August 2001

The Private, Exclusive Guide for Serious Divers

Vol. 16, no. 8

Fernando de Noronha, Brazil

IN THIS ISSUE:

Fernando

de Noronha, Brazil . ... ..... 1

Bahamas Rogue
Downwellings ........... 2

When Your Dry Suit
Will Double As Day Wear . . 4

The Channel Islands,

Southern California . . . . .. 6
The Truth About

San Salvador’s Algae . . . ... 6
$5,000 Reward For

Errant Spearfisherman. ... 7
Chapbook 2002 Deadline . . . 8

Great Whites
VisitCatalina........... .. 11

When A Travel Agent
Sticks To “ItsRules”. . . . .. 12

Why Divers Die; Partll . .. .. 14
Flotsam & Jetsam . . . . .. 16

Webste addressis
http:/Amwww.undercurrent.org

Editorial Office:

Ben Davison

Publisher and Editor

125 East Sir Francis Drake Blvd.
No. 200

Larkspur, CA 94939
BenDavison@aol.com

unique diving, better than Caribbean prices

Dear Fellow D ver:

Renote. Isolated. A protected narine park. Reasonably
i nexpensi ve. The possibilities excited ne. Then, when |
heard “Fernando de Noronha” rolling lyrically off the

tongues of those who properly pronounce it -- they roll the
r’'s and pronounce the “nh” as the “n” in B Nfo -- | was
hooked. It’s the only inhabited island in an archipelago 120

mles off the Brazilian Coast, four degrees south of the
equator. Mention it to a Brazilian and you' |l receive know
ing smles. Mention it to anyone el se and expect to answer
sone questions.

As if its renoteness weren't protection enough, its
waters and wldlife are well-guarded by the Brazilian gov-
ernnent. Devel opnent is severely linmted. They closely regu-
late fishing. It’s even against the law to dive, snorkel
or swimwith the resident pod of sone thousand spi nner
dol phi ns, al though you can take a boat tour to see themon
or just under the surface. The governnment requl ates the
nunber of tourists on the island, partially through a uni que
tax system Pay $65 US person for a week's stay, $170 for
two weeks, and about $800 for a nonth. The |onger you stay,
the nore you pay per day. (bviously, the governnent cares
nore about preserving the ecol ogical integrity than about
expandi ng the econony. So, not many foreign tourists visit
the island and the few who do are nostly Europeans. Most
visitors are Brazilian, vacationing fromthe big cities of
Sao Paulo or R o.

The place to stay is in one of the hundred small
pousadas, essentially B&' s. Mst are very confortabl e,
while a feware first class. After one day at a bad hotel,
whi ch has since cl osed, we noved to Pousada Ze Maria. The
owner, Ze Maria, was a kind and generous host, keeping four
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clean and confortable roons in a snmall wooden

#iam house surrounded by |ush tropical vegetation wth

ral

beautiful views of the island s spectacul ar natu-
beauty. From the pousada’s w ap-around porch,
we looked in one direction at a valley with dis-

tant hills and the Atlantic Ccean visible in the

BRAZIL =

backgr ound.

In the other direction, beyond rolling

fields, a nassive volcanic rock jutted a hundred

feet above a lushly forested hillside, towering

above us like sone huge, prehistoric nonolith. The

smal |
et and drawer space. The large, confortable, com
non living room conplete with a well-stocked

air-conditioned bedroons had plenty of clos-

honor bar, opened into the dining area where we
dined with other guests at a large table with Ze Maria sitting at the head. Hs per-
manent snmle lines and kind eyes set the tone for enployees and guests alike. Though
he and his staff spoke practically no English -- and we spoke absolutely no

Portuguese -- | can't renenber ever
feeling this level of hospitality
anywher e el se. (A new pousada, the
Dol phin, has a swmming pool with a
nearby bar, a sauna, restaurant and
Engl i sh-speaki ng personnel .)

Resi dent chef Roberto pre-
pared three el egant neal s daily.
Brazilian breakfasts featured
neats, cheeses, fresh fruit, and
coffee. Lunch and dinner were real
events, with several main courses
served famly style. Entrees of
fish, beef, or chicken, prepared
w th succulent and subtle sauces or
sinply grilled, were conpl enented
by a variety of vegetable and rice
concoctions. They provided fresh
juices and soft drinks. Beers, bot-
tled mneral water, and |iquors
were stocked in the honor bar.

Yet why cone to Brazil for
the diving? Because it’'s a refresh-
ing change fromthe Cari bbean.
Jagged, dramatic boul ders, all
thoroughly encrusted in extrenely
col orful sponges, algae, and hard
coral, doninate the underwater
| andscape. Oh a typical dive, | saw
| arge school s of black nargates,
Ber muda chub, and sral | nout h
grunts, as well as conies, barracu-
da, Spani sh hogfish, brown chronis,
sergeant najors, parrotfish,
stingrays, jacks, spotted goatfish,
scraw ed filefish, French and queen
angel fi sh, bl ackbar sol dierfi sh,
cocoa dansel fish, and | ong-spi ned
squirrelfish. About half the dives

Bahamas Rogue Downwellings

While aboard Blackbeard’s Sea Explorer in the Bahamas on a
cruise beginning April 28, | withessed the rescue of several unfortu-
nate divers caught it a nasty downward current.

It was a horrible, rainy and cold cruise, the worst possible condi-
tions for Blackbeard’s accommodations. We all bit our lips and did
what we could to enjoy the diving.

When we arrived at our next site, we found divers scattered every-
where on the surface. As the crew of another Blackbeard’s boat, the
Pirate’s Lady, struggled to get an unconscious diver up the ladder,
our skipper, Steve Clark, immediately recognized the problem and
quickly maneuvered the boat to recover divers from the ocean.
They waited on our boat while first aid was administered to the
unconscious diver on the deck of Pirates’s Lady. A half dozen divers
got dragged down by a current as far as 200 feet. Three divers had
to be evacuated from Bimini to the chamber and medical facilities
in Miami.

One diver told me that he got pulled to 175 feet and had to
make a rapid ascent from that depth. He was later evacuated with
mild DCS symptoms. Later | talked with Blackbeard’s about the fate
of the unconscious diver. She had suffered a mild heart attack and
fully recovered.

We dove the same site 30 minutes after recovering the others. |
saw huge turtles and a reef shark doing figure eights over a section
of wall that jutted over the drop off. As | felta light current running
down a chute on the wall, our group of 15 divers completed the
dive unscathed.

Bruce Purdy, the owner, said he once experienced a similar cur-
rent, though apparently not as strong, on another dive during
November. He found that both times a strong northeast wind had
prevailed for several days and the tide was going out. He said he will
advise his captains to avoid the drift dive on this wall off Bimini
when the rare northeast wind is a factor. They will also brief divers
on the potential of encountering a downwelling and instruct them
on how to swim out of it if necessary.

Jim Walls
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| saw nurse and reef sharks. | spotted sev-
eral green turtles, spiny and slipper |ob-
sters, banded coral shrinp, several crabs,
and octopuses. Qher divers saw a coupl e of
nanta or mobula rays. The waters are ali ve,
and though there nay be fewer species than
at many Garibbean dive |ocations, the guan-
tity of fishes, as well as the average
size, far surpassed nost Caribbean
locations. | have rarely seen so nany |arge
school s of chub, and |’ve never seen such

| arge schools of grunts. Wde-angl e opport u-
nities abound between the beautiful ly Atlantis Divers’ Cat

encrusted rock fornations and the |arge

school s of fishes, but there were always many snall critters and interesting little
scenes calling for close-up and nacro lenses. Misibility varied from40 feet to well
nore than 100 feet, water ran about 82 degrees in My.

Noronha’'s three dive operators share the sane dock. Atlantis Dvers, Agua
Qaris, and Noronha Divers each run two-tank norning and afternoon trips and travel
any night with enough guests. If one has the stamna, four to five dives a day are
possible. Al the operators provide aluninum80's and Ntrox on request. Both Agua
Qaris and Noronha di vers can accommodate Trimx fills, using either twin-80"s or
big, fat, steel 96's rigged wth dual regul ator valves. They required c-cards as
well as a signature on standard liability waivers, then youre off to dive, with no
checkout required. (The waivers were in English and the guides spoke enough English
so | always knew the drill.)

| dived one day with Agua daris and though their ol der, wooden boats were
w thout heads or canera rinse tanks and sport flinsy ladders, | had a great day of
diving. Although the boat could hold a dozen divers, there were only seven. Al
Nor onha di ve operators require buddy diving, so | buddied wth Caio Borghoff, an
instructor, who proved to be an excell ent divegui de and conpani on.

M/ other dives were wth Atlantis Divers, which has two new well-naintai ned,
roony catanarans, each wth a head, canera rinse, and two solid |adders. Their boats
hol d about two dozen divers and a half dozen staff. Diving is in snall groups,
avoiding a cattle-boat feel. The staff is helpful, friendly, and conpetent, calling
roll by name to insure all divers are aboard. Wen one guest got seasick, they
returned to port to drop her off between dives. Wiile sonetines the water was calm
and flat, other times there was a noderate current or surge. Wienever the plan
called for atrip to turbulent waters, the crew generally offered an alternative at
a calmand sheltered site. The guides kept divers of simlar skills together, plan-
ning the dives carefully so no one had to wait long to be picked up. Buddies coul d
stray fromthe group, but they strictly prohibited solo diving. They point out any
interesting critters they find al ong the way.

Pedras Secas (or Dy Rocks) was a drift dive anong col orful boul ders strewn
along a jagged underwater cliff. Saells of 4-6 feet created a surge as deep as 40
feet. Here, thousands of smallnouth grunts congregated with other species, all
mlling about amd dramatic piles of sponge-encrusted boul ders that forned a
labyrinth of pathways, naking this a very special dive.

At Cabeco da Sapata, the entire dive took place around one pinnacle. At the
bottomof the rock -- about 110 feet deep -- several 6-8 foot reef sharks patrolled
the depths, warily maintaining their distance. | shot images of colorful rocks and
clouds of grunts and chub, |ooking up the rock face toward the sun above. Sowy I
circled the rock as | ascended, passing fish and critters along the way. | finished
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the dive near the pinnacl e s peak, where the sun highlighted huge clouds of grunts,
chub, parrotfish, conies, and angelfish rocking in the surge. A the surface, the
water boiled fromthe force of the crashing waves. The boat pulled up a few fin
kicks fromthe rock, allow ng an easy and effortless end to the dive.

Another classic Noronha dive is deep and not for everyone. The weck of the
Qorveta lies upright in the sand at 200+ feet, with the deck at 185 feet. It can be
dived on air or Trimx, depending on one’s training. Quests diving air used speci al
steel tanks fitted wth dual valves for redundant first stages. Atlantis D vers sup-
plied a ScubaPro first and second stage for backup so each diver had two independent

reg sets. Hghly trained technical divers escorted two or three divers at a tine.
Wi le bottomtine is only 15 mnutes, | stayed down 45 mnutes to conpl ete decom
pression. Oh ny first dive to the Gorveta, | saw a huge Jewish -- a.k.a. Gliath

Gouper -- hanging around the bow nounted 40-mllineter deck gun. After he posed for

several
the pilothouse. The ship radio s mcrophone still

When YOUf Dry Coming soon: forget that change of
i i clothes.
Suit Will Double If there’s one thing James Bond didn’t
have, it was decent amphibious — wet
As Day Wear and dry— clothing, Just think of all the

times he clambered out of water clad in
dive gear, only for the bad guys to get a head start while he struggled to
get into dry clothes.

Now the US Army’s Soldier and Biological Chemical Command Lab
in Natick, Mass., has come up with an answer: a dry suit you can wear
comfortably out of the water. The amphibious suit is designed so US
Navy SEALS can get out of the water ready for action in lightweight garb.

In the water, the dry suit performs like any other, keeping the wearer
warm by preventing water from reaching the skin. But once out of the
water, the structure of its novel three-layer membrane changes to let per-
spiration escape, so the wearer doesn’t become overheated and have to
change into dry clothes.

Navy SEALS are now testing the suit for general comfort and warmth
in a range of water temperatures and pressures. It will be at least a couple
of years before the suit is ready for use, says Quoc Truong, program man-
ager at the Natick lab, but after that it won’t be long before it finds its way
into civilian life.

“Compared to a dry suit, it will be a bit heavier because we wanted to
use a durable fabric,” says Truong. “But it’s still very light” And SEALS
won't have to lug around an extra set of dry clothes.

So how does it work? The sulit consists of a polyurethane-based shape-
memory polymer layer, sasndwiched between a laminated low-drag
stretchable outer fabric and a heat reflective insulation layer on the
inside. The transition temperature of the polymer membrane is prede-
termined; between 5565 degrees F it has a dense molecular structure
that stops water molecules from passing through it. When the tempera-
ture rises to between 65 and 80 degrees F, the material softens and
becomes more amorphous, so sweat molecules can pass through it.

The sulit is also impervious to urine, says Truong. On land, wearers can
relieve themselves by way of a zipped opening that reaches from the
shoulder to the groin, but in the water, SEALSs would have no alternative
but to pee in their suit. Truong is confident that the acid in urine will not
rot the new suit’s material and hamper the diver’s activities.

New Scientist, March 31, 2001.

shots with the weck and ny guide in the background, | took a quick tour of
dangled on its coiled cord, tenpt-

ing ne to radio the boat for a
few nore tanks so | coul d
extend our stay. The weck was
covered in red and orange
encrusting growhs and swarm
ing wth brown chroms and

bl ackbar sol dierfish. The 15
mnutes went all too quickly,
although it was not difficult
to use up an entire roll of 36
exposures in the brief tine.

Wen | was not diving,
| visited several exquisite
sparsel y peopl ed beaches.
Transportation around the
island is by snall cars, like
golf carts, which rent for
$30/ day. For another $30 you
can get a driver. M wife
spent nost of her days either
relaxing and reading at the
pousada, or touring the island
with a driver to take photo-
graphs. The scenery iS spec-
tacular, with rugged vol canic
rock formations, tropical
forests, gorgeous beaches and
sceni c _nountai ns. Shopping is
limted and the nightlife is
nonexi stent, so restaurant
hoppi ng is the entertai nment.
Wiile I found it difficult to
| eave the wonderful fare and
hospitality of Ze Miria, |
enjoyed the Tartarugao Bol dro
wth its excellent steak and
seaf ood di shes, served on
flamng platters. | also
enj oyed the Restaurante
Ecol ogi co, known for its |ob-
ster and octopus. At the
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Restaurante E Bar M sual, a short wal k

up the hill fromthe little shoppi ng

area just above the dock, chef and owner Fernando de NOI’Onha
B da prepares tasty octopus, fish, and

chi cken dishes. Try a side order of her Diving for Experienced Ooogve
nacaxeira, a dish sinlar to but nuch

tastier than French fries. Diving for Beginners oo
Bring plenty of cash. Few busi Accommodations i
nesses take credit cards (those that do AL Hooov
prefer ISA). Travel ers checks and cash Money’s Worth Dood
are unobtainable if you run out. | never [ = poor 00000 = excellent
| eave cash in hotel roons, going as far
as to take it underwater with me in an (Caribbean scale)
old, gutted, Ikelite Mni-C flashlight
housing -- ny underwater wallet. Qne
day, after grabbing a bite to eat at
Hda s Restaurante E Bar M sual, | headed
off to catch the afternoon dive. Ohce underwater, | renenbered | had left ny trusty
old Mni-Con the bar! The next norning, | knocked on Hda s door -- she lives in
roons adjacent to her restaurant -- and when she saw rme she i mmedi ately produced ny

mssing flashlight, conplete with its precious contents. That’s just how the peopl e
are on Fernando. The staff at Ze Maria even mailed ny wfe a T-shirt she had inad-
vertently left there, wthout even bei ng asked.

After eight days, | concluded that Fernando de Noronha was even nore beauti ful
than the sound of its name. Unhspoiled natural beauty abounds both above and bel ow
the surface of the water. It is a very special and tinel ess place, reniniscent in
ways of sone | ess commercialized islands in the Caribbean -- say, for exanple, the
north side of Tobago -- but with its own charns. Wth its excellent diving, excep-
tional hospitality, and exquisite food, Noronha has won ny heart.

-- PK

e D ver’'s Conpass: Sunie at Grand Tours and Travel, Inc., (800)591-
2955; (954) 472-7163; e-numil: stockl ers@ahoo.com can arrange
air, accommodations, diving and offers packages. She is inti-
mately famliar wth Noronha. Conplete dive packages, wth five

nights at the Dol phin Hotel -- including airfare fromUS.
cities, meals and diving -- runs $1,600 to $1, 800, depending
upon your hone port ... If you choose to do it yourself, the two

tank boat dives costs less than $45; a night dive is $35 and a

GQorveta dive is under $100. V¢ pai d $70/ day/ doubl e for a room
and three neals at Ze Maria. Fromnost US cities the Travel ocity.comwebsite has
airfares to Recife Brazil at $600-$650 ... | flew a code-share on Delta, then a
short flight on an Air Nordeste/Varig to Fernando. Extra baggage can be costly,
especially on the snall plane between Recife to Noronha. Ask for extra allowance --
it helped for ne ... Pousada Ze Maria, Pousada Morena, and Pousada Sol ar dos Ventos
have good accommodati ons. Atlantis and Agua daris both have technical dive instruc-
tion. Atlantis is acquiring several rebreathers and will offer instruction and
rentals. Mre details at wwv atl anti snoronha.com... No E-6 processing on the
island, but there is a one-hour color print processing ... Year-round daytine tenps
run in the md to upper 80's, 70's at night ... Decenber and January can be too
rough to dive ... Nearest chanber is on the mainl and, though they expect to have one
on the island in 2002 ... You nust have a visa to enter Brazil. Downl oad an applica-
tion and instructions fromww brasilenb.org or call (202)238-2828.
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