Diving My Way 'Round
Vancouver Island

THE NAUTILUS EXPLORER'S NEW ROUTE

BY YVETTE CARDOZO

he goal was to go completely aronnd
Vancouver Island on the Naufilus
Explorer
that had been done only once before — the
previous fall by this same boar. Most dive

live-aboard, something

hoats stay on the Inside Passage along the
east coast of this Florida-size island, where
the diving is relatively easier

The important word here is “relative-
Iy We are talking cold-water diving with
all the drysuit gear this requires, and there
are tricky currents since its the rush of
water that brings nutrients 1o support the
world-class marine life.

Scureving up the east side, we
stopped briefly for a dive to see Texadas
cloud sponges. At 100 feet, they hung off
the wall in three-foot vellow clumps, each
clump a ball of tubes, each tube with its
own critter: a shrimp here, a crab there and
little golden faces of the juvenile quillback
rockfish peering back at me.

We came up o a ledge at 40 feet and
saw a rainbow nudibranch with its crown
of translucent waving tentacles. We felt
lacky to have spotted it, and then we saw a
second, a third, a fourth., There were doz-
ens upon dozens scattered among the peb
bles. And this was
anly our first dive.

From  Texaca,
it was up to Brown-
ing Wall — the gold
standard of Pacific
Northwest  diving
— located on the
nottheast corner of
the island, On a dive
named Als Baby we
found broceoli stalks
of plumose hanging
all over the place ...
a forest of branching
white, separated by
groups of crimson
and green anemones, barnacles, 20-armed
sun stars, a huge king crab, a baby Pacific
actepus and much more. As we climbed
from the water, an eagle soared overhead
in a cloudless sky; and as we headed off,
a school of Dalls porpoises sliced theough
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the water around our bow, leaving white
streaks of foam in their wake

The fact that we were doing this from
a live-aboard dive boat was something ol

an achievement. Diving in this region has
come a long way since the days, barely 10

years ago, when a
live-aboard  meant
communal  toilets
and getting dressed
On an open, unpro-
tected deck. Today
divers have many of
the amenities folks
have had for years in
warm-water destina-
Tiomns:

terey  robes,
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housekeeping, cups

of hot chocolate and cinnamon buns hand-

ed out when you get back from the dive,
even divernaster guides il you wish,

Plus, there are all sorts of clinics: pho-

o workshops run by top underwater pho-

togs (such as Berkeley White, who accom-

panied us on this trip), fish 1D courses run
by expens from the Vancouver Aquarium
and trips that focus on nondive activities
(kayvaking, hiking, visits 1o First Nations/
Native American villages)

What allows this is a hoat hig and
fast enough o cover the distance and
house its divers in comfort. The Nautilus
Explorer is 116 feet long and has beds for
24 divers. The beat cruises at 10 knots
and, if pushed, can do nearly 13. On our
round-island trip, we covered 600 miles.

It was a good group. MNorthwest divers
tend 1o be atight-knit bunch thanks ta bonds
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ELEMENTAL Top: The glant Pacific octo-
pus is a prized find when diving the cold
waters off Vancouver Island. Left, top: A
bonfire, a remote beach and damp air that
feels like silk = this is BC. Left, botfom: A
wolf eel Is another unique find.

forged by conditions that require dedication
to the sport. Dedicated
the village of Tahsis (population 400) and
several went to dive mud, hoping for six-gill
sharks. The rest of us drained the town of its

dlefimitely, We hit

entire stock of margaritas, To the last drop

The west coast is Vancouver Islands
wild side, where North Americas storms
come ashore, One of the world’s largest re-
corded waves — 98 feet
here, What are considered hurricane wind

came ashore

and seurry-for-cover conditions in the Ca
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