
Dr. Macro and 
Mr. Wide

left:� Lauren Johnson studying razorfish under the Kungkungan Bay dock
opposite page:� An alert peacock mantis shrimp carrying its  
eggs at Nudi Falls in Lembeh Strait
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North Sulawesi is one of 33 provinces in the Republic of Indonesia. 
Well-travelled divers and scuba magazines often tout it as the muck 
diving capital of the world. In truth, it is the underwater photogra-
pher’s version of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. I prefer to call it Dr. Macro 
and Mr. Wide, as this split personality can drive a photographer crazy 
with excitement and an overabundance of opportunity created by the 
diverse marine topography, diving conditions and compelling subjects. 

This equatorial island has become somewhat of annual pilgrim-
age. My first visit over ten years ago was enthralling, and now North 
Sulawesi beckons like the mythical Sirens who enchanted helpless 
sailors. The first half of this trip would focus on the Lembeh Strait (aka 
Dr. Macro), a 12-kilometre waterway separating the black, volcanic 
sand beaches of the mainland and Lembeh Island.

Where you stay on Lembeh is important, but the dive guides 
assigned to you are even more crucial. Human beings, males in 
particular, are typically born with a “me do it” attitude. Approaching 
Lembeh diving with such a mindset will dramatically limit your oppor-
tunities. Think of the majority of the dives in the Strait as fascinating 
treasure hunts on a somewhat indistinguishable seascape, dotted with 
items more commonly found in your local junkyard. Add to this the 
knowledge that the majority of Lembeh’s marine creatures are masters 
of camouflage. After a few dives, you start wondering if seemingly 
inanimate objects are alive and vice versa. Guides keep you sane and 
help you find the most treasure.

Photographing the marvellous 
madness of Manado-Bunaken 
by Scott Johnson
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DOWN TO BUSINESS
After checking into the Kungkungan Bay Resort (KBR) and schlepping 
my gear to the camera shack, I seek out my longtime friend and guide, 
Robby Manialup. We hug, ask about one another’s families and then 
get down to business, which means I hand him my Shoot List. This trip, 
like all my assignments, actually began months prior to my departure. 
Research to investigate such things as weather patterns and species 
habits helps determine when I go, what I take, how I get there and 
where I stay. The Shoot List contains the specific subjects I want to 
photograph. As per usual, Robby checks the list, scratches his head, 
looks at me, smiles, checks the list again and then says, “No problem.”

Pygmy seahorses, particularly Hippocampus bargibanti, are signa-
ture animals here. They are incredibly tiny at about two centimetres, 
obnoxiously cute and perfectly adapted to their host organism, such 
as a sea fan. Robby takes me to a site called Nudi Retreat 2 for these. 
This gradually sloping reef is in a small, protected cove along the 
mainland and starts within only three metres of the surface.

It is easy for both guide and diver to get sidetracked on these 
treasure hunts as the marine life is plentiful. I have learned to address 
the Shoot List subjects first, then explore afterwards. As such, Robby 

wastes little time in leading us to the host sea fan around 15 metres. 
Once he locates a pygmy, I must figure out how to safely position 

myself so as not to damage anything, put my hand on something that 
might damage me (such as a scorpionfish or hydroid colony) or stir up 
unwanted sand. These are three key points when it comes to macro 
photography, especially here in Lembeh. I need to get close for macro 
work and this potentially puts the subject at risk. For example, a surge 
might push me, which then could ram my port or strobes into the 
target or cause me to reach out and put my hand on another nearby 
creature. And because fine sand is a major component of the exposed 
sites, it is way too easy to silt my surroundings and thus temporarily 
ruin the shooting environment. Good buoyancy, housing or port floats, 
caution and deliberate movements generally serve me well.

I hand Robby one of my dive lights and signal for him to shine it 
on the seahorse. This is standard procedure for us as it can be both 
difficult and frustrating merely trying to locate a pygmy through a 
viewfinder. Some divers rely on a metal rod for pointing things out, 
but I find the bright light easier to detect with a camera.  

My goal is to get full frame compositions to emphasise the delicate 



opposite page:� An exquisite scorpionfish decorated in all the colours of a 
rainbow at Lekuan 1 in the Bunaken National Marine Park
below:� Barbara Buchanan watching pink anemonefish swims above a 
semi-closed magnificent anemone as a Kima Bajo dive boat rests above 
Bunaken’s Fukui dive site

textures on the seahorse’s body. My preferred lens combination is a 
105mm with a 1.7x converter. I also like to initially preset my aperture 
(f25) and shutter speed (1/125th), which harkens back to the Nikonos 
V film days when extension rings and framers ruled the seas. This lens 
arrangement and these settings require powerful strobes for sufficient 
exposure options. I put snoots on my Sea&Sea YS-250 strobes in order 
to pinpoint their output. 

With the pygmy finally in focus, I take slow, steady breaths and 
squeeze the trigger. Almost any movement, no matter how slight, 
causes the seahorse to blur out of focus and disappear from the 
frame. I look at the back of the housing to scan the resulting shots, 
then signal to Robby to play another round of "find the pygmy." 

Look no further! We’ve got 
the best of both worlds

eco-divers.com
Bookings: info@eco-divers.com

Tel: +62 431 826833  |  Fax.: +62 431 838510
* At time of going to press

Low season offer available
Details: www.eco-divers.com

Explore “Mr Wide”: Bunaken National Park 
Dive with Eco Divers, PADI 5 Star Centre

Stay at feature resort, Kima Bajo

Scott Johnson

Special Offer – half price diving!
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Dive “Dr Macro”: the Lembeh Strait
Stay at  Lembeh Cottages 
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RULES OF A SHOOTER
This is a good time to emphasise two important axioms. The first 
is certain divergent species should not co-mingle. By this I am 
referring to photographers and videographers. Though both are 
attempting to capture imagery, they go about it in dynamically 
different fashions. No matter how politely they try to share subjects, 
the inevitable result is blaming, bad-mouthing and bloodletting. The 
second axiom is too many cooks spoil the soup. If the ratio of pho-
tographers to a guide, or more importantly to a subject, is too great, 
the photographers will either rush one another or a self-designated 
alpha male will attempt to hog the shoot until the other frustrated 
divers lose their patience. Too many divers can also cause undue 
stress on the subjects, courtesy of the flashing strobes of photogra-
phers and bright lights of videographers. 

Over the next week, I am blessed to photograph many amazing 
animals, such as grim-faced stargazers, mating mandarinfish (dusk 
dives at Kusu Kusu point; 105 millimetre lens; a story in itself), a man-
tis shrimp carrying a bright red mass of eggs, and two species of the 
regal Rhinopias, the Holy Grail for underwater shooters.

My stay in Lembeh is now complete, so it is time to head west to 
the Kima Bajo Resort, located on the waters of the Bunaken Marine 
National Park (aka Dr. Wide). My chosen route is a bit circuitous, as I 
like to visit the Tangkoko Nature Reserve at least once each trip. The 
90-minute ride to Tangkoko over narrow, bumpy, winding and hilly 
roads gives me the chance to soak in the picturesque country side 
(or nap, truth be known). Arriving mid-afternoon, I am assigned a 
local ranger and prepare for the special dusk activities, when troops 
of crested black macaques (Macaca nigra; a fairly large indigenous 
monkey) make their move to their nightly roosting spots. Yoda-like 
spectral tarsiers (Tarsius spectrum), among the smallest of all pri-
mates, emerge from hollow tree trunks to hunt insects. The shooting 
window is narrow, but fun and productive. I arrive back to the door-
steps of Kima Bajo around 9:00 pm, just in time for a good night’s 
sleep, which will help me re-adjust to North Sulawesi’s second and 
perhaps wilder persona.  

WIDE ANGLE PARADISE
The Bunaken National Marine Park was established in 1991 to protect 
the biodiversity in the deep waters of Manado Bay, which encom-
passes the islands of Bunaken, Manado Tua, Montehage, Nain and 
Siladen. Oceanic currents bathe the area in clear, warm, nutrient-rich 
water that supports prolific marine creatures. Relatively steep and 
breathtakingly beautiful wall dives are the norm here. Currents (like 
my wife’s opinions) are subject to change at anytime without notice. 
You may experience a walk-in-the-park, gentle drift dive or a Look-
at-me-I-am-flying! thrill-ride. Basically, you go with the flow. Walls 
are adorned with lush soft corals, broad sea fans, neon red sea whips, 
massive sponges and some of the most exquisite hard corals on the 
planet. In turn, these corals, gorgonians and sponges are home to 
countless marine creatures.

opposite page from top:� Mating mandarinfish putting on a show at Lem-
beh’s Kusu Kusu Point | Barbara Buchanan filming a large, sleepy green sea 
turtle at Lekuan 1 in the Bunaken National Marine Park
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opposite page from top:� Perfectly camouflaged, but slightly annoyed, 
pygmy seahorse (Hippocampus bargibanti) on a gorgonian at Nudi Retreat 
2.  Kudos to Robby, the guide with a million eyes | Regal paddleflap Rhino-
pias gazing over its kingdom, which in this case is Aer Prang 3 in Lembeh

Barbara Buchanan, my frequent travel partner and model, joins 
me for the dives here. Though she enjoys videography, we have an 
agreement, and we prioritise still images every step of the way. We 
start with Lekuan 1, a site on the south side of Bunaken Island, which 
is the reputed hangout of numerous green sea turtles. Our plan is to 
find one of the turtles and then approach it from different directions 
so I can frame Barbara slightly behind and above it. The sea and its 
inhabitants can render even “the best laid plans” utterly worthless. 
We have no problem spotting a turtle. In fact, we find four within the 
first 15 minutes of the dive. Unfortunately, they are all small females 
nestled sound asleep under ledges. 

I am not too keen on turtle butt shots, so we shift our attention 
to more worthy subjects, such as robust barrel sponges and expansive 
elephant ear sponges. We spend the next 20 minutes or so exploring 
the wall much like children unwrapping gifts on Christmas morning. 
Our original plan is back in play when we come across a large male 
turtle sleeping on top of the reef as if it had no concern for who or 
what might swim by. 

BALANCED EXPOSURES
Without any prompting from me, Barbara positions herself as we had 
previously discussed. Her experience and skill as a model allows me 
to concentrate on other tasks. Like many sharks and rays, green sea 
turtles are darker in colouration on their dorsal side (top) and lighter 
on their ventral side (bottom), including the lower half of their face. 
It is all too easy to overexpose these delicate light-coloured areas or 
underexpose the darker. I almost always choose the lesser of two evils 
by erring on the side of underexposing in such situations. There is a 
chance I can recover these areas in post-processing, but overexposures 
burn away detail that is lost forever.



Join the SDAA Shootout  
at Manado-Bunaken
26 Nov - 6 Dec 2010, Manado & Lembeh, Indonesia 

Dive with Scuba Diver AustralAsia at our annual Shootout – an 
underwater photography competition-workshop. This exciting 
trip is open to scuba divers and aspiring photographers of all 
levels – those who are serious about their images, and those 
scuba shutterbugs who just want to learn more while having a 
blast with good friends.

Great prizes like Canon cameras, Dievas dive watches, and 
Mares scuba gear will be up for grabs. Participants can choose 
to compete in Manado or Bunaken, or join both legs of the 
trip. Every Shootout boasts world-class diving adventures, great 
prizes, workshops from the region’s top pros, and the chance to 
have your photographs published in Scuba Diver AustralAsia 
magazine! See the ad on page 6.

Win!  
4 x Canon  500D

Win!  
2 x Dievas  

Dive Watch

Win!  
US$2,000  
worth of  

Mares Gear
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Barbara and I try not to disturb the drowsy turtle any more than 
necessary as we methodically work. The Tokina 10-17mm fisheye lens 
and dome port eventually allow me to position the housing about a 
half-metre away without sacrificing any coverage. This reduces back-
scatter, but also means I need to dial down strobes even further. The 
turtle graciously tolerates our intrusion until other divers arrive to see 
what we are doing. The “too many cooks” axiom holds true, yet again, 
as the turtle not only wakens at the increased activity around it, but 
flips us all off as it moves away to a more peaceful setting.



opposite page from top:� An inquisitive blue-ringed octopus flashing 
its blue rings at Tandu Rusa in Lembeh Strait | A flasher scorpionfish 
(Scorpaenopsis macrochir) posing as a golden statue at Teluk Kembahu 2 
(TK2) in the Strait
above:� The ever-popular clownfish (family: Amphiprion) makes the per-
fect macro subject. Make sure you find a colourful anemone and budget 
enough time and air – these fish have a way of making time pass you by

At Fukui, located off the west coast of Bunaken Island, we spend 
most of a dive with a magnificent anemone and its resident pink 
anemonefish. Barbara’s bright yellow Scubapro mask looks like it 
is hovering mere centimetres above the semi-closed anemone’s 
outstretched tentacles as I compose the shot in my viewfinder. I laugh 
as the energetic fish seem to protest both the anemone’s closing and 
our obvious attempt to move into their territory. Barbara loses her 
composure a few times as well because I actually have my head and 
housing in a hole below the anemone while my fins point straight to 
the surface. Working upside-down is little sacrifice when the payoff 
can be so big, especially when it is also the last dive of yet another 
glorious pilgrimage.  

North Sulawesi is known as “The Land of Smiling People” and they 
certainly have a great deal to smile about. Their flourishing tropical 
land is perfectly married to the unparalleled wonders in the duality 
of their waters. This tantalising combination creates an addictive and 
mesmerising concoction or magical elixir that only Dr. Jekyll might 
truly appreciate. My advice is not to choose either Dr. Macro or Mr. 
Wide, but both, time and again, until you have finished counting the 
sea fans of Bunaken National Marine Park or the grains of sand in the 
Lembeh Strait.  SDAA


