
Yap is a collection of 138 volcanic islands and atolls located in 

the Caroline Islands of the western Pacific Ocean. If you mark a 

diagonal line between Guam and Palau on a map, you will find 

Yap – 853 kilometres southwest of Guam and 452 kilometres 

northeast of Palau. Manta rays (Manta alfredi) put Yap on the 

radar of the scuba diving world. Mexico’s Revillagigedo Islands, 

the Maldives (Hanifaru Bay, in particular) and Yap are widely 

lauded as the hottest of the hot spots for these massive filter-

feeders. But what separates Yap from the other two are the 

simplicity and consistency of the encounters. In the Revillagigedo 

Islands and Maldives manta dives are seasonal events, which 

means divers have a limited-access window each year. In 

addition, live-aboards and a 28-hour crossing are the only way to 

visit The Boiler, the Revillagigedo renowned manta site. Yap, on 

the other hand, is open for business year-round and requires only 

a short boat ride each day. 

If the mantas get credit for putting a scuba face on Yap, 

then Bill and Pat Acker, the owners of the Manta Ray Bay Resort 

and Yap Divers, deserve to be recognised as their chief publicity 

agents. Bill is so confident in 

being able to show guests at least 

one manta during each visit that 

he has this posted on the hotel’s 

website: We guarantee that you 

will see a manta ray during your 

stay, or YOUR DIVING IS FREE!

So, imagine how Bill must 

have felt when the 100 or so 

resident reef mantas seemed to 

disappear? Bill knew I had no 

intentions of flying halfway across 

the globe to hear him spout 

theories or excuses about the MIA rays, so he and Jan Sledsens, 

his dive manager, organised a search party. They scoured Mi’l 

and Goofnuw Channel, as well as other sites around the islands, 

for weeks without success. Cleaning stations that used to 

have mantas waiting in line to be serviced were utterly empty. 

Desperation that looked a lot like panic was starting to take hold.   
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The mystery of mysteries was finally solved as unexpectedly 

as the vanishings had occurred. Alex Raimon, Gordon Keiji and 

Nico Erhieisap were leading another “let’s distract the guests 

from asking about the mantas again” dive in an inner, shallow 

part of Mi’l Channel when they noticed movement ahead. Eight 

to ten mantas were circling a patch of staghorn coral (Acropora 

cervicornis) at about 10 metres (33 feet).  The rays were going 

through the all too familiar process of getting manta manicures 

by letting industrious bluestreak cleaner wrasse (Labroides 

dimidiatus) and other small fish rid them of parasites in their 

mouths, around their gills and on the their skin. It seemed that 

the rays had discovered a new and better site to suit their needs. 

All it took was for the rest of us to catch up.

Daily dives to the site over the following weeks continued to 

provide fantastic manta encounters. For some unknown reason, 

the rays had basically abandoned their regular cleaning stations 

and taken their business to new service providers. It remains to 

be seen if the mantas will again incorporate the former sites, but 

the solution to the disappearances was simply a brand new manta 

cleaning station, named after a dining tradition in Germany. Bill 

said, “Stammtisch” is a table in Germanic restaurants reserved 

for the best local customers and outsiders are not allowed to 

sit at this table during the day. It’s reserved all day long for the 

locals. So, Stammtisch it is. Call or write Bill, tell him you want 

temporary local status and then ask him to make “guaranteed” 

reservations for you at Stammtisch.


