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good diving that will only get better

Dear Fell ow D ver:

S. EREustatius, a 20-mnute flight fromS. Martin, is
off American divers’ radar screens. Today only a thousand
divers per year visit, many of whomare from Holl and, her
not her country, and Germany. |Its reefs were once heavily
fished and covered with fish traps. However, the Antilles
governnment established a narine park down to 30 meters and,
in 1998, began funding active park managenent. In 2001 the
Qoral Reef Aliance gave the marine park $10,000 to buy
engines for its patrol boat and it has hel ped; for exanple,
in Novenber they nailed two poachers fishing in the park.
Wile a decade ago an Undercurrent witer found it quite
fishless, has the marine park inproved things?

| journeyed to &. Eustatius the first week of
Decenber, and | can say that on land, for sure, it’s ny
kind of place. Full-time residents nunber about 2,100. The
hotel roons nunber in the dozens. Besides clinbing the 2000-
foot Quill, a dormant vol cano, or taking |ong wal ks through
town, a good book is the next |evel of entertainment. Each
norning, a roving rooster woul d cock-a-doodl e “Here Cones
the Sun.” During the day, a herd of goats wandered the road
and hills, a couple of donkeys gnawed on greenery near the
hotel, and up in tow a bull kept the grass short at Fort

Qanje. Each day, | walked the streets, passing gi ngerbread
houses, enjoying a Cari bbean atmosphere that [ ong ago di sap-
peared fromislands |like Gand Caynan. n one walk | heard
children playing, a dog barking, soneone yelling “shame on
you,” and one radi o broadcasting news (as an old man on his
porch bent close, listening intently, just as ny grandfather
once did), while another radio played “Hark the Heral d
Angels Sing.” The only urban noi se cane from one car

(maybe two) with woofers. Peopl e waved, cars honked “hel | 0"
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as they passed, and once, when dark
clouds | ooned, a fellow stopped to
give ne aride. “l don't want you to
get wet,” he said. “Rain's acomn'.”

Before departing for ny venture,
| contacted the two Amrerican-oriented
di ve shops, Dive Satia and Gl den
Rock Divers, to plan ny trip. Dve
Statia was expecting a group from
Pennsyl vani a that week, which woul d
fill their dive boat. Golden Rock,
however, had openings and Mchelle
Fairies, who wth her husband @ enn
owns the operation, also handl es
e-mail reservations for the Ad Gn
House. Responsive and hel pful wth
organi zing ny trip, she picked ne up
at the little Statia airport for the five-mnute drive to the Qd G n House.

The 19th-century G d G n House, which only houses the restaurant and | obby,
sits against a bluff on the lower road (nost units are in a new notel -1ike struc-
ture). Across the road (on the shore) sits a new building that houses the retail
part of the Glden Rock Dive shop, four lodging units, and a kitchen/bar that serves
breakfasts, |unches, and cocktails in the snall courtyard on the water. To the
north about one hundred yards is Dve Satia s retail shop; to the south -- next
door to Golden Rock -- is the Golden Era hotel and the SubAgua dive shop, which is
run by a Saiss fellowwho is fluent in English. (Wile he had Anerican divers, what
little marketing he does is essentially in Europe.)

If one wal ks further south along the rocky shore studded with palmtrees, a
fifth of a mle farther is Glden Rock’s working dive shop. It was here that |
signed in with Benji (German) and Annouch (Dutch), a handsone coupl e, capable
instructors and boat handl ers, who were both fluent in English and other |anguages,
and bl essed with good hunor. Annouch’s infectious |aughter always kept the day
cheery. The two net in Bonaire nearly three years ago, then worked as dive instruc-
tors in places as diverse as Thailand and Yenen. Wiile they don't plan to stay in
Satia forever, they have settled in for the tine being and are a great addition to
Golden Rock. Q@Qenn, a transplanted Texan who lived in S. Martin several years
before coning to Satia in 1995, can often be found here as he al so | eads dives and
drives gear for divers who don't want to walk fromtheir hotels.

Typically, to begin a dive, you set up your gear at the shop, carry it 30
feet, and hoist it onto a snmall pickup truck. The truck rolls backward to the end
of a cement pier, where you unload your gear and hand it to the divemaster who puts
it on the boat. |If you wsh, they' |l happily do all the heavy lifting for you.

For the first three days, the only three other divers present (including a
couple from Charlotttesville, Va, who told ne that one reason they selected Satia
was because they had read good reports in the Chapbook) were taking an advanced
course. So | dived alone with Benji in the shop’s ten-foot inflatable dinghy. To
board the dinghy, | clinbed down the dock |adder and, with Benji’s assistance,
stepped in. It was a bunpy boat ride to Hangover Reef, ny first dive about a
hal f-mle offshore. Benji hooked the dinghy to the nooring, helped nme with ny gear,
and | backrolled in, dropping to the bottom-- fifty feet down. VMisibility wasn't
nmuch better than 50-plus feet, but the warm 80-degree water nade up for it. Wthin
the first ten minutes, | spotted three nurse sharks (3-5 feet), one swming up to
eyeball me while the two others snuggl ed under |edges. A couple of hundred caesar
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grunts with black tails school ed, and ahead
two large jacks schooled with hal f a dozen
smal | er horseeye jacks. A ong the way |
spotted quite a range of reef fish including
queen angel s, rock beauties, black nargates,
and a coupl e of snall tiger grouper under a
ledge. Coral was abundant with plenty of

| arge barrel sponges and soft corals such as
sea plunes and sea fans. Al a sand patch
wth tile fish, half-a-dozen yell ow head jaw
fish caught drifting norsels. | cane across
a natural formation that |ooked |ike a thick
| ayer of concrete, under which a coupl e of
large lobster resided. A small hawksbhill
turtle anbled by. A the end of the dive,

we hung for three mnutes at 15 feet, then noved up to the surface; | held Benji’s
equi prrent until he clinbed aboard, then he lifted up mne. Then, | kicked and
pul l ed nyself over the gunwales (with his assistance) -- an entrance entirely

wthout grace! (P.S.: That they dive with only one diver is quite a plus!)

O that single dive, Benji explained that we had covered parts of three dive
sites as we had passed two additional noorings while underwater. Another day, we
di ved “Ledges,” where a four-foot reef shark cruised by as | swamacross flat,
coral -covered terrain with a noderate current that quickly subsided when | finned
over a five-foot ledge into a wonderland of fish and coral. Blue chroms and creol e
wasse streaned in groups of a hundred. A snmall hawskbill, jacks, and Bernuda chubs
schooling in the water colum and bl ack durgon were uncommonl y approachabl e.
Kittles of reef fish, parrots, a couple of queen angels, a |ovely queen trigger,
rock beauties, and grunts galore were all noving and swayi ng among pl entiful soft
corals. As we anbled back, a shiny, netallic African ponpano passed slowy by, then
a school of jacks followed. Unhder a ledge, a large lobster shined an electric bl ue;
as | approached, she walked out to greet ne. Near the dive's conclusion, a snaller
reef shark passed, but soon after that a six-footer appeared, gracefully swinging its
tail to power itself. |In addition, | saw two dozen closely knit blue tangs as they
rose and fell along the reef, viciously attacked by dansel fish as they flowed by.

Several other dives | took were sinlar, rating among the best of reef dives
I’ve seen in the Caribbean. The splendid coral is generally varied, with a wde
range of hard and soft varieties. Fi sh are plentiful. | sawa fewlobsters -- in
fact, under one ledge | saw nine! And | nissed a couple of eagle rays that others
saw (n one occasion Benji even pointed out a bright yellow seahorse he knew where
to find. So what’'s not to |ike?

Statia offers several deeper sites, one of which is “Down South.” Annouch
piloted the 32-foot “Sunpy”, sort of a “Little Toot” with ten tank hol ders and
about an ei ght-knot maxi num speed (they always put a DAN oxygen kit on board). Ve
anchored a thousand yards of fshore, backrolled in, then dropped to 60 feet, where
again the coral was lovely and small fished played. A couple from Saba had j oi ned
the group, and we headed for deeper water, down over a sloping edge and sand patch,
eventually leveling out near 120 feet. As | edged along a mni wall, deep water
gorgoni a and sone bl ack coral silhouetted a few small fish in the 90-foot
visibility water. W gradually noved back up to the reef top at seventy feet, where
a four-foot reef shark waited for us. Unhder the boat, plenty of yell ow headed
jawfi sh swayed above their holes, shopping for food, and I foll owed two orange
spotted file fish. As | came across a patch of garden eels, a four-foot barracuda
swamover to see what | was doing. After 45 mnutes, | headed up the line for ny
deconpression stop, entertained by a school of nore than 100 bar jack streamng by.
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The three shops on the island
: nornal |y nake two dives a day (they'll
St EUStatllJS easily arrange a third), at 9 am and 2
p.m or so, returning to the harbor

Diving for Experienced (Im bet ween dives so that people can go back
Diving for Beginners m for lunch at their hotels. A the Ad Qdn
S . House, the fare included ham and cheese,
norkeling O . ) .
chi cken sal ad, or shrinp salad sandw ches
Money’s Worth m V2 on French bread or toast, acconpanied by a
tasty salad ($4-$5). Hanburgers were
0 = poor (I =excellent replicas of a MDonal d's quarter pounder,
Caribbean Scale served with a salad and french fries ($8).

e could also go for larger nmeal s such as

fried fish or steak with vegetables for

approxi mately $15. Pastas were offered,
but unavailable for several days while they waited for the supply boat that delivers
fromS. Maarten on Vednesdays and Fridays. The Continental breakfast included a
few cereal s, canned juices, toast, rolls, and sliced hamand Edam cheese. Wiile
there is no nenu, you can usually ask for eggs, bacon, French toast, and pancakes.

For dinner, the Qd Gn House was tops. A Belgian chef, in his foot-high
white stovepipe chef’s cap, produced superb and extrenely well presented 4-6 course
meal s (about $40). | splurged twice and the highlights included an excellent fresh
salad with roasted quail legs, a fine paté, sunptuously prepared fresh fish on a bed
of yell ow pepper sauce, Dutch roasted potatoes, tender asparagus plucked fromthe
ground, a tonato flower, and one evening the proverbial “chocol ate nousse to die
for,” with a center scoop of vanilla ice cream The chef prepares only a coupl e of
nai n courses an evening, but wll take requests in advance. The setting is pleas-
ant, either inside the rustic dining roomat one of half a dozen tables or just
beyond at poolside. (The tiny pool, by the way, sits between the main house and the
notel -1i ke building housing the roons, up against the bluff.)

Che can, of course, eat el sewhere. Down the road, Shoke Alley has great nusic
every Friday night, when several |ocal gents play their favorites on acoustic guitar
and banjo. O the tw Fridays | was there, they served up good fish and chi ps and
decent ribs, but other divers reported that on other nights the service was sl ow and
the food poor. | tried lunch at the Blue Bead and the only sandw ch avail abl e was
a deep-fried, artificial-tasting chicken patty, but at dinner | had an excellent
thin-crust pizza, simlar to those served in Italian restaurants. A the Qlden Era
| got a tasty whole fried snapper (sans head), salad, mxed vegetables, and french
fries -- a meal that (wth tw beers) came to $22. Ask Mchelle for other restau-
rant tips, including which of the three Chinese restaurants to pick. Wile they' re
in town and not far away fromthe Ad Gn House, one has to nake a five-mnute wal k
up a steep road to reach them But, what the hey -- divers are supposed to be in
shape anyhow, right?

Dve Satia, which was the first shop on the island, has nore gear and goods
for sale than Golden Rock. Their boat holds about the sane nunber of people
confortably (ten, max), and while it’s a bit faster, that isn't a significant
advantage in Satia. They put overflows in an inflatable. The one di sadvant age:
without a dockside dive shop, a truck lugs divers’ equipnent and suited divers back
and forth between the dock and the dive shop for each dive. The owners nanaged the
Cayman Diving Lodge before coning to Statia in 1994.

O one dive we explored three wecks -- a long barge, a scuttled weck, and an
upright tugboat -- that make homes for a variety of yellowails, snapper, and the
like. (There was usually a nodest current, but one day it was so stiff divers only
hung around the barge.) A the wecks, | watched a garden of garden eels in the
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sand, one snhow white except the tip of its head, then got nose-to-nose with an
enornmous southern stingray until its sides began to flutter and it slipped anay. A
| arge barracuda sat silently under the weck. Benji led ne through a couple of

hol es where the inside structure afforded excellent photo opportunities. Satiais
hone to a large oil storage facility and the |aboring screws of a large tanker or
tugboat often broke the underwater solitude for long spells; while this did not seem
to alter the behavior of the fish, the loud roaring noi se was di sconcerti ng.

S. Eustatius has a long and interesting history. |In 1776, when it was under
Dutch control, the governor was the first to recognize the Anerican flag, sending
Britain into a dither, but further enabling . Eustatius to becone the prinmary

supply link between Holland and the US -- alink that permtted Arerican revol u-
tionaries to survive and win. Statia's remarkable history -- it changed hands 22
tines -- can be viewed in an interesting little nuseumin the center of town, where

a couple of roons are set up as they were in revolutionary days. There are nice
turn-of -the-century photographs in the snall museumat Fort Qanje. Statia was
popul ated by sl aves, who used bl ue beads as currency, and sone can still be found
occasional ly along the shore. e day, we also nmade a dive at Blue Bead Hole, a
quarter mle offshore. A 60 feet, | covered the featurel ess sand, |ooking for
beads, pottery, and bottles. Gher than seeing a pair of flying gurnards, the best
we could do in terns of treasure was a coffee mug and a kitchen spoon, circa 1990.
Incidentally, @enn was the one who took us to the B ue Bead Hole -- Annouch had
devel oped a toothache, so Benji acconpanied her for a two-hour wet open boat ride to
S. Kitts, since there was no dentist on St. Eustatius (although there is a nedi cal
school). So much for romantic, easy going, island |iving.

As for accommodations, | decided to spring for the best roomon the island,
where the Dutch royalty had stayed, a two-roomsuite, sinply furnished in antique
replicas, on the water. |It's in a new building across the road fromthe G n House,

where another suite and two singles are located. These are great roons, contrary to
roons in the Gn House itself, which are too dark for ny liking (if you re one of
those folks who is only in your roomto sleep, they Il be just fine, though the
water pressure was weak, others told ne). Wth that in mnd, | mght prefer Kings
Véll, down the road on a hillside overlooking the water, where the group from
Pennsyl vani a resided the week | was there. It has sizeable, light, and airy roons,
many with bal conies facing the water. And while | didn't eat there, reports about
the food there were always very good. O you mght even try the Glden Era Hotel,
next store to Glden Rock Divers. Its clean and sinple roons have bal coni es and
nmany face the water.

So Statia is a throwack, a fine venue for divers satisfied wth a coupl e of
tanks of good Caribbean diving, quiet days, and long walks; it is a return to
yesteryear, thanks in part to an effective narine park.

-- Ben Davi son

meeeeesssssssssm D vers CGonpass: Dive Satia: ww divestatia. com
e-mai | : divestati a@egatropi c.com 011-599-3-182435; Gol den Rock
DO ve Center: wwv gol denr ockdi ve. com gol denr ockdi ve@regat r opi c. com
800- 311- 6658; Scubaqua: www scubaqua. com) scubaqua@ol denr ock. net ,
011-599- 3-182160 ... The basi c seven-night, 10-dive package at the
three hotels runs about $600/ person, doubl e occupancy; for two
divers upgrading to the waterfront roomat the d dn House, it
wll be $928/ person and $1138 for the suite (wth Gol den Rock)

I nexperienced divers mght not |ike dives that always begin

at 60 feet or so and require a stop hanging on to a line ... | went snorkeling in
front of the Qd Gn House -- sand and coral rubble ... The dive operators have
plenty of good rental equipnent ... (olden Rock punps Ntrox (so does Dive Satia)
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and has various tank sizes ... Though |I had inspected ny hoses before |eaving
hone, after ny first dive a black olive forned at the nexus with the tank; Benji
quickly replaced it for $30 ... It often rained at night, but days were generally
fine, with sone clouds and tenperatures about 85 degrees ... Wnair flights from
S. Martin to Satia were on tine; Whnair is tough to book, so Mchelle pur-
chased ny round-trip ticket for ne and faxed ne a voucher ... If you have a few
hours layover in St. Marten, you can wal k a short way fromthe airport to a cou-
ple of little restaurants on the lagoon ... On Statia, beer runs about $1.50 for
a small bottle and a small narket sells it in tow; good hard liquors like M.

Gy Rumrun $6 on up ...

tion would nmake a varied dive trip ...
the Revol utionary Wr, it’'s discussed in detail

The First Salute ...

Saba is only a 10-minute flight; a Saba/ Statia conbi na-
If you want to read about Statia’s role in
in Barbara Tuchnan's fine book,
P.S. to the proud people of S. Eustatius: have an i sl and-

wide cleanup day and pick up the trash along the streets and in public places --
littering need not be part of your heritage.

DAN Founder Retires

The Diver’s Alert Network
(DAN) has announced the resig-
nation of Dr. Peter B. Bennett,
founder, president, and chief
executive officer. Bennett age 71,
has made an enormous contribu-
tion to diving medicine, yet in the
past few years his tenure at DAN
has been controversial and 20
months ago resulted in legal
action. Undercurrent has called or
e-mailed several
of DAN’s
current and past
board members
—as well as
Bennett —to
inquire about
the legal actions,
but few have
been willing to talk and then only
off the record. We believe dis-
cussing the issue is important
because divers support DAN not
only through purchasing insur-
ance but also by making voluntary
contributions. Yet divers have no
authority in DAN matters and the
DAN board is appointed from
within, so there is no outside
accountability. With that in mind,
we decided to pull together this

amid controversy ...

story, based on the public records
we have obtained.

* Kk kK%

Since 1980, DAN has grown
from a single telephone on
Bennett’s desk at Duke University
Medical Center’s Hyperbaric
Center to become the second
largest dive-related organization
in the world. Bennett has been
DAN’s only president and chief

DAN'’s board should operate in good faith
with its members and donors and disclose the
terms of Peter Bennett’s “Golden Parachute.”

executive officer since its incorpo-
ration. As a tenured professor
and senior director of Duke’s
Hyperbaric Center, he’s been
largely responsible for DAN’s
close ties to the university. Many
of DAN’s personnel, including
the staff of DAN’s famous 24-hour
hotline, are Duke employees.
According to DAN’s 2001 tax
return, Bennett was paid $213,750

and serious questions

that year, with another $34,119 in
employee benefit plan contribu-
tions. DAN claimed that Bennett
averaged 50 hours a week in his
responsibilities there, but at the
same time he was employed as a
professor of anesthesiology at
Duke, with teaching responsibili-
ties.

As we learned from court
documents and off-the-record
interviews, there
has been a long-
smoldering
power struggle
between Bennett
and some DAN
board members.
According to one
document, at the
November 2000 board meeting,
certain board members “attacked
Dr. Bennett because of his
alleged ineffective management
of the Corporation.” The board
also inquired about Bennett’s
retirement plans and any plans
for his succession as president
and CEO. In January 2001,
Michael Lang assumed the board
chairmanship, and two new direc-
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