Department
adventure

by Amanda Castleman
Somersault off the boat, into the deep blue. Drift
down to the wreck or the reef. Or maybe towards
some rock formations, sculpted long before a cavern
flooded. The slightest kick sends your shadow
gliding across the bottom. A whisper of breath
buoys you up, chasing a flash of color. Immersed,
you hover, freed from the gravity and worries of the
noisy surface.
Diving is as close as most of us will ever come
to a spacewalk. But passion for the underwater
world traces back much further than the first moon
landing. Ancient Greeks held their breath to plunge
for pearls and sponges—and legend claims one
breathed through a reed while he cut the moorings
of the Persian fleet. Alexander the Great also
descended beneath the waves in a glass barrel at
the siege of Tyre, according to Aristotle. w
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Photos: Tandem Stills + Motion/Christian Vizl; (facing) Getty Images/Alastair Pollock Photography.

Water covers 70 percent
of the Earth. Scuba diving
allows you to see what
you’re missing.

Gran Cenote, Riviera
Maya, Mexico.
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The desire to explore runs deep. By the 16th
century, diving bells pumped air to adventurers
and leather suits protected them to depths of 60
feet. Three hundred years later, technology leapt
forward as scientists discovered the effects of
water pressure and breathing compressed air.
The U.S. military pioneered scuba (Self-Contained
Underwater Breathing Apparatus) in 1939, then
Émile Gagnan and Jacques-Yves Cousteau took
the idea mainstream with their 1943 “Aqua-Lung.”
Earth’s final frontier, the mysterious wine-dark sea,
was open for business.
Today, somewhere between 1.2 and 2.1 million
Americans regularly make a splash (the data is
muddier than an estuary, but divers love to guess at
their numbers, especially over mugs of local beer).
From quarries to lakes and the open ocean, they
face the marine wilderness and all of its untamed
creatures. For Laura James, an underwater
videographer and conservation advocate, nothing
sums up that beauty like giant Pacific octopuses
with their three hearts, copper-rich blood, ability to
learn and wicked sense of humor. “They are a vivid
reminder of how alien the undersea world is and
ultimately how little we know about it,” she says.
We’re only starting to learn how our bodies benefit
from submerging in the sea, too. Scuba strengthens
the legs, glutes, core and back, as divers maneuver
through a medium hundreds of times more dense
than air. Not to mention the gym-rat-worthy workout
of hauling gear, especially the heavy weight belts
and extra air tanks for cold-water descents. Janna
Nichols, a marine-life instructor and grandmother of
eight, says with a laugh, “My lady diver friends and I
are all pushing our mid-50s, the age where doctors
recommend load-bearing exercise to prevent
osteoporosis. As we’re trudging into the water, we
always joke about that, because we’re each hauling
around 100 pounds—a good chunk of weight!”
Squished fingers, burst eardrums and decompression sickness (“the bends”)—among other
accidents—do take their toll, of course. But at
roughly 1,300 injuries each year, the sport remains
almost twice as safe as horseshoe pitching.

Try one of these world-class dive sites.
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Kona, Hawaii

Photo: Getty Images/Dana Hoff.

Ready to dive in?

Giant ray.

Giant rays, some with 16-foot wingspans, soar over divers kneeling
on the shallow bottom at Manta Village. As dusk falls, they bank
and barrel roll, feeding on plankton. Occasionally, these animals skirt
quite close to humans, navigating with fighter-pilot precision via
electroreception—a sense we lack that allows rays to sense objects
and movement underwater.
While mantas can clock 15 mph, they tend to swim slowly and
gracefully at mealtimes, as they hoover up two percent of their body
weight—an average of 50 pounds—of microscopic plankton a night.
Wear a swimsuit, dive skin or 3 mm wetsuit (short or full), as water
temperatures average 74 to 80 degrees Fahrenheit.
Make it happen (snorkeling or scuba) with Fair Wind Big Island
Ocean Guides. fair-wind.com
Wrap up the trip at the Four Seasons Hualalai, where bungalowstyle buildings evoke Hawaii’s Golden Age.
fourseasons.com/hualalai w
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Blue Holes, Palau.

Bonaire, Netherlands Antilles,
West Indies

This island, a Dutch outpost, tends to go by its
nickname in scuba circles: “the shore-diving capital
of the world.” Just steps off the coast sprawl
wrecks, sheer walls, colorful corals and sweetly
sloping reefs. Better yet, 60 of these glorious sites
flank the west coast alone, all accessible 24/7,
whenever the mood strikes. Make a first splash at
Something Special. Cheap rum may have inspired
the site’s name, but the rays, turtles and record
numbers of lumpy frogfish live up to its promise.
Wear a swimsuit, dive skin or 3 mm wetsuit, as
water temperatures average 78 to 84 degrees
Fahrenheit.
Make it happen (snorkeling or scuba) with
Captain Don’s Habitat—and not just because of
the cutlass-pierced skull logo. It’s also a PADI Five
Star Dive Resort that supports boat and shore
dives. habitatbonaire.com
Wrap up the trip at Harbour Village Beach Club,
which fits a scuba center around the spa, tawny
beach and luxurious Dutch colonial–style rooms.
harbourvillage.com w

Rockfish in kelp forest.

Loggerhead turtle, Bonaire.

Sea lions torpedo past clusters of playful seals and
kelp forests offshore from surfer-chic Santa Barbara.
One of the eastern Pacific’s most pristine ecosystems,
the Channel Islands National Park protects 200
square miles, renowned for isolated evolution, much
like the Galapagos.
Underwater photographer Richard Salas has
dived this area since 1975 and published the classic
art book Sea of Light that celebrates it. “It has both
warm- and cold-water critters within its boundaries,
including endangered species,” he says. One of
them, a giant black sea bass, snooped on a photo
shoot once. “To see one looking back at me was
beyond exciting,” Salas says. “I was screaming with
joy through my regulator.”
Wear a 7 mm full wetsuit and hood, as water
temperatures average 55 to 70 degrees Fahrenheit.
Make it happen with Cal Boat Diving.
calboatdiving.com
Wrap up the trip at the gracious Upham Hotel
in Santa Barbara, which serves afternoon wine
and cheese, plus milk and Oreos before bed.
uphamhotel.com
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Colony of sea lions.

Photos: (facing, top and below) Richard Salas; (left) © Mike Veitch/SeaPics.com; (right) © Marli Wakeling/SeaPics.com.

Channel Islands, Southern California

Blue Corner, Palau, Micronesia

Great scythes of current draw big pelagic critters,
like tuna and mantas, here. The area also serves as
an oxygen spa for sharks, which must sluice water
over their gills to breathe. Rather than swimming
endlessly, they can mooch along the reef, bathed
in air-rich waters.
Divers often drop through the world-famous
Blue Holes—four windows in the reef—entering a
vast, 120-foot-deep cavern shafted by sunlight.
They exit lower down into kicky currents and hook
onto rocks, anchoring down to watch the worldrenowned marine parade.
Wear a swimsuit, dive skin or 3 mm wetsuit (short
or full), as water temperatures average 80 to 84
degrees Fahrenheit.
Make it happen with Sam’s Tours. samstours.com
Wrap up the trip at the elegant Palau Pacific, the
country’s premiere resort. palauppr.com
Summer 2014
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Cod Hole, Great Barrier Reef, Australia

Man-sized cod approach—and even Eskimo-kiss—
divers at this beautifully clear spot on the Ribbon
Reefs. Watch for giant clams and, in June and July,
dwarf minke whales.
The world’s largest reef system, the Great Barrier
landed on the UNESCO Heritage List in 1981. It
often ranks as a Natural Wonder of the World, and
remains the only one visible from outer space. This
northeastern Australia beauty spot is especially
famous for its large green turtles and dugongs (or
“sea cows,” cousins to manatees).
Wear a 0.5–3 mm full wetsuit to avoid stings in
water averaging 75 to 85 degrees Fahrenheit.
Make it happen with Dive The Reef
(divethereef.com) or the live-aboard Spirit of
Freedom (spiritoffreedom.com.au).
Wrap up the trip at Lizard Island, a regular on the
world’s “top hotel” lists, with 24 private beaches
located in the national park. lizardisland.comm.au
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Giant clams.

Photos: (facing, top) Darren Jew/Queensland Tourism and Events; (facing, below) Getty Images/Comstock Images; (top) Marcelo Krause; (below) Tobias Friedrich.

Cod Hole.

Kimbe Bay, Papua New Guinea
Colorful coral reef.

Kimbe Bay.

One of the planet’s most bio-diverse reefs lets
visitors go big. Jacks, sharks and barracuda
circle seamounts, the pinnacles of once-active
volcanoes, now sinking into the earth’s crust.
Divers can also focus down to the macro-lens
level with fingernail-size pygmy seahorses and a
rainbow of flashy, frilly nudibranchs (sea slugs).
Coral expert Charlie Veron praises the bay’s
unspoiled lushness. “A short boat ride from
Walindi Resort and I am diving on reefs that have
half the coral species of the world, all awaiting
those rare photo opportunities that come only
with the clearest water. I am hard-pressed to think
of anywhere on earth that has this combination
of vibrant health, diversity and beauty.”
Wear a swimsuit, dive skin or 3 mm wetsuit
(short or full), as water temperatures average 77
to 84 degrees Fahrenheit.
Make it happen (snorkeling or scuba) at Walindi
Plantation Resort or on its boutique live-aboard,
the MV FeBrina. walindi.com
Wrap up the trip at eco-chic Walindi, a
renowned bird-watching spot; there’s no need
to wander further afield. w
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God’s Pocket, British Columbia, Canada
Giant octopus.

Porco’s Bay,
Fernando de
Noronha.

Seals, wolf eels and giant octopuses thread through
a marine park just east of Vancouver Island, which
Cousteau rated one of the world’s best cold-water
diving destinations. “The nutrient-rich cold water
feeds an abundance of life,” says Richard Salas,
who teaches underwater photography workshops
in God’s Pocket (the next one is this October;
askphotoh2o.com). “Everything grows to monstrous
proportions and there’s so much of it that you can
spend the entire dive in one small area, it’s so dense
and so diverse. Also the playful—bordering on
rambunctious—Steller sea lions are an experience
not to be missed.”
Wear a drysuit (preferable) or a 7/7 mm wetsuit
with gloves and a hood, as water temperatures
average 45 to 60 degrees Fahrenheit.
Make it happen with God’s Pocket Resort.
godspocket.com
Wrap up the trip at Sonora, a wilderness resort
that regularly tops both luxury-hotel and ecoadventure lists for Canada. sonoraresort.com

The volcanic archipelago on the Atlantic is an
up-and-coming eco-tourism destination—and a
welcome respite from the excitement of this year’s
World Cup and the Brazil Olympics in 2016. A
UNESCO Heritage Site protects “an oasis of marine
life in relatively barren, open ocean,” which attracts
tuna, sharks and a large school of resident dolphins.
Warmed by a current from Africa, these clear
waters shelter corals and one of Brazil’s top wreck
dives. Sponges now coat the deck cannons of the
Corveta V17, a military ship that hit a rock and sunk
upright. Advanced divers can penetrate the wreck
to find utensils in the kitchen and clothes still in the
closets.
Wear a swimsuit, dive skin or 3 mm wetsuit (short
or full), as the temperature—air and water—
averages 80 degrees Fahrenheit.
Make it happen with Atlantis Divers.
atlantisdivers.com
Wrap up the trip at the calm and intimate Pousada
Maravilha: five oceanfront bungalows and three
apartments. pousadamaravilha.com.br (click on
“English”)
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Shipwreck near main
harbor, Fernando de
Noronha.

Photos: (facing, below) © Andre Seale/SeaPics.com; (top) © David B. Fleetham/SeaPics.com; (below) Tanya Burnett/SeaPics.com.

Fernando de Noronha, Brazil

Gran Cenote, Riviera Maya, Mexico

Water lilies fringe the cerulean pool that leads into
a clear, shallow submerged cavern, considered the
best introduction to diving limestone sinkholes. It
stands at the heart of the world’s second-longest
submerged cave system, Sac Actun (“White Cave).”
But divers without special certification shouldn’t
venture farther than 200 feet in, sticking safely to
the “daylight zone.”
Mayans considered cenotes (pronounced “sayNO-tays”) sacred entrances to the underworld.
Formed from upthrust coral limestone, they contain
stalactites and stalagmites, as well as fossils of
sloths, mammoths and giant jaguars.
Wear a 3–5 mm full wetsuit in water that remains a
steady 79 degrees Fahrenheit.
Make it happen (snorkeling or scuba) with Dive
Cenotes Mexico. divecenotesmexico.com
Wrap up the trip at Esencia, a beachfront boutique
hotel set on a 50-acre estate. hotelesencia.com w
Gran Cenote.
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Silfra, Thingvellir National Park, Iceland

Longsnout seahorse.

Diver between the
Europe and North
America tectonic
plates.
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Photos: (facing) © Martin Strmiska/SeaPics.com; (top) © James D. Watt/SeaPics.com; (below) © Mark Conlin/SeaPics.com.

Swim between two continents—Europe and North
America—in the rift where tectonic plates are drifting
apart (about three-quarters of an inch each year).
The waters melt from a glacier, then filter through
porous lava for about a century, forever redefining
visitors’ conceptions of “crystal clear.”
Iceland has just five species of freshwater fish,
and three live here—brown trout, Arctic char
and the three-spine stickleback—magnificently
isolated when the Ice Age glaciers retreated and
the land bounced upward again, like a sponge
uncompressing. But they’re upstaged by the bold
colors and extreme geology of this UNESCO World
Heritage Site. Silfra (“Silver Lady”) shelters sapphire
waters, rust-red rocks and neon-green “troll hair”
seaweed. “Some views just looked like watercolor
paintings,” reports Alexandra Baackes, the blogger
behind Alex In Wanderland. “This was one of the
most amazing experiences of my life.”
Wear a drysuit, as water temperatures average 35
to 39 degrees Fahrenheit.
Make it happen (snorkeling or scuba) with The
Sport Diving School of Iceland. dive.is
Wrap up the trip at the ION Luxury Adventure
Hotel, where visitors watch the Northern Lights
from a pool amid mountainous lava fields.
ioniceland.is

Blacktip reef shark.

Roatán, Honduras

Banana-shaped Roatán, the biggest of the Bay
Islands, has a unique Creole culture, mixing English,
Spanish, Indian and the Afro-Caribbean Garifuna
with a spicing of pirate blood. It makes for a surfaceside experience as mellow as the sweet, easy, classic
dive at Mary’s Place.
Descend a sheer wall, lined with sponges and
black coral fans, into an underwater alleyway. An
earthquake splintered this crack in the world’s
second-largest barrier reef, the Mesoamerican.
Shafts of sunlight can illuminate seahorses, octopuses
and color-shifting filefish on this legendary descent.
Wear a swimsuit, dive skin or 3 mm wetsuit, as
water temperatures average 78 to 84 degrees
Fahrenheit.
Make it happen (snorkeling or scuba) with
Anthony’s Key, a PADI (Professional Association
of Underwater Instructors) Five Star Dive
Resort complete with a compression chamber.
anthonyskey.com
Wrap up the trip at Anthony’s. Visit the on-site
dolphin center, then retire to one of the spacious
bungalows on a lush, private island.

Rangiroa, French Polynesia

Rocket along in strong currents off an atoll famous
for black pearls. Mating dolphins sometimes play
here, above the turtles and whales cruising the deep.
Drift dives rule here, especially the high-speed
run through Tiputa Pass. A favorite among scuba
veterans, this wild, white-knuckle ride jumbles
together manta rays, schooling sharks and clouds of
barracuda before billowing gently into the lagoon.
Wear a swimsuit, dive skin or 3 mm wetsuit, as
water temperatures average 77 to 86 degrees
Fahrenheit.
Make it happen (snorkeling or scuba) with The
6 Passengers, a PADI Five-Star Resort that
lives up to the small-group promise of its name.
the6passengers.com
Wrap up the trip in a suite on the Aranui, the
passenger-freighter plying the remote Marquesas
Islands, where Post-Impressionist Paul Gauguin
died and cannibals captured Moby Dick author
Herman Melville, 850 miles northeast of Tahiti.
aranui.com w
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Underwater Sculpture Park, Grenada

S. Thistlegorm.

Bicycle tires whirl underwater at the Caribbean’s first
underwater sculpture park (underwatersculpture
.com), which was created by Jason de Caires Taylor,
a sculptor, dive instructor and underwater naturalist.
Installations like “Vicissitudes,” a circle of 28 children
holding hands, divert crowds from natural dive sites,
while also creating artificial reefs for aquatic life.
Get acclimated on these gentle descents, then try
one of Grenada’s drift dives or the “Titanic of the
Caribbean,” the Bianca C. This ocean liner caught
fire and sunk in 1961, but quick action saved all but
one of the 673 people onboard. Advanced divers
can explore this majestic 600-foot wreck, which sits
upright on her keel in 165 feet of water.
Wear a swimsuit, dive skin or 3 mm wetsuit, as
water temperatures average 79 to 84 degrees
Fahrenheit.
Make it happen (snorkeling or scuba) with
Aquanauts. aquanautsgrenada.com

S. Thistlegorm, off Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt

A 430-foot British cargo ship sank in the Red Sea
during World War II, taking radios, rail cars and
rubber boots to the ocean’s floor, alongside more
lethal artifacts like torpedoes. Today it’s the world’s
most popular wreck dive.
Writer Travis Marshall used to guide visitors to
the S. Thistlegorm as a divemaster. “Fueled by thick
Arabic coffee, I would slip inside the wreck: It always
felt like walking into a war museum where skylights
beam shafts of sun onto the displays,” he recalls.
“Bedford trucks packed the holds, each loaded with
BSA motorcycles. Along the walls sat rifles, crates of
medical supplies and endless boxes of ammunition.
People’s lives depended on this stuff—they never
got it, and good people died trying to deliver it.
Haunting.”
Wear a 3–7 mm full wetsuit, as water temperatures
average 71 to 82 degrees Fahrenheit.
Make it happen with Colona Divers. colona.com
Wrap up the trip at the low-rise, luxury boutique
hotel Le Royale Sharm El Sheikh. sonesta.com/
sharmleroyale
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Blue-spotted ray.

Photos: (facing, top) Getty Images Reinhard Dirscherl; (facing, below) © Amar & Isabelle Guillen/SeaPics.com; courtesy Grenada Board of Tourism.

Wrap up the trip at the five-star Spice Island
Beach Resort, set on the famous, sugarwhite sweep of Grand Anse Beach.
spiceislandbeachresort.com w

“Vicissitudes” underwater
sculpture.
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Other Great Places to Take a Plunge

Grand Cayman, British Overseas
Territory, Western Caribbean: Hailed
as the island’s best shore dive, the
bronze mermaid “Amphitrite” greets
divers offshore from Sunset House
(sunsethouse.com). A second sculpture
by artist Simon Morris now watches
over the seahorses off Lighthouse
Point. In 2014, the PADI Five-Star
Resort Divetech (divetech.com) will
contribute $1 from every descent made
here to conservation and hopes to raise
$20,000.
Beqa Lagoon, Fiji: This world-famous
site can put divers face-to-face, no
cages, with eight species of sharks,
including the occasional tiger. Discover
Fiji’s first reserve for these elegant
predators with Beqa Adventure Divers
(fijisharkdive.com), which helped
establish the sanctuary in 2004.
S.S. Yongala, Great Barrier Reef,
Australia: A cyclone sank this
steamship in 1911. Today rays, mantas
and even minke whales circle one
of the planet’s best wreck dives
(yongaladive.com.au).

Homestead Crater, Midway, Utah
Dive inside a beehive-shaped dome,
half-filled with kingfisher-blue water
the temperature of a hot tub. A great
place to re-acclimate to scuba, this
geothermal spring remains a popular
classroom. Certified divers can rent
equipment for a bargain $25 and
explore the cavern for 35 minutes ($22–
27). Watch for a plastic toy alligator at
depth: when filled with air, it shoots to
the surface and delights the families
splashing there (homesteadresort.com).
Or head 45 minutes west of Salt
Lake City to the Bonneville Seabase.
Here, desert hot springs shelter
2,500-odd creatures, including sharks,
stingrays and “showfish” retired from
casino aquariums in Las Vegas. Chip in
$5 towards grub, and the caretaker will
churn up a feeding frenzy of 60-pound,
six-foot-long crevalle jacks, as you float
just under the surface (seabase.net).
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Getting Started with Scuba

Sodwana Bay, Isimangaliso Wetland
Park, South Africa: The country’s first
World Heritage Site has soft, bright
corals just under the surface, not to
mention walls, caves and pinnacles.
As Nelson Mandela once said, it
“must be the only place on the globe
where the oldest land mammal [the
rhinoceros] and the world’s biggest
terrestrial mammal [the elephant] share
an ecosystem with the world’s oldest
fish [the coelacanth] and the world’s
biggest marine mammal [the whale].”
See for yourself with Coral Divers
(coraldivers.co.za).

Schooling French and
smallmouth grunts over
pillar coral, Grand Cayman.

Dive certification runs around $500,
comparable to several hours of private
golf lessons or a weekend with a kayak
instructor. Americans tend to gravitate
towards three agencies for their basic
training:
PADI: Professional Association of
Underwater Instructors, the largest
worldwide. padi.com
NAUI: National Association of
Underwater Instructors, a highly
respected non-profit. naui.org
SSI: Scuba Schools International,
known for its uncompromising
standards. divessi.com

Surin Islands, Thailand: The whale
shark, the biggest fish in the sea, can
stretch up to 40 feet—the size of a
school bus. Locals call the seamount
Richelieu Rock, in particular, a “whale
magnet.” See these and more with
Similan Diving Safaris (similan-divingsafaris.com).

Students progress from the classroom
to the pool, and then to actual dives.
Online courses can speed this arc
along, and some prefer to take the
first two steps near home, then wrap
up their certification while traveling.
These “resort referrals” avoid wasting
two vacation days on theory, and allow
cold-climate residents to practice in
warm, clear conditions. But they also
plunge newbies in unfamiliar waters
with new-to-them instructors: a
sometimes stressful situation.
Not ready to jump in? Try a one- to
two-hour PADI Discover Scuba course,
which introduces the gear and lets you
explore up to 40 feet down with an
instructor.

Green Lake, Tragoess, Austria: In the
Hochschwab mountains, snowmelt
overflows this body of water each
spring. Swim past submerged trees,
benches and bridges in this surreal
underwater park.

Go, Go Gadget!

Homestead Crater.

Photos: (top) Masa Ushioda/SeaPics.com; (below) courtesy Homestead Resort;
(facing) courtesy Anse Chastanet Resort, Saint Lucia..

Alexandria, Egypt: While the bay can
be silty, it shelters the sunken ruins of
Roman and Pharaonic statues, temples
and palaces. Explore the underwater
city of Cleopatra with Alexandra Dive
(alex-dive.com).

Scuba attracts gearheads much like motorcycling and photography, and
passions can run higher than a PC-versus-Mac debate. And certainly
some very nifty tech is floating around, like the iGills app (igills.com) and
waterproof case that transforms a smartphone into a dive computer. Or the
Oceanic mask (oceanicworldwide.com) that integrates all the same displays
and computational power into a heads-up display à la Google Glass.

Start your gear bag right with these simple and fantastic finds:
Fins: the sleek and lightweight CETATEK Aquabionic1, which adapt to any
kick style and load level. cetatek.com
Mask: the soft, comfortable and strong-sealing SCUBAPRO Trufit, the
undisputed Testers’ Choice in Scuba Diving Magazine’s 2013 awards.
scubapro.com
Snorkel: the Mares Ergo Dry has an ergonomic mouthpiece and a
patented dry top that prevents flooding. mares.com

Diver with the SeaLife
DC1400 Maxx Duo.

Camera: the SeaLife DC1400 Maxx Duo combines a 14-megapixel camera
with lights, a flash, a wide-angle lens and other accessories, all in a shockresistant hard case that fits carry-on limits. Just grab the handle and go.
sealife-cameras.com u
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