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Diving Sipadan-Mabul-Kapalai 

(25th to 29th June 2003)

Andy and I got certified Open Water Divers in December 2001 and have been diving at different sites in West-Malaysia (+ 1 time Phuket, Thailand, + 1 time Bali, Indonesia) as often as our bank accounts and the time schedule allowed it. From the very beginning we wanted to dive in famous Sipadan. Then recently we came across a quite reasonable offer which we decided to take and joined a group of divers from Ipoh and KL.  A friend of mine from Germany, a mate from university, who we met 2 weeks earlier in P. Perhentian, also joined us.
__________________________________________________________________________________
After a relatively boring flight from Kuala Lumpur to Tawau, we had to take a 1.5 hour bus ride to Semporna through very nice Borneo scenery. Although it has similar features like the rest of the country -  hills covered with lush rainforest and lots of Palmoil-plantations - there is a different atmosphere, the landscape is more beautiful and the green is greener than in West-Malaysia, it’s just like BORNEO. Even people’s smiles are different, very hearty and friendly. Kids are waving and smiling from passing fishing boats and are happy about a friendly reply.
A little disappointed, that we had to spend the rest of the day and one night in Semporna, we didn’t do much that day. Had a good meal at the restaurant near the hotel before taking a prolonged nap in our room. After that we just got up to have a few beers in that same restaurant and went back to bed rather early.
The next (early) morning was full of excitement to finally arrive on Mabul Island, check in at Sipadan Water Village and get into these famous waters as fast as possible. We were quite impressed by the resort’s beautiful and tasteful set up, built on water….crystal clear turquoise water with lots of marine life to be seen from any facility of the resort, be it the porch of the chalet, be it the restaurant or the dive shop. We got out of the boat and while walking to the reception, we saw Lionfish, Clownfish, Moray-eels, corals and lots of other fishes. These pictures were just feeding our fantasy with images about how the dives must be like.
[image: image2.png]



[image: image3.jpg]



Sipadan Water Village 
The resort itself and the dive centre are very well organized. In fact it’s the best organized dive-shop I’ve ever seen.  Some of our own pictures of this trip you can find in the Gallery.

__________________________________________________________________________________
….I was afraid this would happen….I’m quite tired and running out of words….besides that there is a very interesting report about – guess what? – Marine life and underwater biology on the Discovery channel……so I’ll just continue another day…..01.07.03
__________________________________________________________________________________
And here we go again...03.07.03
This time I get the assistance of my logbook. I think it’s the first time that I recorded my dives with comments about things that I’ve seen. It was just so much and so great - I had to write it down. All my previous dives were very nice and good (otherwise I wouldn’t be so addicted to diving), but the whole Mabul – Sipadan trip was just SENSORY OVERLOAD.  Until today I am still processing what I’ve seen, picturing the turtles looking at me very ignorantly and bored when I was getting closer, the huge schools of Barracudas passing by closely over our heads, the wall and me looking down into dark infinity, imagining the schools of Hammerheads swimming underneath my feet in 50 m depth, smiling when thinking of the Clownfish and Triggerfish attacks.
Well, let’s see what we’ve got logged for the first day, Thursday 25.June.2003....
1. Check out dive at the house reef, Paradise 1. We were full of anticipation to do some serious diving and they made us do the mask-clearing and regulator recovery. I’m not complaining, safety first, but I felt like a child looking forward to something, full of impatience. Not much to report though. Just showing the dive masters, that we’ve done this before - 24 minutes in max 10 meters depth.
2. Mabul – Oil Rig (now Seaventures dive resort is using the platform): Well, the visibility was....eehmm, very bad (just like all the following dives), but what we’ve seen on that dive leaves no room for complaints. A few Crocodilefishes, Stonefish (big fellow), Skorpionfishes, my very first nice, big and black FROGFISH, a school of around 12- 14 Batfishes (not that I haven’t seen batfishes before, but the most was a school of 4), lots of Flutemouth’s, Trumpetfish, Clown-Triggerfish and other triggers and lots of other fish. To me this is like heaven.
3. After lunch we got into the boat and headed for Sipadan. Just half way to the island, a group of dolphins crossed our way 50 meters ahead. I thought, why the heck don’t they stop the boat and we all get our snorkels to swim with the dolphins...yah, yah I know, my fantasy overtook me. They tried that many times, but it just never worked.  Have you ever tried to purposely swim with wild dolphins? Anyway, on we go.... Sipadan, Drop off point:  Now I understand what they mean by THE WALL....there is really not much of sloping coral reef, its more like a 7 – 8 meters slope before the reef vertically drops down (at about 6 meters depth) to over 600 meters depth. I’ve done wall dives before, but not a quarter as impressive as this one. Although we saw Whitetip sharks, Green turtles and Hawksbill turtles, the WALL is my key memory of this first dive in Sipadan. Another thing which seems to be typical of this diving area is the water temperature. Most of the time I wished to have worn a long, thick wet suit instead of my shorty. Thermoclines in about 15 to 20 meters made me shiver and wanna shoot up to warmer layers. Below 20 meters it was very cold (for me at least) anyway. As mentioned before, the visibility wasn’t very good, neither to see things in a distance, nor to take good pictures. Again, this is not a complaint, just an observation, alright?!
4. Mabul Paradise 2, night dive: as we couldn’t get enough of all that stuff, we decided to go for the sunset dive at 18:00 on the 2nd house reef, called Paradise 2.  Our divemaster knows the exact spot for Mandarin Fish and also knows that they are mating every evening about 18:15 – I thought to myself “Yeah, right...” but indeed, it was as he said. So that’s what we did first, dove to the respective bunch of corals and watched the Mandarins Love Story. The spectacle of these cute creatures from slowly coming out of their wholes, making the first contact to their mates to playing around for a bit and then suddenly jumping out of the coral as a pair and mating for not even a second was a quite amusing show. On the way to that particular spot, we saw 3 different types of Pipefishes, and then swimming back, Lionfishes, different crabs and shrimps, a beautiful Flying Gurnard and lots of other interesting stuff crossed our way. The only problem of this dive was that my torchlight gave up. So Andy gave me his for a while. We had to stay close together, not because we would loose each other (it was only around 7:00 and not that dark yet) but rather to enjoy looking at things and discovering hiding creatures. It spoiled it a little bit, but only a little bit....
After three and a half dives, a good meal at the restaurant and lots of yawning we had to call it a day. I don’t know how many times that day we were using expressions like: “wooaaahh, amaaaazziiing”, “I can’t believe it”, “gorgeous”, “this is paradise”, “isn’t that great”, “Borneo”.....
__________________________________________________________________________________
My logbook says entry 8:04 a.m. on 27.06.03, which implies, that we had to get up early again to be ready for the boat shortly after 7:00 a.m.
5. Sipadan, Barracuda Point was planned for the first dive that morning. Turtles were our companions on every dive and at every corner of the divesites in Sipadan. This was also the event where this huge school of barracudas was cruising close to the surface right over our heads. Nice feeling being face to face with those seemingly expressionless and emotionless predators, gliding through the blue. There where other schools, such as Moorish Idols, Unicornfishes and Jacks which also make a beautiful picture. The dull Napoleon Wrasse couldn’t be bothered with all the action of divers and bubbles and swam away when we approached. Shortly before ascending, actually before our safety stop, I had an unpleasant encounter with a Triggerfish. Fighting his attacks with my fins I suddenly found myself on the surface....well well well
6. We spent our surface time at the Drop Off Cafe of Borneo Divers with coffee, biscuits and chatting with the other divers. After about 1 hour++ we headed for our next destination: Turtle Cavern. Guess what we’ve seen on this dive! Yeah, that’s right: Turtles. Not in the Turtle Cavern but everywhere else. We only played around the entrance of that big cavern. Other than turtles, we saw Pipefishes, Hawkfishes, Jacks and Whitetips.
7. The next tea break was back in SWV-Dive Centre, before taking the boat to Eel Garden, Mabul. Despite a poor visibility and a lot of dead corals we had a good dive. I love the small creatures down there – a good viz and pelagics might just be a distraction from the fascinating small stuff   :). Right after descending we saw a Leaf-Scorpionfish sitting right on top of a coral. He exposed himself so obviously, just as he would be waiting for us to come and admire him. Besides lots of Reeffishes, there wasn’t a lack of Crocodilefishes, Jawfishes, Pipefishes, Nudibranches and Gobies either. Finally I also got to see Juvenile Batfishes – elegant little Beauties.
8. We were quite indecisive as to how we were going to finish that dive day off, either with a night dive or another day dive on the house reef. In the end we jumped into the water at about 5 p.m. and headed for Paradise 1, Mabul. We anticipated a rather boring dip, what can you expect from a house reef after all?! We’ve been proved wrong. Paradise 1 with most of it being sandy bottom had a lot of hidden treasures that we partly discovered. For this one a simple listing of things will have to do it: Flying Gurnards (3), Clouded Moray Eel, Striped Catfish (school hiding in a tire), Dwarf Lionfish (3), Skorpionfish, Common Lionfish (4-5), Nudibranches, Razorfishes, Floutemouth, Batfishes, Flappy Snake Eel, Flounder, Coral Shrimp Fish, Long Snout Pipefish and a few more things. We’ve been left speechless. Again, most of the things coming out of our mouth sounded like “whooaaaahhh”. With these images in mind we left the dive centre for a quiet evening and peaceful dreams.
That day the resort hosted a VIP-guest from the defence ministry, so they had a live band and a cultural show. Nothing great, but at least some entertainment for dinner. I wouldn’t want to have it every night; I rather enjoy the tranquillity and peacefulness of the island and the resort. The sounds of water and wind are very calming and inspiring.
__________________________________________________________________________________
Our last diving day began with a beautiful sunrise. After an early breakfast once again the boat was on a move for Sipadan. 
9. South Point, Sipadan, 28.06.03, a site famous for sharks (including schools of hammerheads at 40 m and below) and dead corals. And so it was. Lots of Whitetips, one nice Grey Reef Shark, Moorish Idols and Turtles as well as about 85% of the reef covered with dead corals. During the same dive two buddies of a different group coming up from the deep signalised that they’ve just seen a school of about 200 Hammerheads down in 50 metres. I admit to be a little envious but at the same time I know I won’t go down that deep yet, so what the hey, I also felt happy looking down in the dark and knowing they are there at all.
10.  We took a break at the Borneo Divers Cafe again, chatting with our Buddies and listen to some peoples grand adventures. Some people just know how to make a great adventure out of an experience that is not much different from that of other divers..... :) For the second dive our divemaster chose Barracuda Point again. This was to be the only dive I should have renounced. With not much to be seen, besides Turtles and schools of Jacks, it was rather chaotic due to water conditions and dive buddies. Part of our group swam against the current, while others just drifted. Our poor divemaster had a hard time getting the group back together. Then I had some equalising problems due to my sinuses again, and and and.....
11.  Back in Mabul we had lunch and a short rest before getting on the boat for the last dive at the House Reef of Kapalai Island. Together with the first time Barracuda Point and the second time Paradise 1 this dive is considered one of the best despite the seemingly usual poor viz. From a few beautiful Nudibranches to Octopus and Giant Cuttlefish, from Pipefishes to Stone- and Crocodilefishes, from Hawkfishes to Clown Sweetlips and Anemonefishes, from this to that, lots of nice stuff. I’m always tempted to say “...and the usual reef fishes and marine life...” but that would be devaluating. The “usual” stuff, meaning fishes and animals you see on almost every dive on reefs in tropical waters is just as beautiful, colourful and fascinating as the rather rare stuff. It’s just about taking the time to look at them closely and observing their odd and interesting behaviour. As a matter of fact that is the great advantage of the “usual” stuff – one can learn more about it because it is much easier to observe and study.
This dive at Kapalai’s House Reef was the last dip into the fascinating blue of the South China Sea for this trip. 
__________________________________________________________________________________
For me/us it was the best dive trip as far as the abundant and diverse marine life is concerned. I’m sure this area has seen better times, but as I heard also worse times, as far as the marine population and certain species are concerned. I think with further efforts to promote ecological justified diving, respectively educate divers and fishermen and set limits to the numbers of divers being there at once together it will remain among the worlds best dive destinations. 
Summarizing all the above listed, I’ll have to say:

*** Such an amazing experience!!!  ***
Note: I decided to write this report in English, not because I’m convinced of my language skills but because most of my buddies are English-speaking. Furthermore, I learnt everything about diving and marine life in English and therefore have to admit that I don’t know the German expressions for most of the things. Apologies to my German friends for using English and to my English-speaking friends for the bad level of the English used. 
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