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Lembeh Strait may have the most macro critJter's’- and Cocos Island its Iérge pelagics,
but nowhere else on earth.matches-incredible diversity of the Solomon Islands.
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region of the Solomon Islands, | am accosted by a gaggle of

kids. Some are shy and while clearly interested, hang back.
Others, being more daring and seeing my camera, are dying for me
to take their picture. I'm not the first “white tourist”, so digital
cameras, with their instant feedback, are not new to these kids. All
they want is to get a look at themselves on my LCD display.

Many of the children have blond hair and chocolate-colored
skin. This village is typical of the many others in this island chain
and most people reside in these small, widely dispersed settle-
ments along the coasts of the Solomon Islands. Sixty percent live
in localities with fewer than 200 persons, and only a very small
percentage reside in the capital of Honiara.

Located northeast of Australia the islands stretch for 1,200
miles. The 10 large volcanic islands and four smaller island groups
that make up the Solomons are covered with lush, green moun-
tains. Although the infrastructure is still primitive in most areas,
those with a spirit of adventure and love of diving will find it
wonderful and exciting.

Divers can experience huge walls and exciting drift dives; deep
cuts and chasms providing dramatic streams of light that penetrate

A s | walk through Mbiche Village in the Marovo Lagoon
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the lush jungle canopy above; huge schools of jacks and barracuda;
pods of dolphins; a kaleidoscope of colorful fish; soft corals, sea
fans, and huge fields of hard corals contribute to some of the most
pristine reefs in the world.

There are also big WWII wrecks, sizzling with huge schools
of colorful fish and corals, and finally the ravishing natural beauty
of high mountainous islands with picture postcard beaches
fringed with cobalt blue lagoons. However, there’s something else,
something more profound. It’s the quiet intimacy and return to an
uncluttered time that makes this place beyond special. The image
of our large liveaboard secured to a tree, just 10m/30 ft from shore,
with local villages coming to visit us in canoes, is indicative of the
overall ambience of this remarkable area.

Freedom To Dive

Although there are isolated local dive operations and small
backpacker resorts on various islands, there is only one way to
really experience all aspects of the Solomons and that’s by a
liveaboard. With two fine boats, the Bilikiki and the Spirit of
Solomons, Bilikiki Cruises has been operating in these waters for
over 20 years and have not only provided access to the diving but
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have had a significant positive impact on the
area and its residents.

| was hosted by the Spirit of Solomons and
for 14 days we visited numerous locations in the
Russell Islands, Mary Island, Marovo Lagoon,
and the Florida Islands. Staying at one of the
small, rustic land-based resorts would have
made it impossible to cover our 724 km/450
mile itinerary where we visited two quaint vil-
lages, did 4-5 dives a day and dived more than
36 different divesites. There is no rigid itinerary
of sites — If we liked a location we stayed there,
if not, we moved on.

I’'m normally a two dives-a-day kind of guy.
People who dive with me are always amazed
when they see me up for the first dive in the
morning. But this was different and | didn’t
want to miss anything. Each dive was unique
and spectacular in its own way. In Lembeh
Strait | concentrate primarily on macro shots,
in Wakatobi or the Caribbean wide-angle is
my usual choice, but during my 14 days in the
Solomons, | used almost every lens and housing
port | own. We visited a total of 36 dive sites,
some of which we dived numerous times and

while every divesite had its own uniqueness,
there were some that really made a lasting
impression in my mind.

We dived at Anuha on the very last diving
day of my two-week stay. Typically, | would be
spending my time packing and chilling before
[ fly, but this little divesite offered some great
macro opportunities. Located in the Florida
Islands, it is basically a rubble strewn sandy
slope, similar in topography to sites that | have
dived in Lembeh Strait. | found a lot of things
here that | hadn’t seen during the trip, such as a
baby batfish in the sea grass, a harlequin snake
eel buried in the sand, and a number of ghost
pipefish. Being very shallow, | did two 120-
minute dives to top off my incredible journey.

Thinking of Next Time

| sat on the top deck as we cruised back to
Honiara from the Florida Islands. As we cruised
through a passage between two islands, some
local villagers paddled up to our boat in their
canoes and in what has become a tradition, the
crew threw bags of freshly made popcorn to
the kids paddling hard to keep up with our boat
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which had slowed to a virtual crawl. With the beautiful sun and Travel Facts
village kids laughing and yelling for more popcorn, it seemed like a The Solomons Islands are located in Melanesia, a geographic and
fitting end to my first journey to the Solomon Islands. cultural designation for about 1,000 islands that extend from New

Guinea to Fiji. A more beautiful, unspoiled paradise is hard to imag-
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SOLOMON'S TOP 5 SITES

I. Leru Cut: Located at the Russell Islands, Leru Cut
provides one of the Solomons' iconic photo-ops as morn-
ing sunlight pierces a chasm in the island. Dramatic streams
of light penetrate the jungle canopy, providing for striking
silhouetted diver shots. A deep 100m cut in the wall opens at
the top revealing the jungle above. The bottom of the cut is at
30m and the dive is normally done just before midday for the
optimal stream of light. The wall inside is covered with fans,
soft corals, nudibranchs, and fusiliers, and the wall outside is
just as good.

2. Mary Island: A remote uninhabited jungle, Mborokua
(Mary) Island is about as far off the beaten tourist track as
you can get. This extinct volcano lies west of the Russell
Islands and is surrounded by deep walls with prolific marine
life including barracuda, manta rays and sharks. It is one of
those dive destinations you'll never ever forget. Mary Island is
famous for harboring massive schools of barracuda and jacks.

3. Barracuda Point: My favorite site of the Solomons,
and just like its namesake in Malyasia’s Sipadan Island, there
are huge schools of both barracuda and jacks. The difference
is that these schools are much larger. One can also leave the
depths to explore the coral rubble areas, for it is in this site
that ghost pipefish, leaf fish and shrimp gobies rule.

4. Mirror Pond: This is a wall at Mane Island that has
some great shallow diving areas with a cave entrance at the
rear. Along the front of the wall, there are vibrant hard and
soft corals with colonies of anthias, humphead parrotfish,
white tip reef shark, and cuttlefish. This site is also famous for
its saltwater crocodile that occasionally resides in the shallow
tunnel connecting the reef to an inner lagoon. Unfortunately
we did not see it during our dives there. But true to its name,
Mirror Pond offers mirror like reflection opportunities in the
shallows and the tall spur-and-groove surge channels lead off-
shore to a fairly vertical wall. Elegantly intact, stands of stag-
horn coral provide refuge for a wealth of Pacific reef critters.

5. Custom Cave: Across the bay from Leru, on the main
island of Pavuvu, there are a number of caves along the wall
that lead to dead ends. The entrance to the Custom Cave
leads to a 20m/65 ft tunnel that narrows, and leads downward
before opening out into a large round chamber. There is a hole
in the roof where the sunlight filters through, creating a shaft
of light when the sun is high. After you have explored the
cave, you can enjoy an exciting wall dive with a big swim-
through nearby.

ine. Imagine glimmering lagoons, lush jungles, forested peaks and
small villages on stilts that dot the landscape. For more information
visit the Solomon Islands official website: www.visitsolomons.com.sb

» Getting there

Solomon Airlines (www.solomonairlines.com.au), the government-
owned carrier, flies to Honiara twice a week from Brisbane (Australia),
Nadi (Fiji), and Port Vila (Vanuatu). These flights are on a code share
agreement with Air Pacific, Air Vanuatu, and Qantas. Air Niugini

has flights from Port Moresby twice a week. Pacific Blue offers four
classes of fares from Brisbane starting from AUS$327 on Blue Saver
to AUS$867.09 on Premium Economy. The departure tax is SBD40 or
approximately US$5 on international flights only.

» When to go

Hot and humid year-round, the most pleasant time to visit is from
July to September, when rainfall, humidity, and temperatures are at its
lowest. The heaviest rainfall occurs from December through March.

» Visas

Visitors require a passport and proof of onward travel. Common-
wealth citizens, Americans, and most Western European nationals
are given a stamp allowing a 30-day stay. A transit visa is issued on
arrival for visitors with a confirmed onward reservation within seven
days.

» Electricity
The The voltage is 240V/50Hz in places which do receive electricity.
The Australian 3-pin plug fits here.

» Health

Malaria is a very real danger in the islands, and visitors are advised to
take anti-malarial drugs during their visit, and even before and after.
It would be a good idea to take vaccinations against Hepatitis B and
tuberculosis too. If you are coming from an area infected with yellow
fever, the authorities expect you to carry a vaccination certificate
against the disease with you.

» Language

Solomon Pidgin is the national language although there are over 87
languages spoken. English is the official language widely spoken and
understood in tourist areas.

» Currency
Solomon Island Dollar (SBD). US$1 = 7.9 SBD. Cash payments in US,
Australian and New Zealand currency are readily accepted.
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