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and tuna cruising the edge of the reef;
many turtles; seven huge bumphead
parrotfish on one dive; manta, spotted
eagle and stingrays; schooling barra-
cuda and a few large great barracuda;
numbers of humphead wrasse; schools
of large unicornfish; numerous giant,
honeycomb, and whitemouth morays.

In addition, there was the expected ar-
ray of colorful or conspicuous reef fish;
especially striking and numerous were
clown triggerfish, a variety of anemon-
efish, many species of butterflyfish and
angelfish, surgeonfish, and an assort-
ment of triggerfish. Included among the
latter were the aggressive (when nesting)
titan triggerfish and huge numbers of
small redtooth triggerfish. Occasionally,
especially toward the end of a dive when
my buddy and I found shelter from the
current, little critters could be found. I
spotted a pair of banded pipefish on one
dive, octopi on several, the blenny and
blind shrimp pair a few times, banded
coral shrimp, and others. I'd rate the div-
ing a notch higher for experienced divers
except a few things: the bilge pump ex-
haust right at the dhoni’s ladder, the lack
of overhead handholds as one shuffled
with fin-clad feet along the benches to
the exit points, and the need to switch
tanks after every dive since filling-in-
place never occurred. The latter capabil-
ity would eliminate the need for the tank
racks since we returned to the Teate after
every dive. In fairness, the dhoni was
leased and had the Teate its own at that
time, these deficiencies may not have
existed. The often-strong currents would
always make this difficult diving for the
inexperienced.

RED SEA

Blue O Two, Blue Fin, April 2008,
Raymond Lyons (macrays@earthlink.
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net), Kamuela, HI. Experience: 251-500
dives. Vis: 25 to 60 Feet. Water: 74 to 77
E, choppy, surge. By far the worst live-
aboard we have ever been on. We booked
the premium cabin only to find we had
the second-best cabin, which is about
35% smaller (although the same price).
Inside our cabin was the compressor for
the boats refrigeration, which worked

all day and night. Sleep was with ear
plugs only. On arrival, the bathroom was
disgustingly dirty and stinking. It was
cleaned only after we asked twice. Max
number of possible dives for the whole
week was supposed to be three per day (a
surprise for any live-aboard), but it was
less -- a max of 13 for the whole week.
One night dive only. Drives between dive
sites in rough water were 8 hours plus --
ridiculous, especially when we arrived to
find out one site was too rough to dive at
all. Each and every dive site is crammed
with at least 6 other live-aboards. On
one dive site there were at least 50 div-
ers at the same time. On the third day,
two other guests and I suffered food
poisoning -- 24 hours of sheer hell with
Mummy Tummy, as the locals call it. The
boat was well armed with pills, so they
obviously are used to it. This was sup-
posed to be “Shark Week” -- the best of
the best -- but we saw one thresher shark
(very cool), one hammerhead (they
were supposed to be schooling) and one
manta. The one night dive we did was
good, with big squid and a crocodile fish
being the most memorable. We found
the dive crew mostly unhelpful and
unfriendly. The Egyptian boat crew was
hard-working and pleasant, although
communications were poor. The
highlight of the week was watching the
remarkable boat skills of these guys tying
up a 120-foot between three other boats
in 15-foot seas. (No diving that day.)

Emperor Divers, January 2008, Mary
Hiley (maryhiley@yahoo.co.uk), Mar-
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ket Weighton, UK. Experience: 51-100
dives. Vis: 15 to 25 Meters. Water: 20 to
22 C, choppy, surge, currents. We were
upgraded to the Elite (that is a boat!).

It has excellent facilities and staff who
were helpful and ever vigilant but not ‘in
your face. The dives were well planned
and one had to be canceled due to rare
bad weather (in the Red Sea!). Cabins,
food and service both wet- and dry-side
were impeccable, especially Achmed, the
dive guide -- thanks Achmed. We did
the ‘Deep South’ trip and the diving was
good, but I have done ‘Simply the Best’
previously and I think that took first
place. Saw grey reef and hammerhead
sharks. The night dives were excellent.
Lion fish follow the lights from divers’
torches in shoals -- amazing. The pre-
trip communication was excellent. UW
Photography Comments: Good recharge
facilities and tables. Photography special-
ty course available.

Grand Sea Serpent, May 2008, Fred
Gentry (fgentry@bgwp.net), Olympia,
WA. Experience: Over 1000 dives. Water:
76 to 80 F, calm, no currents. Diving
lived up to the hype. Hard corals were
wonderful and fish life large and small
prolific. We made arrangements though
Tony Backhurst Scuba Travel (info@
scuba.co.uk). You leave London with a
bunch of friendly Brits and fly direct to
Marsa Alam on the Egyptian southern
coast. Live-aboard mates a bunch of
friendly Brits. We heard that the further
south the trip the better the diving. Lots
of oil money starting to develop the
coast. In 2-4 years the place may look
like Cabo San Lucas so go sooner rather
than later if it is on your “bucket list.”

Hurricane, September 2007. Roberta
Finke (divediva777@yahoo.com), New
York, NY. I have been wary of non-
American standard boats. But Red Sea
Fever struck when our Reef and

Rainforest guru suggested a Tony
Backhurst boat with the itinerary Only
the Best. So Karen and I booked for two
consecutive one week charters, when the
water temperature is at its highest
(79-83). We boarded out of Hurghada
(JFK to Cairo on Egypt Air, overnight in
Cairo, Cairo to Hurghada). There are 6
other boats in the Backhurst fleet
(actually The Tornado Marine Fleet, with
offices in Hurghada and Sharm EI
Sheikh). The Hurricane motored
southeast from the Egyptian port city
towards the well-known islands and dive
sites of The Brothers (Big and Little),
Daedalus, Elphinstone. The closer-in
dive sites we stopped at on our way out
to The Brothers and again on our way
back to Hurghada, along with dozens of
day dive boats. The Hurricane is about
120 feet long, with 12 passenger cabins
(mostly lower queen, upper twin), en
suite bath/shower/toilet/hand bowl. The
space in each cabin is taken up with a
television set and a half-size refrigerator
(we had both removed to make space for
our gear). The small portholes are at the
top of the cabin, near the ceiling, so that
little light is allowed in and you can’t see
out except from the top bunk. There is a
good-sized passenger lounge on the
upper deck and a dining room with 3-4
rectangular tables. All meals are buffet.
Food was OK although weak in the fruit
and vegetable departments and there was
no such thing as orange juice or brewed
coffee (instant only). The Egyptian crew
of about 12 was directed by a Dutch
couple who were also the divemasters.
Each went out with half the divers in one
of the two Zodiacs for each dive, loading
up dinghy 1 and dinghy 2, one after the
other, number 1 always headed by the
male, Thiels, and number 2 headed by
his female partner, Michelle, who always
dove with her video camera (Thiels
usually took his still camera). That
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meant each Zodiac had 8-9 divers, the
divemaster and the driver. The whole
program was uniform and rigid to get
everything and everyone in. The divers
were given the option of following the
divemaster, after the briefing on the
upper deck, or diving on their own, apart
from the check-out dives. Currents were
strong and sometimes unpredictable.
Scuba tubas (sent up at 15-20 feet at the
start of the safety stop) were required.
There were no ladders to get back in the
inflatable. You could either hoist yourself
up or get hauled up and dumped along
with the weights and tanks on the floor
of the Zodiac, after handing up gear.
They had a rule: surface if you can’t see
your buddy after one minute, and were
insistent on a 150-foot maximum depth.
Some dives were done from the dive
deck, especially when surface and
current conditions were too extreme to
send the Zodiacs out. The first week our
fellow divers were all men, from Great
Britain, and primarily cold water divers.
There were 16 of them, accompanied by
7 non-diving women (wives, girlfriends
or somehow connected) who read,
talked, played games, swam a little. All
the divers were competent, pleasant,
communicative between themselves,
speaking with a notable accent that made
understanding them difficult. They
seemed to accept the boats restrictions,
but increasingly opted to not follow the
divemasters. There was one extra male
diver, who was allowed to sleep and keep
his personal belongings in the lounge,
which occupied one end of it. (This
would never be allowed in a Peter
Hughes or Aggressor boat.) The second
week’s divers were from various
countries, including several from the US.
We were assigned to different cabins for
each weeks cruise. We had to put all our
luggage in the bathroom of the cabin we
were going to occupy the 2nd week and

466

leave it there while we overnighted in a
nearby hotel in between the two weeks.
Crew was generally pleasant and helpful.
They were constantly cleaning the boat,
polishing the brass (but not wiping off
the brass cleaner, which ended up on our
hands). Few spoke any English. When
Thiels and Michelle wanted to say
something to each other but didn’t want
the guests to understand, they spoke to
each other in Dutch (Flemish?). Not too
subtle. But we went there to dive. Our
first day of diving, off of Hurghada,
produced a big green moray, a notable
scrawled file fish, and a good-sized
octopus, different in appearance from
those I had seen in southeast Asia,
performed a flash show. At Gota Abu
Ramada (Father Ramada Pinnacle), a
pleasant shallow site, we saw blue spotted
rays, Red Sea angel fish, a crocodile fish,
a spotted eagle ray out hunting, yellow
tailed goatfish, anemones and their
resident anemone fish, and another large
green moray out hunting. Coming up
from dives at these close-to-shore sites
was confusing and precarious. There
were bow lines and stern lines every-
where, crisscrossing each other, divers
everywhere in the water. You had to hunt
around for your boat (there were easily 7
live-aboards and 9-10 day dive boats)
and lift up lines to not get your tank and
other gear caught. A night dive here
produced a lot of small blue spotted rays,
pipefish, crabs, cushion urchins, and
various and sundry finny fish. At Little
Brother Island the reef life was spectacu-
lar. It is a small reef with a lighthouse on
a rocky outcrop (which we visited later
to speak with the lighthouse keepers,
smoke a water pipe and dance to
recorded music). The current is strong,
which accounts for the big marine
animals we saw: grey reef sharks, white
tips, a thresher shark and a scalloped,
white hammerhead obviously used to
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divers and curious about us, following us
along the reef. There was a school of
chevron barracuda, and a particularly
beautiful large, green Napoleon wrasse
that would approach divers and open its
large mouth, showing off its gills and
right down its throat, evidently in the
hope that one of us had an egg or some
other delicious thing to eat. Huge schools
of purple anthias filled the water
column. At Big Brother Island there were
two wrecks we visited. The top of the
Aida is at about 90 feet. I followed it
down to 148 feet. There was nice soft
coral growth on the wreck, several
scorpion fish, a visiting reef shark.
Unfortunately, there are so many divers
all coming up along the nearby reef wall
that a mass of exhaust bubbles just about
made it impossible to see anything on
the way up. The wreck of the Nubia sits
in 240 feet up to 90 feet, covered with
pale coral growth, enormous schools of
anthias and Red Sea fusiliers off to the
east of it. Following a discussion between
dives, Ms. Michelle decided that it was
best to hang out in the blue waiting for
sharks to come along, rather than
hanging over the reef wall where we
might see something while waiting for
sharks to come along. No sharks came
along and it was all boring. I liked the
diving at Daedalus. We saw schooling
chevron barracuda, trevally, blue
fusiliers, triton triggerfish, swarms of
anthias, lovely pastel-colored coral, and
again, a big green moray. At about 110
feet there was a thresher shark. I liked a
sulphur-yellow anemone. At Elphinstone
we saw a variety of schooling fish, two
giant free-swimming morays hunting
together, and as always, many anthias
and smaller creatures in the shallows of
the reef. We had two incidents. At the
end of the dive at Elphinstone, the
second week, one of the Zodiacs tipped
over, being unevenly balanced with a

couple of guys diving doubles sitting side
by side. About 5 divers ended up on the
shallow reef, 3-4 feet, with their gear
(some on, some off. Two were badly cut,
one guy had his shoulder wrenched.
Gear was scattered around the reef. Ms.
Michelle later organized a search and
rescue party to try to recover some of the
missing equipment. Some things were
found; others not. About two days later,
when we were returning to Hurghada
and doing the in-shore dives, a day dive
boats motor suddenly burst into flames.
The driver and the divers jumped off the
boat and the boat went circling crazily
around for about 5 minutes with divers
in the water, until some boatmen
rounded up the out-of-control boat on
fire. The various and sundry divers in the
water were picked up by various and
sundry boats before everyone got safely
sorted out. On the way back to tranquil
NYC, we did 3 days of touring in and
around Cairo. We loved the museum and
climbing up into the sarcophagus room
in the Great Pyramid. Should you still be
considering a dive trip to the Red Sea, I
would suggest your doing it off of Sudan.
Maybe the Best is down there.

Royal Evolution, September 2008, Carol
Cox (ccox@mchsi.com), APO, AE. Ex-
perience: Over 1000 dives. Vis: 50 to 100
Feet. Water: 89 to 92 F, calm, choppy, no
currents. We spent 2 weeks after booking
through Tony Backhurst in London; flew
a charter flight from London to Marsa
Alam. On return, our carry-on bags
were weighed in addition to our checked
bags. We were 8 pounds overweight, and
had to pay $60. A bus picked up several
Backhurst groups at the Marsa Alam
airport. Our group spent the first night
in a hotel. It was bedlam getting the cor-
rect bags off the bus, and check-in was
slow, but everyone eventually got rooms
despite some missing reservations.
Guests were confused on what hotel they
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were in, and what arrangements were for
the next day. It would have helped if a
crew member had met us at the airport.
The hotel had a pool, restaurants, and
small shops, but not much to do while
waiting until 17:00 for the short RIB
ride to the boat. We paid $30 for late
checkout -- the alternative was to hang
out in the lobby. 23 divers were on
board, Brits, Germans, two Swiss and us.
We reserved a deluxe cabin on the deck
with the dining room, lounge and dive
deck -- great to minimize using stairs.
The cabin was roomy, with a queen bed
(with room to walk around), storage and
two picture windows. The bath had a
Aspacious@ counter and another picture
window. We had individual A/C, and I
could sit at the desk to use my laptop.
Engine noise was minimal. Cabins below
were reached by stairs, not a ladder, and
were roomy, but with no windows. One
passenger complained about a smell of
fumes. Issues with cabins were attended
to promptly by staff. Guests were given
deck towels. After clearing Customs, we
motored over smooth seas all night. In
the morning we were briefed on dive
safety and the dive site. After a check-
out dive, guests could follow a guide or
wander off to investigate coral heads.

We moved onto another reef and did
afternoon and night dives. We saw lots of
blue-spotted rays, groupers, anemones
with clownfish, butterfly and angelfish,
and bumphead wrasses. On the night
dive, we saw moray eels, and large lion-
fish followed us to gobble up small fish
blinded by our lights. After our first day,
the boat motored all night and the next
day with one stop in route to dive a large
underwater plateau. We continued mo-
toring through the night to reach Port
Sudan to clear in and out of Customs

-- efficient! We stayed on board while the
crew handled everything. We stopped

a short distance outside the port to do
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three dives on the Umbria wreck, includ-
ing a night dive. The 23 divers were
divided into 3 groups and led through
different sections of the ship to avoid
overcrowding. The routine for the next
week was four dives a day, some from the
stern of the live-aboard, and some from
RIBs. The divers on board were highly
experienced, making the dives enjoyable.
We were usually divided into 3 groups
to avoid overcrowding during dives. The
boat ran efficiently at sea, with lots of
helping hands. The entire staff was safety
conscious. Divers were issued a safety
sausage, air horn, and signal mirror, and
were required to carry an extra signal
light on night dives in case they drifted
off (which hasn’t happened to date).
Guides checked out riskier sites. We

had one passenger who got around on
crutches. She was helped when needed
without any embarrassing fuss. She

was a good diver once in the water, and
the crew did not let her mild handicap
prevent her from using the RIBs or miss-
ing any dives. Right before plunging in
for a night dive, an observant deck hand
spied a small leak in my octopus hose.

It was quickly changed out, saving the
dive for me. Food: The main course was
often overcooked, but one day we had
raw meatballs. The buffet had plenty

of variety, including salads, side dishes,
two main courses, and dessert. Break-
fast was the same every day, except for
eggs cooked to order. There was always

a line for the slow toaster. There was

no filtered coffee unless you purchased
an espresso. The first two dives usually
consisted of deep dives over drop-offs

to look for sharks. My husband and I
only saw one gray reef shark and a small
white tip. Hopefully they haven’t been
fished out and they’ll return with cooler
water. After looking over the drop-off,
we wandered back to a wall, plateau, or
pinnacles to enjoy the spectacular reef
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creatures. The boat moved to a shallower
site for the afternoon and night dives.
We saw butterfly and angelfish, jacks,
groupers -- including coral and lyretails,
anemones with clownfish, sea slugs, and
colorful soft corals. We got close to giant
bumphead parrotfish as they slept, and
saw moray eels, tons of lionfish and the
ever-present Red Sea anthias. We even
snorkeled with a school of manta rays.
UW Photography Comments: Two rinse
tanks on stern, but they were not filled to
capacity, which would have been better.
Camera table with air hose, but top was
cluttered with tools, analyzers, snacks,
drinks; not reserved for cameras.

THAILAND

M/V Pawara, February 2008, Randy Saf-
fell (rsaffell@cox.net), Broken Arrow,
OK. Experience: 501-1000 dives. Vis:

50 to 75 Feet. Water: 82 to 85 F, choppy,
currents. The M/V Pawara is in excellent
condition and comfortable. The dive
deck is large and spacious with a good
distance between tanks. There is room
for 20 divers. We had 14 so we were
divided into two groups of 7, each with
a DM who led each dive, if you wanted
to go with him; they knew where the
stuff was I wanted to see: ghost pipe-
fish, harlequin shrimp, dancing shrimp,
seahorses, rock fish, etc. However, if you
wanted to go alone with you camera, all
you had to do was wave at the DM. As
normal all you had to do was take off
your Ist stage and the crew filled your
tank and put it back on for you. We did
4 dives a day plus 2 the last day, for 22
dives in the 6 days, with 3 night dives.
We had no dive-related problems for the
week. Music was piped over the intercom
15 minutes before briefings so everyone
could assemble or, in my case, wake up!
There were 5 meals a day, all great. Some

of our pickier divers passed on things
that I thought were great, but I had no
idea what they were. There were non-
alcoholic beverages on the boat and beer
could be purchased. Some of the divers
brought their own beer or other bever-
ages. The crew was more than happy to
put it in the refrigerator for them. The
boat was always moving between dives
so we would not have to dive the same
place twice unless we requested it. We
did spend 1 day and all four dives at
Richelieu Rock, but that was a unani-
mous request as there was so much to
see. There were 2 wreck dives, Beacon
Reef and Tuna Wreck, both loaded with
marine life. Just luck of the draw we

did not see mantas or whale sharks, but
there was enough other stuff to make
the trip. If you want a small live-aboard
that caters to divers with no overcrowd-
ing and great accommodations, this

is it. The only thing I could complain
about was the mattress. They were hard,
as were the pillows. Some of us would
sleep on the lounge deck or in the inside
lounge, as they were softer. Take a small
air mattress and my own pillow. That’s
all -- it was perfect in every other way.
There are no camera tables near the dive
deck, but two large camera barrels. The
inside lounge area has numerous places
to charge batteries, but it is upstairs and
sort of awkward to get the cameras up
and down the stairs each time. The crew
knew how to hold cameras to get them
in/out of the water and was careful when
they put them in the water buckets.

MYV West Coast Explorer, December
2007, Arthur Lafave (alafave@lafaveas-
soc.com), Washington, DC. Experience:
101-250 dives. Vis: 35 to 65 Feet. Water:
79 to 80 E, choppy. Four-day, four-night
live-aboard trip that leaves from Tap
Lamu just 20 minutes north of the Sara-
sin Bridge from the mainland to Phuket.
The boat wends its way through the
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