Perfect Days
with Mantas & More

Text and photos by David Fleetham
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In the western Pacific island
group of Yap, divers can enjoy
beautiful tropical reefs teeming
with diverse marine life, includ-
ing majestic manta rays, and
experience the thrill of black-
water diving. Underwater photo
pro David Fleetham tells us
about his adventure there.

| have been to Yap many times. For
more than a decade, | have been
one of several professional photog-
raphers invited to MantaFest to share
my camera experience with the full
house of guests at Manta Ray Bay
Resort. Each year, upon my depar-
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ture, owner Bill Acker has invited me
to come back any time to enjoy what
Yap has to offer. | finally accepted
and spent seven perfect days diving
as a guest rather than a staff mem-
ber. My girlfriend, Jennifer Ross, also
joined me for the entire week.

The flight from Guam arrived
at the ungodly hour of 1:10 a.m.
Remarkably, the resort staff was wide
awake and chipper at that hour,
greeting us with a bofttle of water
and a chilled washcloth to wipe off
the airline ambience. They handled
all of our luggage and tagged it
with our room number. During the
15-minute ride to the resort, we were
informed of all the things that we
needed to know about the resort’s
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operations, the diving and the

resort restaurant, The Mnuw. On our
bus were a number of divers and

a group of would-be ornithologists
from the United Kingdom who were
excited to view the four endemic
species found on Yap—basically, the
above-water version of divers looking
for rare fish species.

Shortly thereafter, we made it to
our room, and so did our bags—five
50-pound cases of cameras and dive
gear, padded with our garments.

We agreed to deal with the equip-
ment in the morning—well, later that
same morning—after getting some
much-needed shut-eye. With the
blackout curtains drawn, the hum

of the air conditioner and no alarm

This tricolor parrotfish has secreted a mucus bubble to protect itself from predators at night
(above). Blacktip and gray reef sharks cruise the surface, off the island of Yap (top right).
Clark’s anemonefish are excellent parents. This one tends to a newly laid batch of bright
orange eggs next to the Mertens’ carpet sea anemone it calls home (top left). Reef manta
ray with Moorish idols, saddleback butterflyfish and six-banded angelfish (previous page).




Day or big blue octopus (above). Spotted
guard crab holding eggs in antler coral (top
right). Leaf scorpionfish, about 4 inches long,
has no venomous fin spines (right). Pajama
cardinalfish photographed at night (left).

be stored at the end A 10-minute boat ride had us and we were tempted to jump in for
of the day after being back at Yap Divers before we even  another rinse, but with pixel images
rinsed by the staff. The  got out of our wetsuits. We dunked  in our minds, we made a dash for
day was gefting away  our cameras into the two dedi- the room to download our cards
from us, so we decid- cated camera rinse tanks, making onto our PowerMacs and plug in
ed to do an afternoon sure to push all the buttons to flush external drives to back everything o T e
dive at Slow and Easy, out the salt water. While we were up. As we shared what we had shot, [ ~._:"'-i:«a_.»-._»-_';.'._.f.?;,'.m_;&
= asite close to the doing this, the crew put our dive we made a pact to return to Slow R g
R resort that we had visit-  gear in the equipment rinse tanks and Easy for a night dive. E '
o ed many fimes before. and then hung it up to dry in the That evening, we tore ourselves
clock, morning soon turned to after- It did not boast the amazing vis- locker area. It was just a matter of away from our screens and wan-
noon, and we leisurely assembled ibility of the other sites, but it had a  peeling out of our neoprene under  dered down through the lobby,
our cameras and carried our scuba  wealth of macro critters if you took  the outdoor showers, grabbing fresh  past the dive shop and up the short
equipment down to the dive shop.  the fime to look, or if you were div-  towels, hanging up our wetsuits to walkway leading to The Mnuw, a
ing with one of the Yap dive guides  dry, and we were ready to pull our 170ft phinisi schooner originally from
Diving who knew how to find even the tini- memories captured in pixels out of Indonesia, which was the resort’s .
Slow and Easy. We were assigned est of nudibranchs. We stayed fairly  our cameras and plug everything in  restaurant and bar. The dinner i
dive cubicles number 56 and 57 shallow and stretched our bottom to charge. menu was written on a chalkboard VISItYap com
and a bag with the same number. time to 90 minutes. A good start to The pool was situated along the and changed daily, along with the Authentic Micronesia®
This was where our dive gear would  the week. walk back to our accommodations  fresh fish caught that day. Jennifer
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and | ordered the sushi plat-

ter, fish tacos and mugs of
Hammerhead Amber Ale from
the resort’s own microbrew-
ery, the Stone Money Brewing
Company. Freddy, their Swiss
brewmeister, produces two vari-
eties in 600-liter batches just off
the hotel lobby and has it down
to a fine science. The kitchen
was at the bottom of the ship,
and a vintage-era dumbwaiter
brought our dishes to us just as
the colors of the sunset faded
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into the night sky.

After a quick glance at the
whiteboard with the next day’s
dive schedule, we headed for
our pillows. An 8:00 a.m. depar-
ture and a three-dive day was
on the books.

The Mi'l Channel
Breakfast at The Mnuw started
at 6:30 a.m., and we got in
shortly after the doors opened.
A spread of local fruit, bacon,
rice, scrambled eggs, toast and
other baked goods was laid
out, and we ordered custom
omelets from the chef in the
corner. Coffee and tea greet-
ed us as we sat down, and two
plates were not far behind.

By 7:30, we were in the cam-
era room, checking that all
the batteries were charged
and that the housings were

Manta Ray Bay Resort and its floating restau-
rant, The Mnuw, in Yap (above); Schooling big-
eye jacks (right); Giant moray eel with banded
coral shrimp inspecting its teeth for parasites
(lower right); Yellowmask angelfish, also com-
monly referred to as a blue-face angelfish (left)

well sealed. Our dive gear was
already on the boat, and all
we had to do was analyze our
nitfrox mixes and attach our reg-
ulators. Three other divers from
California joined us, along with
our captain and guide. Ten
minutes after leaving the dock,
we found ourselves zipping
through a narrow channel in a
mangrove forest on our way to
the other side of the island and
the Mi'l Channel.

We grabbed a mooring, and
our guide, Bruce, explained
that we had a flooding tide
and would be riding the cur-
rent info the channel to a ridge
where a school of jacks liked to
congregate. It was a drift dive,
and the boat would pick us up
wherever we ended the dive.

The incoming fide brought
clear water, and we dropped
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to the bottom of the passage
at 55ft and crossed to the other
side. A manta ray greeted us,
gliding against the current with
seemingly no effort. As we got

to the ridge, a second manta
ray passed overhead, or per-
haps the same manta ray
turned around. We did not get
a firm ID on the first one.



http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_DiveRite

In front of me, Jennifer pointed out
a large Javanese moray eel swaying
in the current, and | motioned for her
to turn around as the school of jacks
surrounded us. They were very used to
seeing divers and exceedingly coop-
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Moorish idol and reef manta rays over hard coral (top left). A wrasse follows a reef
manta ray, which was unidentified, so | was asked to pick a name for it (top right). Six-
banded angelfish, parrotfish and reef manta ray over hard coral (right). A bluestreak
cleaner wrasse carefully searches the mouth of a clown sweetlips for parasites (left).

erative subjects. We spent the rest of
the dive photographing the school as it
circled, then turned and headed back
toward the ridge. After three minutes
at 15ft, we surfaced, and Captain Brian
brought the boat to pick us up.

Stammtisch. The next dive was a bit
further into the Mi'l Channel at a site
known as Stammtisch. The manta rays
we saw on our first dive were likely on
their way to this reef, where they like
to get cleaned. The mooring is 100
yards from the cleaning station, which
is as shallow as 8ft deep on a low fide.
The idea was to have as little impact
on the cleaning area as possible, so
we did not mind making the short
swim over to the area that Bruce had
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indicated would be our best vantage
point without disturbing the action.
Visibility was not as good as on the
first dive, which is typical as you get
closer to the mangrove forests that are
so prominent around Yap. The coral
was a bit worn down from years of
divers taking advantage of the same
places. Fish that had been difficult to
approach on other reefs immediately
began swimming up to us—angelfish,
wrasse, butterflyfish and parroffish.
So, not only was this a good spot for
manta rays, but it was also a unique
area for getting fish shots of species
that are difficult to get close to on reg-
ular dives. It was not quite like “shoot-
ing fish in an aquarium,” but it was cer-
tainly close. Several of my manta ray

shots were “photobombed” by these
reef fish residents.

Within ten minutes, our first manta
ray showed up, passing right over
Jennifer's head to circle around the

A NEW MANTA

Each manta ray can be identified
by a pattern of spots on its under-
side. These markings are as unique
as a human fingerprint and are with
them for life. Researchers use this
identification to learn more about
the species.

We photographed manta rays
at several different dive sites, and
when | searched for the names of
some of them, | was unable to find
one of the individuals. After confirm-
ing with the Manta Trust that | had
a photo of a manta ray that had
never been identified (above), | was
asked to pick a name. The group of
rays around Yap have been stud-
ied for many years, and it is rare to
find a new one. It is a privilege to
choose a name for it. “Kamahele”,
Jennifer’'s middle name, is a nod to
our connections to the Aloha State
and the new name for Yap's latest
addition to its cartilaginous tribe.
See: mantatrust.org [
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Silhouettes of blacktip reef sharks
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A cleaner shrimp carefully checks a coral grouper (above).
A Clark’s anemonefish tends to its egg mass, which is
placed beside its host anemone for protection (right).

cleaning station. Cleaner wrasse and
other species of wrasse were joined
by butterflyfish to inspect the manta
rays for parasites, a spectacle of sym-
biotic dexterity. A few minutes later,
a second manta came by, and the
two danced a swirling marine waltz
until one of them objected to an
over-enthusiastic cleaner and darted
vertically to touch the surface, only
to roll completely over and return to
the dance.

This went on for over an hour until
Bruce signaled that he was guid-
ing the rest of our group back to the
boat. He indicated that we were fine
where we were and that he would
be back. The great thing about div-
ing with Yap Divers is that they allow
you to utilize your bottom time as you
wish. There is rarely a time limit put
on your dives, and when you are in
just 15ft of water, that can be a long
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time. We made the most of it and
returned to the boat around the two-
hour mark. The prepared lunch had
already been served to the others,
and we joined them under the shade
while Captain Brian switched our
gear onto fresh tanks.

Sakura Terrace. We discussed our
third dive and agreed that we would
take advantage of the tide to make
our way back through the mangrove
channel to the resort side of the
island for Sakura Terrace and better
visibility, along with the chance of
seeing a cuttlefish. From the mooring,
we dropped to the reef at 30ft and
then made our way down the coral
slope. The visibility was the best of the
day, which made the variety of hard
coral formations all the more spec-
tacular. A large carpet anemone
covered a fresh patch of eggs laid by

the two Clark’s anemonefish, which
took turns fussing over their future off-
spring. They flicked any sediment off
the bright orange orbs with their pec-
toral fins and then blew water over
them through their mouths.

It was a drift dive, and Bruce sig-
naled that he was moving on in
search of cuttlefish. We decided to
linger a bit longer with the colorful
anemonefish parents and caught up
with the group half an hour later, but
alas, the cuttlefish was not making
itself available today. We did see two
whitetip reef sharks napping under a
ledge, and a large nurse shark made
its way against the current below us
in deeper water than we were pre-
pared to experience on our third dive
of the day. We all surfaced together.
Brian plucked us out of the clear
water, and 15 minutes later, we were
back at the resort.

Spearing mantis shrimp
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Yap Caverns

Our third day was a two-tank
dive in the morning and then a
night/dusk dive to photograph
mandarinfish. We headed out
of the channel in front of the
town of Colonia and turned
right fowards Bill Acker’s favor-
ite dive site, Yap Caverns.

The surrounding reef extend-
ed out info open ocean from
the southern end of the island
to a point that dropped quickly
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into deep ocean. The vertical,
current-swept wall began at
20ft, but at Yap Caverns, a sec-
tion of the wall had long since
collapsed, with huge sections
tumbling down the slope. What
remained was a series of can-
yons cut into the reef and sev-
eral free-standing pinnacles on
the outer edge.

Large schools of anthias hov-
ered over the spires, feeding in
the passing water. Hunted by

for protection (top left). Magnificent frigate birds over
blacktip reef sharks (top right). Mating pair of mandarin-
fish (right). A robust ghost pipefish blends in perfectly with
the seagrass bed (above). Bumphead parrotfish (left).

jacks, they pulsed back into the
reef and then cautiously took
their chances back in the open
ocean. Various species of anem-
ones with anemonefish deco-
rated this outer area, and gray
reef sharks patrolled the blue.
Below 100ft was a shark clean-
ing station, and the visibility was
so good you could watch from
above as they tried to hover
and stay in place, opening
their jaws while cleaner wrasse
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inspected between
their teeth.

Bruce guided
us back into the
canyons, where a light was rec-
ommended. Eelgrass from beds
close to the island blew out
over the reef and accumulated
in clumps on the sandy bottom.
Our guide insisted there was
something to see here, but it
escaped me. Finally, a pipefish
moved into a vertical position.

It matched perfectly with the
plant life it was using as cam-
ouflage. Nudibranchs, bright
red soldierfish and eels occu-
pied the corners back inside
the canyon. As we emerged, a
school of bumphead parrotfish
was winding its way through the
site. Too much for just one dive,
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Blacktip and gray reef sharks circling a boat.
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Mandarinfish (above); Mating pair of
mandarinfish, their eggs and sperm just
released (top center); Blacktip reef sharks
(right and top right)

we unanimously agreed to stay at
Yap Caverns for our second dive.

Rainbow Reef

It was well into the afternoon when
we got back to the resort, so we
plugged in our batteries to recharge
for our dusk/night dive in search of
mandarinfish. It was still light when we
got to Rainbow Reef, and Captain
Nico explained that this was not your
typical night dive. The mandarinfish
would emerge from the finger coral
at this time, and mated pairs could
regularly be seen dancing up into
midwater to release eggs and sperm
just as it got dark.

Almost directly below the mooring, |
saw my first subject and then another,
and eventually, five of them mov-
ing about the convoluted maze of
polyps. After several false starts, | got
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two of them together, but the climax
ended in a split second. | was better
prepared for the next pair and kept
shooting continuously, hoping to cap-
ture the release of the eggs. Jennifer,
just 40ft away, had her own harem
and got to see the same spectacle.

Vertigo. The next morning found us
zipping again through the mangrove

passage to the other side of the island,

but this time we passed through the
Mi'l Channel to the outside of the reef

and a site called Vertigo. The Manta
Ray Bay Resort has been feeding the
sharks here for decades and has per-
fected the scenario for divers and
photographers. Before we had even
donned our gear, blacktip sharks were
circling the boat.

We all descended to the bottom
at 40ft, and a guide brought down a
PVC pipe with bait and positioned it
in the reef. It was explained that if you
wanted to get close to the sharks,
simply move closer to the container.

Yap is part of the Federated States
of Micronesia, and the indigenous
culture and traditions of the Yapese
people are admirably resolute com-
pared to other states in the FSM,
which include Chuuk, Pohnpei and
Kosrae. The main island of Yap is
actually four islands, three of which
are connected, and there are 14
outer islands (mostly atolls) scat-
tered to the east and south of the
main islands, some nearly 500 miles
away. The entire state has come to
be known as Yap in recent years.
Colonia is the capital, and the sur-
rounding land is mostly made up of
rolling hills that lead down to man-
grove forests along the coast, inter-
spersed with narrow beaches.

Temperatures range from 23-30°C
(75-86°F) throughout the year, with
heavy rainfall possible at any fime.
The water temperature is a balmy
27-28°C (82-84°F), and a 3mm
wetsuit is more than enough to be
comfortable on some of the lon-
ger dives. There are a limited num-
ber of flights to Yap, so no matter
where you are coming from, your
best bet is to ask the resort for sug-
gestions on possible routes, which
they will even be happy to book for
you. Most itineraries include a stop-
over in Guam, followed by a United
Airlines flight to Yap. [




Fire dartfish are common in the outer reef
zone (top left). Sailfin tang and parrotfish
(top right). Clark’s anemonefish peeking
out of a Mertens' carpet sea anemone
(far right). Pair of variegated lizardfish
(right). Yaeyama coralblenny (above).

If you wanted more of a distant per-
spective, just stay back. The sharks
were well aware of their role and were
well-behaved subjects. Once we were
all back on board at the end of the
dive, the bait was brought to the sur-
face and tossed to a conglomeration
of blacktip and gray reef sharks com-
peting for their reward.
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Back to Stammtisch. Our second dive
was back at Stammtisch for another
stint with the manta rays. This time,

| decided to go with a macro lens,
shoot the overly cooperative reef fish,
and ignore the giant winged regulars.
Jennifer’'s Olympus system allowed her
to do both, and | was inwardly jealous.
After two hours, the group had identi-
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fied five different manta rays, with up
to three at a time being serviced at
the cleaning station. | had no com-
plaints after capturing 30 different fish
portraits that | would never have got-
ten on a single dive anywhere else.

Kayaking the mangroves
With just two dives left on our sched-

ule, we headed back to The Mnuw for
lunch and to prepare for our afternoon
kayak tour through the mangrove for-
est. Our dive boat was filled with kay-
aks and paddles, and we departed
the dock for a new adventure.

When we reached our destino-
fion, Bruce slipped the kayaks intfo the
water, then we paddled under a local

¥ MANTAFEST 2024

David Fleetham will be one of six
photo pros participating in the

14th annual MantaFest photo
festival from 24 August through 8
September. Manta Ray Bay Resort
packages are available and range
from 4 to 14 nights. With only 30
rooms available, this event is limited
to just 60 divers. Besides seminars,
workshops and evening media
presentations, all participants will
be eligible to enter a photo con-
test involving images shot during
the festival. There will be separate
categories for digital SLR, compact
camera and video, giving both
seasoned shooters and novice
photographers the chance to win
some impressive prizes from lkelite,
Mares, Light & Motion, Henderson
wetsuits and several dive vacation
packages, including a 10-day lux-
ury liveaboard trip to Indonesia for
the Best in Show category. The pros
will be diving with the participants
every day, offering tips above and
below the surface to improve your
photographic skills. For more infor-
matfion and to book a spoft, check
out mantatrust.org. [
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walkway and past a traditional men'’s
house with stone money decorating
the sides. There was not a whisper of
wind, and the paddling was easy.
Birds flew overhead and chirped to
each other as we left the wide chan-
nel and headed down a narrow
opening in the forest, where it was
silent. Here, the trees formed a can-
opy overhead, with sunlight filtering
through the thick layer of green.

It was just two feet to the bot-
tom, and our guide pointed out a
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large anemone on the
muddy sediment with
no anemonefish. It was
the only one he had
seen deep in the for-

est, and it appeared o

be thriving somehow in

the murky water.
Mangroves are vital

for an array of fish spe-

cies. Here, archerfish spit

jets of water from their
mouths into the air to knock insects
into the water. It is also where many
juvenile fish begin their lives, including
some species of sharks.

We emerged again into a wide
channel and then took another turn
into a narrow opening, not as wide
as our paddles were long, and con-
tinued unftil we met up with our ride.
We were surprised that the tour was
over and even more amazed to
learn that we had been paddling for
over three hours.
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Two kayakers paddling in a saltwater channel through a mangrove forest (top left and
right). Banded archerfish, hiding in mangroves, feed mainly on terrestrial insects by spitting
water at them, knocking them out of the air and into the water (above). Red-banded
prawn-goby sharing a burrow with a yellow species of prawn (left). These pairs are often
found in the coarse carbonate or volcanic sand of the outer lagoon and seaward reefs.

COAST GUARD RESCUE

Just before we arrived in Yap,
Jennifer’s son, Christopher Rodgers,
who works on a US Coast Guard
vessel out of Guam, the Oliver
Henry, was in port for a couple of
days. They were then called away
to search for three fishermen from
Chuuk who had been missing for
over a week. The missing men,
experienced sailors in their 40s,
had set out from Polowat Atoll in
their 20ft open skiff with a single
outboard motor. On the beach

of Pikelot Atoll, where they were
stranded, the men used palm
leaves to spell out the word HELP.
The sign was spotted by a search
plane, and the Oliver Henry was
sent fo rescue the men.

Supplies were dropped, and the
men were rescued and returned to
their families. The Coast Guard ship
returned to Yap, where the crew was
greeted as the heroes they were.
National and international news
agencies picked up the story. [




Crocodilefish
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Crescent Reef

Our fifth day began with a good
breeze, and it was suggested that we
stick a bit closer to the resort. Crescent
Reef is just outside the entrance to

the channel, and the wind had made
littfle impact on the visibility. The moor-
ing was anchored at 30ft at the edge
of the reef, which dropped down to
60ft where it became a flat bottom
that extended out to another drop-
off. A school of barracuda patrolled
over the sand, and large snappers
hung motionless in the blue. Goby
and shrimp shared a hole in the sand
rubble areas, with the pair darting into
their den as | approached. These pairs
seemed to be everywhere. | slowed
down and took my time to approach
for a photo.
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Circus Wreck. The wind had died
down a bit, but we still preferred flat
water and decided to dive the Circus
Wreck inside the channel. Visibility
here was not as good as on the out-
side of the channel, but the wreck
made a dramatic backdrop to the
reef beside it. The vessel came to

Yap with a circus of animals, clowns
and acrobats that had been fravel-
ing around Micronesia when it broke
down and was abandoned. The circus
company left the island on a barge,
and the ship was sunk as a dive site. It
was 75ft long and lay on its side in 70ft
of water.

After making our way down the
deck of the ship, we paused at the
stern for a shot of the propeller, then
worked our way up to a shallower

Diver at stern (left) and at propeller (right)
of the Circus Wreck. Steinitz’ shrimpgoby
and alpheid worker shrimp share a bur-
row, which is maintained by the blind
shrimp while the goby watches for preda-
tors (above).

depth and confinued on down the
reef. Several species of nudibranchs
shared the corals with reef fish, includ-
ing a very cooperative crocodilefish.
It was a five-minute boat ride back to
the resort, where we had lunch and
rested for our blackwater night dive.

Blackwater diving

Blackwater diving can reveal crea-
tures you will never see anywhere
else. Yap is located on the rim of the
Marianas Trench and just 100 miles
from the Challenger Deep site, the
deepest point on our planet. About a
mile or so out in open ocean, a buoy
is set with a light at the surface and
several more lights at intervals down
to 60ft to attract larval creatures that
make a migration to the surface each
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CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: Larval banded coral
shrimp, larval Moorish idol, larval shrimp riding lumi-
nescent jellyfish, hydromedusa, sea angel, and
pelagic tunicate, or salp, shot on a blackwater dive
one mile info open ocean at night with the bottom

2000+ feet (~610m) below.

night. A dive guide keeps the
buoy and group together while
spoftting subjects. This is not a
dive for novices, and it does
take a few minutes to orient
oneself to the whole situation.
Immediately upon descend-
ing, | came across a shrimp
riding a jellyfish. The shrimp
was propelling the jellyfish in
a dizzying circle, and | took
30 shots, hoping one would
catch the pair at the right
angle. Hundreds of squid,
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from six inches to two feet

long, darted past us in waves.

Occasionally, one would
pause momentarily to be
photographed and then bolt
back to the mob. | saw vari-
ous larval fish, more jellyfish,
including a box jellyfish, more

shrimp and other crustaceans.

It can be a sensory overload,
and time goes by quickly. It
was after 10 p.m. by the time
we got back.

Return to Yap Caverns

Day 6 was our last day of div-
ing, and we decided to go
back to Yap Caverns. The cur-
rent was running a bit stronger,
so the gray reef sharks were a
bit more plentiful, and every-
thing that fed in the passing
water was hard at work to get
what they could. A huge school
of rainbow runners passed
through, and we heard dolphin
squeaks, which were later con-
firmed when we surfaced.

Lionfish Wall. The wall was so
alive that we decided to start
a drift dive from where we
were and fravel down to the
next site called Lionfish Wall.
It was a challenge to stop for
photos, but the sheer volume
of marine life made up for
shooting on the fly. Mulfiple

colors of feather stars decorat-
ed the walls, along with wire
coral, alcyonarian coral and
fans deeper down. Even the
safety stop at 15ft was filled
with school after school of
snapper, bream and surgeon-
fish.

Night dive

We had made a pact on the
first day and kept it for our last
dive. We ended up back at
Slow and Easy for a wonder-
ful night dive that started with
a huge mantis shrimp whose
hole was big enough to put
your hand in. A hawksbill sea
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turtle, sleeping rabbitfish and par-
rotfish, lionfish, lobster, cowries, an
upside-down jellyfish and a giant
moray getting its dental work
examined topped off our critter
list for the last bubbles of this trip.

Topside attractions

Day 7 was for drying out our gear,
packing and getting ready for
our 2:35 a.m. departure the next
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morning. The
hotel staff
caught wind of
a rehearsal for an upcoming cul-
tural event and managed to get
us on the guest list. This was to take
place in the late afternoon, so we
decided to join Derek, one of the
staff, for a morning hike on the
Tamilyog Trail, up a hillside to an
ocean overlook and back down
through the village where he lives.
It was a mild uphill climb on
a well-tended path paved with

Lionfish and gray reef sharks (top left). Common or
pink anemonefish are often found in magnificent
sea anemone (above). Juvenile starry dragonet
(right). Hawksbill sea turtle (center). Trumpetfish, a
reef predator, swims behind a yellow boxfish, using
it as a blind to ambush prey (far left). Stonefish

are capable of inflicting a painful, heart-stopping
wound with its venomous dorsal spines (bottom left).

stones that had been placed
together like a jigsaw puzzle. The
heat of the morning sun and the
humidity added to the workout,
but we were easily distracted by
the jungle and grasslands around
us. At the summit, we relaxed
under a shaded rest hut, which
had an ocean view of the reef
surrounding the island. On the
way down, we passed through
Derek’s vilage, where he plucked
starfruit and oranges from his
trees to share.
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The street in front of the village
of Rumuu was bustling with fraf-
fic when we arrived in the early
afternoon. Locals with food and
drink were on the path and along
the walkway over a stream lead-
ing to the dance area in the
middle of the jungle. Fifty women
in traditional dress were seated
in a row along a stone path, and
others were making last-minute
adjustments to their dresses and
makeup. It was an impressive
and moving sight. The dancers
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Colourful sunrise over Yap (above).
Dancers in traditional dress rehearse
for an upcoming cultural event (top
right). Pod of spinner dolphin (far
right). Stone money covered in moss
at the village of Rumuu (right). This
ancient currency, which is still in use
today, involves carved round stones
known as “Rai”, which can be up
to four meters in diameter. A man in
traditional dress climbs a tree with
stone money at the base (left).

spanned several generations, from
toddlers to the elderly. As the only
non-natives, we felt extremely
privileged to be invited to the
rehearsal, which went on for well
over an hour and included seven
or eight dances and chanfs.

The same cheerful staff who
greeted us on our first night were
at our door shortly after midnight
to handle our bags and boxes for
the drive to the airport. Our hugs
and goodbyes were short and
sweet as we reminded each other
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that we would be back in a few
months for MantaFest 2024. [

David Fleetham is one of the
world’'s most widely published
underwater photographers. He
began diving and underwater
photography in Canada in 1976
and has been in Hawaii since
1986. In 1991, his photograph of
a sandbar shark appeared on
the cover of Life magazine. It is
the only underwater image ever
fo appear on the cover of the

magazine. His award-winning work
has been published by many,
including National Geographic,
for which he has done several
assignments. His photographs
have been reproduced around
the globe, with over 200 maga-
zine covers to date. Galleries and
agents in over 50 countries sell his
images thousands and thousands
of times each year. His career
has now taken him to most of our
planet’s oceans. For more infor-
mation, visit: davidfleetham.com.
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