
overwhelming — and alien.
‘Barrel sponge’, for example,
is a mundane name for an
organism that is pure science
fiction — they resemble
recently hatched eggs from
one of the Alien films — and
I was reluctant to touch them
in case they turned out to be man-eaters. In
fact, they are used as overnight accommoda-
tion by daytime fish and provide excellent 
cover from predators.

They got it wrong in Finding Nemo. Clown-
fish are not neurotic cowards like the character
of Marlin. They don’t just hide in their
anemone homestead — if you move too close,
they’ll swim out, staring at you as if to say,
‘C’mon then, if you think you’re hard enough!’
The situation is intimidating and hilarious at the
same time. A fully grown clownfish weighs in
at a mere 150g (51⁄4oz) — yet Tony Reed, our
dive instructor, pushed his luck and came away
with tiny toothmarks on his thumb.

We drifted over brain coral like the loops and

around, half expecting to see this behemoth
emerge, but there was just blackness. For the
first time I shivered. But there are signs of
regeneration — coral grows up to 15cm (6in) a
year and the Ananyana has cordoned off a large
area of the reef to protect it.

Night diving is ideal for intensive critter
inspection because you can only see what is in
your torch beam. Disco-coloured anemones
waved their tentacles and translucent sea squirts
glowed in our lights like a New-Age lighting
store. We intruded upon a pair of lionfish —
possibly lovers out for an evening swim — their
poisonous spines striped red, white and black.

We thought that the diving at Balicasag could
not be bettered — but it was, a thousandfold, at
Cabilao Island, where squadrons of freaked-out
flying fish launched themselves airborne as our
outrigger sliced through the water. With the
tropical waters making a wet suit unnecessary
and all my equipment set up and checked by the
dive staff, I was in the water almost before the
anchor. The wall of the reef, with its crevices
and tenants, was like an enormous undersea
apartment block decorated by Jackson Pollock.
It was not just the creatures living in the wall,
but the wall itself that was daubed, spattered
and airbrushed with every colour imaginable,
and the algae, sponges and corals that produced
this explosion-in-a-paint-factory effect were 
of endlessly contrasting shapes and textures.
There were thick, oily brush strokes of vivid
yellow, red, orange and purple. Feathery mauve
and rose pink soft corals moved gently in the
current like the plumes on a particularly osten-
tatious hat.

On our way back to the hotel we were told
that, every morning, just an hour’s boat ride
away, a pod of dolphins could be found taking
their breakfast. The following day, at the crack
of dawn, we risked giving our cameras a
drenching to get a decent shot of these rocket-
speed diners. The dolphins swooped under the

boat and then disappeared to
leap out of the water just out
of range. Juveniles raced and
jumped with their elders. It
was impossible to predict
where one might appear next
as they got on with the 
serious business of chasing
their prey, oblivious to the

sightseers cooing above. I managed to get one
good photo, though.

But it was all over too soon. We managed ten
dives in three and a half days. And after three
night dives, I had grown fond of the dynamite-
damaged reef — it couldn’t help the way it
looked; it had been so badly treated. I wanted to
give it a hug; to tell it it was loved despite the
disfiguring scars. On the last morning, I swam
out from the hotel beach to say goodbye.

The sun bathed the reef in a kinder light.
Brightly coloured reef fish that had stayed hid-
den in the dark now patrolled their territories.
Unaided by breathing apparatus, I set myself a
goal to swim down to, and all the way around,
a large outcrop of coral and succeeded on my
third attempt. 

I wanted to stay and watch the reef recover;
to protect it like one of the feisty clownfish. But
I turned, reluctantly, and swam for the shore.

M
ention the Philippines and
what immediately comes to
mind? The Marcoses missing
billions? Imelda’s legendary
shoe collection? Civil unrest?
The Philippines have had a

bad press, but that shouldn’t put you off visit-
ing. While its coffers have been systematically
plundered, the country is safe, the Filipinos
are hospitable and laid-back, and they’re keen
to shake off their country’s reputation.

It was scuba-diving that brought me to the
island of Bohol, an hour’s flight south of Man-
ila. And what diving it was. In the three-and-a-
half days that I had access to the sea, I spent
more time in it than out — either actually div-
ing, swimming off the dive boat, or drinking
vodka and fresh watermelon juice sitting waist
deep at the beach bar of the Ananyana hotel.

My first dive was a ‘drift dive’ (where you
just go with the currents) over an area of reef
called the Black Forest at Balicasag Island
marine reserve. We had been split into two
groups: those without qualifications, who were
to be given instruction, and qualified divers,
like me, who were taken to the drop-off point.

As a British Sub Aqua Club Ocean diver
with about 20 dives to my name, I’m very
much a rookie, so ‘dropping off’ still provides
a buzz. It’s like a slow-motion skydive: fail to
pull the ripcord in time (or in this case the but-
ton that inflates the buoyancy control device)
and the consequences are the same — you’ve
just got more time to pull it. I always feel a
thrill at the prospect that I could just carry on
into the abyss until blueness becomes darkness.
But I resisted temptation and levelled off with
the others at a depth of 18m (60ft).

A coral reef is best described in pictures. The
cornucopia of species, shapes and colours is

crenellations of huge cerebra. Not all coral is
hard. Soft corals of pastel pink, yellow, red and
purple are blown around by the currents, their
filaments constantly clasping at the water and
filtering out their microscopic lunch. It is a
strangely disquieting spectacle — like watching
a sentient, carnivorous hyacinth.

My first night dive was a revelation — a
vision of the Apocalypse. Our torch beams,
scanning the sea bed as we descended like
spacecraft looking for a place to land, illumi-
nated a deathscape. The dynamited coral,
destroyed by overzealous fisherman, lay piled
like broken bones. It was as if we had swum
into the lair of an insatiable monster — the dead
coral remnants of its frenzied feeding. I turned
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BSAC is offering the chance to try out diving,
for £10, at venues across the UK. The scheme
runs from Sept 25 — Oct 1. BSAC member-
ship costs from £45, visit www.bsac.com 
KLM flies daily to Manila from the UK, via
Amsterdam, from £538, visit www.klm.com 
Suites at Ananyana cost £95 per night. 
Five days’ diving, including guide and 
equipment hire, £165. Tel: 00 63 38 502 8101 
or visit www.ananyana.com

Travel facts

Whether it’s discovering alien
underwater landscapes or sipping 
post-dive cocktails, BRYN READE
finds heaven on earth for scuba 
divers in the Philippines
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Dolphins pursue 
their morning meal 

near Panglao Island

Moorish Idol 
fish on the reef 

off Balicasag
Island, Philippines.

Below: Bryn
prepares to take

the plunge

‘The reef was like an
undersea apartment
block decorated 
by Jackson Pollock’

Dive time


