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The west coast of Scotland offers famously good diving, but what'’s with all the nudibranchs?
DIVE's Jane Morgan took a trip to Skye to concentrate on life below the waterline

IT WAS one of those surreal moments when  seemed calm — too calm — then | realised

you feel as if the world has just stopped. | that my bubbles were all around me, and
was completing my safety stop at 5m after even though | was stationary, they were
an exhilarating drift dive when | realised definitely not going upwards at all.

that things were not as they should be, but Then the most extraordinary thing

| was not sure why. | had lost my buddy at happened. My SMB just left the surface of
the last minute when she flew away from its own accord and momentarily stopped
me, Mary Poppins-style, on the end of horizontal to me in the water. What on

her SMB. | looked around and everything Earth was going on? The SMB had a life

of its own — it appeared to be possessed.
After taunting me for what seemed like
minutes, but was probably only a second
or two, it stuck its nose down and headed
back down to the sea bed that was at 20m,
dragging me behind it. It seemed | was in
the midst of a downcurrent, and | made a
mental note to myself to purchase a self-
sealing marker. >>
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having seen more nudibranchs
here than anywhere else in the UK, | thought that they were
worth a special mention. | don’t know whether they are
more numerous in the Hebrides, or whether it was the time
of year for them, or simply whether diving with a group of
critter hunters meant that | saw more than usual. What |
do know is that they were beautiful and colourful, and
definitely no lame relation to the tropical species.

Janolus cristatus [1]; Catriona gymnota (2]; Coryphella sp.
[3]; Onchidoris luteocincta [4); Coryphella browni [5];
Polycera faeroensis [6]; Acanthodoris pilosa [7]; Coryphella

sp. [8 and 9J; Flabellina pedata [10]; Doto fragilis [11]

My reactions were quite fast considering
the surprise, and | must have let out most
of my line while repeatedly hitting ‘inflate’.
In fact, | inflated so much that my safety
stop was history, but | did get back to the
surface. The boat came to pick me up and
| stood on the hydraulic lift in a complete
tangle, with line wrapped all around me.

The drift dive through Kyle Rhea, which
runs at between three and eight knots, was
the most exciting dive of the week, and
had | been able to stop, | could have taken
some pretty good photographs as the sea
bed was absolutely heaving with sponges,
anemones and sun stars.

Lying off the west coast of Scotland,
the Isle of Skye, or An t-Eilean Sgitheanach
in Gaelic (please don't ask me to pronounce
it), is the largest and northernmost island
in the Inner Hebrides. Skye is renowned
for its beautiful scenery and wildlife, which
includes red deer and otters, and the
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main industries are tourism, fishing,
agriculture and whisky — it is the home
of the Talisker distillery.

The island’s most famous feature is the
Cuillin, a chain of summits that includes 12
Munros (Scottish mountains that are higher
than 3,000ft, or 915m), offering walkers
and climbers some dramatic challenges.
But | wasn't looking for altitude on this
trip. Quite the opposite: | was joining a
liveaboard to experience the best diving
that the area has to offer.

The water temperatures off Skye are a
few degrees lower than in the south of
Britain, and after diving in a balmy 12°C
in Cornwall the previous week, | was
surprised to discover that the water in
the Hebrides in May is closer to 8°C.

The weather throughout the week was
very changeable — we experienced a
complete mixture of snow, sleet, hail,
rain, wind and sunshine.

Topside, the sights were incredible —
one day, we'd be watching blowholes, and
the next, we'd be sat on deck watching
what could only have been a bait-ball,
as dolphins fins cut through the water,
gannets dived and seagulls hovered
overhead. It made me question why people
travel all the way to South Africa when we
have our very own mini Sardine Run at
home. At times, we saw several dolphins
riding the bow wave, a minke whale was
spotted by some of the crew, and | finally
got to see a puffin.

On top of all that was the underwater
world — and that was pretty special too. We
dived a mix of wrecks and reefs, but as
most of my buddies were marine biologists,
it didn’t matter whether we were diving a
macro site or a big hulk of metal — they
were determined to point out bugs. | have
to say, I've never seen as many nudibranchs
in my entire life.







