 1987 and instructing since 1994. 
he is a full time technical diving instruc-
tor for a number of the leading agencies 
and teaches all levels up to and including 
Advanced trimix. powell has led a number 
of expeditions to various parts of the world 
including the Middle east, costa Rica, 
Malta and the Red sea but is usually found 
diving the wrecks around the coast of the 
UK. ■

feature Technical Diving
technical diver 
taking notes
in the deep

Divers form a small trident star around the ascent line as they begin their journey 
to the surface

The risks discussed above 
might lead you to think 

that anyone who undertakes 
any form of technical div-

ing must be mad. This may 
be partly true, but it doesn’t 
mean that technical divers 
are happy to accept all of 

these increased risks. 
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text and photos by Lawson Wood

So, where do we start? And what type 
of camera do we buy? Should we go for 
the DSlR (Digital Single lens Reflex)—
basically a digital version of the old 
single lens reflex (SlR) camera where 
you compose your photograph through 
the lens of the camera—or should we go 
for a compact point-and-shoot camera, 
which has live-view screening.  
DsLR cameras have interchangeable lenses, and 
all require a waterproof box, or housing, with suit-
able controls to use the camera to its full potential. 
(Actually, we neveR, eveR use a digital camera to 
its full potential. camera manufacturers should lis-
ten to what underwater photographers require and 
produce a relatively cheap, high resolution cam-
era with very few controls and no extra bits, which 
will always remain consigned to the manual under, 
“Forget this bit. You are not clever enough.”) 
 the other type of camera, which comes in two dif-
ferent versions, is the manufactured phD cameras 
(press here Dummy). these are essentially point-
and-shoot cameras with a large continuous viewing 
screen on the back, so you are actually composing 
your photograph by use of the movie screen. Most 
of these types of camera require a waterproof hous-
ing, and these are usually made specifically for the 
camera models by the camera manufacturers. 
 A few of these digital cameras are actually 
amphibious and do not require a waterproof hous-
ing. All of these types of point-and-shoot cameras 
also have the ability to shoot video directly onto the 
memory card. i have seen some amazing digital film 

of animal behaviour captured, whilst i could only 
take a still photograph on my super-duper-state-of-
the-art DsLR.

What to look for 
DsLR’s are produced by a large number of 

manufacturers, and the relative models all have 
interchangeable lenses. Most will even be able 
to use your old lenses from your now obsolete film 
cameras. if you used nikon in a previous life, then 
chances are that you will use the new nikon DsLR’s.  
the top of the range is the nikon D3X with a 24.5 

megapixel reproduction. similarly, if you were a 
canon or olympus camera user, then chances are 
you will do so again in the future. the new canon 
eos-1 Ds Mk3 has a whopping 21 megapixel full-
frame sensor and beats just about everything else 
hands-down.   

Digital Camera Choice

ian heslop coming to 
take a photograph of 

a turtle in the north-
ern Red sea. specs: 
20mm lens, iso 100, 

twin sea&sea Ys110 
flash, 1/125th sec-

ond at F8
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 point-and-shoot cameras by nikon, 
canon, olympus, Fuji, casio, sony, 
Kodak, pentax, sigma and just about 
everyone else in-between, all have 
a superb range of cameras with 
dedicated housings, and most have a 
high megapixel rating to ensure nice 
crisp images when they are reproduced. 
 Whilst the photograph of ian and 
the turtle is in essence a close-focus-
wide–angle photograph, i include it to 
illustrate the size of the DsLR and the 
housing, plus external flash and arm. the 
camera is undoubtedly set on auto-focus 
as my dive partner, ian, has the camera 
extended at arm’s length and angled in 
towards the turtle. by partly depressing 
the shutter release, he is able to lock on 
to the subject with his canon camera, 
and by further pressing the shutter, he 
can take the photograph, thus firing the 
external flash whilst keeping everything in 
focus.  
 
Advantages of DSlR 
●  Basically, what you see is what you 
get; you are able to compose your 
photograph through the lens. 
●  When the camera is switched on, it is 
instantly ready for use. 
●  There is no delay in taking the 
photograph. 
●  You can utilize interchangeable lenses 
to suit your photographic subject.  
●  You are able to follow action 
sequences with quick bursts of photos at 
around five or six frames per second. 
●  The battery life in DSLR’s is very 

efficient, as it shuts down unwanted 
processes between taking photographs, 
but is instantly available at the slightest 
press of the shutter button. 
●  They are able to utilize large capacity 
memory cards, and most have large 
megapixel rendition for ultra-sharp 
photography. 
 
Disadvantages of DSlR 
●  Large and bulky 
●  Expensive 
●  Newer models continually 
coming on the market 
●  Expense of camera housings 
and ports to suit the variety of 
lenses 
●  Expense of additional flash 
system and connecting arms 
(more money!) 
●  Require additional lenses (even 
more money!) 
●  Once a lens choice has been 
made, it cannot be altered 
underwater. 
 
Advantages of the 
compact camera 
●  Small and compact 
●  Lightweight 
●  Some compact cameras are 
totally amphibious, thereby not 
requiring a waterproof housing. 
●  Relatively cheap compared to 
DsLR’s 
●  Inexpensive camera 
housings, usually by the camera 
manufacturer 

●  Ability to add on supplementary 
lenses to the outside of the camera 
housing, therefore greatly increasing its 
capabilities 
●  Ability to add on external flash, which 
is fired as a slave from your in-camera 
flash 
●  Most compact cameras have the 
ability to record sound and record digital 
video directly onto the memory card. 

Disadvantages of   
the compact camera 
●  The battery life of a compact camera 
is greatly reduced due to the live-view 
screen on the rear of the camera. Using 
the internal camera’s flash also further 
reduces the battery life. 
●  Camera housings are usually not very 
robust, and care must be taken with the 
camera controls. 

photo & 
video silver

cinema of dreams

www. seacam.com

specs: 105mm lens, 100asa, 1/125 second, single sea&sea Ys180 flash at F.16

sea&sea Ys-17 with DX-1200 strobe sea&sea DX-2G with Ys-110a strobe sea&sea MDX-40D with Dual Ys-110a strobes and Ys converter

http://www.seacam.com
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●  Most do not accept external flash 
arrangements. 
●  There is a delay in the camera’s 
performance whilst switching on. 
●  There is always a delay in taking 
the photograph, thereby perhaps 
missing the action shot, or point of the 
photograph. 
●  Some cameras do not offer the RAW 
feature for picture capture.

Which ever model you decide to invest 
in, you can be sure that it will already 
be out of date by the time you master 
its complexities. if you are already a 

digital camera user, then it is much bet-
ter to stick with what you have for now 
and learn your craft before spending 
the money, not just on newer and bet-
ter models, but on all of the ancillary 
equipment that comes along with it. big 
memory cameras also need big memory 
back-up, such as large memory cards, 
super-fast computer processing and 
terabytes of memory, to store your pho-
tographs safely.  
 For all you pseudo-professional pho-
tographers with your big mega-bucks 
DsLR camera and lens, plus housing, plus 
flash combo and arms, i would recom-

mend that you also carry a compact 
camera that is set to digital video, with 
the maximum size card available, sim-
ply because i have missed recording so 
many bahavioural scenarios that would 
make David Attenborough weep, being 
unable to record the action with a still 
camera.
 As always, versatility is the key. being 
able to change from extreme close-up 
to wide-angle at the switch of a button, 
or turn of a dial, would be on everyone’s 
list of must-haves. there are a number 
of zoom lenses that do increase your 
capabilities, but for the most part, once 
you have decided on the prime lens you 
are using for whatever type of photog-
raphy you want, you are stuck with that 
lens for the entire dive.
 What then happens is your wallet has 
a heart attack, and you buy a second 
more advanced super-duper-all-singing-
and-dancing DsLR, and you take both 
of the cameras and housings and flash 
in at the same time. one camera fitted 
with a close-up lens, the other with wide-
angle. Wow!! What just happened? 
now, i need twice the memory on my 

computer and hard drives and twice the 
amount of time to do any post produc-
tion and captioning of my photographs!
 Do i stick with the 105mm macro lens 
or should i carry another camera sys-
tem with a 15mm wide angle lens and 
thereby take in the whole scene of the 
anglerfish and my dive buddy, neil?
 Lawson Wood was raised in the 
scottish east coast fishing town of 
eyemouth and spent his youth explor-
ing the rock pools and shallow seas 
before learning to scuba dive at the 
tender age of 11. over 44 years later, 
he has been fortunate to make his pas-
sion his career and has authored and 
co-authored over 45 books, mainly on 
our underwater world.  Wood is a found-
ing member of the Marine conservation 
society, founder of the first Marine 
Reserve at st. Abbs in scotland, and 
made photographic history by becom-
ing the first person to be a Fellow of the 
Royal photographic society and Fellow 
of the british institute of professional 
photographers solely for underwater 
photography. ■

Diver neil Finlayson with Anglerfish or Monkfish (Lophius piscatorius), st. Abbs, scotland 
specs: 15mm lens, 100asa, 1/80th second, single sea&sea Ys350 flash at F5.6

Diver Reeta tunney in a 
cavern in the northern Red 

sea holding a compact 
camera. specs: 10mm 

lens, iso 100, twin sea&sea 
Ys110 flash, 1/80th second 
at F11. note the size of the 

compact camera and 
waterproof housing that 

Reeta is holding

http://www.DivePhotoguide.com
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Aquatica Dome 
Aquatica introduces the bK-7 coated glass Mini Dome 
100. the newest addition to Aquatica’s burgeoning line of 
ports, the Mini Dome 100 is ideally suited for fisheye lenses 
such as the nikon 10.5mm, tokina 10-17mm and sigma 
10mm. constructed from grounded bK-7 mineral glass, the 
Mini Dome 100 boasts a diameter of only 100mm (4 inches).   
Rated to a depth of 90m, the reduced frontal signature 
allows an extra close approach for close-up wide angle 
subjects, providing extra room to position strobes for that 
perfect shot. optical anti-reflection and scratch-resistant 
coatings are included at no additional cost. travelling 
underwater photographers will appreciate the lightweight 
and compact size, especially in these days of increased 
travel restrictions.  set for release in spring 2010, the Mini 
Dome 100 will soon be made available for use with other 
housing brands. suggested retail price: Us$699.00. For more 
information please contact: info@aquatica.ca

Aquatica port adaptors
in a bid to attract potential customers, Aquatica has  announced the addition of two new port 
adapters, the first in a planned line of accessories to help future users migrate to the Aquatica 
system. the first accommodates the subal older generation ports (type 3). As it 
fits inside the Aquatica bayonet, it does not add any extension, and 
all lenses normally associated with their 
ports can be used starting from 
the nikon 10.5mm. the sec-
ond will accept sea & sea 
nX generation ports. While 
adding a mimimal amount 
of extension, it has been cal-
culated to accommodate the 
popular tokina 10-17mm without 
restriction. www.aquatica.ca

Seahorn Snoot
constructed from aluminum and pvc, the seahorn snoot enables your favourite strobes to concentrate diffused 
light onto a small area. With a length of 14cm without attachments, the 35-degree angle beam opens up a 
new world of creative lighting possibilities for macro photography. in addition, three additional attachments are 
available: 15.5cm with honeycomb attachment (5.5cm opening for light), 21cm with macro attachment (2cm 
opening for light) and 29cm with super macro attachment (1.5cm opening for light). Weighing in at a mere 242 
grams, the seahorn snoot is available for a wide range of strobes including ikelite, inon, sea&sea, patima and 
10bar. cost: Us$60.00 plus shipping. For further information, visit: www.scubasymphony.com

Ikelite 
ikelite has announced its housing for the 
canon hF-20, hF-21 and hF-200 video cam-
eras. Rated to a depth of 60m, ikelite’s 
robust polycarbonate design enables full 
view of the camcorder and control func-
tions, with  the camera’s large LcD screen 
clearly visible through the housing back. 
the included UR/pro color Filter provides 
color correction in tropical blue water 
with available sunlight up to 80 feet (24 
meters). An optional filter #6441.81 is 
also available to achieve more natu-
ral tones in green water settings. the 
housing port is threaded allowing the 
use of the optional #6420 ikelite lens 
or 67mm threaded wide-angle and 
macro lenses available from other manu-
facturers. the base removes instantly with a unique toggle 
clamp for traveling or attaching of the optional pro video 
Lite 3 battery pack. the handle assembly detaches from the 
housing by removal of just two nuts for packing.  
www.ikelite.com

Topaz labs releases DeNoise 4
topaz Labs announces “intellinoise,” a new proprietary noise reduction 
technology that makes its product debut in the newly upgraded software 
program, topaz Denoise 4. intellinoise analyzes patterns in the entire image 
to discover underlying detail and to recover it in the final result. inhouse 
tests have shown that up to four stops of noise can be eliminated while 
maintaining 
image detail 
and sharpness. 
Available as 
a plug-in, the 
software works 
with a variety 
of host pro-
grams includ-
ing photoshop, 
Aperture, 

and Lightroom for Mac and Windows. 
topaz Denoise 4 with intellinoise is a free 
upgrade for existing Denoise customers 
and retails for Us$79.99. For more informa-
tion, visit: www.topazlabs.com/denoise

mailto:info@aquatica.ca
Aquatica port adaptors 
http://www.aquatica.ca
http://cts.businesswire.com/ct/CT?id=smartlink&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.topazlabs.com%2Fdenoise&esheet=6278001&lan=en_US&anchor=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.topazlabs.com%2Fdenoise&index=1&md5=352627422dcdf500e70006e840dac48f
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Unique Dive Site

Blue Heron Bridge

text and photos by Adam st.Gelais 
www.atsphotographic.com

The Florida sun was warm and 
high overhead as I donned 
my fins and slipped below the 
surface with camera in hand. 
A juvenile Spotted Eagle ray 

lazily glided away over the 
sand to avoid the impending 
intrusion of noisy bubbles and 
camera flashes. As I finned 
towards the shadows, I stopped 
to investigate a small male 
Rosy Razorfish in full breeding 

colors flitting about frantically, 
as I intruded on his territory. So 
consumed by the dance of the 
Razorfish, I barely noticed the 
shifty dark mass in the distance 
making its way towards me. As 
I watched, the mass grew larger 
and more ominous as it drifted 
closer. I was still unable to dis-
cern what it was. Finally, the 
blob came into focus, and I was 
able to make out hundreds of 
wing tips and flashing white bel-
lies writhing in the shallows. Riviera Beach, Florida

A diver explores among the soft coral and sponge encrusted bridge pilings

http://www.atsphotographic.com
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feature Unique Dive

A school of cownose rays, oblivious to 
my presence, swirled around me in a full 
feeding frenzy. As the massive aggrega-
tion of rays moved on, i turned my atten-
tion—and new-found exuberance—back 
to the shadows.  
 When you mention Florida to an under-
water photographer, visions that spring 
to mind tend to be those of beautiful 
reefs and haunting wrecks from Key West 
to Key biscayne. this is for good reason. 
the Florida Keys could be argued to be 
the birthplace of underwater photogra-
phy, and the ecosystems there have fos-
tered the careers of some of the world’s 

underwater image pioneers. but to those 
in the know, there are plenty of photo-
graphic opportunities for photographic 
adventures in Florida well beyond the 
Keys, which are easy to get to, easy on 
your wallet, and just as exotic. 
 case in point, the blue heron bridge in 
Riviera beach, Florida. Whether you are 
taking a camera beneath the surface for 
the first time, or you take two full sLR set-
ups with you—in case you want to shoot 
macro and wide angle in the same 
dive—this is a place you need to experi-
ence.

Unexpected diversity
the blue heron bridge is by no means a 
secret. spanning the intracoastal water-
way, the bridge shades an ecosystem 

top LeFt to RiGht: hidden crab—make sure you explore the 
abundant crevices. You never know what you might find; A sleep-

ing Rainbow parrotfish photographed at night; scrawled tilefish 
and diver—an example of the habituation of fish to divers at the 

blue heron bridge as a diver gets up close and personal to a 
scrawled tilefish being cleaned by a juvenile angelfish; spotted 

Moray eels are a common sight at the blue heron bridge.  
LeFt: Location of blue heron bridge, Riviera beach, Florida on 

 map of the United states’ east coast. pRevioUs pAGe: A school  
of cownose rays in the shallows of the blue heron bridge
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that is one-of-a-kind—blending the tropical 
and the subtropical. it has attracted divers for 
decades. the bridge is un-divable for most of 
the day. tidal currents are amplified through the 
narrow bridge passageways, and the visibility is 
classified as “i can’t see my own hand in front of 

my face.” the narrow window for us to slip below and 
explore this unique site opens up just one hour before 
high tide, as clear blue ocean water is forced in through 
the Lake Worth inlet, which sits just south of the bridge 
and washes beneath. Depending on the tide, visibility 

can increase from tens of centimeters to tens of meters 
in a matter of minutes. the transformation is striking to 
say the least.
 not only does the bridge’s proximity to the Lake Worth 
inlet make diving here possible, the pulsing tidal fluctua-
tions that periodically inundate the bridge with water 
from the Atlantic also makes possible the incredible and 
unexpected diversity. converging currents push in the 
planktonic larvae of a mixture of animals normally found 
on coral reefs and those from subtropical environments. 
here, under the shelter of the bridge, they mingle and 
settle, adding to the establishment of a rare ecologi-
cal hodgepodge of organisms. Where else can you see 
Arrow crabs and horseshoe crabs in the same dive? 
or schools of cownose rays, followed by a Manatee? 

feature Unique Dive
evil eye—a scorpionfish (far 
left) lurks beneath the dark-
ness of a new moon; A 
scorpionfish (left) raises his 
poisonous dorsal spines as 
a warning to a nosey pho-
tographer and his bright 
lights; French Angelfish and 
sergeants (below)

An Atlantic spadefish 
swims in for a closer look
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Unique Divefeature A large Arrow crab, pos-
sibly the most abundant 
crustacean found at the 
blue heron bridge

Under the blue heron bridge, you 
never quite know what you will see. 
Which is why i keep going back. i 
have yet to be disappointed, and 
have taken some of my favorite pho-
tographs there.

What you need to know
Don’t expect to just show up and 
dive at the blue heron bridge. this 
dive requires a bit of research before 
hand. Make sure you check the tides 
ahead of time. Arrive 1.5 hours prior 
to high tide to allow time to assemble 
dive and camera gear, and then get 
wet a full hour before high tide. At 

an hour before high tide, visibility will 
be good, but there will still be some 
current. For this reason, many divers 
will wait until 30 minutes before high 
tide to get in. if you don’t mind a bit 
of current, getting in before everyone 
else is worth the extra fin kicks.  
 the deepest point is less than 7m, 
so it is more likely that your bottom 
time will be dictated by the tides and 
not your air. You will know it is time 
to get out when the visibility starts to 
decrease as the tide begins to go 
out. Generally, the visibility will drop 
before the current picks back up, 
so once you notice this, it is a good 

idea to head back to shore before 
the current picks up too much, which 
can make your egress difficult.
 bring a light. even at high noon 
on a sunny day, the lighting directly 
under the bridge may as well be the 
dead of night.  
 speaking of night, diving the bridge 
after the sun goes down brings out 
a whole different group of animals 
and is well worth the effort especially 
on a full moon, as the accompany-

ing spring tides push the oceanic 
water further inshore. parking is 
not allowed at night, however, 
and unidentified cars are ticketed. 
Luckily, this is easily remedied. Most 
local dive shops keep close tabs on 
the tides and often organize group 
night dives at the bridge that any-
one is free to join. Just show up a 
the dive shop ahead of time, put 
your name and license plate on the 
list, and the dive shop will make sure 
you surface without a parking fine 
stuck to your windshield. 
Getting the shot
From a photographer’s point of 
view, it is hard to decide what to 
be prepared to shoot here. subjects 
range from infinitesimally small nudi-

branchs to the occasional blimp of 
a manatee cruising over head, but 
unless you’re looking for pier type 
wide-angle shots, a macro lens will 
be your best bet. Just don’t blame 
me when the manatee family shows 
up, and they won’t fit in the frame.
 one benefit to shooting under the 
bridge is that, for better or worse, 
animals here have become com-
pletely habituated to the presence 
of divers. While we could argue 
about the ecological ramifica-
tions of this all day, it does make 
getting the shot easier, even for 
those new to underwater photog-
raphy. normally skittish Angel and 
spadefish practically swim up to 
greet you.

A horseshoe crab attempts to 
burry itself in the sand to rest 

until nightfall when it will emerge 
again to scavenge for food
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feature Unique Dive

tAKe the bAD With the GooD
While the blue heron bridge is a popular 
dive site, it is also a public park that is 
popular with many other user groups. on 
the west side of the dive site is a heavily 
used fishing peer—be careful not to get 
caught, literally. Also, watch out for hooks 
and monofilament while diving and 
always take a knife or shears incase of 
entanglement. You will also see trash 
—a lot of it. i have seen it all under the 
bridge, from beer bottles and chicken 
bones (i hope) to an entire barnacle-
encrusted bicycle. While it is dishearten-
ing to see, it can make for some com-
pelling photographs. if you choose to 
dive towards the west side of the bridge, 
make sure to stay out of the channel 
as there can be heavy boat traffic. so, 
make the best of it, enjoy the dive, and 
always remember: Safety first! ■

 besides the obvious angelfish greet-
ings, make sure to keep an eye trained 
on things you wouldn’t normally look at. 
Many of the rarest and most interesting 
inhabitants of the bridge like the Lined 
seahorse—a rare sighting in Florida—are 
well camouflaged against the tangled 
mass of hydroids and algae. Further still, 
many photo-worthy and rare animals—like 
the scotch bonnet snail, which spends the 
daylight hours buried deep in the sand—
emerge only under cover of darkness.
 so, the next time you’re vacationing in 
Florida, take a day away from the crowd-
ed, expensive charter boats and see what 
you can find in some places you wouldn’t 

expect to dive. i’ve seen some of the best 
reefs and wrecks that Florida has to offer, 
but if the tides are just right for a quick 
weekend dive with good promise for cre-
ating great images, you’ll know where to 
find me. 
 Adam st.Gelais holds a Master’s degree 
in marine biology, and the research that 
comes with it has made possible his foray 
into underwater photography. his cur-
rent research focuses on the reproductive 
ecology of corals. his studies have taken 
him from Alaska to Dominica with camera 
in tow. You can see his photography and 
follow his travels at www.atsphotographic.
com. ■

Lined seahorses (left) are uncommon in Florida 
waters, but this one seems right at home nes-
tled among the hydroids and algae

Due to heavy usage and its location, trash 
is unfortunately a common feature at the 
blue heron bridge. A small spotted Moray eel 
(below) shows his teeth in disapproval

this scotch bonnet snail hides buried in 
the sand during the day and emerges 
at night to forage the sand for food
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Haiti Metal Art of the Sea

P O R T F O L I O
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X-RAY MAG: tell us about haitian 
metal art, how it started, evolved and 
uses recycled materials.
hMA: this particular art form was 
born in haiti in the early 1950’s by a 
simple blacksmith, Georges Liautaud. 
in his small shop, he made and 
repaired tools and created primitive 
metal crosses, for the graves in the 
croix-des-bouquets, haiti cemetery. 
it was at the encouragement of an 
American teacher, DeWitt peters, 
who in 1944 opened the Le centre 
d’Art in port-au-prince that Georges 
Liautaud expanded into the creation 
of decorative metal sculptures.
 We have worked in the production 
and sales of handcrafted art in haiti 
since 1982. these include hand paint-
ed metal wall art, stained glass sun 
catchers and jewelry boxes and 
the ethnic steel drum haitian 
metal art.
 the haitian steel drum 
metal art is hand cut, with 
hammer and chisel, from 
a flattened, recycled 
50-gallon steel drum. (the 
chisel is made from recy-
cled steel truck springs.) 
the drum is initially set 
on fire to burn off paint 
and residue, then cut 
apart and flattened. 
the design is drawn on 
to the 34” x 72” piece 
of steel. the 24” tops and 
bottoms are also used for 
many of our round wall art 
designs. After completion 
of the design, it is finished 
with three coats of a clear rust 
preventative solution, making the 
piece suitable for indoor or outdoor 
use. More information and pictures 
can be found at: www.haitimetalart.
com/About_Haitian_Metal_Art.html.

X-RAY MAG: tell us a little about your-
self and your unique gallery. 

hMA: i am the mother of seven chil-
dren. i studied folk art painting in the 
United states and switzerland. i first 
came to haiti in 1970 to help estab-
lish an orphanage. While here, i felt 
the need to help employ the haitian 
people. After my children had “left 
the nest” in 1982, i moved to haiti to 
work with some of my own designs 
to be painted on wood. this evolved 
into painting on recycled metal 
drums, a variety of brightly hand 
painted tropical 
wall hangings. i 
branched 
out into 

working on many designs with steel 
drum artists who were creating the 
ethnic metal art.

X-RAY MAG: tell us about your artists 
and workshop.
hMA: each man resides in the small 
towns of citi soleil or croix des 
bouquet, which are adjoining port au 
prince, haiti. each new artist appren-
tices under a master metal artist, 
called a “boss metal”, beginning 
with preparing the drums by burn-

ing and pounding out the 
drums into flat “can-

vases”. After the 
apprentice 

has learned 
the skills 
of work-
ing the 

portfolio Haitian Metal Art

the 
Depths 

of the sea, 
haitian Art 
steel Drum 

sculpture, 34 inch-
es. price: Us$159.95

Detail of La Mer, handcrafted haitian Metal Art Wall hanging, 24 inches. price: Us$84.95
pRevioUs pAGe: out For A swim, Metal steel Drum turtle Wall Decor, 24x18 inches. price: Us$69.95

In Haiti, folk artists create beautiful works of art from recycled materials, 
such as old steel drums, and transform them into enchanting pieces filled 
with intricate handwork, details which are inspired virtuosity in metal tech-
niques as well as compelling expressions of Haitian folklore, culture and 
a close relationship with the sea. X-RAY MAG’s Gunild Symes interviewed 
Mimi Namphy, gallery owner of Haitian Metal Art in Port au Prince, and 
found out more about these gifted artists and their struggle today to feed 
their families after the earthquake that hit Haiti in January 2010.

edited by Gunild symes 
photos courtesy of Mimi namphy, haitian Metal Art

http://www.haitimetalart.com/About_Haitian_Metal_Art.html 
http://www.haitimetalart.com/About_Haitian_Metal_Art.html 
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portfolio Haitian Metal Art
Mermaid of the sea, handcrafted dec-
orative Metal Wall Decor, haitian steel 
drum art, 17x17 inches. price: Us$42.95. 
“All mermaids inherit the sea’s qualities. 
Just as the sea could be gentle and 
nurturing or violent and deadly, so can 
the mermaid. these are the same con-
tradictory qualities that are seen in most 
mermaid legends, tender, cruel, beauti-
ful, loving, destroying.” — hMA

ocean Musical combo, 
Metal Wall hanging, haitian 
Metal sculpture, 17x34 inch-

es. price: Us$98.95

design into the metal, he may branch out into 
designs of his own. naturally, the quality of the 
workmanship varies with each metal artist. We 
hold very high standards and do not work with 
anyone who cannot give us the quality we 
require.
 We have a covered workshop that is situated 
among trees and is open on three sides to the 
fresh air. it is a very pleasant working environ-
ment for our artists. some of our metal artists do 
their work here, and others do the work at their 
homes and bring the finished pieces into us for 
final inspection.

 We do not sell locally in haiti. All of our sales 
are to buyers throughout the world via our web-
sites.

X-RAY MAG:  tell us how the recent earthquake 
affected your operations and how you are far-
ing today.
hMA: our private home was completely 
destroyed in the earthquake. this was one of 
the historic homes of port au prince. We have 
our workshop in the adjoining property. this was 
50 percent destroyed. We have been work-
ing on rebuilding the workshop. Within three 

days of the earthquake, we asked our artists to 
come back to work, using the safe areas of the 
workshop and the driveway to work. We sup-
ply all of our people two meals a day. Almost 
everyone of our people had their home dam-
aged or destroyed, or members of their family 
killed or injured. Fortunately, none of our people 
were killed, and only one was injured. pictures 
and a brief description our experience can be 
found at: http://www.haitimetalart.com/haiti_
earthquake_news.html

X-RAY MAG: tell us what needs your artists and 
operation still have in order to recover from the 
earthquake.   
hMA: All of us need to rebuild. this can be 
made possible by orders for our handcrafted 
products. We are not looking for charity. We 
want to provide work for our artists. Due to the 
vast unemployment in haiti, support of the art-
ist’s family (and his extended family) is very 
important to each artist. he is looked to, by his 
extended family, for the supply of food, medi-
cal care, housing and schooling for children. it is 
said that each employed person in haiti has 15 
to 20 people who are looking to him financially.

X-RAY MAG: how can readers help?
hMA: place orders, so that we can provide 
employment for our artists.

X-RAY MAG: What role does ocean art play in 
haitian society? 
hMA: the mermaid figures in haitian folklore 
date back to African beliefs and to reported 
sighting of mermaids by christopher columbus 
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portfolio Haitian Metal Art
haitian Mermaid 

saxophonist, steel 
Drum Art Wall 

hanging, 24 
inches. price: 

Us$84.95 

Lobsters 
beneath the 
sea, steel Drum 
Art, haitian 
Metal Wall 
Decor, 24x17 
inches. price: 
Us$69.95
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off the coast of haiti. (experts 
believe that it was manatees 
that he had seen.) the haitians 
believe that the mermaid pro-
tects them from the dangers of 
the sea and is a revered figure 
in vodou worship. the mer-
maid (or la sirèn) is associated 
with the goddess ezili, or erzuli, 
who takes on several differ-

ent identities. she can be seen 
as a beautiful and engaging 
young woman. she can also be 
viewed as hideous and destruc-
tive, even dangerous. the mer-
maid is believed to either pro-
tect fishermen, swimmers, boat-
ers and others on the water, or 
else causes them to drown.
 it is only natural that other 

forms of sea life 
are depicted in 
the art, as haiti 
is an island of the 
caribbean, sur-
rounded by 
sea life.

X-RAY MAG: 
i noticed a 
lot of musi-
cal influence 
in the mer-
maid and fish 
themes... can 
you tell us about 
that and how it 
ties in with haitian 
culture? 
hMA: in haitian culture, 
the mermaid depicts La 
siren, the vodou spirit who 
enchants sailors with the melo-
dies of her trumpet or other 
musical instruments.

X-RAY MAG: if you are a diver, 
please tell us about your 
favorite dive locations in haiti. 
hMA: i am not a diver, but i do 
know that through the 1970’s 
and 1980’s, haiti was quite 
popular with divers. the tourism 
industry has fallen off since then, 
therefore a drop in diving loca-
tions.

X-RAY MAG: how can people 
order work from you and what is 
the turn-around time now after 

the 
earthquake?  
hMA: We have two web-
sites offering the natural 
steel drum haitian metal 
art: HaitiMetalArt.com and 
HaitiCheri.com. We offer hand-
painted metal tropical wall 
décor, hand-cut from recycled 
steel drums on TropicDecor.
com, TropicAccents.com and 
TheGiftSellers.com. our stained 
glass designs can be seen at 
AccentonGlass.com.
 in most cases, we ship orders 
in one to two weeks after 

receipt 
of 

order. 
We air 

freight our 
orders from 

haiti every two 
weeks to Miami, where 

they clear customs. they are 
then shipped with Fed ex 
Ground or the post office to U.s. 
addresses or internationally.

X-RAY MAG: Anything else you 
would like our readers to know? 
hMA: i am an American, but 
it has been my desire for over 
40 years to help the people of 
haiti economically. After rais-
ing seven of my own children, i 
began living and working in the 
arts field in haiti and am fulfilling 
that initial desire. ■

http://www.HaitiMetalArt.com
http://www.HaitiCheri.com
http://www.TropicDecor.com
http://www.TropicDecor.com
http://www.TropicAccents.com
http://www.TheGiftSellers.com
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