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I’m writing this after 24 hours of air travel and layovers that ended at Bali’s 
Ngurah Rai International Airport. Whoever said ‘it’s the journey, not the 
destination that brings true joy to traveling’ obviously has not experienced 
post-pandemic international travel. The good news is that a broad range of 
destinations have opened their doors to foreign visitors, most locations have 
eased or eliminated quarantine and testing protocols for arrivals, and we 
might have seen the end of mandatory preflight PCR tests.

Meanwhile, some international carriers have continued to stick with the 
mask requirement for the entire duration of the flight, with the exception of 
meal service. That was the case for my Qatar Airways from Miami to Bali, and 
masking was also required during a layover in Doha, as well as in Denpasar 
while inside the airport. 

Indonesia still requires travelers who have not got ‘The Jab’ to undergo a 
five-day quarantine, but I was able to skip that delay by showing proof of full 
vaccination. Until something else changes, possession of that little card will 
remain just as important as carrying a valid passport to enter the country.

Overall, the post-COVID travel landscape has certainly improved, and the 
truth of the matter is that COVID for the foreseeable future is here to stay, 
with new variants making the news every few weeks. Prior to my departure to 
Indonesia, there was BA.5, followed by BA.2 and BA.2.75 - names that sound 
more like a firmware update for your smartphone than a disease.

So, while international travel today is still a bit more involved than in pre-
COVID times, it is once again possible to visit many of the world’s top diving 
destinations. Some might say that the quote I used as an opening line should 
be transposed to become ‘it’s the destination, not the journey that brings us 
happiness’, but I prefer a different motto, the old Roman proverb ‘audentes 
fortuna iuvat’ — ‘Fortune favors the bold’.

Walt Stearns, Editor (North America)
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You’ll find all the latest diving news from around 
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diving medical issues, articles on conservation 
initiatives, Q&As with industry icons and

legends, exciting competitions,
and much, much more!
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8 NEWS IN BRIEF 
Fatal bull shark attack in the Bahamas, the discovery of 

the USS Jacob Jones off Cornwall, UK, and a B-24 Liberator 
bomber in Canada, Rebreather Forum 4 is announced, and 
the diving industry mourns DAN found Peter Bennett.

12 DIVE THE WORLD WITH WALT, PART TWO 
As we all look forward to life getting back to some 

semblance of normality through 2022, North America Editor 
Walt Stearns dives into his back catalogue to give us five 
more global destinations to add to our diving ‘bucket list’.

24 AGGRESSOR ADVENTURES: CUBA 
In this issue’s focus on Aggressor Adventures, 

we take a look at their two liveaboards operating in two of 
Cuba’s best diving locations - Gardens of the Queen, and 
the Bay of Pigs.
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Galapagos

Islands
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26 DIVERS ALERT NETWORK 
Experts from the Divers Alert Network team 

discuss the importance of having a Personal Emergency 
Action Plan each and every time you go on a diving trip.

28 FIJI 
Scuba Diver’s Australia and New Zealand Editor 

Adrian Stacey heads off to Fiji with his family in tow to 
discover if the island nation deserves its title of ‘Soft Coral 
Capital of the World’ - and at VoliVoli Resort he finds his 
answer.

36 Q&A: CRISTINA ZENATO 
We chat to the acclaimed cave explorer and 

‘Mother of Sharks’ about the lure of the underground, her 
interactions with the ‘men in gray suits’, and what she has 
planned for the future.

42 THE PHILIPPINES 
Scuba Diver Senior Travel Editor Don Silcock 

finally makes a pilgrimage to Tubbataha after a two-year 
wait to complete his trip due to COVID restrictions.

50 INDONESIA 
Scuba Diver North America Editor Walt Stearns 

makes a memorable passage through the Flores Island 
group on the Arenui luxury liveaboard.

60 TECH: NEW ZEALAND 
Tech diver Pete Mesley takes us on a whistletop 

tour of the gigantic ocean liner Mikhail Lermontov, which 
is one of the top technical wreck dives in New Zealand.

66 BACKMOUNT VS SIDEMOUNT 
Want to take two tanks into the water with you? 

We look at the pros and cons of backmounted doubles 
and sidemount set-ups, and get our recreational single-
tank diver ‘guinea pig’ to trydive both rigs.

72 GEAR TEST EXTRA 
Scuba Diver Editorial Director Mark Evans rates 

and reviews more equipment, this time focusing on 
the Fourth Element HALO AR undersuit, the Scubapro 
Supernova fins, and the Apeks Ocea eco-friendly 
regulator.
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B-24 LIBERATOR FOUND
OFF NEWFOUNDLAND

USS JACOB JONES
FOUND OFF THE UK
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BAHAMAS SNORKELER
KILLED BY BULL SHARK
A woman from the USA who was snorkeling with her family 
in the Bahamas was attacked and killed by a bull shark, 
according to reports. 58-year-old Pennsylvania resident 
Caroline DiPlacido was snorkeling off Green Cay in an area 
popular with swimmers and snorkelers when the incident 
happened on Tuesday 6 September.

The woman’s family and tour company employees 
recovered her from the water and she was brought back 
to mainland New Providence, but tragically died from what 
were described as ‘substantial injuries to her upper body’.

© Mark Evans

The Darkstar diving 
team / boat have 
done it again, this 
time finding and 
identifying the 
wreck of the USS 
Jacob Jones, the 
first US destroyer to 
be sunk by enemy 
action when she 
was torpedoed by U 53 on 6 December 1917.

The shipwreck lies in a whopping 393ft of water 60 miles 
south of Newlyn, Cornwall, UK.

After the sinking, U-boat commander Hans Rose radioed 
Jacob Jones’ base at Queenstown (now Cobh), Ireland, to 
tell them to rescue survivors. Among them was XO Lt Cdr 
Norman Scott, who went on to become one of only five US 
Admirals KIA in World War Two. He was awarded the Medal 
of Honor. Diver Steve Mortimer said: “Huge thanks to all the 
dive team and crew for making it happen.

In particular, massive thanks to Mark Dixon for getting us 
there and back safely. This was challenging diving that only 
succeeded because of his expertise and enthusiasm. We 
are also grateful to Naval Historian Michael Lowrey for his 
research advice.” Steve added: “Nothing was removed from 
the wreck site and we will be liaising with the US Embassy 
over next steps.”

A team of divers supported by the Royal Canadian 
Geographical Society (RCGS), the Shipwreck Preservation 
Society of Newfoundland and Labrador and Ocean Quest 
Adventures have confirmed the discovery of a World War 
Two-era B-24 Liberator bomber that crashed upon take-off 
on 4 September 1943 into Gander Lake, Newfoundland, 
with four airmen aboard - Wing Commander J.M. Young, 
Squadron Leader John G. MacKenzie, Flying Officer V.E. Bill, 
and Leading Aircraftman G. Ward. When an engine failed, 
the aircraft made a slow turn and barrel rolled into the lake, 
taking the four airmen to their death.

Using state-of-the-art underwater imaging equipment, 
the team of highly experienced divers from Canada, the 
United States, and France, completed a survey dive on 
5 September in Gander Lake. The video and images 
confirmed an earlier 3D sonar scan from July 2022. For 
more than nine years researcher and diver Tony Merkle 
has been trying to confirm the location of the ill-fated RCAF 
aircraft. He said: “It is a really special dive for me. I’ve never 
dived on a plane and since I discovered the site, it means a 
lot to me to share this part of Newfoundland history.”

At the time of the accident, military hard hat divers found 
the aircraft resting on a ledge and attempted to attach cables 
to the fuselage. While recovering the body of Squadron 
Leader MacKenzie, the aircraft slipped off the ledge and sunk 
to a depth beyond the divers’ range. Due to poor visibility, 
extreme depth and cold water, the military abandoned 
recovery and salvage efforts after 12 days. The aircraft, 
dubbed ‘Liberator 589D’, had remained undisturbed ever 
since, and the expedition divers found it oriented upside-
down on a steep ledge nearly 165ft below the surface.

Images and video are being donated to the Shipwreck 
Preservation Society of Newfoundland and Labrador for 
future educational outreach.

The effort to locate the bomber is part of a broader 
RCGS flagged project, The Great Island Expedition, taking 
the divers to various locations across Newfoundland. The 
team has been documenting two US Navy World War 
Two shipwrecks in the Burin Peninsula, and exploring 
underwater sites near Gros Morne National Park, and will 
be conducting dives to commemorate the 80th anniversary 
of German U-boat attacks at Bell Island in 1942.

© Robert McClellan
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DIVING INDUSTRY MOURNS
DEATH OF DAN FOUNDER 
PETER BENNETT

REBREATHER FORUM 4
COMES TO MALTA
The acclaimed Rebreather Forum – this time in its fourth 
edition – is returning in 2023, and will be held in Malta 
from 20-22 April. The event, which is sponsored by DAN 
Europe, DAN, PADI and Heritage Malta, will be held at 
the old University of Malta campus in Valetta.

The purpose of this scientific and trade-only 
meeting is to advance the diving community’s state of 
knowledge regarding rebreather technology and its 
uses, with the goal of improving rebreather diving safety 
and performance. Proceedings of the meeting will be 
published and made publicly available.

While the Rebreather Forum 4 team work on 
organising the event, they have set up a preliminary 
website – www.rebreatherforum.tech - with the basic 
details and a place for you to express your interest and 
get on the mailing list for updates. They expect to have 
registration up and running soon. And yes, there will be 
diving – shipwreck diving to be specific, with the help of 
their colleagues at RAID and Heritage Malta.

RF4 will actually be the fifth such meeting held by the 
diving industry. The Rebreather Forum and Rebreather 
Forum 2 were held in 1994 and 1996, when rebreathers 
were just becoming available to the diving community. 
Rebreather Forum 3 was held in 2012 and was followed 
by the Rebreathers and Scientific Diving Workshop in 
2015. Proceedings of these meetings are available as 
downloads on the RF4 site.
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Peter Bennett, PhD, DSc – a passionate researcher and 
entrepreneur who founded Divers Alert Network in 1980 
and led the organization for 23 years – passed away in 
August in the company of his wife, Margaret, and son, Chris.

Born in Portsmouth, England, on 12 June 1931, Bennett 
studied chemistry and biology at the University of London, 
graduating with a Bachelor of Science degree in 1951. 
After university he worked at the Royal Navy Physiological 
Laboratory and, in 1964, earned his doctorate in physiology 
and biochemistry from the University of Southampton.

Bennett loved diving medicine and physiology and was 
a charter member of the Undersea Medical Society at its 
founding in 1967. He was later its president (1975-1976), the 
editor of its journal (1976-1979), and its executive director 
(beginning in 2007).

In 1972, Bennett moved to the United States, where 
he was first named deputy director and later director 
of the F.G. Hall Laboratory hyperbaric chamber facility 
at Duke University Medical Centre in Durham, North 
Carolina. In 1980, Bennett submitted a proposal to the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association (NOAA) 
and the National Institute of Occupational Safety and 
Health (NIOSH) for a grant to fund an emergency hotline 
for injured divers.

Thus Bennett and his colleagues at Duke undertook 
responsibility for the hotline that would eventually grow 
and become Divers Alert Network.

During his 23-year tenure at the helm of DAN, Bennett 
oversaw introduction of the organization’s membership 
programme, dive accident insurance programme, research 
department, continuing medical education programme, 
training department, and more.

An emeritus professor of anesthesiology at Duke 
University, Bennett published more than 100 journal 
publications, 31 book chapters, and several books, 
including Physiology and Medicine of Diving, a definitive 
work in the field. He also published numerous reports, 
workshop proceedings, and abstracts. Among his areas 
of interest were trimix, deep stops, and high-pressure 
nervous syndrome.

Over the years Bennett received many awards, including 
the 1980 NOGI Award for Sciences by the Underwater 
Society of America. He also received recognition from 
DEMA, SSI, the Underwater Society of America, the 
National Academy of Scuba Educators, NAUI, the British 
Historical Diving Society, the Russian Academy of 
Sciences, and many others.

“In founding DAN, Dr. Bennett accomplished something 
truly remarkable,” said DAN president and CEO Bill Ziefle. 
“It is because of his vision and action that divers all over 
the world now have the support of an organization that 
stands ready to assist in the event of an emergency. Dr. 
Bennet’s inquisitive mind and drive to achieve were gifts to 
divers everywhere.”

http://www.rebreatherforum.tech


www.wakatobi.com

An experience 
without equal

At Wakatobi, you don’t compromise 

on comfort to get away from it all. A 

private guest flight brings you directly 

to a remote island, where all the 

indulgences of a five-star resort and 

luxury liveaboard await. The Wakatobi 

dive team will ensure your in-water 

experiences are perfectly matched 

to your abilities and interests so your 

underwater encounters can create 

memories that will remain vivid and 

rewarding long after your visit is 

concluded. While at the resort, or on 

board the dive yacht Pelagian, you 

need only ask and the Wakatobi team 

will provide any service or facility 

within its power. This unmatched 

combination of world-renowned reefs 

and first-class luxuries put Wakatobi in 

a category all its own.
“We are thrilled to be returning in a few months! The reef systems here are the most unspoiled we 

have seen in our travels around the world and the resort is paradise. We can’t wait to see all our 

friends at Wakatobi.”  ~ Robert and Barbara Hay  

Scuba Diver ANZ 2pg Ad_4.2022.indd   1Scuba Diver ANZ 2pg Ad_4.2022.indd   1 7/13/22   11:48 AM7/13/22   11:48 AM



www.wakatobi.com

An experience 
without equal

At Wakatobi, you don’t compromise 

on comfort to get away from it all. A 

private guest flight brings you directly 

to a remote island, where all the 

indulgences of a five-star resort and 

luxury liveaboard await. The Wakatobi 

dive team will ensure your in-water 

experiences are perfectly matched 

to your abilities and interests so your 

underwater encounters can create 

memories that will remain vivid and 

rewarding long after your visit is 

concluded. While at the resort, or on 

board the dive yacht Pelagian, you 

need only ask and the Wakatobi team 

will provide any service or facility 

within its power. This unmatched 

combination of world-renowned reefs 

and first-class luxuries put Wakatobi in 

a category all its own.
“We are thrilled to be returning in a few months! The reef systems here are the most unspoiled we 

have seen in our travels around the world and the resort is paradise. We can’t wait to see all our 

friends at Wakatobi.”  ~ Robert and Barbara Hay  

Scuba Diver ANZ 2pg Ad_4.2022.indd   1Scuba Diver ANZ 2pg Ad_4.2022.indd   1 7/13/22   11:48 AM7/13/22   11:48 AM

http://www.wakatobi.comAn
http://www.wakatobi.comAn


WWW.SCUBADIVERMAG.COM12

As we all look forward to life getting back to some 
semblance of normality through 2022, Editor-at-
Large Walt Stearns dives into his back catalogue 
to give us some global destinations to add 
to our diving ‘bucket list’
Photographs by Walt Stearns

The Philippines is a perennial favorite 
among scuba divers and it is easy 

to see why. With pristine coral reefs, 
historical wrecks, clear, warm water 

as well as some of the best flora
and fauna found anywhere in 

the world, the Philippines
boasts something for 

every interest.

Part Two
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  At the opposite end of the spectrum 
from these weird and wonderful finds are 

manta rays and whalesharks. And should your 
travels bring you to Komodo National Park to see 

its very large endemic lizard, you will discover 
that there be dragons here!  

Although these huge sea creatures 
are called ‘whalesharks’, they are 

not actually whales, but filter-
feeding sharks, often referred to 
as ‘gentle giants’. They are also 

the world’s largest fish,  
growing up to a massive 

40 foot long. 
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Ever evolving wow factor
Positioned directly on the Equator, 590 miles west of South 
America’s Pacific Coast, the Galapagos Islands’ unique 
marine biosphere is almost beyond description. Inside 
the 140,000 square km marine reserve, species more 
indigenous to cooler regions - sea lions and penguins - 
live virtually side by side with a host of sharks, reef fish 
and sea turtles commonly found in more tropical climates. 
Among several of its 17 primary islands and surrounding 
rock formations, marine iguanas, giant land tortoises and 
tropical sea birds capture the imagination as they stare back 
at visitors with complete innocence. Furthermore, for the 
diver, Darwin and Wolf are the islands of choice for serious 
encounters with marine life.

Galapagos

The scalloped hammerhead 
(Sphyrna lewini) can attain lengths 
over 14 feet and weigh over 300lbs 
and is known to descend to depths 

over 1,600ft. The Greek word 
‘sphyrna’ translates into ‘hammer’ 

in English, referring to the 
shark’s distinctive 

head.

School of snapper Topside is as 
impressive as 
under the water

Marine iguana
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  The Galapagos is a dream destination for many, but probably not the 
best place for new divers who have yet to master buoyancy control 

or their overall comfort level in the water  

The Galapagos is a dream destination for many, but 
probably not the best place for new divers who have 
yet to master buoyancy control or their overall comfort 
level in the water. Currents are nearly present on all 
dives, sometimes mild but other times quite strong. And 
don’t pack a tropical-weight wetsuit, because although 
these islands straddle the equator, the water can be 
surprisingly chilly, with temperatures sometimes getting 
as low as 50 to 58 degrees Fahrenheit.

Despite all that, the islands that inspired Darwin have 
the same affect to divers through its menagerie of big 
animal thrills. During the months of June through October 
(when water temps are at their coolest between 69 to 75 
degrees) the two islands of Wolf and Darwin generally are 
at their height for big-ticket attractions from whalesharks 
to schooling hammerheads, as well as lots of silky and 
Galapagos sharks to go around. But Darwin and Wolf 
are not all sharks, even on days when it would be hard 
to contest the notion. The resident bottlenose dolphins, 
sea turtles, eagle rays, and schools of tunas and jacks so 
huge they often resemble an angry storm cloud rolling in, 
are as much a part of the diving as the sharks.

You can see many 
species of shark

Scalloped 
hammerhead shark

Turtle on the reef
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Bottlenose dolphins

Manta rays

Dolphins are socially skilled, intelligent, agile, joyful, 
and playful creatures that share many emotional 
similarities with humans. There is an impressive
range of different species of dolphin and they

all have their own unique identities 
and characteristics!

Isla Revillagigedos
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A place for giants
The Isla Revillagigedos, aka the Socorro Islands, are volcanic 
pinnacles rising from the depths of the Eastern Pacific 
Ocean. They consist of three desolate landmasses sitting 
more that 200 miles to the south and west of the Baja 
Peninsula - San Benedicto, Socorro and Clarion, the most 
remote lying another 80 miles to the west. In between San 
Benedicto and Clarion is a tiny protruding spire named Roca 
Partida. Together, these islands are known as one of the 
world’s best destinations for diving with big marine life. 

Since 1996, I have visited Isla Revillagigedos a total of 
eight times, and what sticks in my mind is that no two trips 
were alike, and there was always something unexpected. 
One trip included a visit by a mother humpback whale and 
her calf. During another trip, I not only got in to swim with a 
pod of pilot whales, there was also a swim-by from a pod of 
false killer whales during a dive at Roca Partida.

These remote outcroppings draw almost every species of 
large marine life found in the Eastern Pacific. Divers will find 
huge schools of jacks, tuna and wahoo, bottlenose dolphins, 
schooling hammerheads, large gatherings of silky sharks 
and an assortment of whales.

And then there is the main attraction - the oceanic manta 
ray. The rays encountered here are some of the largest in 
the Pacific, weighing in at up to 6,000lb, with wingspans as 
great as 20 feet. Witnessing these immense, delta-winged 
giants glide effortlessly through the water is an awe-inspiring 
experience. When rays converge on a dive site called the 
Boiler at San Benedicto for daily cleanings of parasites by 
resident barberfish and passing angelfish, they are often 
joined by a local pod of dolphins that take in the view for 
divers’ attention. Experiences like these make the Isla 
Revillagigedos a hard act to follow.

  Since 1996, I have visited 
Isla Revillagigedos a total 

of eight times  

The Socorros have some 
stunning dive sites

Whitetip reef 
sharks

Expect massive 
shoals of jacks
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Lust for rust and history
Micronesia offers a wealth of unique diving adventures, from 
the reefs, walls, and caverns at sites like Palau’s Blue Corner 
to manta and eagle ray encounters in the waters of Yap. 
Also at the top of this list are the historic shipwrecks of Truk 
Lagoon. Here, in clear and calm tropical waters, lie more 
than 60 Japanese shipwrecks dating from World War Two. 
There are tankers, subs, freighters, tugs and both Japanese 
and US warplanes. The ships have become artificial reefs, 
attracting numerous marine animals. 

One of Truk’s most-beautiful wrecks visually to dive is the 
Shinkoku Maru, a 500-foot oil tanker resting upright at the 
bottom of the lagoon. In the sun-dappled depths, most of 
her exposed structure is heavily overgrown with luxurious 
soft corals, hydroids, and sponges. A favorite photo op is a 
large gun placement on the bow. In the bridge you can still 
admire the encrusted engine telegraph and helm, while the 
galley still holds an interesting array of dishes, utensils, and 
a large stove. 

Another favorite is the Fujikawa Maru, a 437-foot 
Mitsubishi-built cargo freighter that also came to rest 
upright on the bottom in 112ft of water. Back-lit by the sun, 
Fujikawa’s massive set of king posts and masts present a 
stately profile that rise to within 15ft short of the surface. Like 
most of the wrecks at Truk resting at depths of less than 
120ft, this ship’s steel skeleton became the foundation to a 
plenitude of corals and sponges, not to mention hamburger-
sized razor clams. Divers who venture into the shadows of 
the ship’s interior will find the disheveled remains of Zero 
fighter planes in the cargo holds, and a curious-looking air 
compressor nicknamed R2-D2 down in the engine room.

The R2-D2 
compressor

Truk

Sponges adorn the 
shipwrecks
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There be dragons here!
Early navigation charts were often riddled with blank 
areas, prompting map makers to add images of terrifying 
sea monsters with notations like ‘there be dragons here’ 
to further emphasize the venture into the unknown. For 
centuries the waters of Indonesia remained shrouded in 
similar mysteries, and even well into the first years of the 
international diving boom, the underwater landscapes of 
this nation of islands remained largely unexplored.

Times have changed, and Indonesia has become 
one of the most-storied diving destinations on Earth. 
The opportunities seem endless, with more than 17,000 
islands stretching across a 3,000 mile swath of the Indian 
and Pacific Oceans. This region lies at the epicenter 
of planetary marine life biodiversity, with thousands of 
square miles of coral reefs harboring more than 3,000-
plus species of fish, 500 varieties of hard and soft coral 
and thousands of enigmatic invertebrates. 

For divers, the choices are as numerous as they are 
rich, with hot spots like Wakatobi, Lembeh, Komodo, Alur, 
Ambon, Bali and Raja Ampat leading the way. No matter 
where you begin both fish watchers and photographers 
will be filling logbooks and image cards with intriguing 
subjects such as wunderpus, mimic octopus, flamboyant 
cuttlefish, bumphead parrotfish, mating mandarinfish, 
pygmy seahorses, harlequin shrimp, ornate ghost 
pipefish and a whole lot more. At the opposite end of the 
spectrum from these weird and wonderful finds are manta 
rays and whalesharks. And should your travels bring you 
to Komodo National Park to see its very large endemic 
lizard, you will discover that there be dragons here!

Cuttlefish

Indonesia

Anemonefish

Manta ray

The more than 120 different species of cuttlefish are 
usually solitary animals and can be found in oceans 

all around the world. While most live in shallow 
waters, some species can be found at 

depths of more than 3,000ft!
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One destination that has it all
When asked why the Philippines is one of my favorite 
destinations on the far side of the Pacific Ocean, my 
typical short answer is simple - great to exceptional diving 
accompanied by good to great service, all at a reasonable 
price. Ask me specifically where to go, and that answer will 
be far more complicated, as the Philippines consists of more 
than 7,500 islands, stretching nearly 1,000 miles from north to 
south between the Pacific Ocean and the South China Sea. 

From the tiny and hidden to the biggest fish in the 
sea, the Philippines delivers an unrivaled variety of 
marine life, along with a remarkably diverse range of 
diving environments. In muck diving hotspots like Anilao, 
Dumaguete and Puerto Galera macro enthusiasts will find 

Philippines

  Ask me specifically where to go, and that answer will be far more 
complicated, as the Philippines consists of more than 7,500 

islands, stretching nearly 1,000 miles  

acres of prolific bottom to search for the ocean’s more 
bizarre and cryptic small creatures. Apo Reef and Tubbataha 
Marine Park offer spectacular and pristine coral reefs. 
Big animal encounters include everything from common 
meetings with sea turtles and bumphead parrotfish to 
unique sightings of thresher sharks at Malapascua and meet 
ups with the biggest fish of them all, the whaleshark, at local 
regions like Cebu and Tubbataha.

At locations across the Philippines offshore slopes, 
walls and pinnacles provide dramatic settings for drifts with 
schooling fish, while sheltered bays deliver relaxing second 
dives and exciting night excursions including blackwater 
diving. Ashore divers will find the warm and inviting culture 
of the Philippines creates a welcoming environment where 
visitors are treated like family. n

Octopus Shrimp 
and blenny 
partnership
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C uba is one of the last real undiscovered gems in 
the Caribbean, and Aggressor Adventures can 
get you into the heart of the best diving areas.
Jardines de la Reina (Gardens of the Queen) is 

located some 60 miles off the southeastern coast of Cuba 
and is the largest marine reserve in the Caribbean. In 1996, 
it was declared a National Park and has been protected and 
managed for conservation ever since. Filled with sharks, 
beautiful reefs, turtles, various other pelagic species, caves, 
canyons and schools of fish, the abundant marine life and 
well-preserved coral reefs make it a scuba
diver’s paradise.

Aggressor Adventures can now deliver you two very-
different diving destinations within Cuba,
including the famous Gardens of the
Queen and the Bay of Pigs

Cuba
Zapata, or the Bay of Pigs, was declared a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site in 2003, and it contains the largest and most-
important wetlands in the Caribbean.

Covering 1.5 million acres, the immense Zapata Biosphere 
Reserve includes marches, mangroves, corals reefs and 
forests that are home to crocodiles, birds, shellfish, turtles 
and countless plants. The protected wetlands attract 
thousands of birds that use this area as a stopover when 
migrating between North and South America. Aggressor 
divers explore the area surrounding this protected zone, 
which includes walls covered with sponges, black corals, 
caverns, schooling fish, macro life and much more.

Cuba is home to the second largest 
reef in the world behind the

Australian Great Barrier!
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Top Five Dives
El Farallon
This coral formation between 45ft 
to 160ft is crossed by some ruptures 
where the corals are 30 feet high 
over the sand and some six feet wide. 
Some of these tunnels are barely 
open at the top, allowing rays of light 
to penetrate to spectacular effect. The 
drop-off itself is full of black corals 
and hanging sponges, and expect to 
see Caribbean reef and silky sharks.

Octopus Cave
Here you can find a wall in 15ft-54ft 
that is full of sponges and gorgonians, 
and is home to tarpon, Caribbean reef 
sharks and massive Goliath grouper. 
Pillar corals rise more than six feet 
high and are cleaning stations for 
large and small reef fish.

Pipin
This 105ft wall dive boasts many 
canyons, and has a resident school 
of silky sharks, which can be found 
swimming near the boat all the time. 
Caribbean reef sharks lurk in the 
deeper water, along with big colonies 
of black corals, snapper, jacks, tarpon 
and eagle rays.

Cabezo de la Cubera
‘Cabezo’ is a Cuban marine term for 
an isolated coral formation on a sandy 
bottom. This site has a cabezo with 
a circular shape, around 600 feet in 
diameter, and boasts big schools of 
dog snapper and cuberas in the water 
column above the structure. Different 
species of grouper, Caribbean reef 
sharks, stingrays and turtles can be 
found, amid clouds of blue tang.

Los Mogotes
Boasting amazing visibility, Mogotes 
is the name Cuban fishermen give 
to coral formations in a white sandy 
bottom, as they see these from the 
boat as darker areas in the sand.

Depth ranges from 21ft-63ft, and 
along the wall there are overhangs 
full of black coral, small caves with 
schools of tarpon – especially in May, 
June and July – as well as sharks 
and grouper.

Jardines Aggressor I Jardines Aggressor II
The Jardines Aggressor I is a 110-
foot yacht with a wide beam built 
and powered for comfort, safety 
and stability. Accommodations 
include two master suites and ten 
deluxe staterooms, meaning it can 
comfortably sleep 20 guests, and 
there is an air-conditioned salon, 
sun deck with hot tub, and shaded 
outdoor bar and grill.

The Jardines Aggressor II is a 135-
foot yacht that boasts two balcony 
suites, and ten deluxe staterooms, 
so it can sleep 24 guests. It is diesel-
powered and cruises at ten knots. 

There is a spacious air-conditioned 
salon and dining area, sun deck with 
hot tub, lounge and deck chairs, and 
a covered outdoor bar and grill.

Oceans for Youth Foundation
Aggressor Adventures is the Oceans for Youth Foundation contracted 
reservation agency for the legal ‘People-to-People’ Cuba travel program 
onboard the Jardines Aggressor I, the Jardines Aggressor II, and the 
M/V Oceans for Youth yachts. The Oceans for Youth Foundation is the 
registered licensed foundation to run these legal programs. Travelers will 
spend a week scuba diving in the best locations in Cuba while learning 
about the preservation of the marine environment and interacting with 
the Cuban culture.
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THE PERSONAL EMERGENCY
ACTION PLAN

WWW.SCUBADIVERMAG.COM

DIVERS ALERT NETWORK
DAN is an international non-profit medical and research organisation
dedicated to the safety and health of divers.
WWW.DIVERSALERTNETWORK.ORG

A n emergency action plan, or EAP, is vital in dive 
planning and dive safety. A basic EAP outlines 
the steps that responders should take in an 
emergency. Having a personal EAP helps divers 

plan, respond, and be vigilant to the possibility of dive 
emergencies.

Diving has inherent risks and dangers, and trouble can 
arise for various reasons - poor fitness, anxiety, gear trouble, 
hazardous marine life, weather or sea conditions, and more. 
Your EAP is only as good as the information it contains, 
its scope, the available equipment, and the people who 
implement it.

An EAP can evolve as more information is gathered 
about the dive and its location, so the following factors 
should be considered both before and after you reach your 
dive destination: quality of local medical care, possible 
communication difficulties, local law enforcement, the 
proximity of your home country’s diplomatic services, 
and local diving practices. If you are unsure about the 
safety procedures your dive operator is using, ask! Before 
proceeding, be sure their answers to your questions 
make you feel confident and at ease. If their answers are 
unsatisfactory or cause concern, consider a different operator.

When diving from a boat (especially a liveaboard), be 
aware of the risk of fire and the plan in place to deal with 
one. Get a sense of the general condition of the boat, and 
identify fire escape routes, the locations of flammable 
materials, muster points, and the preparedness of the crew.

When you travel, bring the essentials, including spare 
cash, a back-up credit card, copies of any relevant 
documents, a first aid kit, the DAN Emergency Hotline 
number (+1-919-684-9111), and contact information of the 

people you travel with in case of in case you need to contact 
their family or become separated during the trip. Also be 
aware of what your insurance covers and the benefits it 
offers, as this will aid you in determining the best course of 
action if treatment or extended medical care is required.

Divers Alert Network offers an e-learning course on 
emergency action planning at DAN.DiverELearning.com, and 
the course provides a template you can use to ensure all 
aspects of the EAP are addressed. The course covers the 
essential elements of the EAP, as well as pertinent things to 
consider during your next diving adventure. 

Creating a personal EAP is a vital part of the dive planning 
process, and while ideally you’ll never use yours, it can 
provide a sense of preparedness and safety. DCS and other 
dive-related accidents and injuries are time sensitive and 
aren’t deterred by geography or time zone. Fortunately, 
DAN isn’t either. Backed by decades of experience and a 
dedicated group of professionals providing a global, 24/7 
emergency hotline, DAN is there for you, and calling DAN is 
an important part of any diving EAP. n

  A basic EAP outlines the 
steps that responders should 

take in an emergency  
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Adrian Stacey heads out to Fiji to see if the country 
deserves its title of the ‘soft coral capital of the world’, 

and at Volivoli Beach Resort, he finds his answer
Photographs by Adrian Stacey and Volivoli Beach Resort

Fantastic

O n 1 December 2021, Fiji reopened its borders to 
foreign travelers after being closed for almost 
two years. Fiji was one of the first countries in 
the Asia Pacific region to welcome back tourists, 

an essential part of the economy. Before the pandemic, 
tourism represented 40% of Fijis GDP, and over 35% of the 
country’s people were employed in the tourism industry.

Fiji comprises over 330 islands and offers a huge variety 
of diving. It also lays claim to being the ‘soft coral capital of 
the world’. Many tourists who visit this tiny Pacific nation are 
divers, drawn here by the warm waters, stunning corals, and 
abundant marine life. So, when the opportunity arose to dive 
the legendary Bligh Waters, whose reefs are regarded as 
having the best soft corals in Fiji, I was intrigued to discover 
if the reality lived up to the hype. The Bligh Waters, named 
after Lieutenant William Bligh of Mutiny on the Bounty fame, 
refer to the channel between Fiji’s two largest islands, Viti 
Levu and Vanua Levu. 
Vast amounts of 
water move 
through this 
channel, 

These days around 40% of the 
Fijian population are of Indian 

descent. Fiji was colonised by the 
British between 1874 and 1970. 

Between 1879 and 1916 they gave 
600,000 Indians free passage

to Fiji in exchange for work
on the sugarcane

plantations.
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muck diving. Seahorses, nudibranchs, octopi, scorpionfish, 
sea pens and much more can be found here. 

A short five- to ten-minute boat ride away is the small 
island of Nananu I Ra; this sheltered location is excellent for 
courses and beginner divers with its shallow reefs, gentle 
sloping walls and coral bommies covered in soft corals. 
The island is also the location of the Papuan Explorer, one 
of two wrecks in the area. The other wreck, the MV Ovalau 
II, is located at Vatulaca Reef, also only a ten-minute boat 
ride from the resort. This reef is a maze of tunnels, swim-
throughs, and passageways adorned with soft and hard 
corals. The reef is teeming with fish, and both gray and 
whitetip reef sharks are often spotted here. Cakau Kabola is 
a 20-minute journey by boat, and this relatively new area to 
Ra Divers is an excellent all-weather option. Great for drift 
dives with walls plastered with both soft and hard corals. 

A little further away, about 25 minutes from 
Volivoli, is Malake Passage. The reef 

here is home to a resident pod of 
spinner dolphins.

bringing a wealth of nutrients up from the deep, sustaining a 
thriving ecosystem and rampant coral growth.

One of the best places to explore the Bligh Waters is from 
Volivoli Beach Resort, about a two-and-a-half-hour drive 
from Nadi airport. Located on a headland at the northern 
tip of Viti Levu and built with divers in mind, this sprawling 
family-run resort occupies a lush hill covered in well-
manicured tropical gardens. All of the 33 rooms and villas 
have spectacular ocean views, and four of the villas even 
boast a private pool. Plus, there is a first-class restaurant, 
a massive pool with a swim-up bar, and a beach bar and 
restaurant next to the dive centre. The dive centre itself is 
outstanding; for me, as a photographer, the highlight is a 
14-person camera room complete with individual charging 
stations and air guns. The compressor room is spotless, and 
the dive center is well laid out and well maintained. 

Volivoli, or Ra Divers as the dive operation is known, have 
five boats in total, and there are nine different regions 
with a choice of over 80 dive sites. Closest to the 
resort are the Volivoli House Reefs; these 
shore dives directly in front of the 
dive center are very convenient 
and offer excellent 
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The towering hard coral pinnacles and reef structure make 
this an excellent place for diving and snorkeling.

A few minutes away from Malake Passage is Charydbis 
Reef; this horseshoe-shaped reef has a topography 
of sloping soft coral walls, home to various reef fish, 
scorpionfish and lionfish. This is also a great place to see 
pelagics like eagle rays and sharks.

In the opposite direction, about a 45-to-50-minute boat 
ride from the resort, is the Vatu I Ra marine reserve, the 
largest reserve in Fiji. This marine reserve encompasses the 
Vatu I Ra Island, its surrounding barrier reefs and the deep 
channel that runs through them, the Vatu I Ra Passage. This 

marine protected zone is prone to strong currents, and its 
reefs are covered in soft corals and teeming with life.

Just outside the marine reserve is the Nukurauvula 
Passage. This reef is more sheltered and home to 
impressive coral formations and plenty of sharks.

Midway Reef is about halfway between the resort and the 
marine reserve; this area is excellent for its variety of marine 
life, pristine hard coral gardens, and superb sea fans.

We were visiting Fiji towards the end of the cyclone 
season. On our first day of diving, the skies were heavy with 
dark gray clouds that sat menacingly on the surrounding 
mountain tops, and strong southerly winds rendered most 
of the sites undiveable. Fortunately, the Nukurauvula 
Passage was sheltered enough to make diving possible, and 
although the 30-minute journey there and back was not the 
smoothest, the diving was terrific. The reef consists mainly 
of hard corals but a generous smattering of sea fans and 
soft corals. The first dive site consisted of several substantial 
pinnacles covered in corals and home to several anemones 
and resident clownfish. As we weaved among the pinnacles, 
whitetip and blacktip reef sharks were ever-present. Our 
second dive was along a wall which turned into a steep 
slope at about 80ft. Again, the hard coral was in excellent 
condition, and more curious blacktip reef sharks joined us. 
Our eagled-eyed dive guide even found a large stonefish 
perched on top of the reef.

One of the most-iconic beverages 
from Fiji is referred to as Kava and 
not only is it a traditional drink but 

it is the country’s national drink. 
The major ingredient in the making 

of Kava is the ground root of 
a plant that belongs to 

the pepper family.

Fiji’s reefs provide 
a riot of color
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The following day the skies cleared, and the wind dropped 
off, so we headed out to the Vatu I Ra marine park. The 
first day of diving had been excellent, and although there 
had been a reasonable amount of soft coral, there was not 
really enough to convince me that Fiji deserves the title of 
‘soft coral capital of the world’. The Marine Park was about 
to change this opinion emphatically. At a dive site called 
Instant Replay, we descend onto a sloping reef littered with 
coral bommies. As we drifted along the site, each bommie 
was more extravagantly decorated in vivid soft corals, like 
an underwater version of the Rio Carnival; each bommie 
appeared to try and outdo the other with its outlandish 
display. However, all the stunning bommies were building up 
towards the breathtaking finale. At the end of the dive was 
a wall covered in a luxurious carpet of yellow soft corals, 
which was simply spectacular. We had arrived at the ‘soft 
coral capital of the world’.

The second dive at Mellow Yellow was equally 
impressive. This considerable coral pinnacle is covered in 

the jacket of yellow soft corals with a similarly impressive hat 
of hard corals at its summit. Like on the first dive, the reef 
pulsed with thousands of anthias, and where the current 
hit the reef, large schools of fusiliers avoided the attention 
of wahoo, sharks and trevallies. These reefs are best dived 
with some current. The fish are much more active, the 
predators are a lot more interested, and most importantly, 
the soft corals are out in all of their glory

On another trip to the marine park, we explored two 
more stunning sites, Potluck and Purple Haze. Potluck was 
a patchwork of color and bustling activity. As the name 
suggests, the soft corals that adorned the jagged walls of 
Purple Haze were predominately purple. As usual, the reef 
was alive with anthias and various reef fish, plus gray reef 
sharks, wahoo and jacks.

During our visit, we also explored Midway Reef. This is 
another of the many dive locations outside the marine park, 
and the hard corals here were magnificent. Heart Break 
Ridge was particularly impressive. This vast reef starts at 

  At the end of the dive was a wall covered in a luxurious carpet of 
yellow soft corals, which was simply spectacular. We had arrived

at the ‘soft coral capital of the world’  

Everywhere is 
covered in marine 
growth

Overhang shrouded 
in soft corals

Vivid anthias 
swarm over the 

reef



Divers will not 
know where to 
look

Volivoli Beach 
Resort
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Vibrant soft corals 
catch the eye

How much color 
do you want?
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around 32ft and drops to approximately 80ft. Towards the 
end of the reef are two large swim-throughs/caves which 
sprout a forest of sea fans. The top of the ridge is covered 
in hard corals and trevallies and wahoo constantly harried 
simmering wall of baitfish. At one end of the ridge, a small 
pinnacle conveniently rose to around 16ft from the surface, 
offering an excellent place for a safety stop while still 
exploring the reef.

There is also plenty to do and see for non-divers or divers 
who want to explore the island and off-gas. Paddleboards 
and kayaks are available, and the mangroves that fringe 
some of the resort are a great place to snorkel. On one of 
our non-diving days I went on the dolphin-watching trip out 
to Malake Passage. Soon after arriving at the reef, the boat 
was surrounded by a large pod of spinner dolphins that 
subsequently frolicked with the boat for at least half an hour. 
Once they had tired of us, we went for a snorkel. The tops 
of the reef are only about 10ft from the surface and covered 
in hard corals and anemones; we even saw a couple of 
whitetip reefs sharks down in the depths.

For an almost completely dry day, we visited the 
Nabalasere waterfall, which is the tallest in Fiji. After about 
an hour and a half drive, we arrived at a village nestled in 
a rainforest-covered mountain. After the custom of asking 

Every color of the 
rainbow Pristine hard 

corals

Fiji’s territory is comprised of 
332 islands. Apart from the large 
number of islands, Fiji also has at 
least 500 islets, with most owing 

their formation to volcanic 
activity which began in the 

approximate region 
of 150,000,000

years ago.



  The dive staff were also fun, professional and passionate about
diving, and due to the remote location, we were always

the only boat on the dive site  

one of the village elders for permission to visit the waterfall, 
we set off on a 30-minute hike to our destination, joined by 
half the village. The Fijians are incredibly friendly and were 
genuinely interested in chatting to us for the entire trip; they 
also insisted on carrying our bags, and even my youngest 
son when he claimed he could not walk any further. The 
waterfall itself is stunning, and after getting drenched under 
these mighty falls, we spent some time swimming in some 
of the nearby plunge pools. This was a great day out and an 
enjoyable cultural experience.

Our stay with Volivoli was exceptional. The fact that 
the resort is on the mainland and there is no need to 
catch connecting flight to another island is a real bonus. 
In addition, the food was excellent, the resort staff were 
extremely friendly and could not do enough to help. The 
dive staff were also fun, professional and passionate about 
diving, and due to the remote location, we were always the 
only boat on the dive site.

The soft corals in Fiji and, in particular, the Bligh Waters 
are phenomenal, and it is easy to see why this is called 
the ‘soft coral capital of the world’, but what surprised me 
was the health of the reefs in general and not just the 
ones in the Marine Reserve. The hard corals at the dive 
sites we visited were just as impressive as the soft corals. 
Far from being a one-trick pony, the Bligh Waters offers a 
huge variety of diving on pristine reefs. With vastly differing 
topographies and marine animal encounters. Soft coral 
capital of the world, sure! But also, so much more! n
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Swim-through adorned 
with sea fans

Fiji’s reefs are well 
worth visiting
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The Mother of Sharks 
with her ‘children’
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moment out of 

the water

36

We chat to the ‘Mother of Sharks’, technical and cave diver – and GO Diving Show 2023 Main 
Stage speaker Cristina Zenato – about sharks, caves, and the lure of the deep.
Photographs courtesy of Cristina Zenato

CRISTINA ZENATO

Q: As we always do to kick off these question-and-answer 
sessions, how did you first get into scuba diving, and what 
ignited that passion for the underwater world?
A: My passion for the underwater world is as old as I am - 
50 years and counting. It is a passion for water, no matter 
the environment. I was lucky enough to be born in a family 
from the ocean, who always brought me to the ocean. My 
dad was a diver in the Italian special forces. His images and 
stories of the underwater world he explored back in the 
50s gave me awe and the desire to experience it. I grew up 
swimming in the wild Atlantic Ocean of the Congolese coast 
and the Mediterranean basin around Italy and France, or the 
lake next to my family’s hometown in Italy.

I accessed scuba diving ‘late’ in life, at age 22, when I 
traveled to the Bahamas to become a certified scuba diver; 
before then, scuba diving was considered too dangerous 
and not adequate for a woman of my background and 
culture. That trip in 1994 would change the course of my life 
forever. In less than a week, I decided to make the Bahamas 
my home and scuba diving my life.
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Cristina is also 
passionate about 
cave diving

Q: The Bahamas has held a special place in your heart for 
many years. What is it about this island nation that makes 
it unique in your eyes?
A: My love for the Bahamas was at first sight. I fell in love with 
nature’s wilderness, the unchartered territories, the empty 
spaces, the people, and the freedom. After submerging in 
the crystal beauty of the waters surrounding this unique 
archipelago, I realized I had finally found my home above 
and below the water. My heart found the same peace and 
happiness I experienced while growing up in Africa. 

In name and sight, the Bahamas trigger the thought of 
Paradise on Earth, and in a way, they are; living here for the 
last 28 years has taught me that they are also a harsh and 
demanding place, and yet I have to find a better choice. 
I cherish the simplicity of living, the caring hand provided 
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Cristina is all about the 
next generation of diving

Cristina freediving 
with the sharks

by anyone on the side of the road, the smiles and hello 
shared on any walk, and the eye contact with people. I 
love being able to let my dogs run over endless empty 
beaches or through the forest. I love that in less than a 
half-hour, I can be diving with sharks or in caves and that 
exploration and expeditions are on my doorstep, not in a 
faraway land. 

Q: You are world-renowned for your work with sharks, 
but you are also well-regarded as a diving instructor 
(recreational – as a PADI Course Director – and cave 
and tech instructor). Which came first? 
A: Being a professional, recreational instructor was the 
way I could live and work here; however, after reaching 
the level of Master Scuba Diver Trainer, I stopped my 
growth and entirely focused on expanding the technical 
side and my work with sharks. I continued to grow 
vertically and expanded horizontally. I started diving in 
1994; by 1995, I was an open water scuba instructor and, 
by 1996, a cave diver, and in 1999 a cave diving instructor.

Course Director training came ‘late’ in my career; I am glad it 
happened this way. By the time I decided to embark on that 
aspect of my training, I had been a seasoned scuba diving 
professional and cave and technical diving instructor for 20 
years. I feel it helped me understand the responsibility of 
training professionals in our industry. The decision to take 
that final step happened during a single conversation with 
Mark Caney in 2014. I completed my CD course in 2016.  

Q: Talking of the ‘men in gray suits,’ you are the ‘Mother 
of Sharks’. How did your affinity with sharks reach the 
pinnacle it is at now?
A: The same way we build a long-term relationship, with 
time, communication, and commitment or what I call 
‘dive site fidelity’. I tried to understand their language 
and interpret it to facilitate encounters; I didn’t create 
expectations or pretend that they always behaved the 
same way. I base our relationship on mutual respect 
and trust. I travel to the site almost daily, and with time, 
I started to recognize the individuals, give them names, 
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and collect biological and behavioural data. Each shark 
has a personality that I learned to deal with and a distinct 
physical appearance; a folder where images, details, and 
measurements are registered every six months. 

Q: You were the initiator of the movement, which resulted 
in the complete protection of sharks throughout the entire 
Bahamas. How did it feel to achieve such a momentous feat?
A: There is a beautiful and famous quote I live by from 
Baba Dioum (1968) ‘In the end, we will conserve only 
what we love; we will love only what we understand, and 
we will understand only what we are taught’. The day the 
Bahamas announced the complete protection of sharks in 
our waters, I felt that I had realized the quote. It was a mix of 
joy and excitement and a sense of relief and peace of mind, 
knowing that nobody could touch the sharks from now on. 
Around 2009 the healthy shark population of the Bahamas 
became the target of international greedy and destructive 
fisheries; that’s when I sprang to action and created a 
petition requesting the government consider protecting our 
sharks. United with The Bahamas National Trust and the 
PEW organization, the legislation came into act in 2011. It is 
comprehensive legislation; it does not leave room for any 
loopholes. Being part of the initial movement and watching 
the momentum it created among the population, their desire 
to protect sharks, and their work to make it a reality is one of 
the proudest moments of my career.

Q: You have worked with sharks worldwide, from South 
Africa and Fiji to California, North Carolina, and Mexico. 
What are some of the best memories of these global 
encounters?
A: Of the many encounters, the best part is the moment I 
locked eyes with a specific shark in the group, as if, in that 
instant, there was a bridge of communication between the 
two of us. Sharks watch us and know us; their acceptance 
of our presence in their world is fascinating and a gift I 
cherish each time. I remember a blue shark approaching 
me repeatedly while freediving in Rhode Island, as well as a 
massive bull shark in Fiji looking straight into my eyes.

Cristina donning 
her chain mail 
shark suit

Exploring inside a 
cave system

The best memories with the sharks and their personalities 
go hand in hand with the people I met along the way 
working with them. In South Africa, I sat on the boat listening 
to someone working with great white sharks, and I could 
swear it was a great white talking. I shared quiet moments 
with Rusi in Fiji, a precious person no longer with us who 
worked daily with bull sharks. Rusi invited me, welcomed 
me into his world, and shared without hesitation two people 
who could not be more different yet united without words by 
our love and work with sharks.

Q: Sharks obviously have a special place in your heart, but 
so do caves. What is it about cave diving that attracts you 
so much?
A: The caves have a sense of eternity; although they 
change, they change too slowly in our lifetime to feel it 
when swimming through them. They hold a sense of time 
different from our fleeting lives and provide a sense of 
security. When I cave dive, I feel as if I am swimming through 
a beautiful book on the geological history of our planet. It’s 
as if browsing through an enormous library carved in stone. 
Caves tell us what it once was, what it is, and what it will be. 
They provide a sense of mystery and discovery; no matter 
how many times we swim down the same passageways, 
they uncover realities we were unaware of and offer answers 
and surprises. There is something melodic in the sound of 
the unwinding exploratory reel, that gentle scratching of the 

38

CUSTOMER TESTIMONIAL

 KUBI Dry Gloves are our first choice for the most-reliable cuff system on the 
market. Streamlined, simple, dependable and reliable. We’ve dived them across 
the world on some of the biggest, deepest wrecks, walls and beyond 

MATT MANDZIUK  |  DAN’S DIVE SHOP, INC.  |  ONTARIO, CANADA



  I didn’t create expectations 
or pretend that they always 

behaved the same way. I base 
our relationship on mutual 

respect and trust  

39WWW.KUBISTORE.COM

A kiss for a shark

spool in the silence of the breaths. The light is sweeping 
from side to side, the mind trying to decide where to go 
based on feeling the cave, understanding its formation and 
development, in realizing that at that moment, the cave has 
agreed to speak to me or better that I have learned to listen. 

Caves keep my sense of curiosity alive; they teach me 
lessons I can surface and carry with me. Caves prompt us 
to live to the fullest, in the now, and to enjoy every unique 
moment. Eventually, I discovered that caves gauge a place’s 
health level and all that’s around them. I cave dive for the love 
of cave diving paired with the desire to surface and share 
with others the importance of their role, the lessons they can 
teach us, and how to embrace life at a different level. 

Q: Between all of the epic cave-diving explorations you 
have been involved in and all types of shark diving, what 
are some of your greatest recollections?
A: A tricky question to answer, as I consider each moment 

Ultimately, the best recollections are the encounters with 
the silent inhabitants of the world capable of sneaking up 
behind me without as much as a whisper, no matter the 
size, and gliding in my view, unperturbed by my presence, 
allowing me into their world, and leaving me in awe.

In cave diving, I recollect the day I completed the 
connection between a cave entrance on land and an 
ocean blue hole in 2012. This connection between the 
Mermaid’s Pond to Chimney caves was the first of its kind; 

a great moment; however, I believe these are some of the 
most remarkable: the first time and every time after that 
when one of the Caribbean reef sharks I work with has 
decided to put her head in my lap and allowed me to pet 
her, dropping all barriers, fear, mistrust and saying through 
her behaviour, at this moment I trust you, at this moment I 
am with you. That relationship is never taken for granted, 
and each time I cherish it as a special moment.

I can add that time when I witnessed an octopus giving 
birth in the middle of a night dive. I had been checking on 
this mama for quite some time. With incredible timing, I 
decided to swim over to her hole during a night dive as she 
was expelling all of her hatchlings with powerful blows.

I remember the boxfish that would see me coming and swim 
under my stomach for the length of the dive to leave once 
I ascended, swimming through billions of bioluminescence 
in the middle of the darkest night or discovering species 
crustaceans before they were catalogued and photographed.



Deep inside a 
complex cave 
system
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  The best memories with the sharks and their personalities
go hand in hand with the people I met along the way

working with them  

Heading off for an 
exploratory dive Rob Palmer once defined it as ‘terrifying [...] One of the most 

dangerous of caves’. Another favorite time is the connection 
I completed between the Aquarius and Gemini caves in 
2015 and the expansion of those systems, explored initially 
by Palmer, and followed by many others after him.

The funny part? I surfaced from those accomplishments 
alone, as I always was, and didn’t even have one person 
of knowledge to share the triumph of the achievement. 
Luckily, I have had my husband rejoice in the work in 
the last few years, as we share the same passion. These 
recollections include expanding the Old Freetown system 
of over 6,000 feet of passageways, a system discovered, 
explored, and visited over the decades by all cave divers 
visiting this island, together with the expansion of Ben’s 
Cave system in the Lucayan National Park. I can add to this 
list the participation in Nat Geo cave diving expeditions in 
the Bahamas and Channel Islands and three weeks in the 
Nullarbor desert in Australia. There I was able to explore 
caves in the depth of the desert, sharing dives and evenings 
under the most amazing skies with Richard Harris, Craig 
Challen, Ken Smith, and Paul Hosie. 

Last but not least, in 2020, the discovery of two new 
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Conducting 
research inside 

cave systems

cave systems on the island of Grand Bahama, where 
we live, never before found or explored. With Kewin 
Lorenzen, we laid over 15 miles of lines between the two. 
These recollections acquire a more profound sense of 
accomplishment when I recall the physical work each cave 
has required. The clearing, the hiking, the transportation 
of gear to and from the vehicles through rough terrains, 
swamps, sharp edges, heat, insects, and my not-so-favorite 
sudden thunderstorms crashing down, sometimes surfacing 
over a one-kilometre hike back to the car. Exploration on this 
island comes without a support team, sherpas, or ease of 
access and makes each achievement even more valuable. 

Q: On the flip side, what are some of your worst diving 
memories?
A: Someone would think that working with sharks and caves 
would cause my worst recollections to go to either of these; 
instead, the winner crown goes to the smallest creatures 
in the ocean: jellyfish eggs. Erroneously knowns as sea lice, I 
was in Florida to conduct my PADI IDC crossover, and on the 
second day, a cloud of these stinging invisible creatures hit 
me in the face and legs sticking out from the shorty. In hours, 
an inch-high welt gave my chin the appearance of President 
Lincoln’s beard and my legs one of the boiled potatoes. I 
went through the entire IDC, itching and in pain. To this day, 
it’s the worst hit I have ever had.

Runner up as worst diving memory is my DCS hits in 
December 1995 and 1996; not much of a long story, but 
that I was logging 900 plus dives per year, and that cold, 
dehydration and excessive repetition created the perfect 
place for bubbles to form. After the second hit, two years 
into my diving career and a drastic life change, I was told 
I should consider giving up scuba diving and returning to 
my former job. It was a devastating sentence; I could not 
imagine a life without diving. Instead, I travelled back to 
Italy. Thanks to amazing friends, I visited a hyperbaric center 

in Bologna to verify I had no PFO. They confirmed that 
nothing but human error and too much passion for scuba 
diving were the causes of my hits. I returned to diving after 
six months of dry work on the boats. I shortly after started 
my technical diver training to learn better about gases, 
decompression, and the balance between theory and reality. 

Q: What does the future hold for Cristina Zenato?
A: A million-dollar question! If there is something I knew, 
but learned to appreciate more since the double-tap of 
Hurricane Dorian’s destruction and the following Covid 
crisis, the future for Cristina holds more of the same, with an 
open mind and a renewed desire. 

As I turned 50, my professional life changed drastically 
yet positively. I moved from a managerial position to an 
independent profession specializing in concierge diving 
service. Together with my husband, Kewin, we were able 
to make a switch and focus primarily on what we love the 
most: sharks and caves. I returned to 28 years ago when I 
was a young diving instructor, but with the built opportunity 
to focus entirely on my work in exploration, education, and 
conservation at a specialized level. We provide services and 
training for one-on-one or one-on-two, both in shark and 
technical fields. We have just launched and filled our first 
liveaboard trip on a sailing catamaran around the Bahamas 
with the intent of shark diving paired with an educational 
component and are planning to launch more dates for 2023.

Besides the business side of diving, my parallel focus 
is on expanding my non-profit, People of the Water 
(pownonprofit.org), which is dedicated to changing people’s 
relationship with our aquatic world through my mantra: 
Exploration, Education, and Conservation. We are explorers 
at heart; we need to explore the unknown and the known. 
We then need to educate ourselves about what we have 
discovered to share it with others to expand the pool 
of knowledge. Conservation comes from those first two 
actions in the same way Baba Dioum taught us. I want to 
be the stone cast in the water, creating a ripple effect that 
lasts longer than my time here. After nearly three decades 
of educating and mentoring young local Bahamians and 
international students, I see the positive results; I am 
motivated to expand the circle further. People of the Water 
is the tool that allows me to cast an even bigger stone 
in the water. It is organized to widen the conduction and 
distribution of training, education, research, and studies 
relating to water, ocean, and environmental issues affecting 
said environments’ people and the animals. 

Many ask me to write a book; in the past, I would have 
said that it was in the making. It’s now ready, but I can’t 
confirm when it will come out. I keep a busy schedule; for 
now, it sits on my hard drive waiting for a time when I will be 
ready to take on the complex task of finding the right match 
to publish it. n
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M aybe I should have started a bit lower down the food 
chain, after all with over 7,000 islands and located in the 
northern part of the Coral Triangle, the Philippines has 
much to offer the traveling diver. But when a long-time 

diving buddy told me that he was looking for experienced, sympatico 
divers to fill two back-to-back trips to Tubbataha on a special charter 
of the Philippine Siren, it just seemed too good to miss!

I had heard many stories about the intense biodiversity 
of Tubbataha’s reefs, which are generally renowned 
for both what you will see together with what 
you might see and was sorely tempted. 
But it was a big decision as they are not 
cheap trips and with the whole boat 
chartered, my friend was truly 
on the hook and significant 
deposits were needed to 
secure a place, with final 
payments required months in 
advance of the departures. 

But the lure of those 
remote reefs in the Sulu Sea 
was too much to resist and I 
bit the bullet, becoming a fully 
paid-up participant by the end 
of 2019 - then Covid hit and for 
a while, I was convinced that I 
would lose the lot! 

Finally, in early 2022, we got 
the news that the Philippines was 
opening, and the trips were on – so 
in April I was on my way to Manila, 
having navigated the often baffling 
and expensive requirements to enter the 
country and then get back to Australia, but it was 
all worth it to be finally traveling again after two awful 
years and on my way to such an iconic location.
Read on to see if it was worth the wait…
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  I had heard many stories 
about the intense biodiversity of 

Tubbataha’s reefs, which are generally 
renowned for both what you will 

see together with what you 
might see and was 
sorely tempted  

Tubbataha Reefs Natural Park lies 
in a unique position in the centre 
of the Sulu Sea, and includes the 

Tubbataha and Jessie Beazley 
Reefs. It protects an area of 

almost 100,000 hectares 
of high quality marine 

habitats.

Scuba Diver Senior Travel Editor Don Silcock 
finally makes it to the Philippines after a Covid-

induced delay, but his liveaboard adventure 
to Tubbataha is worth the wait

Photographs by Don Silcock

Tubbataha
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The reefs are home to a great 
diversity of marine life. Whales, 

dolphins, sharks, turtles and 
Napoleon wrasse are amongst the 
key species found here. The reef 

ecosystems support over 
360 species of coral and 

almost 700 species 
of fish.

Sponges and soft 
corals adorn the 
reef

Divers beneath 
the boat
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Can you spell that again?
Pronounced ‘Toobahtaaha’… the name means ‘long reef 
exposed at low tide’ in Sinama – the language of the 
nomadic Sama-Bajau sea gypsies of the southern Philippines, 
who are believed to have first discovered the area.

Physically the TRNP (Tubbataha Reefs National Park) 
consists of two atolls and one coral reef that are located 
in the middle of the Sulu Sea - effectively the core of the 
Philippine archipelago. And those ‘exposed reefs’ are the 
highest tips of the many extinct underwater volcanoes and 
mountains that form the Cagayan Ridge, which rises up from 
the 9,800ft depths of the Sulu Basin.

The two atolls are (rather prosaically) named the north 
and south atolls, while the reef is named after a long-
forgotten English mariner named Jessie Beazley. So, what is 
so special about Tubbataha? There are a few things that are 
really special about Tubbataha, which combined together 
create something that verges on the unique!

Let’s start with the Sulu Sea, the 260,000 km² body 
of water that is bounded on three sides by the Philippine 
archipelago and, in the south by the province of Sabah 
in Malaysian Borneo, which marine biologists classify as 
a Large Marine Ecosystem (LME). Basically, the area is 
extremely rich in marine biodiversity with some 600 species 
of fish, 360 species of corals, 11 species of sharks and rays 
and 13 species of dolphins and whales found there.

All that concentrated biodiversity is nurtured and 
sustained by the fertile currents of the Pacific Ocean from 
the east, together with the rich deep-water upwellings 
produced as those currents flow through the Sulu Sea.

Secondly, Tubbataha is some 93 miles from the nearest 
landfall on the large, narrow island of Palawan and, up 
to the 1980s, well beyond the range of traditional fishing 
boats, plus with no fresh-water available, habitation was 



  If you like tropical reef diving – and who doesn’t - imagine if you will 
rolling backwards into blue water that is so clear, the visibility 

seems to stretch out to infinity  
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Tubbataha’s reefs

Pufferfish getting 
a clean

Shoal of
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Vast gorgonian 
seafan

impossible. So, the isolated atolls evolved into almost a 
marine version of the Garden of Eden with almost only 
natural predation occurring.

Then the early 1980s saw the first motorized fishing boats 
arrive… Driven from the more-accessible fishing grounds in 
the Sulu Sea by over-fishing and the dramatic depletion of 
fish stocks, the rich bounty of Tubbataha’s atolls made the 
long and perilous journey worth the risk - but to maximise 
their returns those boats also introduced cyanide and 
dynamite fishing and by the mid-1980s, that Garden of Eden 
was no longer what nature had made it.

Good governance was rarely associated with the 
Philippines in the 1980s, but through the efforts of a few key, 
highly motivated individuals, the government was stirred 
into action and in 1988, then President Corazon Aquino 
designated Tubbataha a national marine park - the first in 
the country and, five years later, UNESCO inscribed it as a 
World Heritage Site. Nature is an incredibly powerful thing 
when we humans let it do its job and by 2015, scientific 
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  There are a few things that are 
really special about Tubbataha, 

which combined together create 
something that verges on

the unique!  

Tubbataha’s dive season is 
schedule just three months long, 

running from mid-March until mid- 
June. At this time of year diving 
conditions is usually optimum,

with clear skies, calm seas,
and visibility between 100

and 150 feet.

Marine growth is 
pristine

Colorful reefs await 
in Tubbataha

studies of those badly decimated reefs on the north and 
south atolls, plus Jessie Beazley reef, had been restored to a 
near-pristine and truly natural state!

So effective has been the management of the TRNP it 
is often referred to as a role-model for similar initiatives 
elsewhere and will be the subject of the second of this two-
part series on Tubbataha in a future issue.

Diving Tubbataha
If you like tropical reef diving – and who doesn’t - imagine 
if you will rolling backwards into blue water that is so clear, 
the visibility seems to stretch out to infinity. Then arrayed 
below you on the upper reef margin are vast rolling dunes 
of staghorn coral with schools of resident anthias swimming 
up into the light and then darting back down for protection 
as an endangered green turtle forages for food among the 
branches. Then head down to about 50ft, where the margin 
ends and the reef slope begins its descent into the depths 
of the Sulu Sea. Arranged to perfection along the slope 
are rows of huge gorgonian fans that stretch out into the 
current and feed on the passing nutrients – each one a mini 
ecosystem of its own, with permanent residents like sea 
stars, brittle stars, ghost gobies, pygmy seahorses and the 
pygmy’s nemesis, the long-nosed hawkfish.
Look up and there is a good chance of seeing the massive 
schools of jacks that patrol the upper parts of the reef and 
then out into the blue where schools of barracuda move up 

and down the reef wall. Concentrate on the blue and you 
will see large groups of blacktip reef sharks hunting in the 
current – often with individual sharks working tag-team with 
a giant trevally.

At this point you tend to have to make a decision… stay 
focused on the blue on the chance of a pelagic encounter 
with one of the regular open-water animals that visit 
Tubbataha such as whalesharks, giant oceanic mantas 
and tiger sharks. Or you stay focused on the beautiful and 
wonderfully biodiverse reef slope because, believe me, it’s 
hard to do both!

And, that’s just my description of one of my personal 
favorite sites - Staghorn Point on the southern tip of the 
South Atoll. There are another 16 other sites to choose from 
at Tubbataha and of them at least seven are absolutely 
world-class in terms of their biodiversity.
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Don Silcock
Don is Scuba Diver’s Senior Travel Editor and is based 
from Bali in Indonesia. His website has extensive 
location guides, articles and images on some of the 
best diving locations in the Indo-Pacific region and ‘big 
animal’ experiences globally.
www.indopacificimages.com

  Tubbataha is a stunning example of just how powerful nature is in 
creating such Gardens of Eden and what can happen if we humans get 

out of the way and let it restore that beauty!  
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Expect rampant 
marine growth

Turtle flypast

Iridescent 
parrotfish

How to dive Tubbataha
Stating the obvious… from a liveaboard, as there is simply 
no other way to do it, and there are currently around 18 
registered vessels all operating from Puerto Princesa mid-
way down the island of Palawan.

But the season is limited to about three months from mid-
March to mid-June because of the tropical storms from the 
November to March northeast monsoon and the July and 
October southwest monsoon. During those three month, the 
diving conditions are usually excellent with clear skies, calm 
seas and visibility up to 150 feet! To get to Puerto Princesa 
(PPS) I flew Qantas from Sydney to Manila, overnighted near 
the airport and caught a Philippine Airways Express flight 
the next day – with another overnight stay required before 
getting on the Philippine Siren.

In summary
There are certain iconic locations around the world 
where, when I have been fortunate to experience them, 
a constant thought runs through my mind – there must 
have been so many places like this once! Tubbataha 
is a stunning example of just how powerful nature is in 
creating such Gardens of Eden and what can happen if we 
humans get out of the way and let it restore that beauty!

What you will see at Tubbataha are superb reefs in 
pristine condition that are bursting at their seams with a 
veritable smorgasbord of marine life. What you might see 
are those passing pelagics that are roaming the Sulu Sea, 
which pass like ships in the night! Was it worth the wait and 
the expense – well, for me, it certainly was and was the 
perfect remedy for two years of Covid-induced half-life! n

http://www.indopacificimages.com
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Scuba Diver North America Editor Walt Stearns makes 
a memorable passage through the Flores Island 
group on the Arenui luxury liveaboard
Photographs by Walt Stearns

of Alor
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Alor is the largest island in the Alor 
Archipelago and is one of the 92 
officially listed outlying islands of 

Indonesia. It is located at the eastern 
Lesser Sunda Islands that runs 

through southeastern Indonesia, 
which from the west include 
such islands as Bali, Lombok, 

Sumbawa, Komodo, 
and Flores.
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I t was day six of a nine-day trip aboard the dive 
liveaboard Arenui (www.thearenui.com), and we were 
back for a night dive at a site inside Kalabahi Bay, on the 
western end of Indonesia’s Alor Island. As we prepared 

to roll over the side, we could hear the local village Imam 
call the faithful to prayer – hence the inspiration for the 
dive site’s name - the Mucky Mosque. 

We dropped onto a seabed of dark sand, rounded river 
stones and scattered corals, following a steep slope to a 
depth of 90ft. Because this site was located right off the 
beach of the local village there was also a wide assortment 
of man-made debris, from tin cans and discarded tires to 
tattered shirts and pants. While far from scenic, this dive 
offered its own rewards. In a way, we divers could be called 
the faithful of a different sort, as we had come to the Mucky 
Mosque in search of unique experiences and rare treasures.

Fifteen minutes into the dive, one of Arenui’s dive guides, 
Ronald, put me on my second paddle-flap scorpionfish 
(Rhinopias eschmeyeri) of the trip - this rather handsome 
fellow had a deep, somewhat burnt orange, coloration. 
At the start of this trip, I was promised there would be 
Rhinopias. Two days earlier we’d found two of these 
Holy Grails of rare reef fish, an orange-hued paddle-flap 
(Rhinopias eschmeyeri) scorpionfish seen during an early 
morning dive, followed by a lavender lacy scorpionfish 
(Rhinopias aphanes) discovered that evening on a nearby 
site. And in now, the Mucky Mosque was living up to its 
reputation. Before the dive was over, we tallied up a few 
bobtailed squids along with one pygmy squid, a large 
Spanish dancer, and a second paddle-flap Rhinopias. 

Finding four Rhinopias was just one of the highlights of 
diving in Alor. And making these dives from the Arenui 
made the trip all the more pleasurable.

The team at Arenui describes the boat as a ‘boutique 
liveaboard’. After spending time on board, I think of it as a 
floating work of art. At 142 feet in overall length, the Arenui 
has the look of the twin-mast Phinisi-rigged sailing ships 
once commonly found throughout Indonesia. Minus her 
regal bowsprit, the Arenui’s actual hull length is about 100 
feet, with a copious 30-foot beam and a displacement of 
close to 300 tons. This substantial vessel is constructed 
with over 12 different kinds of hardwood, and 75 percent of 

Diving here is bliss, for you will 
encounter pristine coral reefs and 
fascinating creatures of the deep. 
Here divers will be indulged with 

the appearance of whales, 
sharks, mola-mola or sunfish, 

manta rays, and various 
other underwater

creatures.

The vertical face of 
Reta Wall decorated 
with soft corals 
and sponges

Everywhere you look, schools of 
fusiliers, triggerfish, surgeonfish 

and jacks were in constant motion

Red lionfish 
on the hunt 
cruises the 
top of a dense 
thicket of 
coral looking 
for something 
suitable to eat

http://www.thearenui.com
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  Underwater seascapes in this region typically feature slopes laden 
with hard corals that drop to depths from the surface to depths below 
100ft, or short slopes that transition to walls beginning at 30ft-60ft  

this material was reclaimed from older wooden ships. The 
carpentry throughout – from the below-deck cabins to the 
sundeck – is magnificent and rock solid. The Arenui may look 
like a sailboat, but she’s not. The sails are purely for show. 
Arenui’s main propulsion is a single 440hp Mitsubishi diesel, 
providing her with a top cruising speed of eight to 10 knots.

The Arenui’s interior showcases rich floor-to-ceiling 
woodwork that creates a warm, soothing interior 
atmosphere. Polished brass handles, drawer pulls, and 
latches on cabinetry and doors complement the look, while 
portions of the walls are inlaid with eye-catching, intricate 
carvings depicting various scenes of Ramayana, which is an 
important part of the Hindu faith. Guest accommodations 
include four upper-deck and four below-deck cabins named 
after various Indonesian deities and cultural references. The 
upper deck cabins have large windows, while the below 
deck cabins have two small port holes. 

Staying in one of the below-deck cabins was an immense 

surprise, as it was one of the largest boat cabins I have seen. 
In addition to a queen-sized bed, there is a second single 
twin bed plus a vanity with a stone sink basin. All this with 
plenty of room to move about. The ensuite shower features 
both a rain showerhead and an additional handheld shower 
head. If you are looking to cut weight from your luggage, all 
cabins are supplied with a pleasant body wash, shampoo 
and conditioner in the shower, and a hair dryer.

Similar attention to the small details extended to all 
aspects of the onboard experience, and the Arenui even 
provides guests with a complimentary 30-minute massage 
during the trip. Laundry service is offered for a small fee, 
so you can get the clothes you wore during on your long 
flight to Indonesia back clean for the flight home. While it 
might be a dive yacht in some of the most-remote regions of 
Indonesia, you will find you are not completely off the grid, as 
Arenui is equipped with a satellite phone, though the $5 USD 
per minute fee would probably deter long conversations. 

Searching the deep 
undercuts of a vertical 

reef face turned up 
this comet fish 

Most of the 
reefs we visited 
between Lembata and 
Alor featured dense, 
healthy groves of 
staghorn corals

A view looking up the 
corner section of a 
reef at Three Crosses 
off Pantar Island

False clown anemonefish 
living with an all-white 
anemone
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That said, cell phone service is available while on board in a 
surprising number of places in Alor and Komodo.

Trips aboard the Arenui begin at East Nusa Tenggara 
Island in the Flores Island Group. From this central starting 
point, the vessel cruises either west toward Komodo or 
east to the islands of Adonara, Lembata, Marisa and Alor. 
Distances between these islands are significant, so Arenui 
generally reserves those crossings for nighttime to avoid 
interfering with the daily schedule of three daytime dives and 
one night dive. My time aboard took us on the eastern route.

Arenui’s dive Itinerary includes three 60-minute day dives 
and one night dive at 5.30pm, which is after sunset in this 
region. Diving is done from two 21-foot skiffs powered by 
twin outboard motors. In addition to standard aluminum 
80cf tanks, the dive locker has a few 62s and 100s on hand. 
The boat utilizes two Bower compressors with a membrane 
system, so the choice is air or 32 percent nitrox. Given the 
number and duration of each dive, paying the extra US$200 
fee for nitrox is well worth it.

  From the top to passing 
the 100ft mark, almost every 

square inch of the volcanic rock 
is covered in various species of 
encrusting corals and sponges, 

complemented by clouds of 
colorful anthias  

The Arenui began life in July 2007.
The main hull was crafted from

ironwood by over 50 local craftsmen
in South Sulawesi. The structure 

of the boat was completed
in Java and Bali.

The Arenui at anchor 
during sunset

The lavish salon 
within the Arenui

One of the below 
deck cabins 
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Underwater seascapes in this region 
typically feature slopes laden with hard 
corals that drop to depths from the 
surface to depths below 100ft, or short 
slopes that transition to walls beginning 
at 30ft-60ft. Inside smaller bays, the 
bottom terrain almost always follows a 
steep grade downward much like Mucky 
Mosque, the site mentioned earlier.

Two sites In Lewoleda Bay illustrate 
the typical reef profiles of the region. 
An initial visit to Padang Pasir showed 
what to expect, with an expanse of white 
sand bottom and scattered heads of 
coral that divided two reef fronts. One 
reef face had a consistently sloping 
profile, while the second started as a 
slope that transitioned to a mini wall. The 
nearby site of Tanjung Bacatang is a wall that drops from 
around 20ft straight down to 120ft, with the face of the wall 
pockmarked with crevices and ledges adorned with soft 
corals, sea fans and large sponges. 

Returning to Padang Pasir for a night semi-muck dive 
served up a list of small, interesting critters. Zig-zagging our 
way across beige sand and inspecting each rock or debris 
along the way revealed among other things - a tiny cockatoo 
waspfish, two bobtail squids, candy crabs hiding in the soft 
coral, a blue-ribbon eel in the full adult shades of blue and 
yellow, one small, black frogfish along with a stargazer, 
which failed to successfully conceal itself in the sand. Quite 
an assembly for one dive!  

By the fourth day of the trip, we had reached the small 
volcanic island of Palau Pura in the straits between Pantar 
Island and the western side of Alor. This area includes the 
region’s best-known dive site, Clown Valley, also known as Anemone City. Our itinerary didn’t include a stop, however, 

as I learned that sometime during the past two years, the 
massive colony of anemones that once populated the site 
had disappeared.  

But even without Clown Valley, Alor’s Pantar Straits region 
delivered rewards at sites with profiles ranging from easy 
sloping reefs to dramatic sheer drop-offs. Where the island’s 
shoreline juts outward creating a Tanjung (Indonesian for 
corner) tidal currents can turn swift, as I found out at a site 
called Three Crosses off Pantar Island. This site’s name 

A group of batfish 
below the pier at 
Pantar Island, Alor

Not only did this trip deliver 
three paddle-flap rhinopias, 
finding this lacy rhinopias with 
its vibrant shade of purple 
was icing on the cake

This reef shows the island’s 
volcanic origin more clearly 
as it takes a set of dramatic 
turns downward 

Large school of convict 
blennies flying past an 
anemone with its pink 
clownfish resident
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  From the top to passing the 100ft mark, almost every square inch of 
the volcanic rock is covered in various species of encrusting corals and 

sponges, complemented by clouds of colorful anthias  

When diving the reefs 
close to villages like 
Yan and in Alor, you 

will surely encounter 
hand woven 

fish traps

Spine cheek 
anemonefish

Stargazer with its 
weird face

Rhinopias are a 
peculiar fish

Shrimp gobies like this Randall’s shrimp goby 
with its almost matching color Alpheus shrimp 
roommate are certainly one of the ocean’s 
genuine odd couples
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  Below the edge, the wall was 
well-decorated with soft corals 
and sponges all the way down to 
a second shelf at 100ft-110ft  

comes from a trio of crucifix statues erected on shore 
right above the corner section of the island. Based on the 
vigorous currents that wash over the reef, ‘Holly Mother of 
Tanjungs’ might have seemed more appropriate.

But currents notwithstanding, Three Crosses was one 
of my favorites as it was as lively as it was beautiful. Here 
the reef shows more of the island’s volcanic origin more 
clearly. Steep profiles start at the surface and take dramatic 
downward turns punctuated with large buttresses of rock 
that create an obstacle course of sorts that amplifies the 
currents flow in one place while affording a lee shelter in 
another. From the top to passing the 100ft mark, almost every 
square inch of the volcanic rock is covered in various species 
of encrusting corals and sponges, complemented by clouds 
of colorful anthias. Adding energy to the scene were schools 
of fusiliers, triggerfish and jacks in a constant state of motion.

Another highlight of the trip was Reta Wall near Yan 
Village on Pura Island. Here, the reef began as a shallow 
hard coral garden densely populated with staghorn and 
tabletop corals that ran from shore to depths of 30ft before 
taking a vertical descent. Below the edge, the wall was well-
decorated with soft corals and sponges all the way down to 
a second shelf at 100ft-110ft. 

The nearby shores of Yan Village turned out to be an 
excellent muck dive. Referred to as Yan’s Muck, the site 
offered a mix of khaki-colored sand, rubble, scattering of 
small hard corals and sponges scattered across a valley-

like profile that begins at 10ft and bottoms out down past 
70ft. Among many other critters I found here was a brilliant 
lavender lacy Rhinopias (Rhinopias aphanes).

For something different, there was the Frog and Catfish, 
a large concrete jetty at Pantar Island’s Kadir Village, which 
was used by local ferries. Diving this site is sometimes 
dependent on the local ferry schedule and permission 
from the authorities. The site’s name was derived from the 
number of giant frogfish and the schools of catfish often 
found here. During the afternoon dive, got a few choice 
shots of the concrete support columns decorated with soft 
corals and sponges and surrounded by a sizable school 
of spadefish. Coming back to the pier in the early evening 
produced a variety of nudis, small cuttlefish and crustaceans.

My description so far is a mere taste of the Arenui’s ten-
day / nine-night itinerary through the eastern Flores Island 
group to Alor. I made a total of 29 dives during this trip, 
and each one was as memorable as the last. Every bit as 
memorable as the diving was my time aboard the Arenui. n

Aptly named 
white-eyed moray, 
these two were 
getting a bit 
friendly

Pair of decorated 
dartfish 

Ruby red crocodile 
snake eel 

Vertical wall on the north 
shore of Kawula Island



Winter Trips
Christmas & New Years' Eve: 
GREATER RAJA AMPAT and 
SORONG, Dec. 22nd, 2022 – Jan. 
4th, 2023 (13 nts) 
(SOLD OUT!)

PHILIPPINES
Dauin: Vida Homes, 
Feb. 13th-18th (5 nts) 
Amun ini: Feb. 18th-22nd (4 nts), 
Malapascua: Feb. 22nd-25th (3 nts)

Spring Trips
ROATAN: Turquoise Bay Resort, 
March 18th-25th 
ROATAN: Mayan Princess Resort, 
March 25th-April 1st 
CAYMAN BRAC: Cayman Brac 
Beach Resort, April 1st-8th
GRAND CAYMAN: Cobalt Coast 
Dive Resort, April 8th-15th

(New) Empty Nester Travel
AFRICA SAFARI: Khawai River, 
Victoria Falls, and Botswana, 
May 26th to June 4th (Not a dive trip)

Summer Trips
BONAIRE: Buddy Dive 
Resort, June 10th - 17th 
or June 17th - 24th
BELIZE: Blackbird Caye,
June 24th - July 1st or July 1st - July 8th
PHILIPPINES 
AMUNI INI: June 13th- 18th, 
(5 nts)
SALAYA: June 18th - 23rd, 
(5 nt)
VIDA HOMES: Sea Explorers, June 23rd - 
30th, (7 nts)
AMUNI INI: June 30th- July 5th, 
(5 nts)

GALAPAGOS: Explorer 
Ventures, July 15th - 22nd 
(SOLD OUT!)
ST. LUCIA:  Anse Chastanet, July 22nd - July 
29th or July 29th - Aug. 5th 
ROATAN: Turquoise Bay Resort, Aug. 12th-
19th

The Arenui 
ALOR: Luxury liveaboard,
Aug. 3rd 10th, (7 nts) or 
Aug. 12th - 23rd, (11 nts) 

Thanksgiving Trips
LITTLE CAYMAN: 
Little Cayman Beach Resort, 
Nov. 18th-25th

The Arenui: RAJA AMPAT, 
Nov.15th - 24th (10 nts) 
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Get a Lust4Rust
Fanatical wreck diver and 
highly experienced tech 
instructor Pete Mesley set up his Lust4Rust trips to some of 
the world’s best wrecks/wreck-diving locations after becoming 
increasingly frustrated with the other offerings out there for 
experienced recreational and technical divers, especially those 
using CCRs and mixed gases, and they are now an institution for his 
legions of devoted fans. Destinations include Truk Lagoon, Solomon 
Islands, the Great Lakes and Bikini Atoll, and particular wrecks 
include the Hermes, the Oriskany and the Mikhail Lermontov.
www.petemesley.com/lust4rust
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Pete Mesley is a regular visitor to the enormous ocean liner 
Mikhail Lermontov, and here he takes us on a whistlestop 
tour of New Zealand’s iconic tech-wreck
Photographs by Pete Mesley / www.petemesley.com

beyond
  technical

www.narkedat90.com

http://www.petemesley.com/lust4rust
http://www.petemesley.com
http://www.narkedat90.com
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  If you carefully 
angle yourself up
into the opening, 

you are confronted
by hundreds of 

faces staring down
with their perfect 

blue eyes  

We design, manufacture and retail scuba and rebreather equipment. We have fully equipped test 
and certification labs, and can pressure test large items in our vacuum chambers, as well as run fully 
automated leak test and dive simulations down to 400m. Our EMC and EMF lab is filled with state-of-
the-art equipment for testing electromagnetic compatibility and electromagnetic fields. We also have 
a large in-house laser for cutting and engraving on plastics and metals. www.narkedat90.com
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There is much to 
see within the ship

The Lermontov 
is smothered in 
marine growth

The eerie sight 
of hundreds 
of dolls

O n the morning of Saturday 15 February 1986 
at midnight, the 508-feet, 20,000-tonne 
Russian ocean liner Mikhail Lermontov 
departed Wellington to cross the treacherous 

Cook Straight for Picton at the head of the Queen 
Charlotte Sound on the northern coast of the South 
Island. It had been chartered to travel company CTC for a 
summer cruising season in the South Pacific.

The following day she departed Picton at 3pm for Milford 
Sound on the southwest coast of the South Island. 
Captain Don Jamison, a Marlborough Sounds 
harbor pilot, was to remain aboard the vessel 
instead of leaving her at Long Island, so that he 
could be available to pilot the vessel into Milford 
Sound. 

A total of 743 people were on board. Of the 
372 passengers, 327 were Australians, including 
five children, 36 British, six Americans, two 
Germans, and one New Zealander. Of the 348 
crew members, 330 were Russian, 18 were 
British, another nine were Australians, and there 
were 13 British CTC staff members in transit.

The weather was overcast with heavy rain 
and a 25-knot southerly wind, which was not 
conducive to sight-seeing, but Captain Jamison 
continued with taking the huge vessel very 
close to shore, as he had been doing since 
coming aboard. This finally proved fateful 
when the ship struck rocks at Cape Jackson. 
The situation was further exacerbated by the 
failure of the Russian Captain Vorobyov to initially accept 
assistance as the vessel rapidly took on water, and they 
limped towards Port Gore, where the mighty liner steadily 
slipped beneath the surface, thankfully with just one fatality 
among the crew, though the evacuation of all of the guests 
was rather fraught! 

Diving the Lermontov
The lure of the Mikhail Lermontov is becoming far stronger, 
and more and more people are venturing into the depths of 
its holds and passageways these days. Dubbed by Richie 
Kohler as ‘the Andrea Doria of the South Pacific’, the Mikhail 
Lermontov sits in 118ft of water lying hard to starboard. She 
rests in Port Gore, off the top of the South Island in New 
Zealand. The port gunnel of the ship lies in just 39ft of 
water, and not far from the shotline is a stairwell leading to 
the ‘Winter Garden’ on the Salon Deck. The Winter Garden 
plays host to many rooms which are now accessible by the 
windows, which have been broken to gain access. 

In the forward quarter of the Salon Deck is the social area. 
There are a number of bars onboard. Nevsky Bar is situated 
on the shallow (port) side of the wreck, while Astoria Bar is 
on the deeper starboard side. Further forward is the Bolshoi 
Lounge. This is where the crew entertained the passengers 
with traditional Russian dancing and music. 

Heading aft on the same deck, just past the cinema is the 
library. There isn’t much in the library, but in the lobby just 
outside is a set of stairs. Under these stairs, stacked from 
floor to ceiling, are all the same books - Fundamental Law of 
the USSR! Some light reading for the passengers!

Swimming further aft you drop down through a double 

http://www.narkedat90.com
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  There are still piles of VB Bitter, 
a popular Australian beer (only 
popular to the Aussies!) in the 
store room just behind the bar  

The interior 
is starting to 
deteriorate

The silty wreck
demands

respect

There are numerous
bars and lounges in 

the Lermontov

doorway (though the doors have long since gone) into the 
pool area. There is Neptune’s Bar, where you can enjoy a 
nice beverage while you cool off in the pool! There are still 
piles of VB Bitter, a popular Australian beer (only popular to 
the Aussies!) in the store room just behind the bar. 

One of the stand-out dives of this massive wreck is what 
has been dubbed ‘The Dolls Room’ dive. Situated on the 
starboard side of the Lounge Deck near the stern of the 
ship, this dive is no walk in the park. 

Swimming over the top of the swimming pool 
conservatory, down past a set of stairs heading towards 
the Atlantic deck, you are soon at the entrance way. 
As you enter the deck at mud level, all ambient light is 
soon lost and the darkness of the wreck engulfs you. 

You make your way forward keeping the ceiling 
(the right wall now) hard to your right side. Soon 
this becomes apparent as you pass a major danger 
obstruction - the pool store room bulkhead that is 
hanging by only one hinge! Once you make your way 
past that, the signs that you are really close to the dolls 
is clear - a small pair of feet protrude out of the silt and 
a single limb makes an attempt to get attention. As you 
edge forward some more, you will spot something on 
the floor. Skin coloured. Is that hair? As you get closer, 
a little face will come into view. Haunting eye open. 
Staring. Divers all report the hairs on the back of their 
neck pricking up. All the hair used on these dolls was 
made using human hair, which often freaks people 
out even more! As you push forward, there is an open 
door above your head, and fabric wallpaper strands 
hang down from the doorway like a spider’s web waiting to 
entangle its prey. If you carefully angle yourself up into the 
opening, you are confronted by hundreds of faces staring 
down with their perfect blue eyes. It doesn’t matter how 

many times I do this dive, I can’t but help but think about 
that infamous sinister doll movie – Childs Play - where the 
main actor is Chucky the doll. So when my light pans over 
these lifeless faces in the blackest part of the ship, my heart 
rate increases!

The engine room is another spectacular experience. 
Access is fairly easy through the skylights. Swimming into 
the main ventilation shaft, the most-powerful lights are 
quickly gobbled up by the vast expanse of darkness of the 
engine room space. Then out of the abyss, the top of the 
engine covers come into view. These Salzer diesel engines 
powered the twin screws, giving her a cruising speed of up 
to 21 knots.

Make no mistake, this wreck is a lot of fun, but also 
extremely silty and dangerous. In the first three years of her 
sinking, three divers lost their lives. But this was all due to 
lack of proper equipment, experience and training. n





Forget Wilder versus Fury, the big showdown when 
it comes to technical diving is sidemount versus 
backmount. Recreational diver Gavin Jones took the 
plunge with tech instructor trainer Garry Dallas 
to try out both forms of twin-tank diving
Photographs by Mark Evans

B ack in the day, when it came to open-circuit 
technical diving, the default ‘base’ from which to 
develop your skill set were trusty doubles, either 
manifolded or two independent tanks. Having two 

80- or 100-cubic-foot tanks on your back gave you ample 
gas and redundancy over a solitary tank to venture a little 
beyond so-called recreational diving depths, and then by 
adding one or more side-slung cylinders as your training in 
the world of technical diving progressed, you could really 
start to explore those alluring depths.

Then sidemount burst on to the scene. Now diving 
with two tanks, one on either side of your body, with a 
streamlined wing on your back for buoyancy, was nothing 
radically new – cave divers had been utilising this set-up 
for many years – but several years ago it became very en 
vogue, and suddenly diving sidemount on reefs and wrecks 
became the ‘in’ thing. It also provided a stable base from 
which to add more tanks as tech training developed.

So you are a recreational diver, with a few years of diving 
under your belt and a couple of hundred dives in your 
logbook, and you are looking to enter the work of technical 
diving. Now you have a choice – sidemount or backmounted 
doubles? We recruited Gavin Jones, a keen single-tank 
Master Scuba Diver and RAID 40 diver from Shropshire, 
UK, who was showing an inclination to ‘go technical’ in the 

future, to be our ‘guinea 
pig’ and try out both forms 
of twin-tank diving. He has 
trained with Shrewsbury-
based RAID centre 
Severntec Diving, and 
already uses a backplate-and-
wing and long-hose set-up, 
so was well on his way to 
the technical ‘dark side’.

Gavin said: “As I 
progressed through various 
courses and my depth limits, 
one thing that was always at the 
forefront of my mind was redundant gas supply. 
While I acknowledged the buddy system, I didn’t want to 
rely on the ability and skills of an unknown diver while diving 
on holiday. 

“As I reached the limits of recreational diving, I opted to 
always carry a stage tank with the same gas for non-deco 
dives deeper than 65ft for my own peace of mind and to be 
self-reliant. This reduced my anxiety, gave me comfort and 
allowed me to enjoy the dive. 

“My first experience with doubles was unloading our 
club’s van - I enquired how they managed to even stand 
up with that on! The reply was ‘you get used to it’, and ‘you 
don’t notice in the water’. Sidemount seemed easier to 
manage at the dive site, but the set-up looked nothing 
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like my backplate-and-wing, so I was sceptical if I’d be able 
to understand a different way of doing things.”

We then roped in technical instructor trainer Garry Dallas 
as our mentor to take Gavin on extended trydives both in 
backmounted doubles and sidemount so that he could see 
the pros and cons of both forms of technical diving.

To the Delph
A bright, sunny morning greeted us as we rolled into the 
car park at the Delph. Garry maintains a classroom here, 
so it made sense to conduct the trydives at this location. 
After introductions and the obligatory coffees, we went into 
the classroom and Garry immediately went into ‘instructor 
mode’, explaining the differences between doubles and 
sidemount, and getting Gavin sized up with the right wings 
and harnesses. Although he is well known in sidemount 
circles, Garry also teaches and dives in doubles (as well as 
with rebreathers), so he was the perfect guide to show Gavin 
the ropes with both systems. First up was sidemount.

Sidemount
This was a totally new concept to Gavin. He commented: “I 
carried both tanks to the water, placed them in the shallows 
and returned to get into my harness. I noted how easy it 
was to get set up and at no point was I carrying anything 
heavy. Once the sliding D-rings were correctly positioned 
and the tanks were bungeed up, the whole system was very 
neat and streamlined - nothing protruded wider than my 
shoulders or deeper than my body.”

It took a little while for him to get properly rigged up 
with the tanks sitting in the correct position, but at least he 

Gavin demonstrating nice 
trim in sidemount guise

Gavin gets a final brief 
on sidemount

Gavin in a doubles 
set-up

Garry keeps a watchful 
eye on Gavin

Garry is well known 
in sidemount circles
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  I instantly felt comfortable 
with how everything was set 

up and worked - until we 
discussed and went 

through shutdown 
procedures  

was used to the long-hose set-up, and this meant that that 
aspect of sidemount didn’t feel completely alien to him. I 
know from back when I did my sidemount course with Garry, 
it does feel very odd to be in the water with nothing on your 
back, and to have the valves on two tanks sitting either side 
of your chest. On the other hand, this positioning also helps 
you achieve a nice horizontal trim very quickly.

One thing that Gavin did have to get used to was 
swapping between his regulator second stages to evenly 
deplete the gas out of his two tanks. One sits round the 
neck on a bungee, as per normal long-hose recreational 
or doubles diving, while the long hose is equipped with a 
P-clip so that when that regulator is not in your mouth, it can 
be securely clipped off onto a D-ring on your right shoulder 
strap. He said: “Keeping the gas in the cylinders balanced 
was straightforward and the regulator switching was not as 
often as I thought. I was told to keep them about 300 psi 
apart, which meant when you’d switched you could breathe 
the next one down 600 psi, and so forth.”|

Under Garry’s watchful eye and tutelage, Gavin soon got 
to grips with sidemount diving. His trim and position in the 
water was nicely horizontal within a matter of minutes, and I 
could see he was enjoying the ease of access to both pillar 
valves for shutdown drills, etc. Garry doesn’t do anything 
by halves, and really worked with Gavin to ensure he got 

the best possible introduction to this form of diving. He also 
put him through several skills and drills, including back-
finning, turning, and so on. Gavin concluded: “The whole 
system felt very balanced, streamlined and stable and I was 
able to turn and manoeuvre with minimum effort. I liked the 
fact that everything was right there and accessible, I could 
easily see and manipulate valves, check SPG and hose 
routing. Entering and exiting the water was easy, and rigging 
up was much easier and quicker than I envisaged.”  

A quick spot of lunch in the on-site café at the Delph and 
then it was time to go diving doubles.

Backmounted doubles
Gavin immediately looked more comfortable out of the blocks 
with traditional doubles on his back. As he was used to diving 
with a backplate-and-wing and a long-hose set-up, other 
than the fact he now had two tanks on his back instead of 
one, everything else was very familiar and fell easily to hand. 
However, there was that weight to get used to. Gavin said: 
“I’ve suffered with a bad back on and off for many years from 
a motorcycle accident, so I wasn’t particularly looking forward 
to hoisting all that weight up and walking to the water. 
However, I was pleasantly surprised that once I’d got it up and 
everything secure, it wasn’t too bad - I managed the walk and 
the entry to the water without a problem.”
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The Gospel of Garry
There’s so much subjectivity regarding the pros and cons of backmounted doubles and sidemount, that it’s hard to see the 
wood for the trees - and egos. From an unbiased POV, given my earlier technical diving path on doubles, from diver training 
through to trimix instructor, seeing the differences was obvious, hence I’m still diving religiously today. For the last 60/70 
years, innovation has improved on all scuba systems, so now RAID have released, alongside doubles, the most up-to-date 
sidemount training manual – the primary author being me.
Fundamentally, every unit should keep you safe, redundancy being your safe, accessible back-up. For this main reason, 
sidemount cave divers found this configuration the safest choice. If anyone can’t - or really struggles to - reach their valves 
easily every time, without losing buoyancy, then they need to change configuration. Period! Other reasons you’ll learn on a 
RAID course are minor in comparison, for instance… carrying double the weight on land as opposed to singles, while L4 and L5 
vertebrae screams on the way back to your vehicle. Can sidemount be a faff? Of course, when someone hasn’t trained on it. 
Everything is hard work when you don’t know what you should be doing. Train ‘hard’, dive easy!

Conclusion
So, which is best? Well, it isn’t quite as straightforward as 
that. As with many things in diving, it is a bit ‘horses for 
courses’. What works well for one person doesn’t necessarily 
tick all the right boxes for someone else. Either set-up makes 
a sound starting point for technical diving. Sidemount allows 
a lot of flexibility – for example, it is a simple matter to just 
rig up one tank and go diving if that is a better option for a 
particular dive than needlessly lugging two tanks, whereas 
with doubles, you are stuck in that layout. Likewise, you 
can carry your sidemount tanks down to the water’s edge 
and entry point one at a time, reducing the weight you are 
having to carry in one go. Many sidemount devotees note 
the reduced strain on your lower back, and the enhanced 
freedom of movement from having the tanks on your side 
rather than mounted on your back. On the flipside, you get 
those who see rigging sidemount as a real faff, and prefer 
just being able to sling doubles on their back and go diving. 
Technical divers do tend to be tinkerers and are always 
fettling their kit anyway, but sidemount divers can take this 
to a whole new level of ‘tweaking’, so I understand this 
viewpoint to an extent.

Which one came out on top for Gavin? Well, he was 
undoubtedly more comfortable in doubles from the outset, 
however he liked the flexibility of the sidemount system 
and towards the end of his trydive in this rig, was looking 
very streamlined and trim in the water. A few weeks later, 
he bit the bullet and did his first course using two tanks – in 
sidemount, in case you were wondering… n

  One thing that Gavin did have 
to get used to was swapping 
between his regulator second 

stages to evenly deplete the gas 
out of his two tanks  

One of the key skills when using backmounted doubles 
is the S-drill, or shutdown drill, and Gavin found there was 
a definite knack to reaching up and over your shoulders 
to turn the knobs on the tank pillar valves and the central 
manifold knob. Garry said the skill does become easier over 
time, as a result of muscle memory and increased flexibility, 
but this was the only aspect of doubles diving that Gavin 
appeared to find a bit awkward. He commented: “I instantly 
felt comfortable with how everything was set up and 
worked - until we discussed and went through shutdown 
procedures. In my drysuit I struggled to reach the valves 
to turn them. Maybe with some physio and practice this 
wouldn’t become an issue.”

Once under the water, Gavin’s trim and buoyancy in the 
water was very good, and he didn’t seem to have any major 
issues, even through all of the skill-and-drill circuits directed 
his way by Garry. He said: “I liked the instant familiarity with 
the set up and rig, and once on my back it wasn’t as heavy 
and bulky as I thought it would be. However, I wouldn’t of 
liked trying to get out on slippy rocks or up a boat ladder.”

Skills and drills 
on doubles

Gavin soon got 
used to sidemount
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Mark Evans: Fourth Element really made a name for 
themselves with thermal undergarments, their Xerotherm, 
and then Xerotherm Arctic, putting them on the map as 
being one of the major players when it came to staying 
warm in cold waters. When multiple navies and special 
forces and even FBI dive teams utlilise their exposure 
protection, you know you are in good hands.

However, for me, it was the release of the HALO 3D one-
piece undersuit that really raised the bar. This advanced 
product was constructed from a high-density fleece and 
featured body-mapped space-age – literally - insulation 
which was strategically placed on the torso and upper 
thigh to provide enhanced warmth when in a horizontal 
trim position. It has been my undersuit-of-choice ever since 
my first dive in it, and has kept me warm and toasty even 
in temperatures down to 35 degrees F, and on the odd 
occasion when user-error has resulted in a suit flood!

Now Fourth Element have added another undersuit into 
their line-up – the HALO A°R – and I was keen to see how it 
performed against the 3D (pictured right).

The HALO A°R incorporates one of the most-insulating 
materials ever developed - A°RGON aerogel in a 

compression resistant matrix - and 
utilizes technology originally created for 
space exploration and cryogenics.

This material, with its phenomenal 
insulation properties, has allowed 
Fourth Element to achieve 
extreme thermal protection from 
a thinner, less-buoyant diving 
undersuit, and anything that 
reduces the weight you have 
to carry when wearing a drysuit 
has to be a positive thing.

The HALO A°R features a 
wind and water-repellent stretch 
outer layer, and has an offset zip 
and baffles to minimize heat loss 
when in a horizontal trim position. 
All the body from shoulders to 
knees is protected by a layer of 
A°RGON, while other critical areas 
also benefit from this enhanced 
insulation without compromising 
mobility or creating bulk – Fourth 
Element assessed the performance 
of initial prototypes of the HALO A°R 
with thermal imaging cameras to 
ensure they got the insulation where 
it was needed the most.

There are comfortable thumb 
loops and foot stirrups to prevent the 
suit riding up when you don your drysuit, and there is a 
handy two-way zipper in the fly, and a dual zippered pocket 
for keys through which you can get to your base layer too.

So, how does it match up against my tried-and-tested 
trusty HALO 3D? Well, it is most-definitely comfortable, once 
I was in it, I could have kept it on all day, the stretch material 
doesn’t hinder movement in the slightest, and the cosy inner 
feels great on your skin. I personally didn’t feel it was vastly 
thinner to my HALO 3D, but then, that is several years old, 
has been used for hundreds of dives and has been through 
the washer innumerable times, so it could well have lost 
some of its bulk. One thing I did like about the HALO A°R 
over the 3D was the wind and water-repellent outer layer – 
this completely stopped any wind chill pre- and post-dive.

The HALO A°R fit well under my Argonaut drysuit, and 
it kept my body warm even in temperatures in Iceland 
down to 35 degrees F. I didn’t use any less lead than I do 
with my HALO 3D, but as mentioned before, that will have 
undoubtedly have lost some of its bulk after years of use. I 
could comfortably dive in the HALO A°R using 16lb.

http://www.youtube.com/ScubaDiverMagazine
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The offset zipper and baffles is a neat idea to minimize any 
heat loss in this crucial area, but it does take some getting 
used to after the more-conventional central zipper on the 
HALO 3D. Getting in requires a bit more technique than 
just ‘putting it on’, and getting it off also sees you having to 
get the one arm out first, but after a handful of dives, I was 
starting to get the knack to donning and doffing it. I tended 
to use the HALO A°R with a Fourth Element J2 baselayer 
underneath, and one thing I did notice was that the cosy 
inner lining does ‘stick’ to your arms and legs to some 
extent, making it a little awkward to extricate your arms, 
whereas on my HALO 3D it just slides off easily. However, 
this lining is what makes it extra-toasty, so it was a trade-off I 
was happy to make!

At US$629, the HALO A°R is at the higher-end of the 
scale when it comes to thermal undersuits, but it is an 
extremely warm and well-designed piece of kit. You can 
see – and feel – the sheer amount of time and effort that 
has gone into creating it. If you are regularly diving in cold 
waters, and you want to be comfortable, it certainly ticks a 
lot of the essential boxes. 

It certainly ups the ante from the HALO 3D. If you already 
have a 3D, is it worth upgrading to a HALO A°R? Well, 
perhaps not if your HALO 3D is relatively new, but if it is 
getting a bit long-in-the-tooth as mine is, then a HALO A°R 
might be the perfect addition to your Christmas list.

Like the HALO 3D, the HALO A°R is machine-washable, 
and some 74 percent of the materials used in its 
construction are recycled, so it is environmentally friendly as 
well as being very warm.

The HALO A°R comes in both male and female designs.
www.fourthelement.com

http://www.youtube.com/ScubaDiverMagazine
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Mark Evans: Scubapro’s Seawing Nova was unlike anything 
on the market when it was released several years ago, and 
this innovative approach netted it a number of high-profile 
awards, including the internationally recognised Red Dot 
Award for product design. The Supernova picks up where 
the Novas left off, also bagging the same prestigious design 
award. At first glance, the Supernovas are very reminiscent 
of the Novas, but closer inspection reveals that they are 
significantly different, especially around the blade area. This 
is because Scubapro’s design team took on board feedback 
about the original Seawing Novas and sought to iron out any 
perceived issues.

When I dived the originals, I was impressed with the 
power they generated easily with a normal flutter kick, which 
was down to the novel Pivot Control technology, which 
meant that the blade was held in the most-efficient angle 
of attack as you finned along. However, while you could 
frogkick, back kick and do helicopter turns and other fine 
manoeuvres with them, it was noticeably more awkward 
– and less-efficient – than with the more en vogue short, 
stumpy jet fin style of fins.

The Supernovas have been designed to offer a more 
all-round solution for divers, with the fin giving good 
performance regardless of your finning style. The difference 
between the two fins is immediately apparent. I was using 
them in UK waters, in quite turbulent water with current, 
while in a drysuit. I often found the Seawing Novas to 
struggle in these conditions, so it was a great opportunity 
to trial the Supernovas. The Supernovas generate far more 
power than their sibling. With a normal flutter kick, you can 
really feel the thrust with each stroke, but they still feel solid 
– where the Novas could feel a little ‘floppy’, for want of a 
better word, the Supernovas are nice and rigid.

The Supernovas still have the Pivot Control technology, 
but it seems much stiffer, with a firmer flex, than the Novas. 

http://www.youtube.com/ScubaDiverMagazine
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This still hinges to the 40-50 degree range, which apparently is 
the optimum for converting kicks into forward motion. However, 
the biggest difference was in other kicking styles. The Supernovas 
generate a powerful frogkick, and if you are doing a modified flutter 
kick, with smaller ankle movements, which is sometimes useful in 
more-confined spaces or when you are making small adjustments 
to your positioning, they can deliver that too. It is the blade that is 
the biggest difference. It is larger than on the Nova, and features a 
Central Panel Membrane, which ‘auto-adjusts’ the angle of attack 
based on your kick strength.

It is also equipped with Twin-Tip Winglets, which look a little 
odd but definitely seem to aid the performance. In fact, when I 
was moving position small amounts, I found that by moving my 
feet from side to side I could make fine adjustments to my in-
water position. These can also be color-coded to match your kit, 
if you so wish.

Like the Novas, the Supernovas are made from premium 
Monprene for durability, and the open-heel foot pocket features 
an upgraded heavy-duty bungee strap. The large thumb loop is 
easy to locate and grab regardless of what exposure protection 
is on your hands – I was wearing 5mm neoprene gloves, and 
it was a doddle donning and doffing the fins. Handy when 
entry and exit at our chosen dive site was awkward over 
slippery rocks. Talking of slipping, extended grip pads 
on the bottom of the foot pocket provide a seriously 
improved non-skid grip on wet surfaces.

The Seawing Supernova’s other innovation is the nifty 
two-piece design, with blade and foot pocket moulded 
separately and joined via the Socket-Lock Connecting 
System. This makes transport easy, as you can quickly 
and simply take the fins apart – they are quite a long 
fin in use – to make them more compact using the 
supplied key fob-style multi-purpose tool, and if you 
are going to be diving in bare feet in warm waters, you 
can fit the blade on to the optional full-foot pocket.

The Supernovas unique styling will not appeal to 
everybody, and they are quite a long fin at a time 
when many people are opting for the shorter, wider 
‘tech fin’ style, but there is no doubting the fact 
that these are a far-better, more all-round capable 
fin than the Seawing Novas. They are supremely 
comfortable, delivered any finning technique I 
attempted to a good level, and come in at a decent 
price point. How many people will actually make 
use of the two-piece design is anyone’s guess, but 
it is nice to see companies producing something 
genuinely different to anything else out there.

The Supernovas are available in black or white, 
and in sizes from XS to XL.
www.scubapro.com
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Mark Evans: Being eco-friendly and eco-
conscious is becoming more and 
more prevalent in day-to-day life, 
and the dive industry is following 
suit. We are seeing more and 
more products made from recycled 
materials, be that wetsuits, fins, 
apres-divewear, and more, but the 
Ocea is a real first - an environmentally-
conscious regulator made from recycled 
materials and bio-plastics, manufactured 
in a solar-powered facility.

Based on the trusty XL4+, every single 
material and process was reconsidered to 
create the most eco-sensitive scuba diving 
regulator in the world, so it is made from 
recycled plastic waste, plant-based bio-plastic 
and lead-free brass, which can be endlessly 
recycled and is actually stronger than standard brass.

The Ocea also removes five times its own weight in 
plastic from the environment, as each purchase of the 
regulator funds the collection of 11lb of up-stream plastic 
waste (in collaboration with Plastic Bank).

The compact one-piece machined first stage is based 
on the expedition-tested Apeks DS4 platform and has a 
unique over-balanced diaphragm design – as the diver 
descends, the over-balancing feature allows the medium 
pressure gas in the hose to increase at a faster rate than 
ambient. This results in superior performance at depth, and 

it is more than capable of handling cold water. It has two 
high-pressure ports and four low-pressure ports, so more 
than enough for all your requirements. The Ocea variant has 
a subtle engraving into the metal which is certainly eye-
catching, while not being in your face.

The lightweight second stage improves comfort and 
helps reduce jaw fatigue on long duration dives, and 
features a high performance pneumatically balanced lever 
operated poppet valve, large over-moulded self-flushing 
and controllable purge button, and ergonomic Venturi lever 
that is easy to use and locate, even wearing thick neoprene 
gloves or drygloves.

The flexible nylon braided hose has better cold water 
performance than a traditional rubber hose, and it has the 
standard metallic hose connection for interchangeability.

The Comfo-bite mouthpiece – which I still consider the 
most-comfortable on the market - has a unique bridge 

http://www.youtube.com/ScubaDiverMagazine
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that fits across the upper palate and does not require bite 
pressure to stay in place, while re-useable mouthpiece clips 
make it simple to change mouthpieces in the field.

The Ocea is quite a lightweight regulator, thanks to that 
second stage, so it would be great for the traveling diver, but 
because it is cold-water rated as well, it is perfect for diving 
in cold waters like the UK or Canada throughout the year. 
The Apeks Flight was a great travel reg, but it was not suited 
to cold water, but with the Ocea handling both with aplomb, 
it is something you could use most weekends and take on 
your next foreign jaunt.

My wife Penney stole it for a recent trip to Egypt on 
assignment, in place of her trusty Aqualung Micron, and she 
loved the Ocea, as the smaller second stage suits women 
and teenage divers thanks to its compact size, while not 
losing anything on the performance side of things.

The Ocea can be supplied with either a yoke/A-clamp 
fitting as we had here, or a DIN connection. As far as color 
schemes go, there is a grey version available, but we think 
this aqua finish sets it apart from the crowd. The regulator 
comes in a cardboard box that can easily be recycled.
www.apeksdiving.com

http://www.youtube.com/ScubaDiverMagazine
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THE SCUBA SCHOOL LLC
t: (501)-289-6500
e: instructor@thescubaschool.com
a: 116 E Railroad Ave, Morrilton, 72110-3408, AR
Offering small class sizes and individual attention, 
our Coast Guard, PADI, and SDI certified trainers 
will have novices and veterans alike under the 
surface and diving smart in no time.
www.thescubaschool.com

ALEXANDER’S / DIVE SHOP, TOO
t: 520-287-5103
e: divetoo@divetoo.com
a: 590 N Morley Ave, Nogales, 85621-2936, AZ
Our 5-Star PADI Center provides all levels of 
instruction in both English and Spanish. 
www.divetoo.com

SUMMIT DIVERS & WATERSPORTS
t: 928-556-8780
e: info@summitdivers.com
a: 103 S Milton Rd, Flagstaff, 86001-5516, AZ
We have a great selection of scuba and water 
sports gear. We offer scuba certification from 
beginner - instructor.
www.summitdivers.com

DIVERS COVE LLC
t: 860-767-1960
e: info@diverscove.com
a: 7 Essex Plaza, Essex, CT 06426
Full service shop – well trained staff – fun trips – 
exceptional dry suit repairs.
www.diverscove.com

FIN-TASTIC DIVING, LLC
t: 203-605-9590
e: gotair@fintasticdiving.net
a: 4 Brushy Plain Rd, Suit 516, Branford, CT 
06405 
Full service dive shop, offering equipment sales to 
fit your budget, scuba certifications for all levels 
and exciting dive vacations.
www.fintasticdiving.net

SPRUCE CREEK SCUBA
t: 386-767-1727
e: divingscs@gmail.com
a: 1646 Taylor Rd, Port Orange, 32128-6753, FL
WELCOME TO SPRUCE CREEK SCUBA. “Any Diver, 
Any Course, Any Gas, Any Gear, Anytime”
www.sprucecreekscuba.com

DIVE & GLIDE SCUBA, SNORKEL & TRAVEL
t: (989) 486-3627
e: diveandglide.midland@gmail.com
a: 600 Cambridge Street, Suite 3, Midland, MI 
48642
Since 1997, we’ve been Mid-Michigan’s premier 
dive shop for diving, snorkeling, and travel. Two 
locations to serve you!
www.diveandglideinc.com

DIVE & GLIDE SCUBA, SNORKEL & TRAVEL
t: (989) 892-5771
e: diveandglide.baycity@gmail.com
a: At the I75/M84 Interchange, 6185 West Side 
Saginaw Road, Bay City, MI 48706
Since 1997, we’ve been Mid-Michigan’s premier 
dive shop for diving, snorkeling, and travel. Two 
locations to serve you!
www.diveandglideinc.com

DIVIN’ DAWGS SCUBA
t: 252-638-3432
e: divindawgs@yahoo.com
a: 801 Cardinal Road, New Bern, NC 28562
We train divers – we do not sell certifications.
www.divindawgs.com

DUTCHESS SCUBA DIVING 
t: 845-444-9015
e: chris@dutchessscubadiving.com
a: 1164 Route 9G, Suite 3, Hyde Park, NY 12538
We are a full service scuba diving center catering 
to all your diving needs.
www.dutchessscubadiving.com

DIVER’S WORLD OR ERIE, INC.
t: (814) 459- 3195
e: info@scubaerie.com
a: 1111 Greengarden Rd, Erie, PA 16501
Northwest Pennsylvania’s premier Scuba Diving 
facility since 1975.
www.scubaerie.com

SCUBA360ADVENTURES LLC
t: 803-257-5103
e: instructors@scuba360adventures.com
a: 1450 Georgia Ave, Unit 7191, North Augusta, 
29861-3049, SC
We are a training facility with one primary goal 
- Scuba Training. We provide diver training from 
entry-level to advanced technical diving.
www.scuba360adventures.com

ALPHA DIVERS
t: 865-951-0691
e: info@alphadivers.com
a: 2001 N. Broadway, Suite B, Knoxville, TN 37917
PADI & RAID recreational and technical training 
facility.  We offer open water through Full Cave, 
Tec Trimix and more. We are located in Knoxville, 
TN.
www.alphadivers.com

SAINT CROIX SCUBA AND SNORKELING
t: 715-381-5300
e: twnooner@aol.com
a: 596 Outpost Cir Ste K, Hudson, WI 54016
PADI 5 Star Dive Center providing training 
and gear for recreational, public safety, and 
underwater research scuba diving and snorkeling.
www.saintcroixscuba.com

CANADA
 
COJO DIVING INC
t: (855)-646-2656
e: cojodiving@gmail.com
a: 158 Garden Grove Road, Lincoln, NB E3B7G8 
PADI 5 Star Dive Center located in New Brunswick, 
Canada. Training, Retail, Rentals, Air/Nitrox/Trimix 
fills, Servicing, Charters.
www.cojodiving.com

TRAVEL SPORTS EQUIPMENT
t: (519)-434-2611
e: sales@travelsportsequipment.com
a: 67 Wharncliffe Rd. North, London, N6H 2A5, ON
www.travelsportsequipment.com
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T he world is a wacky place nowadays, from COVID 
to the Russian conflict, to the unstable economy 
and global warming. Watching the news can 
really suck the air out of the living room 

depending on the day.
Let alone any of the daily stresses in our personal lives 

that can range from simply trying to peacefully get across 
town, to caring for an aging parent, to dealing with our 
everyday lives. And I haven’t even mentioned the bizarre 
world of social media, which can leave you wondering what, 
if anything, is true. It seems like there are stress triggers 
everywhere swirling around us with every breath and step 
we take.

For most of us who love to dive - diving is the main way to 
de-stress our lives. It’s simple, just strap a tank on your back 
and let’s jump in the ocean. The problem is most of us don’t 
live close to the ocean, nor have time to simply grab a tank 
and breath underwater and let the world float away. Most of 
us have day jobs.

Diving is so important because it is the simple focus of 
breathing. Being aware of your inhale and exhale, the basic 
skill you need to dive, is the heart of Zen. Diving is moving 
Zen, but your desire to dive to find peace is impractical in 
light of the world today.

The point is not to wait for the water to Zen out. 

With Tom Peyton, Vice President of Kids Sea Camp
www.familydivers.com

Embracing life’s struggles with the skills of diving by 
breathing with and through, walking, sitting, talking, driving, 
working, and yes, even the pain of life, can help all divers.
The breath is the tool above and below water to allow us to 
put one foot in front of the other while we pay attention to 
our lives. Breathing above the water line helps us to detach 
from the ‘external environment’ and can center ourselves 
inward and allow life’s drama to simply happen.

This is not a passive or fatalistic practice, it allows space 
for the thing outside ourselves to exist without us judging it 
to be right or wrong, or if it should even be happening.

The transformation of practicing the breath during 
stressful times allows us not to slip into despair. It allows 
us to embrace our journey through the ever-changing 
circumstances and moments we call life. To be clear, diving 
and Zen have one basic rule - don’t forget to breathe. n
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JUST REMEMBER TO 
BREATHE — WITH 
OR WITHOUT 
THE TANK

http://www.familydivers.comEmbracing
http://www.familydivers.comEmbracing
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