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from near Port Vila, including a couple 
of wrecks. Leanne does a great job to 
accommodate dive requests and avoid 
repetition if you are diving with them 
over several days.
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Great Escape, November 2008, Harry 
Kreigh, Sacramento, CA. I took a 7-day 
trip on the Great Escape out of Broome, 
Western Australia, to Rowley Shoals 
(Mermaid and Clerke Atolls), approxi-
mately 180 miles offshore. Eleven 
passengers (9 Aussies and 2 Americans) 
were on the boat. The diving was not 
spectacular in terms of prolific fish life, 
especially sharks, but was still good due 
to some pristine vertical walls with dense 
hard/soft corals, fans and a variety of 
fish. The lack of exciting dives (excluding 
a high-speed channel dive at Mermaid 
Atoll) was outweighed by the overall 
enjoyment of the trip due to an enthusi-
astic/helpful crew and camaraderie 
among a great group of guests, as well as 
the luxurious boat and fine dining. We 
had outstanding weather, sunny (85-90 
degrees) with a slight breeze every day. 
Water conditions were also good (83 
degrees with some cooler currents, but 
no noticeable thermocline) with 40- to 
100-foot visibility and generally calm 
conditions. Most dives were drifts along 
walls in slight to moderate currents. My 
only complaints were: 1) except for 
channel and night dives, divers were 
picked up by the boat, despite having 
two tenders available; 2) the tenders are 
uncomfortable flat metal boats; 3) tanks 
are filled on the dive platform and 
returned to the dive deck so divers must 

change out tanks for each dive; 4) this 
area is noted for exceptional visibility 
and large sharks, which we did not 
experience; and 5) the divemasters 
strictly enforce the buddy system, 
requiring teams to enter/exit the water 
together, regardless of experience/
training level; this is a constraint when 
buddies have different air consumption 
rates. Based on the comments of other 
local divers, with previous experience at 
Rowley Shoals, we may have been 
unlucky and experienced a slow week, 
due to the wrong tides or other tempo-
rary deviation from normal conditions. 
Due to the expense and lengthy travel, I 
am reluctant to recommend this trip to 
Americans solely for diving. However, if 
you are planning a trip to Western 
Australia, Rowley Shoals is worth 
consideration (possibly in combination 
with Exmouth/Ningaloo Reef further 
south). Also, the diving season is short 
(October - December). The Great Escape 
is a new catamaran (approximately 80 
feet long with a 25-28 foot beam), 
operating in its second season. There are 
seven spacious cabins (14 passengers) 
with a mini-fridge, plenty of storage 
space, adjustable A/C, reading lights and 
large ensuite bathroom. Soap, shampoo, 
conditioner and toothpaste are provided. 
Our cabin was on the top deck behind 
the wheelhouse. There was little engine 
or anchor noise, but occasionally we 
heard the compressor or radio commu-
nications from the wheelhouse. Cabins 
are serviced daily, and linens were 
changed during the trip. There is a 
formal dining room that was used only 
for dinners on the first and last evenings 
of the trip. All other meals were served 
on the dive deck. The boat has a huge 
salon with a decent library, flat screen 
monitor and small DVD collection (each 
cabin also has a flat screen monitor for 
private viewing). The top deck and bow 
have space to lounge in the sun (cush-
ioned benches on the bow, but no lounge 
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chairs). There is also a spa on the bow, 
which was not used during the trip. 
Guests are allowed to use the laundry 
facilities. Smoking was not a problem on 
this trip. After the late afternoon dives, 
hors’d oeuvres/snacks were served on the 
dive deck. Towels were available after the 
first dive and the same towels (or beach 
towels from the cabins) were used 
throughout the day. There are 2 
bathrooms (one has a shower) on the 
dive deck, but most guests used a hose 
on the dive platform to rinse off after 
dives. We had two crossings (14-15 hours 
each) and a short cruise between the 
atolls (2 hours), and the boat was stable. 
Meals were varied and tasty. A cold 
breakfast of cereal, juice, fruit and toast 
was available around 6:30 A.M. daily. 
Fried/scrambled eggs with bacon/
sausage, fried tomatoes and baked beans 
were the usual breakfast fare after the 
first dive. We had pancakes once. Buffet 
lunches consisted of an entrée (beef, 
chicken or lamb) with rice or noodles 
and a side dish. Dinner was served, and 
consisted of roasted meat, potatoes and 
vegetables with homemade desserts. The 
cook was versatile and prepared the 
dishes in various international styles 
(stir-fry, curry, etc.). The crew (staff of 6) 
were young, enthusiastic and friendly. 
They worked hard and made most of the 
dives with us. Their attitude really 
enhanced the experience. They are one 
of the best crews I have ever encoun-
tered. Tanks (80 cubic feet/steel or 
aluminum) are stored in racks behind 
benches along the stern of the dive deck. 
Each diver has a plastic crate for dive 
gear that slides under the bench. Tanks 
were consistently filled to 3000 - 3500 
psi. Four dives were scheduled (7:30, 
10:30, 1:30 and 4:30), with two night 
dives offered during the trip. Only three 
dives were offered on arrival/departure 
days. Dive briefings were brief, particu-
larly for wall dives. Entries were from 
two platforms on the stern. For channel/

night dives, divers were loaded into two 
tenders. The tender drivers followed 
divers’ bubbles. Dives were limited to 130 
feet for 60 minutes, including a 3-5 
minute safety stop. However, most divers 
surfaced after 45 minutes (due to 
enforcement of the buddy system, I 
surfaced with my buddy after 45-50 
minutes). A safety sausage was manda-
tory (I used a Dive-Alert twice). 
Cyalumes were required for night dives. 
Due to the absence of critters and 
unfamiliarity with the sites (first trip of 
the season, new divemasters, etc.), the 
divemasters didn’t show us any interest-
ing animals (except a few turtles and 
sharks). Most diving was drift dives 
along vertical or sloping walls in slight to 
moderate currents. At Mermaid Atoll, 
the vertical walls were bottomless; 
whereas, at Clerke Atoll the vertical/
sloping walls reached the bottom at 
about 150 feet. The walls, particularly at 
Clerke, were densely packed with hard 
and soft corals (purple and white stalks), 
fans, black coral and gorgonians. 
Unfortunately, the sections of pristine 
corals were short and degraded into 
rubbly areas or segregated bommies 
(usually halfway through the dive). 
Except for occasional sightings of single 
sharks, turtles or tuna, nothing big was 
seen swimming along the wall (one 
manta was seen on top of the wall). We 
did several channel dives, but only one 
with a strong current (3-4 mph), and 
saw several whitetip and gray reef sharks 
and large groupers. The remaining dives 
were inside the lagoons around bommies 
in sand patches. These were aquarium 
dives with lots of tropical fish species 
present, including one large, friendly 
potato cod and a few more sharks than 
the wall dives. Night dives were unpro-
ductive. I didn’t see any lionfish, 
scorpionfish, lobsters, crabs, sea snakes, 
cuttlefish or octopus, and only a couple 
of eels and nudibranchs during the 
entire trip. There were a few schools of 
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jacks (50-100), barracuda, batfish, 
fusiliers and triggerfish. The usual 
surgeons, wrasses, unicorns, butterflies, 
parrots, angels, sweetlips, Napoleons, 
Titan triggerfish (non-aggressive) and 
elegant/fire dartfish were present, as were 
a few bumphead parrots. There were lots 
of tridacna clams of various sizes and 
colors and a few anemones at each dive 
site. We did one blue water dive (hung 
near a line at 120 feet while the divemas-
ter rubbed and squeezed a plastic water 
bottle to “call” the sharks) and saw 
several small groups of hammerheads 
(3-6) and a few silvertips and gray reef 
sharks. They often see tiger sharks on 
these dives, but we weren’t that lucky. I 
made 24 dives (including two night 
dives), and would rate most of them as 
good with a couple of fair ones (both 
night dives were poor). A few of the wall 
dives were outstanding (due to the 
beauty/condition of the wall, not the 
marine life). From the boat we did see a 
couple of sailfish leaping out of the 
water, and watched a few dolphins 
cruising in the bow wave. It took me 
about 1-1/2 days to reach Broome (from 
LAX, I took Qantas via Melbourne and 
Perth). This is not a cheap trip either 
(the airline ticket cost about $2500 and a 
Panoramic View cabin on the boat cost 
$5660 [AUD]). Great Escape staff 
provided transportation to their office 
on the day of departure, then to the boat 
later in the afternoon and to the airport 
when we returned. There is a small 
sandbar (Bedwell Island) at Clerke Atoll 
with nesting areas for tropical birds 
(white-tailed and red-tailed) and turtles. 
We walked around the island and saw 
several chicks and a turtle skeleton (also 
lots of cuttlebones had washed ashore, 
but strangely, no cuttlefish were seen by 
the divers). I spent one night in Broome 
at Reflections Bed & Breakfast, less than 
2 miles from downtown, owned by a 
pleasant retired couple. It was quiet, and 
I had a terrific breakfast of pancakes and 

fruit. Airport pickup was included. 
Broome is an interesting small town that 
developed as a pearling port (at one time 
it was the largest producer of mother of 
pearl buttons in the world, and still 
produces cultured pearls). Besides the 
Pearl Luggers Museum, there are 
galleries featuring Aboriginal art and 
didgeridoos and Sun Pictures, the 
world’s oldest outdoor theatre. There are 
fascinating boab (bottle) trees through-
out the town. Broome is also the gateway 
to the Kimberley region, which is a vast 
wilderness area with some of the most 
beautiful natural scenery in Australia. 

Spirit of Freedom, September 2008, 
Michael Igoe (mike_igoe@estreet.com), 
Aurora, CO. Experience: 251-500 dives. 
Vis: 50 to 70 Feet. Water: 77 F choppy, 
surge, currents. Due to weather condi-
tions, we were not able to visit Osprey 
Reef, the main reason we had signed 
on to this trip. We learned that another 
couple (on this trip) had taken the same 
trip three times in the past and had yet 
to get to Osprey Reef. Perhaps a stronger 
disclaimer about weather aborting 
certain destinations on the itinerary is in 
order. The crew is friendly and com-
petent, and would assist you with any 
service that you requested. Tour leader 
(Gary) was a good and generous fellow 
to work with. When he could, he’d try 
to meet your diving preferences, albeit 
he wasn’t able to do this more than once 
in my case. Shantelle was equally eager 
to meet your diving preferences, but 
was limited by also being a dive guide. 
She went out of her way to tend to my 
seasick dive companion, along with 
others similarly afflicted -- about half 
of the guests at one point. The skipper 
(Cameron) was totally professional, truly 
gracious in answering your questions 
about the craft, and was not at all shy to 
give you a tour of the working aspects of 
the boat. He was seemingly a gentleman. 
He was also not shy to lend a hand with 
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mooring and recovering. The diving 
experience was less than expected. Need-
less to comment, but we don’t blame the 
weather on the operation. We also don’t 
dispute the skipper’s decision to turn 
back from an attempt at Osprey Reef. 
The weather was miserable, and he made 
the right decision.

Spirit of Freedom, September 2008, 
Olga Sakwinska (olga.sakwinska@unil.
ch), Lausanne, VD. Experience: 51-100 
dives. Vis: 20 to 30 Meters. Water: 25 to 
26 C, choppy. The trip was excellent -- 
everything promised on the website and 
more. Diving was great. Great visibility, 
healthy coral, lots of large fish. Saw 
hammerhead, turtles, plenty of sharks, 
not only during shark feed. Only once 
saw another dive boat. Dive sites were 
variable, ranging from sheer walls out 
at Coral Sea to “bommies” and shallow 
lagoons (turtles!). There was possibility 
for 15 dives in four days; I did 13. Dive 
briefings were thorough and accurate. 
There were at least 2 crew in the water 
during each dive. I always went with 
divemaster because I came without a 
buddy. Buddy teams could follow their 
own profile. Solo diving could be done, 
but you would need a certification. 
Safety was important: headcounts, bot-
tom time, max depth, and safety stops 
were recorded after every dive. All divers 
were logged in and out of the water by 
personal check-in. There was always one 
crew doing lookout until everyone was 
back on board. We were helped in and 
out of the water. We only needed to rinse 
our computers and suits, they did every-
thing else. The tanks were filled to 250 
psi. Nice touch: warm beach towels wait-
ing after each dive. Crew were extremely 
helpful and went out of their way to 
make the trip enjoyable for everyone. 
Rooms were comfortable, beds done ev-
ery morning. I was lucky and got a room 
for myself. Food was plentiful and tasty. 
Last night we had barbecue on deck 

with beef, lamb, chicken, fish, ribs and 
plenty of other things. Special requests 
no problem. One person was vegetarian 
and another on gluten-free diet, and they 
both ate well too. Five meals a day. Night 
crossing to Coral Sea was rough. But 
they have seasickness medicine on board, 
both herbal (ginger?) and “real” one. 
There was dedicated rinse tank and table 
for laptops in the lounge. UW photogra-
phy course was also available, and people 
who took it were happy with it.

Spoilsport, September 2008, Andy 
Kenley (andykenley@hotmail.com), 
Summerfield, FL. Experience: 501-1000 
dives. Vis: 60 to 100 Feet. Water: 78 to 79 
F, choppy, surge, currents. This is an ex-
cellent experienced operation. The dive 
crew was extremely professional. They 
were glad to help any diver who required 
assistance with gear. We went to Osprey 
Reef, despite strong winds and choppy 
seas. I think the Capt. made an excel-
lent choice. The coral is beautiful, the 
fish life abundant. The boat is large and 
spacious, the food is good and filling. 
Currents were strong and challenging to 
the less-experienced divers. UW Photog-
raphy Comments: Dedicated table for 
cameras, crew respectful of equipment.

Spoilsport, October 2008, Michael J. 
Millet (michael.millet@comcast.net), 
Dublin, CA. Experience: Over 1000 
dives. Vis: 50 to 75 Feet. Water: 80 to 
82 F, choppy, surge. The Spoilsport is 
a twin-hull boat that can take many 
divers; our trip had over 25. With this 
many divers, the dive deck gets a bit 
congested, and meal time can be a real 
free-for-all. Meals are all buffet, so one 
had to be somewhat aggressive in order 
to get enough to eat -- especially for 
dinner. The barbecues were excellent, 
with lots of shrimp, beef, chicken and 
kangaroo. Kangaroo steak is delicious; 
it’s best cooked rare. Goes well with a 
glass of shiraz! The crew were helpful 
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and friendly, going out of their way to 
fulfill requests and to solve any prob-
lems. We had a regulator issue that they 
resolved, and the fix for my camera tray 
was quite ingenious. The dive briefings 
were thorough and accurate. Dive guides 
were provided upon request, as were dive 
buddies. A crew member was always a 
willing dive buddy. Most of the diving 
is from the mother vessel, with a few 
dives from the rubber duckies. Most dive 
sites were large enough to accommodate 
many divers, but at a couple -- Light-
house Bommie and Steve’s Bommie -- it 
got a bit congested. The shark dive on 
Osprey Reef was well done. UW Photog-
raphy Comments: Plenty of camera table 
space with compressed air. Dive crew 
considerate of camera gear. The boat 
engineer, Stirling, did a great job rigging 
up a part to fix my camera tray after it 
broke. This enabled me to continue us-
ing 2 strobes. 

Spoilsport, February 2009, Randall 
Stephen Preissig (jjjrs5@hotmail.com), 
San Antonio, TX. Experience: Over 1000 
dives. Vis: 20 to 100 Feet. Water: 76 to 80 
F, choppy. When I boarded and found 
out there were 26 divers onboard and 13 
diving crew members, I was concerned. 
(Spoilsport can accommodate 28 guests.) 
It was an extremely efficient operation 
and I rarely felt crowded -- on the boat 
or in the water. Mike Ball has moved its 
operations north to Cairns to be at the 
less harmed (by global warming) parts 
of the reef. The quality and quantity 
of life on most dive sites was excellent. 
Cuttlefish, leaf fish, mating octopi, sea 
snake, schools of baitfish to jacks, giant 
clams, shark feeding (well done), huge 
cod, etc. -- Pacific diving at its best. 
Some currents -- great! -- that bring in 
the big stuff! Food was plentiful, often, 
and good. The crew were exceptional -- I 
think Peter Hughes and Aggressor could 
take a few “tips” from these Aussies. 
Speaking of tips, one low-key sentence 

about “how to tip if you wish to” was all 
we got -- a welcome relief from the often 
high-pressure spiel we get on other live-
aboards nowadays. Richard was the best 
“program director” I’ve ever had. The 
engineer tried heroically to fix my flood-
ed dive light. 26 dives were offered in six 
days of diving, including four “evening” 
dives at dusk. Dive guides were available 
on every dive, often two. With the Aussie 
dollar at 65 cents, the trip was quite a 
bargain at US$1700. Undercurrent hints: 
1. Book direct at MikeBall.com and cut 
out the middle man -- they may surprise 
you with a cabin upgrade (we got one), 
free nitrox, cheap air reservations, etc. 
2. Remember: November through April 
is the rainy season! Expect some bad 
weather at these times. A cyclone hit the 
day after we disembarked. UW Photog-
raphy Comments: Everything needed -- 
separate wash tanks and tables, charging 
slots, computer for digital use, excellent 
photo pro with classes, photo shows and 
contests and a great attitude.

Spoilsport, April 2009, Robert M. Jacon 
(rjacon@nycap.rr.com), Melrose, NY. 
Experience: 501-1000 dives. Vis: 75 to 
150 Feet. Water: 81 to 83 F, calm. Mike 
Ball’s Spoilsport was a great boat made 
better by a fine crew. The weather was 
good. Highlight of the week was the 
shark feed. Each dive had good photo 
opportunities. The daily routine was 
relaxed. Dive leaders Richard and Alex 
were professional, and made the diving 
enjoyable.

Spoilsport, May 2009, Lori Pottinger 
(lori@irn.org), Berkeley, CA. Experi-
ence: 51-100 dives. Vis: 40 to 50 Feet. 
Water: 79 to 81 F, choppy. Truly amazing, 
professional, friendly staff who were all 
dedicated to making our experience the 
best they could. Comfy boat, good food 
(though served buffet-style, which meant 
some things disappeared before everyone 
could have some). Good choice of dive 
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sites. Excellent safety standards and 
protocols, and especially great system on 
night dive, which made even a first-timer 
in our party comfortable about jumping 
in the dark. Even on a short (four nights, 
three diving days) trip, staff managed 
to squeeze in an informative naturalist 
presentation, a photo contest, a BBC 
ocean documentary, and a fun end-of-
trip party! The highlight was probably 
the well-organized night dive. The 20 or 
so participants were divided into teams, 
with a team leader, and all were given 
a specific color glow stick so you could 
easily find your group (the leader had 
two of that color). And, of course, every-
one had a flashlight (“torch”). This sys-
tem made even a new diver in our group 
confident to try a night dive, and what 
a dive it was -- huge crabs, a big resting 
puffer fish, free-swimming eels, schools 
of hunting trevally, giant basket star, a 
feather-mouthed sea cucumber, tons of 
hunting small critters, etc. Billed as a 
“Fly-dive Coral Sea,” rough seas meant 
we never made it to the Coral Sea, with 
its deep walls and more exciting sites. (I 
totally respect the Captain’s judgment 
on this, and am glad we did not have to 
endure a dangerous and rough passage 
to get to better diving!) Although Mike 
Ball (and most other operators) note 
they may charge an extra fuel surcharge 
without warning, maybe there could be 
some kind of rebate when fuel savings 
are large due to a change in destination. 
And while it was a disappointment not 
to reach the Coral Sea, perhaps that’s just 
the breaks when one chooses one of the 
windier months to travel! (The captain 
told us that September is a better, pre-
dictably flat time of year.) UW Photog-
raphy Comments: dedicated area for gear 
set up. Computer to download pix. 

Spoilsport, July 2009, Jason Daba-
reiner, Palm Desert, CA. Experience: 
501-1000 dives. Vis: 50 to 75 Feet. Water: 
77 to 79 F, calm. Visited Cod Hole and 

Osprey Reef on Mike Ball’s four-night 
dive and fly expedition. Well-organized 
and safety-conscious, but not overbear-
ing. Great crew. The Brit Richard was 
a meticulous charge d’affaires, and 
ran an excellent operation. Clean and 
comfortable boat. Dive sites were good, 
and carefully chosen based on tide and 
conditions. Giant cod and lots of sharks: 
white tip, reef, silver tip, and reportedly a 
couple of hammerheads. Abundant and 
beautiful hard and soft corals. 

FIJI
Fiji Aggressor II, April 2009, Robert M. 
Jackson, Miami, FL. Experience: Over 
1000 dives. Vis: 50 to 75 Feet. Water: 
82 to 83 F, calm, choppy, currents. 
Typical first-class Aggressor op. Excellent 
staff and boat crew. Belinda Ellis, dive 
instructor, is a thoughtful and consider-
ate leader. Typical Indo-Pacific diving, 
a bit less varied and action-packed than 
Indonesia or PNG. Staff and crew sup-
portive of and sensitive to village needs. 
UW Photography Comments: Large dry 
table on dive deck. Sufficient 115 volt 
outlets on deck in dry box. Staff handles 
housings with great care.

Fiji Aggressor II, August 2009, Watt 
Hinson (whinson@sbcglobal.net), Bay 
City, TX. Experience: 501-1000 dives. 
Vis: 60 to 150 Feet. Water: 74 to 77 F, 
calm. We were a group of seven divers 
ranging in experience from Tech to Be-
ginner. Travel was Houston to LA, and to 
Fiji with a puddle jumper from Nadi to 
Suva. The trip overall is OK, but long. At 
least one set of luggage was delayed both 
going and returning due to mix-ups in 
LA. I’d suggest rechecking luggage for 
each flight segment. Accommodations 
were as expected; a small double cabin 
with top and bottom bunks. Storage is 
at a minimum. Capt. Ned and the crew 
were outstanding, accommodating each 




