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The bottom of the South China Sea off the coast of Brunei is the final resting place of many ships, due to war or weather.  Some were traders, with cargoes including gold, others were military vessels, laden with guns and ammunition.  Now they are homes to a myriad of tropical sealife.  Colourful fish drift and dart around them.  Anemones wave their graceful fronds in the current.  Octopuses, eels, cuttlefish and stolid groper can be found, to name but a few.

I relearned scuba diving in Brunei.  The attractions were many and also the dangers.  Sometimes the current was extremely strong.  This is the story of one of those times.

My diving buddy was a Chinese Malaysian called Eng.  We had both taken the same course and were pretty much novices.  Eng is a very plucky soul.  She had only just learned how to swim a few months earlier.  

Every time the diveboat anchored near a wreck two of the most experienced divers would swim down first to tie a rope from our ship on top to the one underneath.  This particular day all the way from the surface to the wreck below (about 28 metres) we were hanging on to the rope for dear life.  The current was extremely strong and the water was filled with silt.   

We made our way around the outside of the wreck, and Eng was too scared to venture in.  She was having trouble with her mask, a new one, which didn’t seem to fit properly.  It was fogging up so she couldn’t see well.  I suggested that she take it off to clear it.  Reluctant at first, she did so while I hung on to her.  The trouble was, I wasn’t hanging on to anything on the wreck.  After what seemed like an incredibly short time, with Eng’s mask in place again we found ourselves completely alone, surrounded by brown water, a pale light filtering down to us from the tropical sky above.

I checked my depth gauge.  Thirty five metres.  Eng pointed upwards.  I knew if we swam for the surface the current would shoot us too far from the boat.  We would probably come up too fast anyway, without a rope to hold on to for a decompression stop.  

The answer was very simple.  Grabbing Eng’s arm I faced the current and began swimming back into it.  And swimming.  And swimming.  I knew there was no point in panicking, it would only waste air.  So ignoring the beginnings of self doubt I turned to Eng and smiled.  Though she couldn’t see my mouth because of the breathing apparatus the message was clear in my eyes.  And so we continued finning.  Then we saw it.  It looked like some sort of post, about a metre high sticking up out of the mud.  We grabbed on, pushed practically horizontal by current and regained our breath.  We knew we were somewhere near the wreck.  To our right a ghostly grey shape loomed out of the murk.  The wheelhouse!  

As we approached it we started to make out the other divers.  Some of them were waving at us.  So relaxed.  They hadn’t any idea what had happened.  Until we told them later.

They say experience is the best teacher.  I don’t think I will ever forget to hold on again.








