Spearing the Solomon’s

By Daniel Hanning

When Adrenalin Spearfishing Supplies asked the question “you boys want to shoot some doggiesin the Solomon’s?” or course we
jumped at the chance.

Adrenalin’s Brett Machen had been in contact with Corey Howell a former Gold Coast resident, now fortunate enough to be
living in a tropical paradise such asthe Solomon’s, corey isin the process of setting up an established resort specifically tailored
for spearfishing safari’s no scuba, all music to our ears. With the problems created by political instability in the Solomon’s now
easing coupled with the fact that corey’s resort is located a fair distance from the capital Honiara, we never had any safety
concerns, it just meant the flights were cheaper. Theitinerary was set and we began to count down the days like children waiting
for Christmas.

The day arrived, my brother and | rocked up at Brisbane
airport where we met up with the other divers, including Brett
Machen, Kel Kielly another Brizzi diver and Paul Weston a
South African now residing in England whom had just returned
from a spearfishing expedition in Angola (East Africa), sounds
like a mad place from what he described | hope to check it out
some day.

The flight from Brisbane took three hours to reach Honiara,
from there we transferred to Seghe Airfield, Marovo Lagoon
which was a strip of grass cut into a forest on a beautiful tropical
island covered in palm trees and surrounded by a superb
iridescent blue expanse of ocean speckled with intriguing islands
and coral lagoons with bommies big enough to see from the
plane, that leg of the trip took about 45 mins to an hour. Our
next transfer was a speed boat ride that lasted approximately 10
minutes dropping us on the front door step of the wilderness

lodge.

The boys were humming we hastily consumed the meal waiting for us on arrival before getting in a quick dive right on dusk.
Jumping in the water and swimming a mere 50 metres from shore and our cabin we were met with a wall dropping off to in
excess of 100 metres. It was absolutely astonishing to look down into a 100 metre plus abyss then lift our heads up and look back
at the cabin and deck we wer e sitting on five minutes ago.

The wall was amazing, with just enough light we were able to take in the
beautiful colours of the coral, some amazing black fan corals stole most of
my attention. A few of the ladstook gunsin but I chose to freedive saving
myself for the daysto follow.

Day one

The first real day began about 7:30 heading out after breaky, we had
planned to leave at 6am but life is just so laid back in the Solomon’s
nobody isin a hurry a welcome relief after the hustle and bustle of city
life.

L aunching from the dock we ran up to one of the points on the island to
dive a patch of reef 100
metres long rising to 10
metres from an unknown depth. The water was to prove to be full of coral spawn
which was very disappointing and would plague us for the whole trip, having
said that we still had 20 — 25 metres visibility which is about as bad as it gets
here, the horizontal visibility was more restrictive thus reducing our chances of
landing Wahoo.

The boys began warming up with some nice dives in the 29 degree water,
immediately we noticed the improvement in dive times due to the warm water
relative to the low 20 degree water we normally divein around Brisbane.

It did not take too long before several Dog Tooth Tuna were spotted cruising
along the drop off although they proved to be difficult to approach. Instead the
guys hacked into the reef fish landing some red bass, chinamen, some sort of
local sea bream and a couple of Barracuda were also taken. Interestingly
everything we shot was eaten by the villagers, they have no problems with
ciguaterain the Solomon’s and they don’'t seem to careif a fish has been lyingin
the sun for a couple of hours, they must have tough constitutions. Each day we
would leave our catch on the jetty outside the resort and the villagers would
wander down on their own time selecting what they wanted until everything had
gone.




We quickly discovered the people on this island are all 7" Day Adventists meaning they can only eat food from the sea with
scales, being that the island has no meat to offer their choice of favourite fish is what we call a blubber lips our most despised
fish, they like it becauseit tastes like beef. The notorioudy stupid fish wherel am from is extremely hard to spear in these waters,
funny that.

Arriving back at the resort we packed up our gear so that we could go camping on another island, the reason for this little
excursion was to avoid the day of the Sabbath when spearfishing is highly frowned upon. It was a decision taken by our tour
leader Cory so as to not offend the host villagers and also to allow us some more diving the next day which was greatly
appreciated.

Landing on the island we found a thatched shelter waiting for us, with open sides and just a roof, since there was an absence of
mosquito’s it was perfect. We tucked into some superb food prepared by the hired help whom also made the trip to thisisland
before settling in for the night ready to dream about what the next day might bring.

Day Two

We began the day with a nice easy shore dive, finding a nice drop off down to 100 odd
metres from where Paul and Brett both stalked another couple of large Napoleon’sto feed
the locals, Paul holding up his spear to us with four massive scales on the flopper he kept
as a memento of the hunt. Brett also lost a 15 kilo dogtooth to a pack of ravenous sharks,
the fish just had no chance. Kel picked up a nice coronation trout from quite a long dive,
he then got on to a small doggy of 6 kilos that managed to half pull hisfloat under itsjust =
doesn’t seem to make sense the amount of power expelled relative to the size of thefish, oh
well that’sdoggy’sfor ya it makesfor exciting hunting. '

In general the reef fish were proving hard to spear they would wait at 20 metres on the
drop until you would dive then the would either disappear into the structure or they
would dive progressively degper down theledge, alittletoo deep for us.

In search of more doggy’s we decided to head out to an offshore reef known as Matikai
that rises up from 300 — 400 metres to 10 metres, passing a very large school of pilot
whales on the way.

Kel had some immediate luck securing asmall doggie with a solid shot, my brother Doug =%
then shot one which in a mad state of = = = : :

panic careened for the ocean depths. Doug rushed over grabbing the rig line

while on the same dive only to have the rope slide underneath his glove giving

him some quite painful rope burn.
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Brett then using his Riffe gun blasted a 25 kilo barracuda on the same drift
while the other boys were getting stuck into the job fish that kept cruising in for
a chomp on the burley.

In order to keep our energy levels high, throughout the duration of the trip we
snacked on starfish juice which was packed full of energy but a little too acidic
for some of the team, if that was not too your taste you could have fresh coconut
juice as we had carried some coconuts onto the boat earlier. After hearing a
story that NFL teams are now using coconut juice as an energy drink the boys
| went crazy for the stuff. In terms of a more substantial snack we cut up doggies
and had sashimi with wasabi and soy sauce another few essential boating items
around these parts. The fish was delicious but definitely not for the faint of heart
~ asit was still quivering when we were eating it, Corey on one occasion cut out
the doggies heart and ate it while it was still pumping, he reckoned it is the
richest and most flavoursome of all, | just think he has been in these islands too
long......lucky bastard.

i : 3 After a satisfying day we headed back to base camp for a magnificent cooked
- =8 - ' meal waiting for us, a superb end to a great day.

Day Three

As the morning broke, you could feel the adrenalin rising in the blood at the anticipation of what awaited in the underwater
jungle. Our eagerness for diving was further heightened when a school of trevelly moved into the shallow waters and began
smashing through the bait in front of our shack, by shallow | mean less than 1 metre of water and less than 5 metres from the
shore, just unbelievable to watch from your door step. | was beginning to wish | did not haveto leave this place alr eady.

Little could have prepared us mentally for the day ahead the adrenalin packed action was out of thisworld.

After warming up shore diving from lodge at first in a couple hundred meters of water we were ready for Kavachi the
SUBMARINE VOLCANO.



Travelling to the volcano Cory began to tell some stories about his previous
experiences at this very dicey place. Apparently only six months earlier the
volcano protruded out of the water some 10 meters but now it stands 30 metres
below the surface. Cory has at times not been able to approach closer than 1
kilometre as huge ash plooms explode from the water, magma bellows into the
air and rocks the size of cars go hurtling into the sky. | can see why he found it
hard torelax and breath up for a divewith that happening on the horizon.

In-fact oneday just prior to our arrival he was diving right on the Volcano when
it erupted. By the luck of the gods he was granted a few minutes worth of
war ning signs giving him enough time to leap in the boat and gunn it for safety
the whole time taking pictures back over his shoulder. In the photo’syou can see
the massiverockslanding closeto the boat, the things we do for a shoot.

Aswe made our way out | had a chanceto get alook at the gunsthe locals used,
my god talk about primitive they used hand crafted wooden gunswith a piece of
fence wire used as a spear, an incredibly twisted and bent spear at that. Giddeon
one of the locals and a member of the crew explain to me how he stoned a 15 kilo
dog tooth with this primitive and untethered weapon, incredible. He also
explained how he haslost a few gunsin this manner, which isvery frustrating as
it can take up to four days to make another one. On that note | gave him a 1.4
Rob Allen with arig set-up asa gift.

When we pulled up over the sleeping giant we could taste the sulphur in the air a

little disconcerting | must say. Cory anchored on the shallowest point and had one of his helpers mind the anchor and when | say
mind the anchor | mean he stands over the rope with a knife ready to cut it at first sign of an eruption never mind the diversin
the water.

| tried to block all this from my mind as | plunged into the boiling 31 degree water at the volcano’s lair, but all my thoughts
changed asthe world below took shape in the most incredible display of fish lifel have ever seen.

We found ourselves surrounded by rainbow runner up to 1 metrein length and
they were the baitfish, the runners wer e fizzing past us at great speed constantly
it never stopped. Diving down past all this bait we met a barracuda car pet as far
as the eye could seein all directions all massive too, then as we approached the
cuda’sthey parted in a circular motion forming a vortex almost as a gesture for
usto pass through where we met with thousands of eyeslooking at us as another
car pet thistime of trevelly turned on their side almost in perfect unison getting a
look at us. Did | mention that in between theses layers of fish were masses and
masses of sharks, It was like diving in those pilchard/sardine runsthat you here
so much about only every thing here was huge. You seriously could not look in
any direction without seeing several sharks. Giddeon jumped over and
immediately slammed a barracuda that offered a basic shot, easy part
accomplished but just aswe expected in moved the sharksin their droves| could
not count how many actually consumed the fish but | think it may have been
about ten or so. Everyone was beginning to freak out as the sharks were fizzing
here there and everywhere hence we decided to swim to another part of the
volcano. | had thrown the flasher float over my shoulder and began to follow
everyone else back, | then realised that | must be trailing the flasher at the
surface, to my horror when | looked around about ten sharks were trailing me
and the flasher, | was teasing them up!!! Flung into a state of panic | reefed the
flasher back to me then formed a defensive position with gun extended. The
sharksflew past me up current to where the other guys were, they steamed past
other spearo’s creating some nervouslooks and frantic reactions.

Even when considering how many fish there were it was still difficult to spear since sharks were approaching your blindside at
every opportunity and there were just too many fish making it hard to select your prey, we were also not specifically targeting
any of these species.

| surfaced from a dive next to the flasher and instinctively placed my hand on the chicken float when it was suddenly yanked
from my grip plunging straight down, I could see a shark was attacking it. The beast was tearing at it with itslarge teeth when it
suddenly it became entangle in between the rungs beginning a frantic death roll down 20/25 metres before several of his mates
decided to join the party mauling him to piecesin a matter of seconds. This all happened right next to Kel as he ascended from a
dive, theflasher wastoast | collected thefloat asit returned to the surface and fled to the boat.

So the sulphur pumped shar ks won the day and we moved on happy if not defeated, well some of the guys did manage some nice
fish, itsjust that the memories of the sharksarefar greater.

On the way back to theresort we stopped to dive one of the points of theisland, this also proved to be an amazing experience. We
wer e diving a gun length away form the edge of the island in hundreds of metres of water, one minute you would do a dive into
the limitless blue then you would surface to find your self underneath the branches of a tree surrounded by floating leaves, | can
assureyou that isvery confusing.

We arrived back at the resort eagerly anticipating the superb food we had become accustomed to and once again we were not
disappointed as the bar was raised even higher. Then just as we wer e saying how incredible the islands, the diving and the whole



experience had been thus far, a band from the nearby village rocked up to play for us, their instruments being nothing but
several different length pipes they wedged into a wooden frame, we commented amongst our selves “how are they going to make
music from that’ boy did we get a shock when the sounds began to flow. They used their hands and thongs to bang on the pipes
creating the most perfect tropical isand sound you could imagine, for the next two hours the festivities continued hospitality at
its best, we just sat back and soaked up the atmosphere.

Day Four

A little weary we awoke ready to take on the wild blue once more, this time we were
going further offshoreto arecently placed FAD (Fish Aggregation Device) located in
almost 2,000 metres of water .

On the trip to the FAD we came across a school of yellow fin tuna feeding at the
surface, one leapt clear of the water right next to the boat it must have been over 30
kilos. Unfortunately they were moving too fast for usto jump in on them and their
behaviour wastoo erratic for an ambush.

Arriving at the FAD the boys readied themselves, shapes were visible in the water
around the structure from the boat so we wer e optimistic. Swimming up to the FAD
we could see a large school of triggerfish hanging at about 5 to 10 metres and there
wer e once again rainbow runners zipping all over the place. Due to the coral spawn
it was difficult to see horizontally which proved to be the saving grace for several
dolphin fish that were spotted but moved out of range before a shot could be taken.
For this fact we did not see any wahoo which are usually in this area, but the real
problem was the sharks they were once again everywhere. They would swim right
up to you without any concer ns, immediately they established that if the followed us
around they would get a feed amazing when you consider that nobody has ever
dived this spot before.

After assessing that we were not

going to easily see our target species and even if we did we were probably not
going land it unless a stone shot was placed, we decided to head back to the
offshore reef. Regardless the feeling of diving in almost 2,000 metres was a truly
rewarding experience and | could not help but think that on another day when
the conditions were dlightly different this area would produce some extremely
large predators, it just had that sort of feeling.

Back on the drop off Doug and | began to dispense some burley along the edge
producing results within five minutes. Rapidly a school of doggies approached
moving in perfect formation as if they were top gun pilots, the leader being the
largest. They may have been too good for Russian Migs but not for an
Australian armed with a 1.4 Rabbitech, my sidewinder smashed through the
fuselage sending the doggie into a tailspin wreckage. The formation splintered
and | was able to curtail the initial explosive run now the fish was performing
largecircles, as| held him hiswingman returned to protect hisleader to his peril
as Doug descended and eliminated the target. With two doggies in the boat
straight up all the boyswere pumped and ready to get stuck into them.

More berley was distributed on the drop and more doggies approached, |
slipped down on them but could not get a shot as they moved away, Brett on the
other hand had positioned himself closer and was able to fire away the spear

hitting its target, Brett then headed for the surface. As we rose together we
both noticed the fish that had been struck in the back of the head had not
reacted at all, it did not know it had been speared! Slowly it began to pick up
speed when suddenly whoompa all hell broke loose and he was off! Brett was
being towed with Dougie the wingman slayer vigorously in pursuit, upon
arrival he dispatched the smaller bodyguard like the opportunistic hunter he
is.

Towardsthe end of thisdrift no more doggies wer e spotted but all the boys got
stuck into the jobfish, with Paul landing the biggest at 7 Kilos. | was beginning
to have some ear problems and to my frustration | could not descend on past
15 metres on a 10 kilo plus jobby, | was gutted. With no more dogs around we
moved to another part of the reef that had big fish written all over it. A couple
of big Spanish, Giant Trevelly and Maori Wrasse wer e sighted along with some
sort of tropical snapper. Paul claimed a doggie here he was estatic, beats the
English Channel.

Day Five

We were flying back to Australia later this day so we did not have much time,
racing over to another idand. Everyone was quite tired and not diving that
well except for Paul he went crazy landing three small Spanish a school
mackerel and a doggy, Kel also shot a four kilo Mangrove Jack beyond 25
metres, he was quite happy about. There were quite a few Jacks around but



they were all a bit degp particularly on the fifth day. Some more small dogs were spotter but we were by now waiting for
something bigger, Alastime wasrunning thin and we sadly had to depart.

Flight Home

Thetrip back from Gatokae to Honiara was an experiencein itself, the plane was once again heavily loaded and the weather had
turned quite poor with torrential rain smothering the island and runway. The pilot knowing we had a flight to catch in the
capital said “we can give it a go and if we cannot generate enough speed we will stop turn around and try again”. As| looked
down therunway | thought to myself * Stop, How? The short runway goes straight into the sea’ but what can you do.

| refused to think about it from then as the propellers warmed up, my brother Doug was not as fortunate as me he happened to
be sitting directly behind the pilot not the best place for him. As we commenced our run surfing down the runway water began
splashing up from the wheels hitting the props keeping our thrust to the bare minimum required, | thought well at this speed we
should survive a crash anyway. Towards the end of the runway we slowly began to increase speed and it became evident that the
pilot was now going for it, Dougie could see all the indicators flashing red and warning alarms going off in the cockpit turning
him into a nervous wreck. We shot off the end of the runway dipping dlightly before just and only just picking up altitude; |
breathed a sigh of relief before passing out from fatigue.

Hours later we were sitting back at home in Brisbane surrounded by our other dive mates telling stories and watching video
footage, very surreal when you consider what we were doing earlier that day.

Reflection

While a couple of things went basically wrong for us namely the coral spawn which was unfortunate since it only happens a
couple times a year reducing the visibility to 20 metres poor by their standards. Thereal loss was the flasher as nobody else had
one, losing the flasher after it was eaten really highlighted itsimportance to the numbers of fish landed. Next time | would go for
the kamikaze style with so many sharks around, they may not get tangled in it so easily. However these things were unlucky and
can be avoided.

On reflection | had the time of my life, the food was absolutely superb, the lodging was ideal, the locals were very friendly and the
diving was absolutely incredible. There are not many placesin the world where you can shore dive 50 metres out into 100 metres
of water and watch Dog Tooth Tuna cruise past and the best part is the whole set up is catered perfectly to spearo’s | would
recommend this experience to anyone, check out the website www.thewilder nesslodge.or g, you can bet your life |l will be back.

www.thewilder nesslodge.or g



