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The Private, Exclusive Guide for Serious Divers

Little Cayman Beach Resort, Cayman Islands
whether you have had one dive or one thousand

Dear Fellow Diver, 

It was the midday Saturday when the friendly secu-
rity guard at Grand Cayman airport patted me down and 
queried, “Heading home?” When I replied, “Nope, going 
to Little Cayman,” she gave me a puzzled look and asked 
why I was traveling in July during the busiest time of 
the week.  

Good point. With so many tourist packages running 
from Saturday to Saturday, the airport was jammed, the 
lines long, the air-conditioning barely adequate, the 
food options limited. I shrugged, knowing that a week 
of good diving lay ahead.

Actually, it was great Caribbean diving. For 
example, all my dives on the well-known Jackson’s Wall 
were just plain beautiful, with a deep blue ocean on 
one side, a sheer wall on the other, and colorful coral 
heads and swim-thrus. Barracuda, bar jacks, and hogfish 
were frequent visitors among the abundant reef fish, 
and in the sandy bottom below the boat, I spotted sev-
eral stingrays and garden eels. 

LCBR 
boasts four 
Newton dive 
boats -- two 
42-footers and 
two 46-footers. 
My 16 Northern 
California 
dive club com-
panions and I 
were assigned 
to the 42-foot 
Reef Fanta-Sea, 
which offered 
plenty of room 
for donning 

Little Cayman Beach Resort
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gear, as well as an upper deck to
get away from the crowd. The crew 
set up tanks -- check your own, we 
were cautioned -- and delivered them
to the transom, where they helped us 
don them. After each dive, towels, 
water, chips and fruit were avail-
able. Divemasters Romel and Anthony 
alternated delivering the briefings 
and guiding the dives. Buddies could 
go off on their own, as long as they 
followed the rules: 50 minutes and 
100 feet on the first dive, 60 and 
60 for the second. While they were 
both pleasant guys, Romel was more 
of a student of marine life, having 

his own ID books on board and enthusiastically pointing out critters such as 
baby filefish at Ringer’s Wall. There I also spotted Caribbean lobsters in coral 
cracks, several turtles, and a small nurse shark.  

One advantage of a full-fledged dive resort is that one can get a complete 
package at a good price. Seven-day packages here, 
depending on the season, accommodations, etc., 
run from $1600 to $2200 (double occupancy); mine 
included two morning boat dives and one after 
lunch, meals, two drinks daily at the open air 
Beach Nuts Bar, all gratuities (except for the 
dive crew), and the bar threw in mosquito repel-
lent because at dusk they are hungry and vengeful. 
Our trip organizer had planned a checkout dive the 
afternoon of our arrival, but the dive shop said 
the checkout would be on the first morning dive. 
But there was none. After the briefing, we all 
just jumped in and swam away. Beforehand, thank-
fully, I had familiarized myself with my rented a 
BC and regulator. They also offer two weekly night 
dives and a dusk dive ($65 extra for each). The 
dusk dive enticed me, but I was disappointed that 
they couldn’t round up the eight-diver minimum, so 
there was no dive. I should add, there is no 
shore diving or worthwhile snorkeling at the 
resort.

Little Cayman Beach Resort, a less-than-two-minute shuttle ride from the 
unpaved airstrip, has grown over the years, and now has 40 double rooms, and can 
house more guests in four three-bedroom condos. It features a pool and hot spa, a 
small gym (in one corner there are books for borrowing), and a group meeting room. 
My air-conditioned room was pleasant enough, with a king bed, desk, TV, mini-
fridge, and two chairs and a small table on the deck. One evening I was showering, 
with a headful of shampoo when the power went off. Fortunately, I was quick to 
wash out the soap before the water ceased flowing. We had several power outages 
the following day; I was told, the entire island had been affected by a fire.  
Would have been nice for management to pass out flashlights. My dive light, of 
course, was on the boat, but then, there is always a cell phone screen.

I didn’t realize all the resort and environs had to offer until the third 
evening at the manager’s welcome reception. Over free drinks and snacks, we were 
briefed about the island’s museum, the limited spa services across the street, and 
organized fun: movie night, a trivia contest and a karaoke night. LCBR staff came 
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from 14 different countries, including 
Jamaica, Honduras, and Australia, even 
the little British island of Jersey, near 
Normandy. Tania, for example, a cheery 
and efficient young member of the bar 
staff, hailed from Germany; a student 
of the native iguanas, she delivered an 
entertaining and informative lecture on 
them one evening, overcoming the intermit-
tent power outages.

For a dive resort on a very small 
island, I found the food excellent, but 
then, Little Cayman has always had good 
food: for example, the dive resort 
Pirates’ Point, just a short walk away, 
has been renowned for its food for 30 
years; the Hungry Iguana restaurant is 
also nearby. The LCBR breakfast featured a staffed omelet station, lots of fruit, 
cereals, oatmeal, bagels, muffins and a variety of hot dishes. Lunch offered a 
sandwich-making station, soup, cold salads, hot dishes, and desserts. Dinners 
included soup -- even a lionfish soup -- salads, rolls, meat, fish, and poultry, 
as well as vegetarian options and a variety of desserts, often freshly baked cook-
ies. One evening I had Bananas Foster, another night Baked Alaska, desserts long 
absent from American menus. Some desserts looked considerably better than they 
tasted, but most were fine. Guests who purchased a bottle of wine were served 
it at dinner by a staff that, to a person, was helpful, efficient and friendly. 
Claudia, for example, learned my name and room number the first day and treated me 
like a revere family member.

But, of course, one is there to dive, and I must say Little Cayman offers some 
of the most relaxing and varied diving I have experienced, with excellent visibil-

A Newton Dive Boat at the Jetty

Divemaster or Dive Guide?
So often these terms are confused, and even 

Undercurrent reporters commonly call dive guides “dive-
masters .” Last month we reported in Flotsam & Jetsam 
the case of 13-year-old Taryn Felde, who helps her 
father, a Florida PADI dive instructor . A report in the 
Navarre Press said she was a divemaster, and we asked if, 
like us, you thought she was too young to be doing that 
job?

Jim Rogers summed up your reactions when he 
wrote, “There is no way I would ever put my safety and 
my dive buddy’s safety in the hands of a 13-year-old . 
The parents are asking for a lawsuit, and they are jeop-
ardizing the child’s childhood by allowing her to act in 
such a capacity . I don’t like putting my life in the hands 
of a 19-year-old divemaster either, but that is just me . 
Most have zero life experiences and no clue how to 
handle a real emergent situation .”

In fact, the original report got it wrong . Young 
PADI divers, 12-14 years old, must dive with a certified 
adult, and dives cannot exceed 60 feet (18m) . Navarre 
Press changed the HTML version of the report to say 

she was “a master scuba diver,” but in its headline, the 
relentless confusion between divemaster and master 
scuba diver continues . 

Speaking of young divemasters, Dennis Lewis 
(Fresno, CA) was shore diving with Extended Horizons 
on Maui in July, and says “Our young divemaster/
leader was very nervous and had a hard time staying 
on topic at the shop . My buddy had to ask four times 
to get his rental wetsuit . When we got to the beach to 
unload our gear, we found that he packed my buddy’s 
suit, but gave him the wrong size fins (by a lot) and 
two left boots . He brought the other diver the wrong 
amount of weight . OK, switch things around, and we 
got ready . When we were ready, he discovered that he 
forgot his mask . So we waited for him to run back and 
see about a mask . Once in the water, he seemed to 
need to make up time and darted off . Knowing that it 
would be a short shore dive in 30 feet, we let him go . 
He had to come back and then gave in and slowed 
down.” 
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ity between 80 and 100+ feet, 
with only enough current to 
gently bend the sea fans. It 
was usually a 10-to-15-min-
ute ride to the moorings. 
Topography included sandy 
flats, coral heads, and lots 
of tunnels and swim-thrus 
-- and, of course, the famous 
Bloody Bay Wall. At Eagle 
Ray RoundUp, there were, as 
one might expect, a few eagle 
rays gracefully gliding by.  

Life in the flats 
included a couple of spe-
cies of rays, jawfish, garden 
eels, tiny nudibranchs, and 
occasionally small schools of 
squid. Colorful reef fish of 

all sorts populate the areas around the coral heads: juvenile drum fish, hamlet 
varieties, barracuda, large lobsters, tiny shrimp, and schools of grunts and jacks 
abound. I found turtles lying on ledges, swimming around or surfacing for a puff 
of air. Large, friendly groupers abound, and a Nassau grouper at Great Wall East 
stared me down. Of course, I saw an occasional lionfish, but resorts keep them 
well-culled in the park.

Bloody Bay Wall is separated from the shore by an extensive reef top that is 
about 33 feet (10m) deep. This is thick with soft coral plumage, sponges and the 
occasional hard coral. The water is so amazingly clear at times that I was told 
less experienced divers, with perfectly 
neutral buoyancy, inadvertently stray over 
the edge of the wall, and confronted by 
the sudden deep drop-off, come scrambling 
back to the apparent security of the vis-
ible reef top below them. Of course, being 
able to swim over the edge of a cliff 
without falling is one of the great plea-
sures of scuba diving. And kicking along 
the walls on the morning dive, with noth-
ing but blue on one side, is a thrill; the 
divemasters reminded us daily to keep our 
gear fastened; anything dropped was gone 
forever (translated -- you’re not going to 
chase it).

However, some of the beauty was lost 
on me. My prescription mask began leak-
ing, so I rented a standard mask from the 
dive shop, with the decline in sharpness 
preferable to constant clearing. I did see 
some coral bleaching, and the increased 
high water temperatures -- it was 84-87°F 
(29°-31°C) when I was there -- is a con-
cern. For me, a diveskin was plenty, while 
a few folks wore 1- to 3ml combinations.

I expected to do a little exploring 
-- a bird sanctuary is just across the 
street, and red-footed boobies and frigate 

Grand Cayman Scuba Tank 
Floats 800 Miles North!

It’s not just tiger sharks that get around 
(Undercurrent August), but evidently, scuba tanks 
do too . 

When a nasty swell hit North West Point of 
Grand Cayman on January 25th, crashing waves 
reached Divetech’s equipment storage area, drag-
ging several aluminum tanks into the ocean . While 
some washed ashore or were collected by divers, 
another wasn’t recovered . It drifted out to sea, pre-
sumed lost forever .

So it came as some surprise when Divetech’s 
owner, Joanna Mikutowicz, received a message say-
ing that it had been found on a Panama City, FL, 
beach . 

The tank’s 800-plus-nautical-mile (1500km) 
journey took 183 days and makes a good story, but 
the cost of shipping it back to Grand Cayman out-
weighed its value, so there it remains, a symbol of 
the ocean’s power .

 – Cayman Compass

Little Cayman Beach Resort at Night
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birds are common -- but I was content just to relax in a beach hammock and enjoy 
the company of other divers. One can grab a bicycle and pedal for miles on the 
flat roads that have few cars, since the island is barely developed.

About the only downside to this trip was travel; rooms get vacated early -- 
too early, since Friday night bar karaoke keeps everyone up till the music stops 
-- and we waited two hours in the dinky Little Cayman airport and then more hours 
at the Grand Cayman airport before flying home. 

But, that’s travel today, and because of the beauty of Little Cayman waters, 
divers return year after year. And, because of the ease of diving, the attentive 
divemasters and instructors, and safe diving conditions, Little Cayman Beach Resort 
is a great place for new divers or anyone who hasn’t been in the water for a long 
time.

- R.A.

Our Undercover Diver’s Bio: Soon after my spouse and I got certified 27 years 
ago in the cold waters of Monterey, California, we encouraged our three children 
to take up diving, and that led to many family trips. In my years, I’ve dived the 
Red Sea, the Philippines, Sea of Cortez, throughout the Caribbean, and now find 
that trips with our dive club are a great way to dive regularly. 

Divers Compass: For west coast divers, either a redeye or an 
overnight in an airline hub such as Miami or Atlanta is required 
... PADI certification courses were available, as well as rental 
equipment, kayak rentals, and free bicycles ... Wi-Fi is free and 
works in the room ... A small boutique is stocked with t-shirts and 
souvenirs, and a grocery store is a short walk away ... Nitrox is 
available ... although there is a registered nurse on the island, a 
medical doctor only visits once a week, and there is no pharmacy.

MV Saman Explorer, Oman, Arabian Sea
hot, damned hot; dives with highs and lows

Dear Fellow Diver,

Twenty surface marker buoys popping up around the boat in the early morning 
were a sure sign that a checkout dive in view of the Mirbat Marriott was going 
on. Again it immediately showed, “German 
sausages” are the longest. It had been an 
inauspicious start. 

Though three turtles passed by in 
the milky water, during the checkout 
dive, there wasn’t much else to see on 
the sandy bottom, so my buddy -- we 
had selected each other after the first 
briefing -- and I cruised around under 
the boat to get acquainted with each 
other. Simultaneously, we spotted a dive 
computer sticking out of the sand. I 
picked it up -- a brand-new one. A diver 
had dropped it when jumping in, but never 
noticed it missing until she was back on Oman’s Typical Coastline
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board. Hallelujah for her. But, never 
even noticed she was missing a computer 
on a checkout dive? 

The next dive, as soon as the run-
down Zodiac was loaded, the guide point-
ed excitedly at the water. I saw gray 
with white spots and splash -- I hit 
the water, nothing there. Guests from 
the other Zodiac followed suit, and one 
guy landed right above the whale shark. 
The whale shark was a good omen for me.

This was my third trip to the Gulf 
of Oman -- Iran is on the eastern side 
-- and this time I was aboard the Saman 
Explorer for a 10-day cruise in May from 
Mirbat (near Salalah) to Muscat in Oman. 
Having once toured the Red Sea, she’s 

an older lady with a 110-foot (34m) steel hull and a 30-foot (9m) beam. Though 
they said she was hauled and refurbished in 2015, she showed wear and tear, such 
as rusty patches on her hull and A/C water dripping from the ceiling into the 
lounge. The 20 guests hailed from Germany, Switzerland, Austria, and Britain. 

The Saman Explorer offered three dives a day, plus occasional night dives. 
The dive deck, with a proper wooden floor, had plenty of space for each diver and 
his or her tank, with a personal storage box underneath the bench. The friendly 
crewmembers -- Omanis and Egyptians who spoke English -- were always right there 
if I needed a hand doffing or donning gear or climbing into the dinghy. Rinse 
tanks and a fresh-water shower are on the lower platform; we were urged to go 
easy to conserve fresh water. 

On the second morning dive at the Halaniyat Islands, with a strong upcurrent, 
we dropped straight off the boat to 50 feet (15m), where a big stingray lay in 
a sandy valley between boulders. Around me cruised medium-sized groupers, while 
fusiliers, spadefish, goatfish, filefish, batfish, and sweetlips provided a rain-
bow of color. Honeycomb morays peered from their hiding places. After swimming 
over two leopard rays, we spotted a huge grouper. As planned during our briefing, 
the group surrounded it, slowly tightening the circle. Trying to escape, it went 
from one diver to the next giving the chance of great shots; then, it angrily 

OMAN

U.A.E

QATAR

SAUDI  
ARABIA

IRAN

YEMEN

Muscat

Abu Dhabi
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 to Cairo, Egypt

Arabian Sea

The Great Risks of Golf Ball Diving
The owner of a Welsh online company that sold golf 

balls retrieved from lakes has been jailed for 32 months 
for manslaughter, following the death of an employee . 
British regulations specify that a commercial dive team 
should have been used, but Dale Pike’s company, Boss 
Golf Balls, employed a 29-year-old man with learning 
difficulties, Gareth Pugh, and paid him the equiva-
lent of $40 per day . He was equipped with a mask and 
weight belt and air supplied through a garden hose 
connected to a small compressor floating on a rubber 
raft at the surface .

The murky water of the lake at Peterstone Golf Club 

near Cardiff was only 2 .5m (8 feet) deep, but Pugh had 
been underwater for some time on his first dive before 
Pike realized something was wrong . Emergency services 
discovered Pugh’s body inverted, weighed down by not 
only his weigh belt but a bag containing 340 golf balls .

“Dale Pike stood by and watched as Gareth entered 
the water, knowing that safety regulations were being 
breached,” said Iwan Jenkins of the Crown Prosecution 
Service . “His deceit and callousness resulted in Gareth 
losing his life .”

(Source: South Wales Argus)
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shot between two of us and disap-
peared. We continued cruising in the 
65-foot (20m) visibility, encountering 
a leopard shark in a coral tunnel. 
Surely an excellent dive? Back at 
the dinghy, the dive guide easily 
pulled himself up on the Zodiac, then 
pulled in the rest of us like sacks of 
potatoes.  

Dive guides Karem and Timo thor-
oughly briefed us before dives and 
underwater were at good pointing 
out animals. My buddy and I, diving 
nitrox, could dive our own profile for 
longer than an hour. Viz usually ran 
about 30 feet (10m), sometimes better, 
and water ranged from 79°F (26°C) up to a coral-killing 91°F (33°C), not the least 
bit refreshing. Contrast that with shocking thermoclines as low as 72°F (22°C).

The next day, I grumpily rose with the 5:30 a.m. wakeup call, early to let 
us get in three dives before a long haul eastward. On my first dive, I thought my 
computer was haywire when it showed the water at 91°F (33°C), but I could feel the 
heat. We cruised around boulders and canyons at 65 feet (20m), and great schools 
of mixed species -- sweetlips, snappers, fusiliers and so on were everywhere. A 
huge turtle, her back covered in algae, rested under a pinnacle, and then cruised 
around our group. When one diver stuck a GoPro Hero on a stick into her face, she 
tried to bite it. At times, the currents were mean and tricky.

In the afternoon, we followed the guide to a canyon and tunnel between truck-
sized boulders, with beautiful soft coral around the entry. One-by-one we passed 

through, with the fins from the diver ahead in my 
face and the diver behind pushing. Outside, swarms 
of colorful reef fish were in water so clear I 
could see the Explorer on the surface. As soon as 
we left the boulder, a stiff current hit us head-
on. I kicked deep down, watching the safety rope 
running from a rock to the Explorer on the surface, 
then followed it. I had to kick hard back to the 
boat, frantically grabbing a dangling weighted rope 
for the safety stop. Breathing fast, I took extra 
time to slow my pulse. Truth is, I love challenging 
dives! 

Often, I had a beautiful dive where I became 
euphoric, followed by poorer dives not worth jump-
ing in for. In fact, about 75 percent were “soup 
dives,” typical for the Oman.

The air-conditioned cabins have two bunks -- one on each side -- a private 
head and shower, and plenty of storage. There are six double cabins on the lower 
deck plus four and a master cabin on the upper deck,  dive deck plus lounge and 
kitchen on main deck. Most of us gathered on the upper deck, where there are love 
cushions, chairs, and a small bar and fridge, for after-dive conversations. Some 
guys even slept above on the sun deck. I found a small place at the bow where I 
did my reading and enjoyed the night sky.

The crew made it interesting by adding exploratory dives, some in cool water 
(72°F, 22°C) with little to see. However, Shab Kaydah showed Oman at its best. We 

MV Saman Explorer

Saman Explorer, Oman
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securely anchored in a strong current, and after a short Zodiac ride, the first 
group was dropped at the buoy marking our anchor. As the second group motored out, 
three worried divers hung on the anchor rope, bouncing up and down in a heavy 
swell before they let go and drifted back to the Saman Explorer, aborting their 
dive. Below, in the murky 16-foot (5m) visibility, huge schools of barracuda and 
jacks sauntered by, but photos were impossible. I saw two electric rays, a leopard 
shark, and clouds of fusiliers. Great fish life, but it needed clearer conditions 
for photography. 

At the Cement wreck, I slowly descended, my eye on a gray shadow underneath 
the wreck. An enormous, nearly seven-foot (2m) guitar ray slowly lifted off the 
sand. For a while, I kicked around looking at flounder, but when I tried to get my 
bearings, all I saw was sand, no lines, and no wreck. I had not checked my com-

pass, and to my disgrace -- hey, I’ve 
made 1900 dives -- I had to surface and 
determined we were only a few meters 
from the wreck. Back on it, schools 
of puffer and boxer held family meet-
ings, while rays, jacks, fusiliers, 
guitar rays, cuttlefish, crocodile and 
scorpion fish, and many more species 
stood out in the good visibility. Some 
divers even encountered a whale shark. 
Pieces of fishing net hung in several 
places, a hiding place for some fish, 
and a deadly trap for others. And an 
urchin was a painful trap for me, as I 
inadvertently put down my hand to steady 
myself, resulting in 15 little black 
punctures. Damn, that hurt. 

After motoring closer to the main-
land, we anchored in one of the “Norway 
Fjords” and dove along walls with beau-
tiful yellow and purple soft coral, but 
viz again was only passable. The water 
here was 91°F (33°C), but air tempera-
tures, with the desert wind blowing, 
reached 118°F (48°C) on board.

Then came a dive on the 275-foot 
(84m) Munassir, which was built in 1979 
for the Royal Oman Navy and sunk for 
divers in 2001. She sits upright, her 
propeller in the sand at 91 feet (28m), 
and is surrounded by fish, including 
eagle rays, and covered with soft coral 
and nudibranchs. I swam from one cargo 
hold into the engine room with two big 
diesel engines, catwalks, and gauges. 
One diver flickered her torch at me. 
I looked around, expecting something 
special, and she shined her light into 
silt. Later she told me, she wanted to 
call my attention to my kicking up silt. 
I was fifth in the line of divers and 
suffered the same from others. Still, I 
had no good excuse. 

Oman
Oman, a desert nation on the Arabian 

Peninsula, has the occasional riverbed oasis and 
long coastlines on the Persian Gulf, the Arabian 
Sea and the Gulf of Oman . Some of the United 
Arab Emirates divides Oman proper from the 
Musandam to the north . Bedouins inhabit the 
Wahiba Sands dune region . The port capital of 
Muscat is home to the massive, contemporary 
Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque, and the old water-
front Muttrah quarter, with a labyrinthine souk 
and a busy fish market .

Everyone you meet in Oman speaks English, 
because the skilled jobs, including those in the 
tourist industry, are held by ex-pat Europeans 
or educated Palestinians; mainly Bangladeshi or 
Filipinos hold the unskilled jobs . The Omanis are 
generally rich — and few and far between . They 
travel in their air-conditioned cars with blacked-out 
windows . 

I certainly felt unthreatened traveling in 
Oman, yet there were those who wondered about 
the proximity of Yemen and Iran, though Dubai, 
Qatar and the UAE are close-by as well . If you 
feel more comfortable booking through a U .S . 
agent, www.diveadvice.com works in partnership 
with Amazing Adventures Travel, Mill Valley, CA . 
www.amazingadventurestravel.com

http://www.diveadvice.com
http://www.amazingadventurestravel.com
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Mealtimes were enjoyable, with 
in-between snacks or sweets like 
milk rice. Breakfast after the 
first dip was always good: eggs, 
pancakes, cheeses and sausage, 
muesli, toast, jam, honey, Nutella, 
and peanut butter. One night we 
had soup, steak, mashed potatoes, 
salad with excellent Oman dressing 
and watermelon or flan for des-
sert. Often they served pasta or 
pizza slices, and once they served 
a whole fish, perhaps one I might 
have even encountered in the 
water, for which I had no stom-
ach. Eggplant, ocra, beans, corn, 
and carrot and tomato salad were 
served with meals. Desserts were fresh fruits, coconut cake, chocolate crepes, 
or yogurt. All day you had free orange and mango juice, while you kept track of 
your soft drinks and paid. Alas, the coffee machine broke down on the fourth day. 
Instant was not a good alternative. As for alcohol, bring what you want; they 
don’t provide it. It was Ramadan and we were not supposed to eat or drink too 
openly in public places -- a serious issue for Muslims, but not a real problem for 
the divers.

Mustafa, in charge of the lounge and meals, was the Saman Explorer factotum; 
fast, friendly and always ready with a joke. He did a great job, not only as our 
waiter, but also wherever he worked. 

I think Oman is an interesting choice for North American divers looking for a 
new adventure: warm water, good reefs with plenty of life, at least in the right 
places at the right time. I had some very good dives that I might compare to the 
Maldives, with fewer huge swarms of fish and pelagics and lower visibility, but 
Oman offers lovely desert and wadi trips, hiking tours, biking, interesting towns 
and markets (souks) and the old culture.

-- M.J.

Our Undercover Diver’s bio: Diving since 1974, M.J. has made more than 1,900 dives in more than 100 desti-
nations worldwide. He says he’s always looking for special destinations with‘icing on the cake’ like Phoenix Island, 
Kiribati, Rowley Shoals, Chagos Archipelago, Eparses Islands, etc.

Diver’s Compass: I arrived on Oman Air via Muscat to Salalah, 
spending the first night at the Mirbat Marriott Hotel, an excep-
tional property with airport transfers ... I stayed the last five 
nights at Sifawy Boutique Hotel at Jebel Sifah Marina, closer to 
Muscat. Temperature outside reached 118°F (48°C). It felt like a 
hot hair blower hit my face. The dive center was closed due to 
Ramadan, which my travel agent forgot to tell me ... I booked a car 
to get to Qantab Divers at the Shangrila Hotel, an awesome setting. 

Driving through mountain scenery with goats on the street, mosques, small villages, 
and dry wadis was impressive, but it was so hot it was nearly impossible to stay 
outside ... Rate for 10-day trip was $2400, dive permit $10.40/day; nitrox $5.20/
day, visa $52 for a 30-day permit ... Tanks are aluminum 12 liter (slightly larger 
than an 80) or steel 15 liter ... I had some difficulty in getting the E-Visa, 
eventually having to seek help from my embassy; using a travel agent might expe-
dite this process ... Saman Explorer is operated by Extra Divers (it’s based in 
Leichenstein) and runs Oman trip December to mid-May. www.extradivers-worldwide.com

Oman Sifawy Boutique Hotel

http://www.extradivers-worldwide.com


10

Ambergris, the Red Sea, Raja Ampat
bad briefings, free flowing regulators, overflowing toilets

As a subscriber, you have access to thousands 
of online reader reports that can help you ensure 
you get the kind of diving you want, with a quality 
operation for a good price . So we urge you right 
now to go our website (see sidebar) to file reports 
of any of your recent trips to help your fellow read-
ers as they help you .

From time to time, 
we use a few reports 
to help illustrate div-
ing issues to call into 
account dive opera-
tions that aren’t mea-
suring up (as well as 
report on those that 
do) . Here are a few of 
the latest .

Ambergris Rental 
Gear and Reefs: 
Divers are increas-
ingly renting gear to 
reduce the bags we 
carry and to avoid 
airlines’ baggage 
charges, so many operators now offer top-of-the-
line stuff — and they should, for our safety . But, 
Linda I . Teichman (Oakland, CA) had problems 
with the gear rented from Amigos del Mar on 
Ambergris Caye in Belize . Her first rental regula-
tor free-flowed, then the second stuck . “Both dives 
I had to switch to the spare . All the gear looked 

quite tired and worn .” As was the diving . She adds 
that “We dove Tackle Box and San Pedro Canyon . 
The dives were disappointing  .  .  . There were hard-
ly any fish on either of the dives . We saw plenty of 
friendly nurse sharks, there was plenty of coral, 
fans, plumes, sponges, even a couple of reef sharks 
and tiger grouper  .  .  . but the clouds of reef fish 

I was expecting were 
nowhere .” Clouds of 
reef fish on Ambergris 
Caye dives? Well, those 
days are long gone, and 
now exist only in the 
imagination of good 
scuba ad-copy writers 
and Photoshoppers .

Dive Briefings: Too 
many cavalier divemas-
ters deliver inadequate 
briefings, some prefer-
ring to draw attention 
to themselves rather 
than to the conditions, 
while others, having 

dived there so many times, give briefings short 
shrift . Neal Langerman (San Diego, CA) was 
aboard the Cuan Law in the British Virgins, and 
even for a guy with his experience — more than a 
thousand dives — he found the briefings fell well 
short of standards . “The pre-dive briefings were 
notably inadequate . The presentation was difficult 

Your Reports Are Important
This important and ever-growing resource is the 

result of input from you, the reader . Not beholden to any 
advertising revenue, Undercurrent is unique among div-
ing media . For you, it’s an opportunity to tell it like it is . 
Send us your reviews of dive operators, liveaboards, and 
resorts you’ve dived since April by filling out our online 
form at  www.undercurrent.org/members/UCnow/ 
SubRRTopMA.php   You can also follow the link 
“File a Report” on the left side of our homepage at 
www.undercurrent.org . Or after logging in, follow the 
“Reader Report” link in the top navigation bar .

Hands off those Underwater Mediterranean Treasures
Civilization around the Mediterranean has been 

around for longer than you think, and in places the 
seabed is littered with evidence of that . However, 
authorities are very protective of their antiquities, so 
don’t think whatever you discover diving might be 
there for the taking . 

Witness the plight of a British tourist who thought 
little of the handful of old coins he found among 
sand and rocks while snorkeling until he was arrested 
on August 21st at a Turkish airport on his way home . 
Paramedic Toby Robyns, 52, could face up to five years 
in a Turkish prison if convicted of trying to take arti-
facts out of the country .

Ignorance of the law is no defense . At the time of 

writing, he’s still in jail, and it may be as long as 30 
days before authorities have decided whether to press 
charges .

In Greece, six men were arrested last month on 
suspicion of illegally diving for underwater antiquities 
off the coast of Gytheio in the Peloponnese . They were 
diving around the remains of a Roman shipwreck and 
were found in possession of archaeological artifacts, 
such as amphorae and lead stove tops, on shore at the 
site .

When it comes to the Med, dive with your eyes, take 
only pictures, leave only bubbles, stay out of jail .

http://www.undercurrent.org/members/UCnow/SubRR.php
http://www.undercurrent.org/members/UCnow/SubRR.php
http://www.undercurrent.org
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to hear . One guide only addressed the divers to his 
left and those sitting to his right were left out . The 
poorly drawn or entirely absent site maps made 
understanding the dive plan difficult . Though the 
diving is very easy, the lack of clear “what if” instruc-
tions and current information increased the overall 
dive risk . A dive crew is supposed to be profes-
sional, and we divers must expect them to behave 
so . The minimum we must do, of course, is to ask 
questions .

We can do more . On more than one dive trip, 
I approached the head divemaster and made sug-
gestions — the guys in the back couldn’t hear, you 
didn’t mention the current, what if my partner 
doesn’t want to follow you through that 100-foot 
swim-thru — and the questions were answered and 
the briefings improved .

High Marks for the Red Sea Aggressor: Harold L . 
Fenner, Jr . (Beachwood, OH) spotted a $1300 deal 
for a late June north itinerary week and jumped on 
it . “Only 11 divers booked for the week, so I ended 
up with my own cabin . Everything about the RSA 
is outstanding . All crew members were extremely 
service-oriented; the food, the best I’ve had among 
five previous liveaboards . The highlights from 
diving were the quantity and quality of hard and 
soft coral, a variety of tropical fish (most smaller), 
numerous large eels, and frequent sightings of 
sharks (scalloped hammerheads, oceanic white tip, 

thresher, silky, and white tip reef, and mostly at 
Daedalus Reef) .

“I felt very safe everywhere I went in Egypt . 
Security is prevalent at the tourist sites, along the 
highways, hotels, and pretty much all over .” Also, 
Fenner did a lot of private touring and used Deep 
Blue Adventures (www.deepblueadventures.com) to 
set it up . 

Medical Attention: Several times when travel-
ing, I’ve had to seek out a doctor, and my experi-
ences have been fine . Frank Nelson, staying at the 
Iberostsar in Cozumel, said his buddy had “a sinus 
cold (with flu-like symptoms) and could not make 
the dive . The hotel called the hospital, and a doc-
tor came to the hotel to check him out . He arrived 
in 75 minutes, examined him and prescribed three 
’scripts which were delivered from downtown: $65 
for the doctor, $24 for the ’scripts . My buddy was 
unable to dive the eight days we were there and 
Dressel Divers gave him a voucher for the 12 dives 
he prepaid, good for 5 years at any Dressel shop .” 
Hats off to Dressel!  

Dominica: Looks like the Fort Young Hotel — 
once a business hotel — has become the go-to 
for divers, especially with Buddy Dive running the 
show .” Says Dave Inman (Devon, PA), “They have 
built on their good reputation from Bonaire, and 
their dive operation is pretty much identical . They 
operate two roomy dive boats with adequate shade 

DEMA and the Paris Climate Accord: Support at Last
DEMA has long been silent on many political issues 

affecting our reefs and oceans, but in June they took 
a big step to offer at least tacit support to keeping the 
US in the accord, against the wishes of the current 
administration . In an email to all members of the Dive 
Equipment and Marketing Association, they wrote,

“Recreational diving businesses and countries that 
thrive on recreational diving are increasingly adopting 
policies and practices aimed at preserving, protecting 
and enhancing the environment . In every corner of 
the world, having a clean and healthy diving environ-
ment is critical to the success of the recreational 
diving industry  .  .  .”

 “DEMA has long supported an approach to govern-
ment regulation that balances the health of the aquatic 
environment with maintaining access to dive sites and 
minimizing unnecessary regulatory burdens on busi-
ness . It should be clear to all that the recreational div-
ing industry MUST have a healthy diving environment, 
or there is no diving business .”

 “DEMA strongly urges all members of the diving 
industry to read the Paris Climate Accord as presented 
by the UN Convention, and to contact your elected 
representatives in Congress to share how the recent 
change in US policy could affect your company’s and 
the industry’s bottom line  .  .  .We encourage you to 
add details about the work of your organization and 
how this change would impact your company and the 
citizens you serve . Your voice is important so that the 
diving industry can maintain unfettered access to dive 
sites and keep regulatory burdens to a minimum while 
sustaining a clean and healthy diving environment .”

While this isn’t a straight out endorsement of the 
pact, it doesn’t take much to recognize that DEMA 
knows that human-induced climate change is a world-
wide threat to our oceans, one that in the long run can 
all but end interest in scuba diving .  We trust every dive 
business and operator understands that as well and 
speaks up.

http://www.deepblueadventures.com
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and marine heads . Although the dives are struc-
tured for inexperienced divers, the dive guides 
quickly realize which divers are experienced and 
afford them some latitude . The Fort Young Hotel 
was an unexpected pleasure . It is built on top of a 
fort that has a history dating back to the 17th cen-
tury and changed hands between the British and 
the French in the 18th century . The hotel has been 
rebuilt and added onto several times and is some-
what of a warren of passageways . Is interesting to 
see the old construction techniques blended with 
the new .” And, it’s close to other restaurants .

Saving Mantas: Eric A . Frick (Elmhurst, IL), 
aboard the MY.Seahorse in Raja Ampat, Indonesia 
in May: “During my land-based stay at Misool and 

before boarding, I had been told that a manta 
had become entangled in fishing line at a dive site 
called Magic Mountain . I spotted it when we visited 
Magic Mountain while aboard Seahorse . Divemaster 
Daniel del Ordi quietly moved toward the manta, 
and after two tries, got the fishing line off! It was 
a great moment as the manta swam away and then 
returned to hover over the reef .” It’s amazing 
how many divers have had the opportunity to free 
entangled creatures . But we divers cover such a tiny 
part of the ocean; it’s tragic to think just how many 
entangled animals die in nets .

Based in La Paz, Mexico, Club Cantamar runs 
day boats and a liveaboard, and we have constantly 
cited problems with their operation, dating from 

Tropical Ice, a Scuba Thriller Set in Belize
Undercurrent publisher, Ben 

Davsion, writing as KL Smith, has 
written a blockbuster scuba thriller . 
Read the reviews . Read the first 
chapter. 

“Tropical Ice is a fast moving thriller that would grab 
any adventure reader but will especially appeal to 
scuba divers . It’s a well-crafted tale of intrigue, sus-
pense, corrupt behavior and a nice nod to conserva-
tion . Perfect for the beach, poolside, or long decom-
pression stops .”

– Bret Gilliam, Award winning writer and cin-
ematographer, past president, UWATEC 

“In KL Smith’s Tropical Ice, you can taste the rum, 
feel the heat, and smell the blood . Like a sun-
bleached palm frond crusted in sea salt, there’s a 
rough coating of true-life Caribbean clinging to 
every phrase and scene . Relax, enjoy, read, and find 
yourself transported to a place where the trade winds 
mask murder, parts of some fish are worth their 
weight in gold, and smiles hide greed heated to boil-
ing by the equatorial sun .”

– Alan Dean Foster, award-winning novelist 
Star Wars, The Chronicles of Riddick, Star Trek

“Tropical Ice moves faster than a hungry shark . Smith 
knows the Caribbean and brings it together in a nail-
biting page-turner that pits a reluctant travel writer 

against the underbelly of Belize: poachers, police, 
evil expats, and killer hurricanes . And federal agent 
Maxie McCaw is one tough cookie . The book’s end-
ing — actually there’s more than one remarkable 
ending— is one that I never saw coming .”

– Mary Peachin, AuthorThe Complete Idiots Guide 
Sharks, Scuba Caribbean

“One of the best adventure thrillers I’ve ever read 
and I’ve read a million! Tropical Ice by my friend and 
fellow adventurer Ken Smith is a true page-turner . 
Listen, do you like Clive Cussler’s novels? Ken Smith 
is a better writer than old Clive, and he’s actually 
lived the life he writes about . Go! Buy! Trust me! You 
won’t be sorry .”

– Homer Hickam, author  
Rocket Boys/October Sky

“Not enough mainstream fiction confronts the won-
ton killing of wildlife, but Smith attacks it head on: 
jaguar trophy hunting, shark finning, reef raping for 
phony Asian aphrodisiacs, lavish dinners featuring 
endangered species, you name it . Even for environ-
mentalists, this book is an eye opener .”

– Rodger Schlickeisen, Past President 
Defenders of Wildlife

Read the first chapter by clicking here .  Order 
directly from Amazon, paperback or Kindle, by clicking 
here.

https://www.undercurrent.org/UCnow/TropicalIceFirstChapter.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1621343405/undercutheconsum


13

Two Divers Missing Off North Carolina
and the plan that saved them

 A loud pop startled two scuba divers exploring a 
wreck 50 feet (15m) below the ocean’s surface eight miles 
off Atlantic Beach on July 6th . Divers Michael Sparks and 
Samuel Ragsdale heard it, but neither man recognized its 
significance . It wasn’t until later that the friends and fel-
low Coast Guardsmen realized they were in trouble .

“As we approached our anchor, I couldn’t see any line 
extending to the surface,” said Sparks . “My heart sank . 
On the end of the anchor chain we found the foot-long 

frayed remains of the only line keeping our boat above 
us .”

The divers shot to the surface and looked around 
frantically for the boat . Sparks caught a glimpse of it as it 
rode to the top of a wave about three miles away . Sparks’ 
unmanned 17-foot Seadoo Jetboat had drifted away, along 
with their emergency-position-indicating radio beacon, 
marine radio and cell phones .

 At this point, the gravity of our situation really hit 

Analysis of an Accident
Hindsight is a wonderful thing but, the tragic loss of 

life of divers at Malpelo in September 2016, reported 
in Undercurrent at the time, could and should have been 
avoided . It was only pure luck that meant three of the 
five divers involved did not perish along with their 
friends . What led up to things going so badly wrong?

Firstly, Malpelo is a remote site 350 miles from the 
mainland and off any main shipping route . Nowhere 
we dive is more remote . The island itself is no more 
than a massive rock with insurmountable cliffs so that it 
is almost impossible to get ashore . The Colombian gar-
rison makes use of a rope ladder for access .

Furthermore, it provides no safe anchorage for any 
vessel and is exposed to normally violent seas .

The dive guide from MV Maria Patricia, the vessel 
involved, had been moving mooring blocks at a great 
depth that morning, and although he had not dived for 
the rest of the day, he was still cold and still carrying a 
significant nitrogen debt before returning to the water .

It was a late afternoon dive, and the light was begin-
ning to fail . The chosen dive site was changed at the 
last moment . The divers were not equipped with any 
lights or surface signaling devices save for surface 
marker buoys that can be seen only over a short dis-
tance in good light .

The current was very strong, and the dive guide 
aborted the dive early, probably due to his mandated 
decompression requirement . The divers had surfaced 
before they were expected .

The crew of the Maria Patricia failed to keep a prop-
er lookout . The change of dive site might have misled 
them into looking in the wrong area — but surely the 
boatman driving the skiff knew where he put the divers 
in?

The most telling fact is that the vessel had insuf-
ficient fuel to instigate an immediate search . To travel 
with only enough fuel for the return journey and none 
for any unforeseen circumstances is bordering on 
criminal . Good seamanship dictates that a vessel carry 
at least 50 percent more fuel than it is expected to use 
for a planned journey .

Conjecture says that the crew of the Maria Patricia 
then hoped for the best, expecting the divers to some-
how miraculously turn up, rather than calling for help 
and raising the alarm . As the dive guide from the vessel 
that stumbled across one of the divers, Sten Johansson, 
later said, “Sailing to a remote destination with insufficient 
fuel for unforeseen circumstances is beyond stupid.”

Hopefully, we can all learn from these hard lessons.

my full review more than a decade ago . David Gere 
(Kent, WA) was aboard their liveaboard to the 
Revillagigedo Islands, and said, “Our cabin had 
problems flushing the marine head from day one . 
We talked to the staff almost every day, with little 
improvement . The last three days we had solid 
waste sitting in the bowl that the crew failed to 

clear, despite speaking to the crew and the fact that 
the owner was on board . The cabin next to us had 
sewage overflowing from its head and sloshing into 
the lower level corridor during the 27-hour return 
trip in moderate seas to Los Cabos .” Frankly, I 
wouldn’t dive again with them on any of their craft .

— Ben Davison 
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me,” said Sparks . “We decided to drop our dive weights 
because they prevented us from floating properly .”

As nightfall began to set in, weather conditions dete-
riorated, and the pair began to realize that the survival 
plan they’d made before heading out to sea was now their 
only hope of anyone knowing something was wrong — or 
where to look for them .

“Before we went out on the dive, we told my room-
mate, James Sellers, where we were going and when we 
planned to return,” said Ragsdale . “Sparks had sent a text 
message to some of our Coast Guard friends at Station 
Fort Macon . His message included the name of the wreck 
we were diving on, the wreck number, exact coordinates 
of our dive, and our intention to return by dark .”

As swells began to crash over their heads, their buoy-
ancy compensators kept them afloat . Their wetsuits 
helped maintain their body temperatures . They carried 
a safety sausage, along with knives and a high-powered 
flashlight .

“The adrenaline wore off after awhile,” said Ragsdale . 
“We both clung to that safety sausage to stay together . 

We tried to figure out where we were and if there was a 
chance we’d be drifting past a buoy we might be able to 
cling to .”

“Even with the water at 81°F (27°C), we were both 
starting to feel chilly,” said Sparks . “My greatest fear was 
that we’d end up drifting southeast rather than north-
east, which would send us around Cape Lookout into the 
Atlantic Ocean . This would greatly diminish our chances 
of being located .”

Back on shore, Ragsdale’s roommate, Sellers, did not 
hesitate to take action once dark set in and the two had 
not returned, and contacted the Coast Guard Station Fort 
Macon .

The station’s officer, Petty Officer 3rd Class Cameron 
Haywood, initiated a Coast Guard response that included 
a plan to involve multiple boats, cutters, beach patrols 
and air assets .

But back on the water, the divers’ optimism began 
to fade . “Around midnight, we stopped talking and our 
hopes of getting rescued before dawn grew faint,” said 
Sparks . “We were exhausted . Sometime later I saw the 

Was This That Hidden Killer? 
Undercurrent (August) revealed the dangers of 

Immersion Pulmonary Edema and the research into its 
effects by diving medics in both Britain and Singapore . 
Since we wrote that story, several deaths have occurred 
that look strangely like IPE . The precise incidence is 
unknown, because fatal cases can be, and probably 
have been in the past, mistaken for drowning . In both 
IPE and drowning, the lungs are waterlogged and 
heavy, so post-mortem findings can be similar . In IPE, 
the lung alveoli fill with edema fluid . Immersion causes 
increased hydrostatic pressure, which immediately 
causes redistribution of blood from the periphery to 
the chest . 

To repeat what we wrote, “An important indication 
that a diver had IPE is that they believed that their 
equipment was not working properly, even though later 
tests confirmed that the equipment was fine . If a diver 
is seen unnecessarily switching between their demand 
valves or uses a buddy’s secondary air supply, or if a 
diver with a re-breather is [seen repeatedly] purging 
the system, [it] may indicate the onset of IPE .”

On July 30, an experienced scuba diver died after 
having difficulty breathing while in the water off Percé, 
Quebec . According to provincial police, when the man 
started showing signs of difficulty, a woman with him 
tried to offer air from her own regulator, but the man 
continued to struggle to breathe despite having air in 

his tank . 

Angelia Dover (43) died at Lake Keowee, SC, on 
July 29 while diving at a depth of 50 feet (12m) . Her 
two companions said she appeared to suddenly panic 
and attempted to make for the surface . Her equipment 
appeared to be functional and she had not run out of 
air, yet the Boiling Springs woman appeared to have 
died from drowning . 

On July 30, former Mississippi State Supreme Court 
Justice Chuck McRae was sent to intensive care at a 
Cozumel hospital, after he appeared to panic at 20 feet 
(6m), let go of his regulator because he thought he 
could not breathe from it and aspirated a lot of water . 
He was later conscious and an MRI scan showed no 
brain damage . He recovered .

The 50-acre lake that is Dutch Springs, Bethlehem, 
PA, is fed by an aquifer to provide excellent visibility, 
though the water can be cold . On August 4, a 57-year-
old Staten Island man had been in the water for 
around 45 minutes before he was reported missing by 
those he was diving with . He was later found dead . Was 
this another case of IPE?

The well-known British cameraman we mentioned 
in the original article, who first survived an IPE in 2015, 
has had another incident since and has decided to give 
up underwater work .
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running lights of a Coast Guard 47-foot Motor Lifeboat . 
I pointed my flashlight toward it . After a bit, I saw their 
blue light begin to flash . I knew they saw me . It turns out 
we were three miles away, but they saw my light . It took 
them ten minutes to get to us .”

Petty Officer 2nd Class Tyler McGregor’s crew spot-
ted Sparks’ light in the distance . “It’s my responsibility 
to be optimistic to keep up the spirits of my crew, but I’d 
be lying if I said I wasn’t worried,” said McGregor . “The 
sea was rough, 8- to 10-foot (3m) swells . Searching for 
two people in the water during the day is the equivalent 
to searching for two coconuts bobbing in the waves — a 
near-impossible feat in the light that becomes unthink-
able in the dark .”

The Coast Guardsmen were pulled from the water 
after drifting four-and-a-half miles in seven hours .

“As we arrived back at the station, I went into the 
lower compartment of the MLB and saw two body bags 

down there,” said Sparks . “That really hit me hard . Our 
friends and coworkers, the same people who’d just res-
cued us and laughed and joked with us on the way in, 
had only moments earlier been preparing for the worst-
case scenario .”

The following morning, Sparks’ boat was located . It 
drifted all the way to shore and washed up on a local 
beach, unscathed .

“The ocean doesn’t care if you’re in the Coast Guard,” 
said Sparks . “This kind of thing can happen to anyone . 
I’m going to invest in an EPIRB I can dive with . I’m 
going to use two anchors and be more cautious with how 
I anchor in the future . But I’m happy I had that flash-
light on me, and that we filed a float plan . Those two fac-
tors drastically reduced the search time, and potentially 
saved our lives .”

By Petty Officer 2nd Class Nate Littlejohn / U.S. Coast 
Guard District 5, Wilmington, NC, Star News

A Fast Trip to the Top Is Disastrous
faulty gear or lack of familiarity can kill

British diver Steven Slater (46) from Gateshead, 
UK, knew he was going to die as he accelerated 
toward the surface . 

Slater was an accomplished technical and CCR 
diver who, in difficult conditions, had investigated 
many deep wrecks . 

He and his buddy had made a long flight to the 
U .S . They were both fatigued when, on July 24th, 
they endured a rough crossing to the wreck of the 
SS Andrea Doria, which sank on the way to New York 
in 1956 . It collided with the MS Stockholm, killing 46 
people . 

But, he went diving . On the deck of the wreck 
at 165 feet, (50m), he knew he had a problem 
with his wing inflator mechanism . He needed both 
hands to hold on to prevent himself from hurtling 
upward and could not get to his knife or reach his 
lower dump valve . His buddy, who tried to keep 
hold of him, couldn’t help . She, too, was being 
dragged upward and had to let him go .

To slow himself, Slater would have had to battle 
with expanding air in his drysuit and in his CCR 
counter-lung, as well as the wing . A rapid and 
uncontrolled ascent without the mandatory deco 

stops would result in a massive gas embolism . 

Atlantic Diving Supply Scams  
the Military

A Virginia Beach (VA) company that supplies div-
ing equipment to the U .S . military’s search-and-rescue 
operations has agreed to pay $16 million to satisfy 
charges that it fraudulently obtained government con-
tracts .

ADS — Atlantic Diving Supply — which held $1 
billion in federal contracts last year, began 20 years 
ago as little more than a typical dive shop . Operating 
out of a trailer behind Lynnhaven Dive Center Diving 
Supply, it received a contract to outfit Navy SEALs 
with wetsuits . By 2014, the company employed around 
400 people .

To achieve the settlement, the Justice Department 
said ADS took advantage of programs to help small 
business despite its size by relying on an elaborate net-
work of smaller companies . The lawsuit was enabled 
by an unnamed whistleblower, who is due to receive 
around $2 .9 million as part of the deal .
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When he reached the surface, he was still con-
scious, but he knew he wasn’t going to survive . He 
didn’t, despite the valiant efforts of those on the 
dive boat Ol’ Salty II to save him . 

The wreck of the Andria Doria continues to 
claim lives — 13 since 1998 . In the wake of a glut 
of deaths in the 13 months from 1998 to 1999, a 
senior aide to Congressman William Delahunt said 
he was considering legislation to strengthen regu-

lations involving scuba diving . In 2000, Congress 
threatened to pass a diving safety law for recreation-
al technical divers, but 30 northeastern diving boat 
operators voluntarily agreed to raise requirements 
for diving on the wreck and to conduct background 
checks to ensure such divers were competent . The 
legislation was dropped .

Even so, some divers today are not adequately 
prepared, and even very experienced divers like 
Steven Slater have perished exploring the wreck . 
But it still lures divers .

Sitting at 250 feet (77m), it doesn’t appear deep 
to experienced technical divers, at ease with going 
deeper . But with water temperatures as low as an 
icy 40°F (4°C) — cold enough to cause some regu-
lators to freeze — and currents that are both fierce 
and unpredictable, the dive is beyond the limits of 
all but the most experienced divers . Even so, in July 
2006, David Bright, who had dived the wreck more 
than hundred times, lost his life while helping to 
prepare the site for a 50th-anniversary dive .

Fast and uncontrolled ascents can be lethal and 
can happen to the most competent diver — and 
just when he’s not expecting it . I once had an 
uncontrolled ascent, but I was luckier . 

My wife and I made multiple dives on the wreck 
of the Bianca C back in the early ’90s when few 
were aware what a good dive she made . An Italian 
cruise liner, she rests just off Grand Anse beach in 
Grenada; towed there, she caught fire in St . John’s 
harbor . She sits on the bottom at 165 feet (50m) 
— a little too deep for recreational divers in those 
days .

Back then, the wreck sat on even keel, looking 
very much like the ocean liner she had been . It was 
christened The Titanic of the Caribbean, and I was 
one of the first to write a full-length feature about 

Scubapro First Stage Explodes: Eleven-Year-Old Recall Notice Missed
Maxine Barrett (Los Angeles, CA) wrote to tell us 

that the Mk10 first-stage of her Scubapro regulator 
blew up! It was attached to an aluminum 80, 3000 psi 
(205 bar) tank that was being held by 
a divemaster before Barrett donned 
it . Luckily, the divemaster was behind 
the tank when the first-stage blew, and 
Barrett had not yet entered the water . 
Nobody was injured .

The regulator, having been serviced 
yearly for more than 10 years, had been 
serviced the week before the rupture . 
Barrett had made two dives a day with it 
before it exploded . She asked whether 
we had seen this kind of damage before 
and what might have caused it .

Now, we hadn’t seen that before, so Undercurrent 
contacted Gilbert de Coriolis, the Technical Director 
for Global Diving for Johnson Outdoor (Scubapro) . 
He told us they discovered the problem long ago, and, 
in fact, said they had recalled the Mark X first-stage in 
2006 because of it .

The first stage rupture “was caused by a combina-
tion of repeated over-torqueing of the DIN wheel or 
Yoke retainer and the action of salt water in a micro 

crack that developed . We recommended more 
than 35 years ago the compulsory use of a 
torque wrench when carrying out mainte-
nance on our products, but many technicians 
over-torque parts . They should not exceed 
30 Newtons/meter .” (A Newton is a measure-
ment of force .)

He told Undercurrent that, in order to rup-
ture the body, a technician must apply pres-
sure greater than 120 Newtons/meter . After 
the 2006 recall, Scubapro modified the DIN 
and Yoke retainers, adding a shoulder to pre-
vent over-torqueing . This shoulder takes the 

overload and distorts to save the body if one tries to 
over-tighten . 

It appears that Maxine Barrett’s regulator had both 
missed the recall and been (possibly repeatedly) sub-
ject to heavy-handed servicing that weakened the unit 
and led to the rupture .

The Wreck of the Andrea Doria has claimed 
13 lives since 1988
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it for a diving magazine . 

Long before the advent of nitrox and the popu-
larity of mixed gas diving, we breathed only air, 
so our twinset dives were always concluded with 
lengthy decompression stops that saw us surfacing 
in the prevailing current some miles from the dive 
site . Of course, our boat driver knew exactly where 
we were because we always sent up a delayed sur-
face marker buoy (DSMB) before leaving the shel-
ter of the wreck and starting up . You don’t need to 
put a lot of air into a DSMB at that depth because 
the air expands on the way to the surface . We also 
used a McMahon reel . It was big but simple and 
simply always worked .

Twenty years later we revisited the Bianca C . Her 
hull, its steel weakened by the intense heat of the 
fire, had been unable to resist the powerful seas 

generated by hurricane Ivan in 2004, and she had 
become more wreckage than wreck . That said, she 
still makes an exciting dive, with plenty of color-
ful coral and sponges now adorning the torn and 
twisted metal .

We made our way around the wreck, each sad 
that this was no longer the dream wreck we had 
visited in the past, but we had the convenience of 
faster off-gassing on the way up, thanks to carry-
ing additional cylinders of nitrox 50 as well as the 
air we used as bottom gas . We both experienced a 
feeling of deja vu as we started our ascent after 20 
minutes of stop time . We’d done this so many times 
before .

Once we’d left the datum of the wreckage, we 
were in the sensory deprivation zone of blue water, 
bombing along on the prevailing current . However, 
we deviated from our habitual ascent procedure 
from days gone by . I decided to send up the DSMB 
when we swapped to our nitrox mix at a mid-water 
stop at 60 feet (18m) . I had a brand-new ratchet 
reel, a fancy stainless steel number that looked as 
impressive as the movement of any long case clock . 
I hadn’t used it before .

I deftly unfurled the buoy so that it hovered 
above me and exhaled from my regulator into 
its open end just as I had done a thousand dives 
before . The buoy set off on its way to the surface, 
but the line went taut . The reel had jammed .

What to do? I hastily attempted to unjam it, but 
to no effect . I then had to make a quick decision . 
If I let the buoy go, our boat cover would follow it, 
leaving us to ascend to an empty ocean . I instantly 
decided to go with it to the surface, exhaling hard 
as I went and leaving my wife where she was, safely 
breathing nitrox at 60 feet (18m) . I reached the 
surface rapidly .

This was not good . I quickly inverted the buoy at 
the surface to vent it and shot back down my wife’s 
bubble stream . Back at 60 feet (18m), I had time to 
untangle the reel . It was a victim of its own sophis-
tication, with too many bits that a line could catch 
on if it was not held exactly horizontal as the line 
was deployed .

My second attempt to send up the buoy was suc-
cessful . We had plenty of gas to breathe, and the 
buoy made our whereabouts known to our boat 
cover .

I’d just interrupted my decompression plan 
with an unplanned yet fast trip to the surface and 

“The Most Dangerous Dive Site in the World” Claims Free Diver 
The Blue Hole at Dahab, along the Red Sea coast of 

Egypt’s Sinai, is probably a collapsed cave like the Blue 
Holes of the Bahamas or Belize . It attracts divers from 
all over Europe because it is very deep with calm water 
protected from the open sea . 

Daring divers descend to the top of an arch at 185 
ft . (56m) then swim through the 87 ft . (26m) long tun-
nel so formed from which one can see the blue water of 
the open ocean . However, at least 40 scuba divers have 
lost their lives there since 1980, many losing track of 
their depth, failing to keep close to the top of the arch, 
and suffering nitrogen narcosis . It is often called “the 

most dangerous dive site in the world,” yet apart from 
the depth, there is nothing to make it so .

More recently, free divers have taken the challenge 
of passing through the arch on a single held breath .

Irish free diver Stephen Keenan, 39, who held the 
record for a deep water rescue at 130ft (40m), was 
known as the most trusted man in free diving, but on 
22nd July he perished providing safety cover for free 
diver Alessia Zecchini who sought to swim through the 
arch after a free dive from the surface . Zecchini went 
astray, and while Keenan successfully led her to safety, 
he suffered a shallow water blackout and drowned . 

I’d just interrupted my decompression plan 
with an unplanned yet fast trip to the surface



18

Enraptured or Anxious? – You’re Narked
nitrogen narcosis lies in wait for the unwary

Jacques Cousteau called nitrogen narcosis “The 
Rapture of the Deep .” He obviously enjoyed it! 

Decades ago, certification manuals talked about 
Martini’s Law, claiming that at every 30 feet, the effect 
was the equivalent of one martini, so at 90 feet, one 
was as schnockered as he would be after a three-mar-
tini lunch .

Well, that’s just not true . Yes, there are many 
effects, but narcosis affects each diver differently and 
at different depths . Scientists aren’t fully clear as to 
why, other than to say that the nitrogen you breathe 
under pressure affects your nervous system .

The deeper you go, the more likely you are to be 
affected, which means impaired performance (espe-
cially on unpracticed tasks), impaired reasoning, 
delayed responses, making calculation errors, fixating 
on an idea, memory loss, and even having a sense of 
well-being, over-confidence, and euphoria .

Go deeper, and things get worse . You’ll suffer 
sleepiness, impaired judgment, confusion, and hallu-
cinations, even terror .

While some diver training manuals indicate specif-

ic depths for the onset of narcosis while diving on air, 
the truth is, one person might start to suffer narcosis 
at only 30 feet (9m), while others can go to 130 feet 
(40m) breathing air and be unaffected . Everyone is 
different . 

In the mid-‘90s, I conducted a series of side-by-side 
regulator tests at 180 feet (55m) for Diver Magazine in 
the UK . I was careful to choose participating divers 
who were accustomed to going that deep, but some 
people criticized the tests and results, saying that the 
test divers would have been too ‘narked’ to make a 
critical judgment . However, I had taken the precau-
tion of giving each a written general knowledge and 
mathematics test at that depth and found that the 
notes they made about the regulators at depth were 
not only legible but also corresponded with each 
other .

Still, narcosis kicks in for different divers at differ-
ent depths . Samuel Johnson (Greensboro, NC) tells 
Undercurrent how he took a narcosis test during a dive 
to 95 feet (29m) during an advanced diver course . 
“When we got back to the surface, I found that the 
arithmetic [I did at depth] was wildly wrong, on the 

Keep Goliath Groupers for Divers
Florida fishermen have petitioned the Florida Fish 

and Wildlife Conservation Commission to allow a 
limited open season for Goliath grouper . They claim, 
“They’re eating our fish .” 

In 2010, scientists determined that Goliath groupers 
are critically endangered, and while one assessment 
of the fish claimed it had recovered, an independent 
panel of scientists rejected that finding . Moreover, 
University of Florida scientists found the species’ diet 
consisted mainly of crustaceans and slow-swimming fish 
such as stingrays and puffer fish, not game fish . 

Goliath groupers are a diver’s delight . Dr . Sylvia 

Earle says “Killing Goliath groupers will also kill grow-
ing economic benefits derived from divers who revel in 
the opportunity to be in the presence of these iconic 
animals, which are often as curious about us .”

The FWC is holding seminars in Florida 
through October to hear concerns and comments 
from the public . We urge you to join in and 
take a stand to protect Goliath groupers . If div-
ers don’t act, fishermen will quickly reduce their 
numbers . Send your views to FWC with this form: 
www.myfwc.com/saltwatercomments#Form

back — so I reverted to an air diving profile while 
breathing a lower proportion of nitrogen in my 
deco gas . I feared what awaited me regarding ill 
effects once we ascended again .

We eventually made a cautious ascent to the sur-
face, where we were picked up . I immediately put 
myself on 100 percent oxygen for 30 minutes as a 

precaution, and no symptoms of physical damage 
became apparent . A thoroughly relaxed dive that 
had once been routine was ruined by a moment 
of chaos and danger caused by unfamiliarity with a 
new and untested piece of gear .

— john@undercurrent.org

http://www.myfwc.com/saltwatercomments#Form
mailto:john@undercurrent.org
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order of 2 + 2 = 73 . However, I had had no sense of 
being ‘narked’ and no feeling of inebriation or any 
symptom . I thought I had done the ordinary arithme-
tic correctly!” He’s now aware that he’s susceptible to 
narcosis even at shallower depths .

Nitrogen Narcosis Can Kill You!
In 1990, Neal Watson and Bret Gilliam competed 

for the depth record depth achieved breathing ordi-
nary air . Bret finally went deepest to 475 feet (146m) . 
Bret said, “It was hard not to recall that all previous 
divers attempting to break the record had died try-
ing .” That’s what narcosis can do .

 Consider the story of Bob Raimo, who almost 
passed out on the way up at 325 feet (100m), diving 
on air in the Bahamas . His two buddies appeared to 
be totally unaffected . Who knows how deep they’d 
been? I wrote about the story in my first book, 
Amazing Diving Stories, in a chapter entitled “The Call 
of the Wah! Wah!” 

Shortly after, TDI-co-founder Rob Palmer, attempt-
ing to emulate his peers, successfully made a series of 
air dives to 400 feet (120m) over a week in the Red 
Sea . He was last seen on his final big push, still going 
down . 

Today, nitrox reduces nitrogen narcosis by substi-
tuting more oxygen for nitrogen . Technical divers go 
a step further with trimix, in which helium is substi-
tuted for some of the nitrogen . They have better clar-
ity of vision and improved recall of the dive . 

Euphoria or Fear and Anxiety?
We asked our readers if they have ever knowingly 

suffered nitrogen narcosis and done something stu-
pid because of it . While many divers are often coy 
about reporting their mistakes, some were willing to 
share their experiences .

John Miller (Lubbock, TX), a master instructor, 
has seen how narcosis affects divers differently . He 
recalls a newly certified honeymoon couple suffering 
an incident at the Blue Hole in Belize when the man 
struck his head on a stalagmite going up while the 
woman, oblivious to her lack of buoyancy, sank back 
to 110 feet (34m) deep .

The Blue Hole is a place famous for depth and 
the narcosis that might come with it . Cindy Boling 
(Fort Worth, TX) dragged her partner Mark up from 
165 feet (50m) despite his signaling he was “just 
fine .” She had to do it more than once, a very risky 
profile .

Euphoria can cause you to go much deeper than 
you intended . This is what happened to Michele 
Berg (St . Louis, MO) soon after getting certified in 
Cabo . She ended up going well beyond the planned 
100 feet (30m), then needed a considerable mandat-
ed deco stop, while her husband ran out of air and 
was rescued on a dive guide’s octopus . A close call .

The wreck of the San Francisco Maru is one of 
Truk’s best dives, but it’s 180 feet (55m) to the bot-
tom and can lead to the unwary getting ‘narked’ . 
James Burkhart (Katy, TX) wondered why his wife 
was above him, motioning him to come to her . He 
was hypnotized by the rapture of the deep, busy look-
ing at the Japanese staff car and the magnetic mines 
filling the holds, and ended up having to make a 
long deco stop . 

My own wife managed to get us mandated deco-
stops of 45 minutes in the same way, on the same 
wreck, and that included switching to independent 
nitrox supplies for accelerated deco!

For some people, the effect is opposite of eupho-
ria: fear . Mel McCombie (New Haven, CT) told us 
she used to suffer narcosis starting around 85 feet 
(26m), manifesting itself in fear and anxiety . She 
began a desensitizing program during which she 
gradually dived deeper and deeper at the same 
dive site over a period of days . She’s done plenty of 

Sherwood is Shirking its 
Responsibility for Diver Safety 

We are still getting reports from owners of 
Sherwood Avid BCs who have had their tank bands 
fail, releasing the tank unexpectedly, underwa-
ter .  If you recall, Undercurrent (September 2016) 
reported how there were multiple instances of the 
plastic camband mounting points separating from 
the main BC, and with it, the user’s tank .  

The latest sad tale was from Ziad Chmaitilly 
(Lauderdale-by-the-Sea, FL) who, on the 13th 
August, was making only the sixth dive with his 
Avid when both plastic parts that held the cam-
band to the tank completely fell off while he was 
underwater! 

Sherwood is shirking its responsibility by failing 
to recall a product that appears to have a serious 
design defect that might endanger a diver . 

Chmaitilly is the sixth Undercurrent subscriber 
to report the problem to us, and we’re a very small 
sample .  So, if Sherwood has such a cavalier atti-
tude towards the well-being of its customers, maybe 
divers should avoid all Sherwood products . What 
other problems are they ignoring?

It’s time for a recall .
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dives since and says her husband, Harris, never gets 
‘narked,’

And, confusion and muddy thinking can be a 
result . Bill Wohler (Menlo Park, CA) and his buddy 
dived to 136 feet (42m) at Monastery Beach in 
Monterey when both saw their computers were read-
ing “1 .” Neither understood the reading, and it was 
only as they ascended and their heads cleared they 
realized they’d been ‘narked’ .

Diving in Penobscot Bay, Maine, at 100 feet (34m) 
deep, veteran diver Rich Wickenden (Plymouth, MA) 
says he was so confused that all the gauges on his 
console looked alike . He couldn’t understand what 
they were telling him or what it all meant . Ascending 
to 80 feet (25m) solved the problem .

Great visibility can be seductive and cause you 
to go deeper than you intended . Diving in Roatan, 
Jean Fine (Sanford, FL) says she got narcosis at 150 
feet (46m) breathing air on a planned deco dive and 
suddenly “couldn’t think what the gauges were for 
let alone what they were indicating .”  She says it was 
utter confusion and now looks for any repeat effects 
on dives deeper than 90 feet (28m) .

Are Inexperienced Divers More Vulnerable?
If you’re an inexperienced diver, as you are when 

first certified, the effects of nitrogen narcosis can go 
unnoticed . Debra Cronenwett (Enfield, NH) relates 
how, during her first diving vacation in Jamaica many 
years ago, she went to 100 feet (30m) and felt her 
regulator was getting difficult to breathe through . 
She was tempted to discard it! Luckily, she grabbed 
her husband, who took her up to 80 feet (24m), 
where “the lights came back on .” 

Inexperienced divers may be more vulnerable, 
but it ain’t necessarily so . Narcosis can give you tun-
nel vision, causing you to focus on one thing to the 
exclusion of all others . Ron Johns (Kearney, NE) 
remembers a divemaster who was prone to narcosis 
and spent 10 minutes video recording a lone shoe on 
the wreck of the Emperor in Lake Superior .

Narcosis can catch the very experienced, too . Dan 

Vale (Bowmanville, Ontario) was a commercial diver 
used to diving deep on air and found his tolerance 
to the ‘narks’ improved as he slowly worked down to 
greater depths . He thought he’d become acclima-
tized by regular exposure . That said, after he retired, 
he continued as a recreational diver and still once 
suffered temporary loss of peripheral vision on a fast 
descent during an air dive that bottomed out at 170 
feet (52m) on a wreck in Lake Ontario .

 It can also have a strange hallucinogenic effect . 
John Crossley (Panama Beach, FL) remembers see-
ing a large green moray with “a happy smile across 
his whole face with a full set of white dentures that 
would make any politician envious” during the ascent 
from a dive to 180 feet (55m) in Fiji .

Drawn by the seductive glint of something glit-
tering silver while diving in Palau, Douglas Peterson 
(Naperville, IL) went to 136 feet (42m) to investi-
gate . He was using nitrox for the first time . It was a 
beautiful fishing lure, but as he worked to cut its line 
free, he heard a strange sound . It was then he real-
ized it was his computer sounding a depth alarm! 
Luckily, oxygen toxicity is governed by the twin fac-
tors of depth and time, and he was not there long 
enough to suffer any ill effects .

For some, it’s not bad at all . Edward Noga (Akron, 
OH) thinks he’s narked every time he dives a wreck 
at 100 feet (30m) or more in the Great Lakes . He 
says he always has clarity and control he’s “as happy 
as a clam at high tide!”

So …

The trick in dealing with narcosis is to recognize it 
and rise to a depth at which the symptoms dissipate 
and you feel comfortable . Keep in mind that eupho-
ria is more difficult to detect . If your buddy is going 
deeper than you previously agreed, his judgment 
might be impaired . It’s a difficult one to call, but 
get his attention and find out . Just because Jacques 
Cousteau seemed to enjoy the rapture of the deep, 
don’t let your buddy or yourself become so enrap-
tured that you risk your lives .

    - john@undercurrent.org

Flotsam & Jetsam
American Dentist Perishes in the English 

Channel. A popular dentist from Kingston, NY, 
Bruce Hottum (63), died while investigating the 
submerged wreck of a WW II airplane in the 
English Channel on July 14th . Hottum was inter-

ested in locating, recovering and identifying the 
remains of U .S . World War II servicemen missing 
in action, and worked with the Bent Prop Project, 
a nonprofit that searches World War II wreck sites . 
Hottum felt unwell after a dive, collapsed and was 

mailto:john@undercurrent.org
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pronounced dead later at the hospital after being 
evacuated by helicopter .

Dayboat Prop Severs Diver’s Leg: A 44-year-old 
Taiwanese scuba diver named Chiu was rushed to 
the hospital August 12th after the lower part of 
his right leg was severed by a dive boat propeller . 
The boat’s captain said he believed everyone was 
on board and started the engine because the waves 
were pushing the boat dangerously close to the reef . 
The other divers searched for Chiu’s lower leg, but 
gave up to rush Chiu to a hospital . 

Football Fun. Atlanta Falcons wide receiver, Julio 
Jones, lost his diamond earring claimed to be val-
ued at $150,000 while taking a tumble jet skiing in 
Georgia’s Lake Lanier . Julio hired a team of scuba 
divers to search nooks and crannies 65 feet (20m) 
deep, but so far no luck . That was in July . Keep 
looking folks!

Oxygen Can Kill! Hyperbaric chambers are used 
not only to treat decompression sickness, but also 
for healing wounds . Liu Hung was undergoing 
hyperbaric treatment in Nanxiong China People’s 
Hospital for a head injury and lit a cigarette he 
had smuggled in with him . His lighter blew up the 
chamber, destroying it and the patient . His family is 
demanding to know why the hospital failed to take 
away his cigarette lighter .

Rob Stewart Autopsy . According to a reporter 
on the Florida Keys News, which obtained a copy of 
the Monroe County medical examiner’s report, the 
famed documentary underwater film-maker died 
from drowning after becoming hypoxic at the sur-
face in late January . He was using the same (undis-
closed) make of rebreather as Peter Sotis, his CCR 
trainer, who suffered acute hypoxia on boarding 
their support boat, Pisces . Sotis recovered after being 
treated with oxygen, while Stewart slipped beneath 
the waves unnoticed . (http://bit.ly/2iFIDXL)

Staying Legal and Safe in Tonga. Acclaimed 
photographer Tony Wu writes to Undercurrent from 
Tonga, saying many of the whale watching boats are 
unlicensed, and therefore, illegal . Authorities have 
issued a list of the legal whale-watching operations 
(although this list is not publicly available), believ-
ing that safety standards are not being observed and 
tourists are being duped . Some international pho-
tographers are promoting trips on unlicensed boats . 
Ask the question before you book .

Eat ’em to Beat ’em. The world’s oceans are 
becoming infested with jellyfish, thanks to their 
natural predators being devastated by industrialized 
fishing . A long-time staple of Asian cooking, they’ve 
been scarce in Western cuisine . However, Professor 
Silvio Greco, Italy’s most prominent marine biolo-
gist, has demonstrated how to boil them to remove 
the toxic sting and cook them in a tempura bat-
ter and has taken his campaign to turn them 
into acclaimed cuisine to the Slow Fish Festival in 
Genoa, Italy . Just as with lionfish, if you can’t defeat 
them, eat them .

Gulf of Mexico Dead Zone is 9000 square 
miles and growing: It runs from the mouth of the 
Mississippi river far into the Gulf and is primarily 
caused by fertilizer and sewage runoff from farm-
lands along the river . Algae blooms and bacteria 
suck all the oxygen out of the water, and no animal 
can survive . Unusually heavy rains in the Midwest 
have caused serious problems for Louisiana fisher-
men, who are said to catch nearly half the nation’s 
seafood . Hurricane Harvey will add to the problem . 
Expect the price of shrimp to rise .

Galapagos Postscript . All 18 crewmembers of 
the Fu Yuan Yu Leng 999 have been jailed for its 
illegal cargo of 6,000 sharks fished in the Galapagos 
National Park . The Chinese fishermen will serve 
between one and four years behind bars and 
ordered to pay approximately US$6 million in fines .

http://bit.ly/2iFIDXL
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