
Day Tr ip to the Swains  
By Doug Hanning 

 
In the endless pursuit of adventure, we frequently find ourselves locked into in-depth analysis of the mar ine char ts that govern 
our  lives. 
 
This day was to be something special, we were to find ourselves fur ther  out than ever  before, diving on the most amazing reef we 
have exper ienced to date. 
 

The scene had been set, we were based at Stanage Bay located between Rockhampton and 
Mackay on the central Queensland coast. We had exper ienced a few satisfactory days 
diving around the many islands that litter  this par t of the coast producing some very nice 
fish indeed, but it was not going to tame our  adventurous spir its we were seeking more of 
a thr ill and also some cleaner  water . 
 
A plan of attack was formulated, now it was just a matter  of playing the waiting game on 
the weather . After  three days diving the closer  islands the wind began to drop and the 
preparations began. 
 
An ear ly r ise saw us leaving the boatramp at Stanage Bay well before light, the crew 
consisted of my father  (the boatie), my brother  Daniel Hanning, Cousin Brett Craik, long 
time dive buddy Daniel Skinner  and myself, oh and we brought along the Frenchman 
Pier re-Jean Bordahandy for  some light enter tainment. 
 
The journey began in a pleasant manner  we flew through the Marble Islands located 
approximately 20-25 kilometres offshore, travelling around 45 kmph. By the time we 
reached the Percy Isle’s some 60ks out some of the boys were beginning to liven up, just in 
time as we pulled up on the shore in one of the many beautiful bays that these remarkable 
islands have to offer  and began unloading excess fuel and sleeping gear  for  latter  that 

night should we decide to stay. 
 
After  a br ief 20 minute break we were off again pushing beyond our  previous offshore limits, the crew was excited.  Beyond the 
Percy’s the sea picked up marginally, with a one metre swell rolling in almost side on to the boat, they were wide apar t so no real 
problem to negotiate. 
 
Throughout this leg of the journey we noticed the water  was beginning to change 
becoming a more vibrant blue, exactly what we were wanted after  diving in the 
ever  present milky coastal water  around Stanage. Flying fish began leaping out 
of the water  in large schools flying in per fect formation, always an amazing sight 
and a good sign that the deep water  ocean currents are in. 
 
Almost 3 hrs had past since we left the boatramp before we could finally see the 
reef in the distance. So there we were on the edge of the swains reef, Pauls reef to 
be exact. There was a strange atmosphere in the boat as everyone was getting 
ready, almost a mix of the usual excitement and a feeling of disbelief, for  here we 
are 120 kilometres offshore in a 5.5 metre 130hp boat quite unbelievable, I  think 
perhaps there was also a touch of fear  that the motor  might fail as well. 

 
Pauls reef is approximately 15 
kilometres long, it is more or  
less V shaped with the middle 
facing the mainland. We 
decided to dive from the point 
dr ifting nor th to evade the SE 
swell that was str iking the reef 
from south of the point. 
 
The water  was very clear  
approximately 25 metres visibility, at the point we were met by a wall 
descending straight down to a sandy bottom at about 20 metres incredible 
stuff. I t was all happening, down deeper  barracuda were slicing through bait 
balls, Spangled Emperor  normally a very wary fish were circling us like they 
had never  seen a diver  before, large trout were milling around in the coral, 
Giant Trevelly were cruising the edge of the drop-off feeding on bait and some 
Maor i Wrasse were seen on the per ipherals. I t did not take long before some of 
the guys landed some nice coral trout of around 7-8 kilos they would prove to 
be the average size of the trout shot.  
 
As we continued dr ifting along the reefs edge the drop off became 
progressively less prominent and more gradual. I  watched as Brett Missed a 
nice Barramundi Cod because he could not descend deep enough for  a good 

shot due to ear  problems, Brett promptly threw his gun in the boat switching to the camera. This turned out to be rather  
for tuitous as I  noticed a large trout moving along the drop at about 20 metres. I  descended quickly eager  to get a shot on this one, 
as I  went deeper  and deeper  the fish seemed to be getting larger  and larger , the trout began to move deeper  itself in an effor t to 



avoid me, too late…thwack! The fish began a lifeless spin, stoned em! I  was elated and even more so when I  looked up to see Brett 
with the video on me, still came out okay even although he could not go deeper  than 5 or  so metres to film me, thank god for  clean 
water . The retr ieval was quick although I  was flung into a state of panic with the fish a couple of metres away, I  realised the 
spear  had stoped about 4 centimetres from the flopper  quickly I  dived grasping and dispatching the trout. I t really was a one in a 
million shot, this one weighed 16 kilos. My brother  Dan had also picked up one at 13 kilos losing another  bigger  one. After  a 
fierce struggle I  also landed one at 13 kilos.  
 
Dan then headed out into the deeper  water  to dive amongst the bait looking for  pelagics. I t did not take long before he slammed a 
nice 15 kilo Spanish, a poor  shot meant that he applied no pressure instead he called over  Brett taking his gun down while Brett 
held the r ig. Dan hit the sandy bottom in 25 metres the mackerel was lying there kicking a fair  bit, it was quite obvious that the 
spear  was indeed close to pulling. But as often happens in these situations Dan looked to his left to see another  fish, a tusky of 
approximately 15 kilos Dan hesitated, What to do? What 
to do? Eventually he decided to play it safe quickly 
silencing the macky with a swift blow. 
 
By this stage we had noticed there were plenty of Maor i 
Wrasse in the area, but as usual they were proving to be 
very evasive, not evasive enough for  a Frenchman as it 
would happen. Pier re-Jean is a bit of a fish underwater  I  
had the pleasure of watching him from an unobtrusive 
distance stalk this par ticular  wrasse. The fish knew of his 
presence, PJ realising this made a descent in the opposite 
direction only to turn on the bottom and traverse 
undetected along a small canyon no more than a metre 
high and a metre wide the canyon leading directly to the 
bommie that the wrasse was hanging around. Armed with 
the ar t of deception and his a 1.1 metre beuchat gun the 
sneaky Frenchman was able to creep around the bommie 
coming face to face with the large heavily armoured fish. 
PJ was so close when he fired his spear  smashed r ight 
through its defences exiting the other  side the wrasse 
raced away heading for  the nearest structure. PJ held the line fighting the fish as it tr ied for  a cave but the fish plus the spear  
were too big for  the entrance so off he went again. Meanwhile I  had been frantically over  arming to the scene just getting my 
hands on the r ig when he began his second run, the wrasse was now pulling both PJ and myself through the water  they are 
incredibly power ful. Shor tly after  he began to tire quite dramatically not surpr ising really, it was at this point that I  was able to 
secure a second shot and the rest was history including PJ’s spear , the fish weighed 35 kilos. 
 
Fur ther  nor th on Pauls reef the ter rain changed from the coral drop off to a flat 10 – 15 metre sandy bottom with isolated 
bommies, these bommies were home to many tur tles sea snakes and several sharks not to mention a few trout and crays that 
ended up in the esky. 
 
By this stage it was getting a bit late so we decided to call it quits and head back in. Ar r iving at the Percy’s with about 1 ½ hours 
light left we had enough time to get back to the Stanage if we refuelled then and there but we had dived all day and travelled in 
excess of 180 kilometres including all the running around on the reef we were physically stuffed, besides the Percy’s are such 
beautiful islands we thought why not spend the night. 
 
For tunately we had brought along an enclosed charcoal cooker , so we were able to sit back on the beach underneath a 
magnificent red sky enjoying some soup followed by fresh coral trout and crayfish. Br iefly we discussed the amazing day we had 
just exper ienced before passing out. 
 
The next day we packed up quickly and got back in the water  for  an ear ly morning dive, it was a little disappointing to jump 
back into that water  after  having 25 metres vis the day before. I t was not long before the adrenalin ran out and fatigue set in 

ending our  day ear ly. We took a few photos of 
the fish on top in the 300 litre Icey-tek before 
heading back the rest could wait. Some of the 
fish were so large that we have since ordered a 
ciguater ia test kit from the states for  the larger  
trout and the Maor i Wrasse as we have heard 
they a bit on the dodgy side from the Swains. 
 
Back at Stanage Bay we kicked back and had a 
few beers, the word spread quickly in the small 
town “ You went to the Swains in that!”  and 
“ Your  those crazy bastards aren’ t ya!”  were the 
most common comments. 
 
All in all a magical exper ience, I  could not have 
wished for  anything different, some people talk 
and talk about doing these things but they never  
have the balls to back it up, an oppor tunity 
presented itself and we seized it without 
hesitation never  looking back never  doubting 
ourselves. We will be back. 
 


