Stanage Bay

- Not for thefaint hearted.
By Brett Craik

There are a number of reasons for this title such as a 12 hour drive from Brisbane including a slow 3 hours on the 100
Kilometre dirt road to get to the bay itself, yes that’s right 100k’s of rutted, jarring dirt, a place where punctures are a very
common occurrence, you have to be a serious spearo to go that far and drag your family with you for the ride. The poor
visibility, numerous sharks and the thought that you will be diving in areas where nobody has dived before all lend towards
giving the experience an extra edge an extra touch of adrenalin, the drug welive for and thrive on.

. We had been there on two previous occasions so we knew
- what to expect diving wise and we had made friends with
some of the friendly local characters, true Australians.
Stanage Bay islocated in thirsty sound between Rockhampton
and Mackay, in terms of diving it offers many fantastic wind
protecting islands, home to goats and birdlife including sea
eagles that have in the past tried to fly off with our fish
dragging our rig lines, a most amusing sight. Theseislandsare
located at various distances from the sound the closest being
about 20 kilometres with many about 40 kilometres and the
Percy’sldesabout 60k’s, asis often typical the further out the
better not only in terms of fish numbers but moreimportantly
improved visibility. The visibility in this area is extremely
dependant on the tides and can change overnight. The reason
for thisis that the tides can move up to 6 metres stirring up
the water.

The first day commenced before dawn with much
anticipation, reading off the GPS we headed to
Ottorbourne Island about 40k’s out. We jumped over into
warm water about 28 degrees, but quite dirty with only 7 —
8 metresvis. Thefirst drift on the eastern side of the island
produced a few trout and some parrot, the real excitement
happened when a large Giant Trevelly swam in to have a |
look at us, we passed it off to the frenchman Pierre John
(PJ) whom had never seen a fish bigger than a minnow, he
secured the GT with a good shot in the gills.

The second drift took place on the southern side of the island
where | had the displeasure of shooting a parrot and losing it
to a reef shark within a matter of seconds, The spear had
passed right through him leaving the fish on the mono, when
out of the mist the shark steamed in engulfing the fish and
cutting the line. After an exchange of guns| shot a small trout

creating enough activity to bring out a larger 5 kilo trout,
bang between the eyes once again creating enough interest
another 5 kilo trout came in to investigate to his own peril
as a 7mm shaft sammed into his gill plate. | threw the fish
in the boat before swimming over to help out one of the
other guys whom was fending off the sharks from his catch,
we decided to move.

Hexam Idand was the next target, the water was just as
dirty but the terrain was very good, consisting of some
coral bommies in amongst rocks covered in weed, good for
stalking fish.

Doug was diving in about 12 metres of water when a very
large Maori Wrasse cruised past him, he fired mid body

piercing the armour plating sending the fish off in haste into a cave where it decided to lodge itself in good Upon hitting the
surface gasping for air after the struggle Doug called over PJ requesting assistance. PJ made a dive into the abyss, a minute
and a half later hereturned to the surface ‘oh no | seen atrout but | missed’. He dived again this time intending to help but



alas hereturned to the surface after thistime bouncing off the head of a large cod. Thistime Doug went down also, with both
diver s approaching the silted up cave, after a struggle they both began to eventually pull out the 40kilo beast, asit reached the
entrance it went crazy throwing the guys in all directions and working a large enough tear for the spear to fall out. The
Wrasse then arrogantly swam off like nothing had happened leaving the hapless duo empty handed.

Twenty or thirty Maoris Wrasse were to be spotted on this trip but
they proved to be very difficult to approach, PJ did manage to stalk
one following up with a well placed shot, however the fish ran so
strongly it pulled the mono right through the muzzle on his gun. |
guess we should have told him that in Australia you need to let go of
the gun for the big fish, oh well. To his credit he did land a nice 18
kilo cod in the daysto follow, although that also bent his spear.

| was reminded of an encounter | had with a large cod on an earlier
trip to the area. | had just shot a parrot on the edge of a drop off,
with the spear and fish falling over the edge, | then watched in
horror as a 200 kilo plus monster emerged from a cave swallowing
my fish and brand new spear. Eventually after some chaotic
acrobatics he returned to his cave allowing me to retrieve my
spear/toothpick less flopper, bent like a banana and with teeth
marks all over it. In retrospect it is probably good this happened
because| just know that | would have gone into the cave on the next
dive, | find them more of a threat than sharks.

On the second day we punched out to the Percy Isles for a good 1 %2

hours, deciding to dive on the south and south east edge an area we

had not visited before. Initially the terrain on the southern side

appeared poor, lifeless just weed with the odd large boulder, that

was until one of the guys swam right in shallow calling me over in
excitement. In

disbelief

knowing that
the water must
be only be a metre deep or so | decided to humour him and swam over.
Good thing | did because it turned out to be one of the most amazing
spots | have seen, a mangrove lagoon with clear water, coral everywhere
loaded with bait, parrot, tuskies, and nice cod. It was an astounding
experience to be creeping through mangroves shooting parrot fish and
cod, the place never ceasesto amaze.

After that shallow warm up we moved around to the southern edge of
the idand where massive cliffs fall steeply into the ocean, wild terrain.
Doug & Dan swam over to arock we spotted from the boat. Doug made
a dive to 15 metres where he shot a tusky that was swimming behind a
grey reef shark for some reason, the shark became alerted and Doug
climbed up onto the rock holding the fish clear of the water. He then
yelled out to Dan, ‘thereis a trout down there’, Dan dove immediately
shooting the trout and pulling it clear after a brief struggle. The fish
alerted a further two reef sharks, Dan quickly joined Doug on therock. |
was on the boat at the time and | must say it is quite a comical sight
seeing two guys
bailed up on a rock
with  their catch
yelling for the boat,
as the three sharks

circled aggressively. We backed the boat up close enough to the rock for

the guysto leap into the water in a mad dash toward us, latter they would

say that they were concerned about losing their fish, yeah right. The thing

was that | had been sitting on the pontoon at the back of the boat tending

to my gear when they leapt in knocking me out into the frenzied waters,

that’s cousins for ya. Not to worry | always reckoned that where the

sharks are must be where the fish are, which proved correct as | also

landed a nice tuskfish.

The next day we decided to dive on an area known as Jeffrey’s rocks,
about 40ks due E/SE from thirsty sound. With jagged razor shaped rocks
protruding in the middle of nowhere, it is home to some incredible drop
offs, lots of sharks and big big cod.

After divingin the shallow section picking up a few of the usual reefieswe
decided to moveto the drop offsthat plunge from the surface down a wall
to almost 30 metres, a bit on the aerie side when you have 6 metres vis.
Doug was having a great time in this area he had shot two tuskies in
quick time and had shot another one when he received some unwanted
company. A grey reef shark wanted the two he had pulled in close to



himself on hisrig line, then to make things wor se a very large cod made an appear ance wanting the tusky on his mono. It was
a sight to behold when | swam over, Doug was fending off a shark on hisright with his gun while fending off a cod with his
spear on hisleft it would have made a magic photo, at one point the cod and the shark appeared to be eyeing each other up
for afight, now | would pay to seethat.

The week continued much the same, one adrenalin packed moment after the next. Each day we would quit spearing around
noon and pull up on the closest sandy white beach for lunch, the islands are just beautiful. It really is an incredible place to
dive, the isands, the terrain, and of course the fish

do not disappoint, then there is the other side of it

the friendly locals at the pub/store and the marina,

even the local crabba is good for a chat ‘watch out

for the bitees' he will say. The only things you really

have to watch are the tides and the weather of

cour se.

One of the days we pushed out 60ks due east to the
Percy Idles, the wind strengthened to a 25 knot
southerly blowing all day while we were spearing in
a protected bay. By the time we decided to leave we
faced 2 hours of 3 metre breaking seas, striking us
directly sideon. It was a fun trip back, sitting on the
esky at the stern while waves continually broke into
and partially filled the boat., not that we were
worried since we have a 5.5 metre Stabicraft, the
unsinkable silver bullet loved the ride more than us.
Some people think we are crazy, but then again
some people don’t shoot big fish ever weekend now
do they! Next time we are going to try and do a day
trip tothe Swainsitsonly 110ksto theinner reef.



