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A pair of mating dwarf cuttlefish peer at
divers from behind a protective maze of
old and decaying ropes.
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emember what it was like when you were a
little kid, getting down and grubbing in the dirt?

You may have only been six years old and your
mother yelled at you, but it was worth it. Then, as
you got older, you found that digging around in a load
of old bits and pieces sometimes meant coming up
with the treasure of a lifetime.

For divers, the trick is to get to a place where you
can do the same thing underwater until, like that kid
playing in the muck you come up with something so
exciting you simply can’t believe your luck.

Long before we headed off to Ambon in Indonesia,
we’d heard many eloquent and enthusiastic tales of
the weird and wonderful critters found there along
with almost as many reports on the extensive local
reef system. All the same, we had no real idea of what
we would find as the island is still regarded as an
Indonesian outpost — it’s not that it’s all that far from
the major airports in Bali or Manado, but there are no
direct flights from England and that meant we arrived
late in the day. Our group was keen to get straight in
the water and see what was on offer despite the time.

We set sail for a very short cruise from the airport
back towards the open waters of the Banda Sea and
within moments arrived at a coconut fringed bay and 4l AT
Rhino City, a dive site named for it’s rhinopias resi- AR RS
dents. Sometimes things just work out right and we )
dropped right in over a pale pink rhinopias who was
nestled beside a rock in less than five metres of water. ( BNERS)
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Even the nastiest pile of detritus is
forgivable when you know what you
might find digging around in it.
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This curious fish was rocking slowly back and forth,
completely unconcerned by the number of interlop-
ers gawking at him. Eventually, we took our leave and
cruised down a sandy slope into a gully where we met
stonefish, lots of shrimp and dwarf cuttlefish. The
seabed was fairly barren apart from some tiny corals
and a few fingers sponges but every whip coral had

a whole colony of shrimp on it and we spotted tiny
pufferfish, ornate ghost pipefish and many different
nudibranchs. It was a fabulous dive and a good omen

for what was to come.

The next morning we awoke itching to get
straight back in the water. We were taken to Laha,
the best-known dive site in the region along a coastal
stretch where several dives merge into an elongated
display of muck diving magic. However, the surrounds
were nowhere near as appealing as the previous
day. We were back close to the city harbour where
masses of small, rickety fishing boats were crammed
together into a much-too-small space. Packed to
the gills with whole families, the boats created a
miniature floating town but the water around them
was less than sparkling. Discarded rubbish, old food
and all sorts of unmentionable things were floating
on the surface so rolling back into the water required
a mental shove. However, once we were underwater,
we saw the reasons why the crew were so adamant
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we’ve muck dived before and know that sites like

this often hide rare and unusual treasures.
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we had to do this dive. The unpromising surface views
were repeated on the seabed but we’ve muck dived
before and know that sites like this often hide rare and
unusual treasures.

A Messy Slope

There was no doubt that the seabed beneath the
fishing boats was reminiscent of a rubbish dump, but
undeterred, our divemasters led us down another
messy slope for the new diver tour. Just a two-minute
fin along and we passed some old crates containing
soft drink bottles, each one housing a curious goby,
sometimes two. A pile of old coconut husks were
being used by a pair of cockatoo waspfish as camou-
flage, then a few inches further on we spotted another
hopping across the sand. Glancing up, we spied a pile
of rocks with rubber tires strewn across them. Each
tire was home to at least one moray and some poked
their noses out to take advantage of the resident
cleaner shrimp. Before the excitement could slacken,
we were directed to the other side of the rocks and a
cluster of banded pipefish before we ran into a black
ornate ghost pipefish in a black crinoid then several
nudibranchs and a snake eel.

After an hour, the tide started to change, pushing
us along far too quickly. It was frustrating to real-
ize that we were going to be forced to even though
there was a promise of something more scattered all
around, as waiting for us to uncover.. Even as we did a
safety stop in the current, we could see crabs, shrimp,
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Every moment spent studying the seabed or a pile i
of rubbish seemed to be repaid with a new and :
weird creature well camouflaged by its location.
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juvenile scorpionfish, miniscule lionfish and several
dwarf cuttlefish that were sticking together in strict
pairs. And all that amongst a pile of old rubbish.

A Gorgeous Mess

Even the nastiest pile of detritus is forgivable
when you know what you might find digging around
in it so we returned to Laha and, averting our gaze,
rolled in again. The dive plan had been to head the
opposite direction but we hardly went anywhere as
the dive developed into the most amazing experience
right where we started. We had only been down a few
moments when we encountered a fingered dragonet,
his dorsal fin popping up and down at speed as he re-
turned our stares. Next, we saw pair of seagrass ghost
pipefish and nearby a rubble bed was overwhelmed by
a huge number of mandarinfish skittering about — we
were amazed to see so many of these tiny creatures
in the daylight as they are usually only seen at dusk.
Perhaps the shadows from the perpetually moored
boat hulls above have encouraged their tiny body
clocks to adjust.

When we finally forced ourselves to move on, a
huge octopus and an even larger moray eel sharing the
same rocky outcrop greeted us. A few feet away and
another rock revealed six morays all huddled together,
noses waving in unison so beautifully that we nearly
missed the stonefish sitting just below them. As we
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went over the sand there were all sorts of critters
competing for attention — just how do you choose
between two giant frogfish and a mantis shrimp that
insists on following your path across the reef?

Non-stop Critter Hunt

As you can imagine, we spent a lot of our time
diving the area inside Ambon channel. It seemed that
every time we went down we found something differ-
ent. Every moment spent studying the seabed or a pile
of rubbish seemed to be repaid with a new and weird
creature well camouflaged by its location. The pink
rhinopias turned out to be one of a pair, thorny sea-
horses could be found wrapped around finger sponges
daily but the winged pipefish was a one-off. We found
the haunt of a solar-powered nudibranch in a tiny
crevice beneath a rotting log, while burrfish seemed
to park themselves in every available box no matter
what it was made of. And we haven’t even mentioned
the garden eels, scorpionfish, blue ribbon eels, black
ribbon eels, cowries, cardinalfish, flounders... oh, now
we have!

Delving Into The Deep

In amongst all this glorious muck, we also headed
further afield to discover what the Banda Sea reefs had
to offer. An hour or so sailing from the channel mouth
and heading east revealed some dramatic coastal dives
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where gaping caverns cutting through the outer reef
wall are smothered by waving fan corals. However,
our favourite blue water dives were around tiny Nusa
Laut. Beneath this lush green island, an underwater
promontory protrudes into the currents and attracts
substantial numbers of large and pelagic animals. As
we descended we met a shimmering school of jacks
then another one of midnight snappers. There were

a few Spanish mackerel and a stray barracuda that
would launch into the fish schools scattering them
in all directions. The schools would reform quickly
into a cluster even as a turtle swimming past along
the reef diverted us. However, the main attraction
was the resident bumphead parrotfish, some of the
most enormous we have ever seen. There were three
or four clusters, each one with a leader that would
watch us warily as we approached, allowing us to get
just so near, then would lead his team casually away.
They never completely disappeared, but seemed to
be playing a game with the divers. It was a lot of fun
swimming away and around a boulder, knowing that
you just might catch one unawares.

The visibility was crystal clear around Nusa Laut
and if was hard to turn away from the promontory
where all the big guys were hanging out, because
their presence eclipsed the pretty reef above. There
were so many smaller creatures in the shallows —
tomato clowns and shrimp in an anemone, a bed of
garden eels, angel and butterflyfish, starfish and the
‘spearchucker” mantis peering out of a sandy burrow.

Getting Wrecked

Sailing back to Ambon before our return flight,
we did our last dive on a wreck that has long been re-
ferred to as the Pertamina wreck as it is found offshore
from the Pertamina oil refinery. Recently, the local
dive centre conducted a series of penetration dives
and discovered a plague on the boiler in the engine
room. It’s serial number eventually led to the vessel
being identified as the Duke of Sparta, built in 1940
in northern England. The ship was bombed in Ambon
harbor during a clandestine Cold War CIA operation
against Indonesian communist rebels in 1958.

Descending down the anchor line to the bow,
low visibility in the shallows clouded our first view
of the hull but as we reached the seabed, the water
was clearer and we could see lush soft corals and
areas of tubastrea corals softening the shape of
the rotting metal hull. The holds are open and easy
to peer into but we didn’t enter, as there was so
much to admire on the exposed surfaces with many
nudibranchs and pipefish slithering across the aging
decks. Small fish were flitting about and an octopus
made an appearance as he slipped into a funnel that
he used as his home.
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