
eDitoRiAl        FeAtUReS        tRAvel        NewS        wRecKS        eQUipMeNt        booKS        ScieNce & ecoloGY        tech        eDUcAtioN        pRoFileS        photo & viDeo        poRtFolio18 X-RAY MAG : 54 : 2013

Maldives 
Expedition
Join an exclusive X-Ray Mag / Ocean Geographic expedition 
to the Maldives. Photographer and publisher, Michael Aw, 
author of two books and two broadcast documentaries 
about the Maldives, will lead this expedition to show you the 
mantas of Baa Atoll.

text and photos courtesy of 
Michael Aw

beneath the indian ocean is a 
long, huge ridge inundated by 
numerous far-reaching fractures. 
the ridge divides into two long 
arms east of Madagascar. one 
arm snakes around Africa and links 
up with the Atlantic Ridge while 
the other arm extends to south of 
Australia and eventually links up 
with the east pacific rise. between 

east Africa and western Australia, 
the midpoint of the indian ocean 
is the atolls of the Maldives.
 lying at the tips of a great-
submerged mountain range that 
stretches from the lakshadweeps 
island to the chagos islands, great 
migratory currents swish through 
the atolls, leaving behind rich 
plankton. like an oases in the 
Sahara, pelagics congregate at 
the atolls to feed and to procre-
ate.

 hammerheads, whalesharks, 
tunas and orcas are frequent visi-
tors. tidal currents flushing through 
the channels bring a constant 
food source into the atolls, sus-
taining spectacular coral growth, 
which in turn supports a realm of 
reef fishes in extraordinary abun-
dance. the fish diversity of the 
Maldives is documented to be 
over a thousand species in 100 
families.
 the reefs of Maldives are among 

the nature’s underwater won-
ders where reef fishes to thrive in 
astonishing abundance, in density 
unrivalled anywhere in the world. 
without the threat of spear guns, 
dynamite, cyanide, reef fishes 
swim blithesomely among divers 
and snorkellers.
 our beyond the ordinary expe-
dition to the Maldives in 2013 will 
focus on interacting with the man-
tas of baa Atoll. Documented by 
science and through photograph-

October 2013

paradise in the Maldives: Diver encounters a large manta ray

the expedition’s liveaboard dive boat is the Mv Maldivian princess

luxury accommodation on the Mv Maldivian princess
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ic evidence, the feeding phenome-
non at baa Atoll is unique and occurs 
nowhere else in the world. when 
the tide, moon, sun and wind are 
aligned, a vortex of over 100 man-
tas can be observed feeding on the 
broth of living, wriggling plankton. 
the expedition shall also visit signa-
ture sites of North Ari Atoll as well as 
offer the opportunity to dive a cou-
ple of the Northern Atolls that have 
just opened up for marine tourism.
 the expedition platform is the 
Maldives latest state of the art live-
aboard, the Mv Maldivian princess. 
exquisitely designed and furnished, 
the Maldivian princess offers a bou-
tique style liveaboard diving experi-
ence. palatial cabins are equipped 
with lcD tv, en-suite and the spa-

cious lounge is set up with wi-fi 
internet, generous space for cam-
era work, presentations and fine 
dining experience. Diving is sup-
ported on a spacious dive dedi-
cated dhohi, three to four dives 
per day and nitrox is free. ■

cost: US$3,980 (plus 6% maldiv-
ian GSt) (11 days / 10 nights / 
full board – twin sharing) Deposit 
US$1,200. oG Members discount 
applies. Note: Maldivian GSt is not 
shown on the online booking from 
and will be invoiced separately. 
to express interest or if you need 
further information email alison@
oneocean.com. if you are a new 
client and ready to book please 
go to booking link. 

Nb. 
bookings are handled 
entirely and solely by ocean 
Geographic. booking is not 
confirmed until deposit is paid. 
payment details for payment of 
deposit will be provided once 
booking is completed. booking 
username and password is not 
the same as your oG username 
and password. if you are new 
trip client you can leave the 
existing client login blank and 
complete the booking. 
 please read terms and condi-
tions and cancellation policy 
during booking. if you are an 
existing trip client please click 
below and we will book you in.

Making pictures underwater in the Maldives is akin to shoot-
ing in the world’s largest aquarium teeming with fish life; 

many species are predictably found in enormous numbers. Not 
only is the profusion of fish life amazing, but also the predict-

ability of seeing the same fishes at the same site within soft 
corals in colours of rainbow is the trademark of underwater 
Maldives. The Maldives is the fishpond of the Indian Ocean.

lush coral reefs of the Maldives (left); interior of Mv Maldivian princess (above)

http://www.cressi.it
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Cocos IslandCosta Rica’s

— An Epic Pelagic Adventure
text and photos by Matthew Meier
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travel Cocos Island

Tucked behind rocks at 90 feet, 
my fellow divers and I were get-
ting restless hoping for a visit 
from hammerheads or one of 
the resident tiger sharks, neither 
of which were cooperating. The 
dive master motioned for the 
group to follow, as he headed 
to another cleaning station and 
perhaps better luck. As I turned 
to make sure the videogra-
pher to my right got the signal, 
I saw him kicking in the oppo-
site direction to deeper water. 
Figuring he saw something worth 
pursuing, I swam blindly after 
him through the haze of a shim-
mering thermocline. Emerging 
out the other side onto the 
sandy bottom at 104 feet, I was 
staring at my very first tiger shark 
as it swam past the videogra-
pher and straight towards me. 

instinctively reversing course in shock 
and with a slight pucker factor, i not so 
gracefully stumbled backwards over 
some rocks and fell flat on my butt. So 
much for those amazing tiger shark pho-
tos i had envisioned while staring with 
anticipation into the blue. 
 happily all was not lost, the shark 
turned above me, seemingly oblivious 
to my plight, and continued on a wide 
circle that would bring it around for 
another pass between the videographer 
and myself. this time i managed to keep 
myself upright and captured a photo 
of the tiger as it slowly swam past the 
videographer—tiger shark 1, photogra-
pher 1.
 Such is the diving at cocos island, 
where periods of waiting are punctu-
ated by heart-stopping big animal inter-
actions. 

Cocos Island
cocos island, or isla del coco as it is 
known locally, first became part of 
costa Rica in 1832. it is uninhabited, 
except for a small group of national 
park rangers. the island became a 
costa Rican national park in 1978 and 

was designated a world heritage Site 
by UNeSco in 1997. the marine zone 
around cocos island was added to 
the world heritage Site designation in 
2002. legend states that over the years, 
numerous pirates buried treasure on 
cocos island, though despite several 
extensive searches, none has been 
recovered. 
 irregular in shape, cocos island has an 
area of approximately 9.2 square miles 
(23.85 squ km). cocos is tectonic and 
volcanic in origin, primarily composed of 
basalt. the island is incredibly green and 
lush due to its wet climate and is cov-
ered in tropical forests and cloud forests 
at elevations above 500m. the cloud 
forest ecosystem is unique to cocos 

Scalloped hammerhead shark 
(left) being cleaned by barberfish 
at Alcyone; Guineafowl puffer on 
reef (above)
pRevioUS pAGe: Aggregation of 
blue and gold snappers, whipper 
snappers and burrito grunts fill the 
opening of a large underwater 
cave at Submerged Rock

Red-footed booby looks down from its perch (left); palm trees lean out over rocky cliffs (above) 
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island and does not exist on any 
other island in the eastern pacific 
ocean. of the four mountain 
peaks on the island, the highest is 
cerro iglesias at 2,080 ft (634m). 
the mountainous landscape and 
abundant rainfall creates doz-
ens of waterfalls, which drain off 
every side of the island.

Rich marine life
cocos is perhaps best known for 
its sharks, with hundreds of school-

ing scalloped hammerhead and 
silky sharks, innumerable whitetip 
reef sharks, Galapagos, silvertip 
and now tiger sharks. it is also not 
uncommon to see whale sharks, 
manta rays and dolphins. the fish 
life here is incredibly abundant 
and the main reason these apex 
predators are so prevalent. 
 Sightings of jacks and snappers 
in schools that block out the sun 
are routine. the ample marine 
life surrounding cocos island 

is attracted to the nutrient-rich 
ocean currents that swirl around 
this small island 340 miles west of 
costa Rica in the eastern pacific 
ocean. 
 Accessible only by liveaboard 
dive boat, this remote island 
requires a 32- to 
36-hour transit 
across potentially 
angry seas for the 
privilege of diving 
this holy grail of 
pelagic encounters. 
once in the water, 
the currents can 
be fierce and more 
than once i had to 
pull myself down 
the mooring line just 
to get to a dive site. 
 the majority of 
the diving is deep, 
taking place 
between 60 to 90 
feet and nitrox is 
recommended for 
extra bottom time. 
Rebreathers are 
also very useful if 
available and you 

are properly certified. 
 Diving at cocos island can be 
absolutely magical, but this is not 
a destination for beginners or the 
faint of heart. Divers that venture 
here should be comfortable with 
their buoyancy in blue water and 

capable of holding onto rocks 
at depth so as not to be blown 
away by the strong currents.
 cleaning stations exist at sev-
eral of the dive sites and are a 
major attraction for viewing sharks. 
Successful interactions at cleaning 

travel Cocos

clocKwiSe FRoM 
FAR leFt: Scalloped 
hammerhead shark 
with pacific creole-
fish; tiger shark swim-
ming past an under-
water videographer; 
Goldrim surgeonfish 
and razor surgeon-
fish forage for food; 
pair of octopus 
on the rocky reef 
appear to be mat-
ing
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stations require a collaborative 
group effort. Divers need to hide 
amongst the rocks, doing their 
best to control their breathing 
and wait patiently for the sharks 
to come in close to be cleaned 
by the lingering angel and bar-
berfish. Most cleaning stations 
are at 90 to 100 feet, limiting the 
amount of dive time for all the 

pieces to fall into place, and it 
only takes one diver swimming 
up in the water column or worse, 
swimming through the cleaning 
station to keep the sharks away. 
 i experienced idyllic conditions 
at Alcyone dive site while watch-
ing a scalloped hammerhead 
approach out of the blue and 
swim directly towards me. As i 

held my 
collective 
breath, 
at least 
a dozen 
barberfish 

swooped in to clean off para-
sites and bits of dead skin. Just as 
the hammerhead began to turn 
away, i managed to capture a 
photo documenting this classic 
cleaning station behavior.
 Not all diving at cocos island 
involves lying in wait at clean-
ing stations. there are several 

underwater swim-throughs filled 
with fish, marbled rays and 
whitetip reef sharks to explore. 
Rocky reefs are teaming with life 
including spiny lobster, octopus, 
urchins, sea stars and numerous 
reef fish. Sea turtles cruise past 
in the blue water, and huge 
schools of fish appear without 
warning, often swimming circles 
around you or swirling into a 
gigantic underwater tornado. if 
you are lucky, you may also find 
an endemic coco’s batfish or 
orange commerson’s frogfish.

travel Cocos Island

Spotted eagle ray (left) at Submerged Rock; waterfall (above) 
cascading off cocos island in the rainy season

Massive school of bigeye jacks (left) form swirl-
ing tornado over 60 feet high at Dirty Rock; 
commerson’s frogfish (above) at Manuelita 
channel; whitetip reef shark (lower left) resting 
under overhang, surrounded by pacific creolefish
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travel Cocos Island

Whitetip reef sharks
For the truly adventurous, a night dive 
with the whitetip reef sharks at Manuelita 
dive site is a must. Dropping into the 
water after the setting sun, i switched 
on my dive light and tried to remember 
the dive master’s instructions. we were 
to stay as a group, using our flashlights in 
unison, highlighting a particular reef fish 
in hopes that we attracted the larger 
black jack fish to feed. 
 black jacks are efficient hunters, fast 
and maneuverable, and the whitetip 
reef sharks follow them, as they hunt at 
night in search of food. it turns out the 
sharks are not very good at hunting on 
their own, but they have more success 
searching for food when they rush in 

by the dozens once a black jack has 
crunched down on a fish. 
 the action takes place mere inches 
above the coral reef, and it is truly a 
sight to behold, as dozens of sharks pack 
hunt directly beneath you. i was tempt-
ed to get down on their level and expe-
rience the rush, as they swarm past, but 
we had been warned about becoming 
prey ourselves, and so i stayed slightly 
above the fray. 
 From experience, i have learned that 
it is also prudent to look behind yourself 
once in a while, as you float along in 
total darkness, just in case one of the 
larger species of sharks, which you were 
so eager to see during the day, comes 
to investigate the commotion at night. 

tails of several resting whitetip reef sharks poke out of a hole in the rocky reef

whitetip reef sharks (triaen-
odon obesus) pack hunt-
ing at night; Marbled ray 
(taeniura meyeri) resting on 
rocky reef (right)
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scubapro.comD E E P  D O W N  Y O U  W A N T  T H E  B E S T

whitetip reef shark 
resting on the rocky 
reef during the day

http://www.scubapro.com
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DeepSee submarine
Another exhilarating way to see the 
undersea world at cocos is in a subma-
rine. locked securely inside a four-inch 
thick acrylic sphere, i took the plunge 
and embarked on one of the most 
amazing experiences of my trip—a 
dive down to 1,000 feet on board the 
DeepSee submarine. 

 As we dipped below the surface, the 
confines of the sub melted away, and 
it was as if i was now part of my ocean 
surroundings. the optically corrected 
sphere had a refractive index that nearly 
matched the water, and it disappeared 
from view once fully submerged. As the 
submarine descended, i lost all perspec-
tive of depth in the blue water and was 

left simply to marvel at the 360-degree 
views of the pelagic passers by that wan-
dered over for a curious look. 
 the DeepSee submarine holds two 
passengers and a pilot and is capable 
of diving to depths of 1,500 feet (450m). 
created by Avi Klapfer, the founder of 
the Undersea hunter Fleet, and Steve 
Drogin, real estate developer and pas-
sionate underwater photographer, 
DeepSee required three years of design 
and development in order for their vision 
to become reality. 
 Manufactured in San Diego, the sub-
marine first began diving at cocos island 
in 2006. DeepSee is fully outfitted for sci-
entific exploration with an articulated, 
manipulator arm capable of sample 
collection and instrument retrieval. it is 
also outfitted with an external hD video 
camera, digital still cameras and an 
assortment of 8 hiD lights. in addition, 
passengers are able to use their own still 
and video cameras from inside the sub-
marine. 
 the adventure started with a pre-dive 
briefing covering the functions of the 
submarine, safety procedures and the 
dive parameters. Next, passengers were 

outfitted with an official 
cotton jumpsuit (imag-
ine a cooler version of 
the life Aquatic uni-
form, but without the 
hats) and comfy socks 
to protect the bottom 
half of the sphere from 
scratches. then it was 

a short walk to the back of the mother 
ship, Argo, and a simple step into the 
cockpit while DeepSee floated on the 
surface in her protective U-shaped cut-
out of the hull. 
 the submarine is unique in that it 
can operate as a boat on the surface 
and a sub underneath, but for longer 
surface journeys the support boat, 
topSee, tows DeepSee out to the 
intended dive site. A second pilot on 
board topSee helps to guide the sub-
marine during the dive and communi-

travel Cocos Island

DeepSee submarine venting air bubbles to control its buoyancy, as it resur-
faces (left), and docking with its transport, the mother ship, Argo, (above); 
From the sub, a grouper is spotted along a wall at 600-1,000ft (right)

Support boat, topSee, approaches DeepSee submarine, before towing to dive site
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cations are maintained 
between the surface and 
the sub at all times.
 As we reached the 
sea floor nearly 600 feet 
down, the precise hover 
and maneuvering capa-
bilities of DeepSee were 
put on full display. eight 
electric thrusters, which 
move the submarine up 
and down, forward and 

back and horizontally left and right, 
controlled the propulsion. 
 our pilot guided us over the sandy 
bottom to the edge of a sheer, verti-
cal drop called the wall. here several 
mobula rays, feeding in the deep 
ocean currents, soared above us, 
as we peered down into the abyss. 
breaking our gaze, DeepSee deftly piv-
oted to face the wall, and we began 
our exploration down to 1,000 feet. 
 No sunlight reaches these depths, 
and the creatures down here have 
all adapted to living in total darkness. 
hiding in the crevices, we saw colorful 
anthias, several species of crabs, grou-
pers slowly hunting in our lights and the 
bizarre looking jellynose fish. Sadly, we 

did not get to see a prickly shark. this deep-
water species is often encountered on the 
wall at depths below 800 feet. 
 As our journey back to the surface 
began, we were treated to a school of tuna 
swimming overhead, followed by several 
Galapagos sharks in silhouette against the 
faint daylight above. it was a once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity, and i was sad to see 
it come to an end. Fortunately, there were 
many more epic diving adventures around 
cocos island, and i looked forward to getting 
back in the water.

Island life
cocos island is covered in lush greenery, trop-
ical forests, mountains and waterfalls. it is per-
haps the most beautifully, rugged landscape i 
have ever seen. 
 park rangers give presentations on the 

travel Cocos Island

leFt to RiGht: prickly shark; the bottom-dwell-
ing, deep sea jellynose fish; view from inside 
DeepSee submarine of two Galapagos sharks 
overhead at nearly 600 feet; Galapagos shark 
with rainbow runner fish at Dirty Rock (below)

School of Moorish idols on reef, with a school of pacific creolefish overhead 

photo coURteStY oF DeepSee, UNDeRSeA hUNteR GRoUp

photo coURteSY oF DeepSee, UNDeRSeA hUNteR GRoUp



eDitoRiAl        FeAtUReS        tRAvel        NewS        wRecKS        eQUipMeNt        booKS        ScieNce & ecoloGY        tech        eDUcAtioN        pRoFileS        photo & viDeo        poRtFolio27 X-RAY MAG : 54 : 2013

island’s history, ecosystem, topog-
raphy, world heritage Site status 
and their efforts to protect its wild-
life both above and below the 
surface. land tours are possible 
with coordination by the rang-
ers and offer a great chance to 
explore this tropical oasis. 
 the routine while on the livea-
board boat includes three to four 
dives daily, with meals and snacks 
in between. Surface intervals are 
spent prepping camera gear, 
exploring the island’s coastline by 
skiff when available and relaxing 

on deck. bring a good 
book and take advan-
tage of the opportuni-
ty to make some new 
friends.

Costa Rica
i would highly recom-
mend including a 
mainland costa Rican 
side trip to your cocos 
island adventure. 
there is something for 
any outdoor enthusiast, and the 
costa Rican people are incred-

ibly warm and 
friendly. 
 costa Rica 
offers a wide 
array of tourist 
activities, and 
the country has 
a diverse geog-
raphy including 
mountains, vol-
canoes, tropi-
cal rain forests, 
cloud forests 
and beaches. 
the pacific 
coastline offers 
world-class surf-

ing and scuba diving, while the 
caribbean coast boasts gorgeous 
tropical beaches. 
 costa Rica is world-renowned 
for its birdwatching and but-
terflies, including numerous spe-
cies of hummingbirds. walking 
tours are available in both the 
tropical rain and cloud forests. 
For the more adventurous, there 
are canopy tours and ziplining 
excursions. the areas around the 
volcanoes offer secluded resorts, 
yoga retreats and mineral hot 
springs. whatever you choose, 
your cocos island experience will 
be enriched with the extra time 
spent.

Save me a spot  
at the cleaning station
i now understand why people 
revisit cocos island again and 
again. the big animal encounters 
are awe-inspiring, and the rush 
one feels underwater is addictive. 
 i can still picture the fleeting 
glimpse i had on my last day of 
diving at Dirty Rock, as the doz-
ens of hammerheads in silhouette 
overhead faded into the blue 
long before i could even bring 
the camera up to my eye, or the 
anticipation i felt on the skiff, as 
we scrambled to get back to 
the mother ship amidst cries of 
“whale shark! whale shark!” over 
the radio, only to arrive just as 
the rest of the divers and crew 
members climbed back out of 
the water, stating that we had just 
missed her. 
 i know that i will return to cocos 
island one day and hope that 
you too get the chance to experi-
ence this magical place. ■

the author extends special thanks 
to the Undersea hunter Group 
(Underseahunter.com), the crew 
of the Argo, the crew of the 

DeepSee submarine and 
Divencounters Alliance 
(Divencounters.com), 
and blue Abyss photo 
(Blueabyssphoto.com).

Matthew Meier is a 
professional underwa-
ter photographer and 
dive writer based in San 
Diego, california. to see 
more of his work and to 
order photo prints, please 
visit: Matthewmeierphoto.
com

travel Cocos Island

whitetip reef sharks (left) near a cleaning station at Alcyone; 
common dolphin (above) porpoising across pacific ocean at 
twilight; Red-footed booby soars with rainbow over cocos (right); 
Mantled howler monkey feeding in the trees, ocotal, Guanacaste 
(lower right); Yellow trumpetfish on reef at Submerged Rock (below)

Green iguana, isle San Jose

http://www.underseahunter.com/index.html
http://www.divencounters.com/
http://www.blueabyssphoto.com/
http://www.matthewmeierphoto.com
http://www.matthewmeierphoto.com
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History  early in the 16th century, 
Spain explored and attempted 
to colonize costa Rica, but was 
thwarted by several factors 
including disease from mosquitos, 
extreme heat, pirate raids and 
resistance by natives. eventually, 
in 1563 in the cooler, fertile cen-
tral highlands, a permanent settle-
ment in cartago was established 
and remained a colony for over 
250 years. Declaring independ-
ence in 1821, costa Rica was one 
of several central American prov-
inces joining forces to do so. After 
a brief integration with the United 
provinces of central America, 
a federation which fell apart in 
1838, costa Rica established its 
independent sovereignty. later in 
the 19th century, two brief peri-
ods of violent conflict challenged 
the developing democracy of 
the nation. the country’s armed 
forces was disbanded in 1949. 
Agriculture remains the largest 
economic sector, but tourism and 
technology are quickly moving 
up. costa Ricans enjoy a rela-
tively high standard of living and 
ownership of land is widespread. 
Government: Democratic repub-
lic. capital: San Jose

Geography  costa Rica is 
located in central America, bor-
dering both the North pacific 
ocean and the caribbean 
Sea, between panama and 
Nicaragua. Rugged mountains 
separate coastal plains. there 

are over 100 volcanic 
cones, several of which 
are major volcanoes. 
cocos island is located 
roughly 340mi (550km) 
west of costa Rica in the 
eastern pacific ocean. 
it is accessible only by 
liveaboard dive boats 
and requires a 32- to 
36-hour transit to reach 
its isolated location.

Climate  cocos island 
receives an annual aver-
age rainfall of over 25ft 
(7.6m) and it rains every 
month of the year. it is 
less rainy from January 
to March and again 
from late September 
to october. the raini-
est season is from July to early 
September. the air temperature is 
consistently between 75°F – 86°F 
(24°c – 30°c) and the climate is 
tropical and humid. water tem-
peratures at cocos island are on 
average 79°F – 84°F (26°c – 29°c) 
and will dip a few degrees cooler 
below the odd thermocline. A 
3–5mm wetsuit is recommended 
for diving. 

Economy  before the global 
economic crisis in 2007-8, costa 
Rica enjoyed steady economic 
growth. in 2009, the economy 
contracted 1.3% only to resume 
yearly growth of around 4.5% in 
2010-12. Agricultural exports like 

bananas, sugar, coffee and beef 
remain the staple exports, while 
expansion into various industrial 
and specialized agricultural prod-
ucts is broadening trade. in addi-
tion, microchips and other high 
value added goods and services 
bolster exports further. tourism is 
still a big player in fostering for-
eign exchange, and ecotourism 
is promoting costa Rica, with its 
immense biodiversity, as a key 
destination. costa Rica’s political 
stability, free trade zone incen-
tives, and relative high education 
of its people continues to attract 
some of the highest foreign 
investment per capita in latin 
America. even so poverty has 

remained at about 
20-25% for almost two 
decades, with an erod-
ing social safety net due 
to decreases in spend-
ing as the government 
tightens its belt. other 
challenges facing the 
current government 
include increasing legal 
and illegal immigration 
of mostly unskilled labor 
from Nicaragua, which is 

weighing down the social welfare 
system, and impediments in pass-
ing needed fiscal reform.

Currency  costa Rican colo-
nes (cRc). U.S. dollars and inter-
national credit cards are widely 
accepted. exchange rates: 
1eUR=643cRc; 1USD=500cRc; 
1Gbp=757cRc; 1AUD=524cRc

Population  4,695,942 (July 
2013 est.) ethnic groups: white 
(and mestizo) 94%, black 3%, 
Amerindian 1%, chinese 1%. 
Religions: Roman catholic 76.3%, 
evangelical 13.7%, Jehovah’s 
witnesses 1.3%, protestant 0.7%. 
internet users: 1.485 million (2009)

Language  Spanish 
(official); english is 
widely spoken.

Voltage  110 
volts, with  U.S. 
standard 2- and 
3-prong plugs.

Cuisine  A 
staple of costa 

Rica cuisine is 
black beans and 

rice (gallo pinto). it 
is often served with 

fish, poultry or meat 
and usually accompanies 

eggs for breakfast. the food 
is generally quite healthy and 

often served with fruit and/or veg-
etables. portions are modest, and 
lunch is typically the largest meal 
of the day.

Tipping  tipping is customary. 
A10% service fee is often added 
at higher end restaurants. tip 
an additional 10% for excep-
tional service. Shuttle drivers, dive 
guides and boat crewmembers 
are typically tipped at least 10%.

Driving  vehicles travel on the 
right side of the road. if you rent a 
car, you may use your home driv-
er’s license or apply for an inter-
national one. the main roads are 
in good shape and well paved.  

Decompression chamber  
the nearest hyperbaric chamber 
is located on the mainland in the 
capital city of San Jose. there are 
no chamber facilities on cocos.

Travel/Visa  valid passport 
required. visas not required for 
most U.S., canadian, e.U. and 
Japanese citizens. Departure tax 
is US$29. 
 Juan Santamaria international 
Airport (SJo) in San Jose is the 
most convenient for travel to 
cocos island. the liveaboard dive 
boats typically provide shuttles 
from San Jose to puntarenas, 
where guests board the boats for 
their long transit over to the island.

Web sites
costa Rica tourism
www.visitcostarica.com
SoURceS:  U.S. ciA woRlD FActbooK
UNDeRSeAhUNteR.coM, wiKipeDiA.oRG

Cocos Island, Costa Rica
fact file

RiGht: Global map  
with location of cocos

 island off costa Rica
below: Map of costa Rica

NASA
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Massive, polarized school of bigeye jacks in blue water at Dirty Rock

http://www.visitcostarica.com/ict/paginas/home.asp?ididioma=2
http://www.underseahunter.com/index.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cocos_Island


eDitoRiAl        FeAtUReS        tRAvel        NewS        wRecKS        eQUipMeNt        booKS        ScieNce & ecoloGY        tech        eDUcAtioN        pRoFileS        photo & viDeo        poRtFolio29 X-RAY MAG : 54 : 2013

Southern Gulf IslandsBritish Columbia’s

Canadian Diving
text by barb Roy and 
wayne Grant. photos  
by barb Roy

Located between 
the lower part of 
Vancouver Island and 
Mainland Vancouver 
in the Strait of 
Georgia, the Southern 
Gulf Islands of British 
Columbia, Canada, 
are made up of over 
12 large islands and 
several smaller ones. 
The larger, more 
populated islands are 
accessible by taking 
an auto ferry from the 
Mainland to Nanaimo 
or to Sidney, just north 
of Victoria. Visitors 
can spend a day or 
several exploring by 
car, bike or hiking. 

these islands offer visitors 
unique crafts from local 
artisans, excellent vineyards 
(many with restaurants) and 
an array of coastal activi-
ties. one such water activity 
rapidly gaining popularity 
is scuba diving, which can 
easily be done on a year 
round basis.

Red Flabellina nudibranch 
at west Race wall
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there are several dive char-
ter operators servicing the 
Southern Gulf islands, offer-
ing two-tank day charters, 

with assistance in 
arranging or 

will provide 
accommo-
dations. top 
this with a 
commonly 
mild coastal 
climate, 
friendly 

people and 
you have the 

makings of a 
relaxing bc dive 

getaway.
 pADi Master Dive 
instructor, Scott Stevenson, 
from pinnacle Scuba 
Adventures has been div-
ing in the area for over 
18 years. “we accom-
modate all levels of diving 
from beginner to rebreather 
and technical,” exclaimed 
Scott. “we will meet divers 
or pick people up as need-
ed. every group is different 
and we try to give each 
person the best experience 
both above and below the 
water.”

 together with business partner, 
Jessie Kunce, pinnacle Scuba 
Adventures has been in operation 
for about three years. Scott also 
said, “our most popular dive sites 
are three separate sites around 
Race Rocks (victoria area). the 
first site and probably the most well 
known is west Race wall. this site is 
an amazing wall covered in macro 
life—from sponges and soft corals 
to basket stars and sculpins. it is an 
amazing dive site with almost limit-
less life and is comparable to popu-
lar sites like browning wall in port 
hardy or Row and be Dammed on 
Quadra island in campbell River.
 “the second site is helicopter 
Rock. this is the best place to experi-
ence sea lions in all their glory! You 
can dive other parts of Race Rocks 
for encounters but helicopter really 
is the best. it is a shallow dive with a 
huge kelp forest, at times with more 
than a hundred sea lions! it’s all 
about the interaction between them 
and the divers. i constantly refer to 
them as big puppy dogs—playful 
and inquisitive. it’s hard for me to 
describe the feeling i get after years 
of being in the water with them. 
when i take someone, or a group 
of divers with me and we are bom-

barded with sea lions, the squeals of 
joy under the water and the smiles 

location of Southern Gulf islands on satellite 
map of vancouver island, british columbia, 

canada, and on global map Several lighthouses can be seen throughout the region; Frosted nudibranch at Race Rocks (left inset)

tiger rockfish near 
wolf eel Den in 
porlier pass

Vancouver 
Island

Pacific 
Ocean

Washington 
State, U.S.A.

Seattle

Victoria
Sidney

Nanaimo Vancouver

NASA
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on the surface are always awesome.
 “the third site is Great Race, where the 
lighthouse is. the small bay where the 
boat launch is located is the best place 
to dive. this is a common hangout for sea 
lions; however, the bottom is covered in 
colorful brooding anemones, lots of rock-
fish and greenling, as well as a few resi-
dent wolf eels and octopus.” 
 As an accomplished underwater pho-
tographer and dive guide, Scott enjoys 
west Race wall for its diversity of life and 
great colors:
 “the amount of fish and inverte-
brate life inspire me; i simply love shoot-
ing there. this is one of my personal favor-
ites i have dived many times and still get 
excited every time i go out there.”
 pinnacle’s dive boat is 32 feet long, 
handling eight divers and is equipped 
with a cabin, camera rinse bin and toi-

let. their range stretches 
from victoria to Sidney and 
Saanich inlet and even 
around to port Renfrew, on 
the west side of vancouver 
island. 
 “if a group wants to dive 
a particular place, we will 
take the boat to wherev-
er they want to go,” added 
Scott. “we pride ourselves 
on our customer service, 
local dive site knowledge 
and versatility. we don’t 
offer rentals, however, we 
have very good relationships 
with the local shops and 
believe that clients can get 
what they need from the shops.”
 when asked what other dive sites Scott 
likes to take his clients to, he replied:

 “Swordfish island is a very unique dive. 
the south end of the island has a natural-
ly formed tunnel approximately 60ft long, 

colourful tubeworm at west Race wall (top left); Divers (above( prepare to 
descend in porlier pass; wolf eel peeking out from its den in porlier pass (right)

http://www.adventuresdownunder.com
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20ft wide and about 20ft deep. 
because of the large amount 
of current flow in this area the 
tunnel is filled with life—red soft 
coral, brooding and plumose 
anemones, rockfish and nudi-
branchs. we also have several wrecks in 
the area other than the ones in Sidney. 
the Swordfish and the barnard castle 
are two often requested due to their 
age and unique pieces still left on the 
bottom.” 

Chemainus
Another dive charter service with the 
option of accommodations is the joint 
efforts of cedar beach lodge and 49th 
parallel in the chemainus area, south of 
Nanaimo. Andy and virginia lamb run 
the quaint bed-and-breakfast on thetis 
island offering divers and their traveling 
companions a quiet seaside environ-
ment with excellent views. the lodge has 
a drying room for gear and a hot tub for 
after the dives. 
 the dive charter portion of the rela-
tionship is conducted by peter luckham 
and his wife Simone. with over 12 years 
of diving experience, peter tenders pro-
fessional day adventures in Stuart and 
trincomali channels, which also include 
current dependent sites in porlier pass 
(the point Gray, the peggy McNeill, 

Alcala wall).  
 currently 49th parallel 
uses a 17-foot boat, 
accommodating four 
divers with two dives 
per day. 
 “peter can still ser-
vice all the usual sites,” 
informs Andy lamb, 
“but can actually and 
efficiently go farther 
due to the smaller fast-
er boat.”
 Andy also told us he 
likes the underwater 
visibility best in the fall 
and winter months 
but assures it is usually 
good from late June 
through February too. 
 one of the many 
wreck dive selections wayne and i 
enjoyed was the wreck of the SS Del 
Norte, at canoe islet in porlier pass. this 
historic vessel was a 190-foot long side-
wheel passenger steamer that went 
down in 1868. Although there is not 

much structure left of the ship, you can 
still make out the paddle wheel, cov-
ered with life, nourished from the high 
currents in the area. of course, we wait-
ed until the current stopped to dive!
 Another site my daughter tallen really 

Diver checks out what is left of the SS Del Nortes sidewheel

clocKwiSe FRoM Above: Divers 
explore the interior of 737 airframe; 
SS Del Norte wreckage in porlier 
pass; chemainus 737 airframe is 
encrusted with life
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liked was wreck of the point Gray, a 105-
foot long steel tugboat that ran aground 
in 1949. the tug lies upside down in porlier 
pass at virago Rock, blending in with the 
natural kelp forest surrounding it. on her 
dive she observed huge lingcod, tiny 
puget Sound king crabs and empty sea 
urchin shells. what was left of the remain-
ing structure, including a few propeller 
blades, were coated with an assortment 
of invertebrate life!

Topside excursions
when we finished our diving we decided 
to check out the Shaw ocean centre in 
Sidney. this small public Aquarium was 
completed in June of 2009 housing 87 
tons of seawater in 17 aquarium habi-
tats. Resident critters on display represent 
marine life found living in this region. two 
of our favourites were a wolf-eel and a 
giant pacific octopus. At the time of our 
visit the octopus was tending to a mass 
of eggs. each egg was no bigger than 

a grain of rice! the thin delicate strands 
hung by the hundreds from within her 
rocky den on the ceiling. in the wild we 
have photographed octopus eggs with 
visible eyes in them! it was quite a treat 
to see some of the fish we were diving 
with the day before.

Sidney
wrecks in the Sidney area include the Gb 
church and the retired hMcS Mackenzie, 
both placed as artificial reefs. the 175-

clocKwiSe FRoM leFt: cedar beach bed and breakfast on thetis island; painted 
anemone found near thetis island; Sunset view from cedar beach bed and breakfast; 
Andy lamb and peter luckham offer dive charters in the chemainus area

Come and visit us  
at the Tacoma dive 
& Travel expo and 

piCk up a wreck 
Trek passporT!

April 20-21st  
Tacoma, Washington

Booth 224

Find giant Pacific octopus,  
wolf eels, six gill sharks,  

soft corals, huge cloud sponges, 
large red sea fans,  

wrecks and artificial reefs

www.diveindustrybc.com
visit our new website!

Some of the moSt
unique diving  
in the world 

Photos:  
Bill Coltart and Lee Newman

explore the emerald  
seas and lakes of 
British columbia

Diver tallen patrick with her treasure of urchin 
skeletons

http://www.diveindustrybc.com
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foot freighter Gb church sits 
upright in 65-99 feet of water on 
the east side of portland island, 
scuttled in 1991. 
 During the early spring months, 
divers may find lingcod or cabe-
zon guarding clusters of eggs on 
the decks of the Gb church and 
quite often octopuses under the 
hull on the bottom near the bow. 
i have always been fortunate 
to find several different types of 
nudibranchs and sculpins on this 
wreck. A diver can easily swim 
the length of the ship and even 
have time to check out the pro-
peller as well. 
 the 366-foot Mackenzie was 
scuttled in 1995 and rests upright 
in 50-105 feet of water off Rum 
island. we have experienced 
currents on several dives here, 
causing us to select calmer 
slack-current dive times (when 
the water stops to change direc-
tion). As with the Nanaimo reefs 

of steel, the 
Mackenzie 
is full of 
resident 
marine life, 
except 
these tend 
to thrive in 
the flow of 
currents. 

 During our trip to the Sidney 
area we stayed at the Sidney 
pier hotel and Spa. i found the 
hotel staff to be very helpful 
with local dinning and activ-
ity advice, and we liked 
the fact the hotel 
engaged in 
earth-friendly 
practices, 
committed to 
eco-friendly 
sustainability. 
 Another exhil-
arating activity 
in the southern 
region is ziplin-
ing. Adrena 
line offers tree-
top excitement 
above 100 lush 
acres of diverse 
temperate 
rainforest in the 
Sooke area. 
when i brought 

my teenage granddaughter for 
a visit, we were treated to a day 
of ziplining through the treetops. 
what a blast! 
 Not long after we checked 
out wild play near Nanaimo, this 
time with my teenage grand-
son. Nanaimo’s location offered 
a four-level obstacle 
course in the 
trees to tra-
verse. 

Again, we spent the whole day 
having a wonderful time of 
bonding. places like this provide 
awesome activities to do with 
family members who do not 
dive. 

Afterthoughts
with the amount of dives pos-
sible and the varied locations 
found in the Southern Gulf 
islands region, i would advise 
several trips over time to see it 
all. Since we usually travel dur-

ing off-season when water clar-
ity is at its best, weather can be 
a challenge. communicating 
with the dive and tour operators 
before you leave will assure you 
have a good experience upon 
arrival. ■

Associate editor and under-
water photographer barb Roy 
and wayne Grant are dive 
writers based near vancouver, 
canada.

clocKwiSe FRoM leFt: Zanthids around huge rock 
scallop; Sydney to vancouver run on bc Ferries; 
wayne Grant searches for critters on reef near 
Sidney; victoria is the capital city of britsh columbia; 
wayne reaches up to octopus on eggs at Shaw 
ocean Discovery centre in Sidney
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Farne Islands
United Kingdom

Diving with Seals text and photos  
by lawson wood

The Farne Islands are 
a small group of some 
33 rocks and islets 
(depending on the state 
of the tide which has a 
rise and fall of over 6m 
or 20ft) located off the 
north Northumberland 
coast of England. At full 
tide, only 23 larger rocks 
and islands are visible, 
but all of those are eye 
catching. The entire 
group are a National 
Trust protected area and 
have numerous wildlife 
preserves, notably for 
their seabirds and seals. 

there are over 50 historic ship-
wrecks found directly around 
these islands, however, it is for 
the encounters with grey seals 
that divers and underwater 
photographers keep returning 
to this picturesque group of 
islands just 3km offshore.
 there are numerous sightsee-
ing boats and dive boats that 
run regular trips to the islands, 
but paul walker of Farne 
Discovery (www.farneisland-
divers.co.uk) i personally feel, 
has the most experience and 
empathy for the seals and the 
most knowledge about the hid-
den shoals, wrecks, reefs and 
currents, which can play havoc 
for inexperienced divers and 
boat skippers.

playful grey seals in the 
waters off the Farne islands, 
Northumberland, england
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 Geologically, the islands are 
part of what is known as the 
Great whin Sill, a 30m (100ft) thick 
seam of diamond hard dolor-
ite that was formed in recent 
geological time. its aspect is of 
columnar shape cut with numer-
ous fissures, the most obvious 
being ‘the Stack’ off the southern 
edge of Farne island, which is 
over 20m (66ft) high. Staple island 
has three huge individual stacks 
called the pinnacles. Most of the 
larger islands are now topped 
with peat and are very fertile with 
the droppings of the seabirds 
mixed with seaweeds.  
 built in 1811 and 1826, there are 
two lighthouses on the islands—
one on Farne island and the 
other out on the longstone. Now 
fully automated, the very early 
lighthouses first burned their rudi-
mentary light to warn sailors of 
the treacherous reefs and shoals 

back in the 16th century. 
 Most people know of 
the Farne islands from 
the outstanding hero-
ism of Grace Darling 
and her father william 
Darling, one of the light-
house keepers of the 
longstone lighthouse. 
on 7 September 1838, 
Grace Darling and her 
father rowed out to the 
shipwrecked Forfarshire 
and managed to rescue 
nine seamen in absolutely 
atrocious sea conditions. 
this act of selfless heroism 
attracted massive media 
attention and made 
Grace Darling a national 
heroine.
 the Farne islands were 
first inhabited by St.Aiden 
in 635AD, before he 
became the bishop of 

lindisfarne. St.cuthbert 
followed in his holy foot-
steps and settled on the 
islands in 676AD where 
he built a ‘cell’ for him-
self, a well for fresh water 
and rooms or ‘hospitium’ 
for other visiting monks. 
 in ancient legend, 
St.cuthbert drove out 
all the evil demons and 
spirits from the inner 
islands, yet their strange 
wails and screams could 
still be heard on the far-
thest rocks and were 
thought to be the spirits 
of drowned sailors; now it 
is more generally accept-
ed as the sounds from 
the huge colony of grey 
seals. 
 St.cuthbert was also 
the first person to official-
ly protect wild birds and 

laid down the rules for 
the safety of the eider 
duck population, which 
was so vital for the col-
lection of eiderdown, 
still known worldwide for 
its thermal properties.
 Seals, or ‘celys’ as 
they were first known, 
were actively hunted by 
the monks as a high pro-
tein food source as well 
as providing oil for their 
lamps. Seals also pro-
vided the monks with a 
very profitable income—
that and the salvage of 

shipwrecks of course! the monks 
also farmed, raised cattle, fished, 
collected seabirds’ eggs, and 
peat for their fires and kept one 
island reserved for the burial of 
lost sailors who had drowned and 
washed up on the islands’ shores.
 the name Farne is a deriva-
tive of the ancient celtic name 
Ferann, which roughly translates 
as land. i imagine that this group 
of large rocks was the first point 
of contact that raiders or settlers 
from europe first saw of this beau-
tiful low lying coastline. individual 
names to the rocks date back 
to the sixth and seventh cen-

travel Farne Islands

Massive colony of grey seals on beach, holy island

Grey seals (left) resting 
on rocks, holy island; 
Aerial view (right) of 
the Farne islands
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turies and have remained 
almost unchanged to this day 
with names such as Swedman, 
wamses, Knavestone, wedums, 
crumstone, Glororum Shad, brada 
and callers, to name but a few of 
these evocative sites. Some are 
more known for the massive colo-
nies of terns, eider ducks, gulls 
and puffins, whilst others have 
a shifting population of itinerant 
grey seals.  
 these seal colonies are entirely 
dependent on the weather and 
height of the tide, as they like to 
bask in the sun on flat rocky out-
crops that have direct access to 
deep water, directly off the shore. 

Sheltered locations and snug lit-
tle bays are also favoured by the 
seals, and with a resident popula-
tion of over 4,000 grey seals, there 
are plenty of opportunities for 
everyone to experience the thrill 
of a lifetime.
 on nearby holy island or 
lindisfarne, there are two more 
massive colonies containing 
another 5,000 grey seals. over 
1,600 seal pups were born in the 
2012 season. while the mortal-
ity rate in the first year alone is 
very high at over 50 percent, the 
number still puts a tremendous 
strain on the population’s food 
source, resulting in large numbers 

of seals migrating to other parts of 
the United Kingdom. tagged indi-
viduals from Scotland have been 
found as far away as the Norfolk 
coast of england and the baltic 
Sea. one particular individual 
was recorded as moving from the 
Moral Firth in northern Scotland to 
the Farne islands, back up north 
to the Faroe islands on the way 
to iceland and southwest again 
to ireland before the transmitter’s 
battery failed!

The grey seal
Known as phoque gris by the 
French and foca gris by the 
Spanish, the grey seal (halich-

oerus grypus, meaning “hooked-
nosed sea pig”) is the most com-
mon seal found around british 
coastal waters—in fact, much 
more common than the common 
seal (phoca vitulina). 
 the grey seal is a true seal—the 
only one classified in the genus 
halichoerus—and is the larg-
est carnivore recorded in british 
waters. it is found on both sides 
of the Atlantic and is also known 
as the Atlantic gray seal or horse-
head seal. 
 it is one of the largest seals with 
bulls reaching 2.5 to 3.3m (8.2 to 
11ft) long and weighing 170 to 
400kg (370 to 880lb). the females 

or cows are much smaller, typi-
cally 1.6 to 2.0m (5.2 to 6.6ft) long 
and 100 to 190kg (220 to 420lb) in 
weight. the males have a straight 
head profile—a classic arched 
‘Roman’ nose with large wide-
set nostrils—and few spots on the 
body, which is generally darker 
than the females. they often 
have many scars around their 
necks earned from either protect-
ing their harem or gaining superi-
ority in a group. the females are 
generally a silver grey colour with 
light brown patches.
 Diving down as deep as 60m 
(200ft), seals require an estimated 
5kg (11lb) of food each day, but 
the females never feed during the 
breeding season, until their young 
pups have weaned. they feed 
on a wide variety of fish including 

most cod 
species, 
salmon 
and sea 
trout, 
flatfish, 
herring 

and sand-
eels. being 

opportunistic 
feeders, when 

fish are in short sup-
ply, they will eat almost anything, 
including crab and lobster, octo-
pus and squid. there are huge 
aggregations of sandeels to be 
found around the Farne islands in 
the spring months, and this mas-
sive natural resource is also very 
important to the colonies of puffins 
and other seabirds found on the 
ancient rookeries on the islands.

travel

NASA

there are 
massive col-
onies of sea 
birds such as 
puffins (left) 
on some of 
the islands; 
Farne islands 
from above 
(right); loca-
tion of Farne 
islands on 
map of 
british isles 
and glo-
bal map 
(below)

puffin returns with fish from the sea

wiKiMeDiA coMMoNS
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islands. other large colonies on the 
east coast include the isle of May in the 
Forth estuary of Scotland and Donna 
Nook in lincolnshire.
 the pups are covered in long, soft, 
silky cream hair, and although they are 
quite small when first born, they rapidly 
put on weight, suckling their mothers 
five to six times each day for the first 
three weeks. this fat rich milk ensures 
the rapid growth rate of the pups, and 
the mother will lose a quarter of her 
body weight during this period. within a 
month, the pups have tripled or quad-
rupled their weight, have replaced their 
sleek hair with the 
dense, waterproof, 
adult seal skin and 
are abandoned 
by their mothers 
to fend for them-
selves.  
 the females 
soon become 
fertile after wean-
ing the pups 
and may mate 
with a number 
of different bulls.  
pregnancy lasts 
for 11.5 months, 
with the fertilised 
embryo remaining 
unattached for the 
first 3.5 months. this 
delayed implan-
tation is common 
in a number of 
aquatic species, 
resulting in seal 
pups all being born 
around the same 
time each year. 
 Seals can grow 
quite old, with 
records held for 
males over 35 years and females, less 
so, at 25 years. As usual, there are 
always exceptions to every rule, with 
one old female in the Shetland islands 
reaching 46 years of age! 

 Normally, females give birth to only 
one pup and are known to abort addi-
tional fetuses. however, it was recorded 
on the Farne islands in November 2012 
that twins were born for the first time 
known to scientists.
 As grey seals are at the top of the 
food chain in british waters, they are 
also susceptible to the accumulation 
of pollutants and heavy metals such 
as pcb’s (polychlorinated biphenyls). 
Females feeding on polluted fish may 
fail to breed resulting in hindering the 
recovery of some populations that 
have been reduced by disease.

Diving with the seals
paul walker of Farne Discovery has 
an empathy with the seals and great 
knowledge of their habits, habitats and 
movements. he is able to find the best 

travel Farne Islands
thiS pAGe: Diving with 
grey seals in the waters 
of the Farne islands

 pups are born from September to 
November from canada down as far as the 
U.S. state of virginia and from November 
through February in the western Atlantic. 
it is widely understood that the rising seal 
populations in the cape cod area of the 
U.S. state of Massachusetts were the reason 
that great white sharks started to be seen so 
frequently. 
 protected under the conservation of Seals 
Act of 1970, no hunting is allowed of the 
seals, but the rising numbers are causing 
increasing alarm to inshore fishermen who 
are complaining about dwindling fish stocks 
and are urging governments to take a fresh 
stance on the numbers and allow for cull-
ing to take place. Seals are allowed to be 
hunted legally in Sweden and Finland. 
 the largest colonies in the eastern Atlantic 
are found in North Rhona off the hebrides in 
Scotland, and approximately 12 percent of 
the world’s population is found in the Farne 
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sheltered conditions for great 
underwater wild animal inter-
actions with these massive sea 
mammals. Depending on the ris-
ing and falling tide as well as cur-
rent conditions, walker will lead a 
small group of divers from his Rib 
Farne Discovery to the best loca-
tions for two dives. 
 Seals are everywhere. there are 
often literally hundreds of seals in 
the water, all of them looking at 
you on the bright orange boat 
(have you ever had that feeling 
of being watched? well, multiply 
that a hundredfold). the younger 
yearlings and sub-adults are the 
most curious, often coming right 
up to the side of the boat before 

you even get in the water.
 however, once in the water 
and approaching the first seals 
on the surface, they are quite 
skittish and will quickly disappear 
beneath the waves and vanish 
into the kelp covered canyons. 
Swimming slowly, it pays just to 
stay still mid-water or crouch on 
the seabed and wait for the seals’ 
curiosity to overtake them. they 
just cannot help themselves and 
soon come right up to you and 
seemingly pose for the camera. 
 As seals can slow their heart-
beat down whilst underwater, 
they can stay submerged for 
around 15 minutes and often 
appear to be asleep on the sea-

bed or amidst the shallow kelp. 
this is just a ruse to ambush you! 
whilst you are ‘sneaking’ up to 
photograph the resting seal, 
another seal has circled behind 
you and may start to tug at your 

fins, or even try and pull 
your dive hood off! As soon 
as you turn around to con-
front your attacker, it scoots 
off or just stays in mid-water 
acting all innocent.  
 turning around to photo-
graph your first subject, you 
discover that it has disap-
peared in a cloud of bub-

bles, only to have your attacker 
have another fun go from behind 
at your expense. they clearly 
have enormous fun doing this, 
and it gets quite infectious, with 
the divers enjoying the experi-

ence just as much as the seals. 
these encounters are not to be 
missed, and the Farne islands 
are one of the best and safest 
locations for in-water wild animal 
encounters with one of the sleek-

est hunters in the coastal waters.

Conservation status 
the grey seal is classified as least 
concern (lc) on the iUcN Red 
list. they are protected in europe 
under Annex ii and v of the ec 
habitats Directive and Appendix 
iii of the bern convention. in 
britain, the grey seal is protected 
under the conservation of Seals 
Act 1970 (closed season from 
September 1 until December 31) 
and listed under Schedule 3 of 
the conservation Regulations 
(1994). in Scotland, it is still legal—
within reason—to shoot seals that 
are damaging fish nets as long as 
it is outside the closed (breeding) 
season, although there is provision 
in the Act to completely protect 
them. ■

A founding member of the Marine 
conservation Society, lawson 
wood has authored and co-
authored over 45 books mainly 
on the underwater world. he is 
the founder of the first Marine 
Reserve at St. Abbs and is the 
first person to be a Fellow of the 
Royal photographic Society and 
the british institute of professional 
photographers solely for underwa-
ter photography.

travel Farne Islands
thiS pAGe: Scenes from 
diving with grey seals of the 
Farne islands; Numerous 
sightseeing boats and dive 
boats (below) run regular 
trips to the islands
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Jima
text and photos by Farhat Jah

Yonaguni rose up out of the 
ocean floor. this was no coral 
atoll, it was a solid rock. one 
small town, two very small vil-
lages and two sheltered harbours 
made up the human addition to 
the island. it was cold, 16°c, and 
a gentle wind blew at all times 

over the rocks. the atmosphere 
was quite bucolic.
  we were 60 miles from taiwan, 
1,800 miles from tokyo and 
yet, due to the similarity in veg-
etation, i felt as though i was 
in Micronesia. Sugar cane and 
tropical scrub covered most of 
the land, while fields and the 
airstrip took up what remained. 

Rocky cliffs dominated the coast, 
punctuated by the most idyl-
lic, white, sandy beaches with 
clearly visible coral bommies sit-
ting in the shallow water. best of 
al, not a person was to be seen 
anywhere. 
 we arrived in an old and 
greasy canadian-made DASh 8 
turboprop. After a low flight over 

YonaguniUnique Dive Site

—lured by stories of schooling hammerhead sharks and a lost city submerged below the surface, Farhat 
Jah headed out on the long journey to Japan’s westernmost island.

The sun rose on a small outcrop of rock in the Pacific Ocean. The sea was calm, but 
a steady roll of small waves slid up to the coast and then petered out on a seem-
ingly invisible reef. The sun was warm but muted at this hour. A fishing boat motored 
slowly out of the tiny harbour and headed for the horizon. I looked out over the bal-
cony and saw a cow chewing on grass in the garden. It was January and at 7:45 in 
the morning, the sun had just risen on Yonaguni Jima—Japan’s forgotten isle.

Shota 2—the excellent, purpose-built dive boat of Sou wes Dive centre

Japan is home to some excellent cool water diving in winter—currents, 21°c water, and rocky—but it is so worth the journey
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feature Yonaguni

water, the aircraft circled the island before 
lining up on the new runway. passengers 
were treated to a view of the waves crash-
ing relentlessly on the black cliffs. winds 
gusting over the rock, made for an interest-
ing landing.
  we had come here to look for school-
ing hammerhead sharks and to see the 
ruins at iseki point. the whole expedition 
rested upon two people: Douglas bennett, 
a 42-year-old ex-U.S. Marine who runs Reef 
encounters 300 miles away on okinawa; 
and Kihatchiro Aratake, the 65-year-old 
owner of Sou wes Dive centre and director 
of the Yonaguni tourism Association.
 we loaded up a rusty toyota minibus 
and trundle along the road to one of the 
two tiny harbours. the dive master carried 
some of the kit down. Rather than watch 

him, we pitched in and carried extra tanks, 
bDc’s and general bits. i was getting the 
impression that the Japanese way of doing 
dive things is a little different to the western 
world. i needed to borrow a bcD and was 
given an old Sea Quest that had not been 
made for 15 years and was a size or two too 
small. Regardless, it went on, and i could just 
get the clips done up—perfect. i smiled to 
myself at the thought of what some less flex-
ible diver might have thought.
 
Diving
Kihatchiro piloted his own boat. Stricken 
with polio, he dropped his crutches and 
nimbly disappeared up into the bridge of a 
50ft metal hard boat made in taiwan. we 
put our own kit together. this is Japanese 
style diving. it’s a bit like a british dive club 

renting a boat but with no one who can 
speak english.  
 At iseki point, Doug briefed us: “Move 
away from the boat as soon as you can go 
down and move away.” he gave me the 
choice of a backward roll down two metres 
or a giant stride. like a fool i choose the 
giant stride, the precarious jump into the 
water was done avoiding the three ladders 
that hung off the stern. cisca had short legs 
and cleared hers by six inches. i needed a 
camera. Unfamiliar with the system i won-
dered what to do when Doug came to my 
rescue.
 “i’ll take it,” he said. And when i took a 
giant stride in, he merely rolled in backwards 
and took the pressure of the water on his 
back. “i could have done that,” i muttered, 
as we submerged below the surface. 

leFt to RiGht: one of two tiny harbours on Yonaguni island; Serene landscape and rugged rocks of Yonaguni coast; lionfish on Yonaguni reef
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 the cool 23°c water seeped 
slowly into the wetsuit. Doug 
handed me my olympus oMD. 
it’s as small as my G12 housing 
and actually lighter. i clipped it 

on, and we started to descend.
 cisca’s Suunto dive 
computer turned on 
and then died. Needless to say, 
she was not overly happy, but 

she’s old school and always dives 
with her Momentum dive watch. 
She grimaced at me, as she 
twisted the bezel round and dou-
ble checked her air and depth 
gauge. Day one of diving in 
Japan, and we really were back 
in the early 1990s!
  the other divemaster, takashi 
San, took off with his Japanese 
client, a quiet but delightful 
vet from Nagoya. Doug let him 
go and took us slowly forward 
along a rock wall towards a swim 
through. but this was no ordi-
nary swim through; it consisted 
of blocks of stone placed here 
in an arch. we went through 
these and popped out into what 
looked like a street. 
 the rock was smooth and 
barely covered with algae. it dif-
fered from every other part of this 
island and had steps. i was bewil-
dered, trying to take in a scene 
similar to the Mayan pyramids, 

Divers explore the upper terrace at iseki 
point (above), at 30ft (right)

thiS pAGe: Scenes from Yonaguni diving
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but underwater. i twisted around 
and looked at the walls, steps and 
cut terraces. 
 A group of small fish sat on an 
anemone and a big angel fish 
came up to us, said hello and wan-
dered off. we came to a dead 
end, turned around and went 
around a corner at 67ft. 
 the current picked up, exactly 
as Doug said it would, and i flew 
along. i wanted to descend, but 
Doug motioned to me urgently to 
come up and round to him. i did 
as instructed. Just then, we were all 
caught in a surge of sea and sped 
down the wall together! had i car-
ried on, i wouldn’t have made it 
back. we ended up on what the 

divers call the Upper terrace—the 
top of the man-made structures. 
 the carved steps gave a dramat-
ic backdrop to the entire scene, but 
soon enough, our air was running 
low and it was time to surface. As 
my hand broke the surface, the 
cool January wind met it, and i 
momentarily contemplated staying 
under the surface. but surface we 
had to do and moments later, we 
were sitting in the comfortable “wet 
cabin” of the vessel. 
 A healthy wind blew over the 
sea making for a chop. takashi 
produced some gorgeous spiced 
green tea, and we all sipped away 
at this, while Kihachiro motored 
slowly to the middle of the sea.

feature Yonaguni

Detail of the steps of the Upper terrace lots of nudibranchs can be found at Yonaguni

Angelfish off Yonaguni Jima
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 “Are you sure these sites are 
real?” i asked Doug, as the tea 
slid down and warmed my insides.
 “Some people say that this 
is natural,” he explains laconi-

cally, “but you saw where 
there were piles of rock. that 
rock came from the other side 
of the island. the lines, the steps, 
the carving... i definitely believe 

that these are man-modified 
structures. with that i mean that 
many of the rocks already 
existed, but they were 
shaped by peo-
ple,” he 
said.
 

Seeking 
hammerheads

“this is hammer way,” 
said Doug, as we strapped 

on our tanks on. “we’ll just 
cruise around in the currents and 
see if we can find some hammer-
heads. we may not, so get ready 
for 40 minutes of blue.”

 we 
took 

giant strides 
off the back of the boat and 
descended immediately into the 
east china Sea. takashi had an 
enormous red fishing buoy, the 
kind you attach to a heavy net, 
which he dragged behind him on 
a reel of thick rope. 
 i looked everywhere and could 
see nothing but blue. in order to 

avoid becoming disorientat-
ed, i alternated between 

looking at takashi the 
vet, Doug, cisca and 

the surface. we swam 
lazily, in a box-like 

search. it really was 
blue. i clutched 

my oMD and 
won-
dered 
what 
this meet-
ing would be like.
 twenty minutes 
later, i glanced at my 
dive watch and gauges for 
the umpteenth time. the 
minute hand was going 
around inexorably against 
the bezel, and my air was 
moving in the opposite direc-
tion with equal strength. in 
addition to these concerns, 

all i had seen so far was loads of 
blue. Just then, we saw a shape, 
a shadow... it was the bottom. 
 we had dropped to 60ft, and 
at 160ft, sand and rock seemed 
to combine. At least now i had 
something to look at. we followed 
the rocks and continued our now 
linear search. one of the 

rocks 

moved. 
 “hang on,” i uttered 
into my reg. “Rocks do not 
move.”
 i peered down again, released 
the smallest amount of air from 
my bcD and looked again. the 

feature Yonaguni
colorful coral and invertebrates on reef at 
Yonaguni (left); hammerhead shark (right); 
Diver on wall off Yonaguni (far right); the 
cave of folley at 100ft (bottom left)

Detail of soft coral on reef at Yonaguni; hammerhead shark (right)
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rock was a very slow moving 
and rather giant 18ft hammer-
head. 
 i fumbled with the oMD, and 
swam a bit deeper. i checked 
my air and saw that i had 
enough, and dropped again. 
the clip on the oMD finally 
came undone, and i fired. 
Snap, snap, snap—the cam-
era shutter fired repeatedly, as 
three, no, now four enormous 
hammerhead sharks swirled 
below us. 
 one of them turned 
towards me and gently swam 
upwards. Separated from the 
animal by my camera, i felt no 
worry, until i looked over the top 
of the camera and saw it in its 
full girth. Now i felt extremely 
worried. i was 90ft down. but the 

shark turned and wandered off. 
 i needed to make sure i main-
tained my depth and inflated 
my bcD. Doug was down with 
me. cisca was even further 
below me, but we kept shoot-
ing. And then, after multiple cir-
cles and passes and as quietly 
as they had arrived, the ham-
merheads were gone. 
 thankfully, their departure 
coincided with the needle on 
my pressure gauge getting to 
the red line. i sent up my sur-
face marker buoy and climbed 
slowly back up the line to the 
surface and my safety stop.
  
Vibrant diving
there was more to Yonaguni 
than seasonal hammerhead 
sharks and the ruins at iseki 

feature Yonaguni

colourful fans abound all over Yonaguni

Yonaguni Jima is full of nudibraches

Sponges and soft coral decorate reef
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point. the next few days saw us diving 
on steep walls covered with hard coral, 
brittle stars and sea fans, and then, 
under the most enormous boulders. 
 Yonaguni seemed to be a rock with 
a pile of boulders dropped around it. 
we were not inundated with schools 
of snapper, but below the bounders, in 
semi caves, fat grouper and some blue 
fin trevally sat waiting for their food. 
 Yonaguni was a place to watch your 
dive computer; the cold, clear water 
was deceptive. being under a boulder 
at 90ft, snapping away at the nudi-
branches felt like 30ft. 
 the diving in Yonaguni was exciting. 
the waves were big. the surge was 
powerful and felt at depth. but the 
water was clear, and the underwater 

landscape was dramatic and colourful. 
the marine life was also vibrant.

Afterthoughts
on the evening before the turboprop 
flight to okinawa, Kihatchiro drove us to 
the westernmost point (and almost the 
southernmost) of Japan. A lighthouse 
dominated the high cliffs, while a wild 
horse chewed at the shrubbery. 
 the sun sets here later than any other 
part of Japan. we stared out over the 
east china Sea. the sun was lower, 
and we strained our eyes to see the 
peaks of taiwan. we saw a shape, but 
it moved—it was a large freighter in the 
sea lane steaming north to the home 
islands. the wind blew and the horse 
moved along the hedge. Yonaguni 

Jima was truly unique, and i started to 
regret our impending departure. ■

Farhat Jah is an underwater photog-
rapher based in pemba, tanzania. he 
leads specialist bush walking safaris and 
operates a dive resort on the island of 
pemba. See: www.swahilidivers.com

location of Yonaguni Jima on 
global and regional maps

Divers cross from one ruin to another; Yonaguni island, the lighthouse represents the westernmost point of Japan (top right)
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Yonaguni Jima has impressive walls; A two-propeller 
plane transports visitors to and from Yonaguni (left)
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