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travel Maldives

I eagerly plunge into the 
refreshing, blue water at Miyaru 
Faru off South Male′ Atoll and 
begin to drift with the rest of 
my group as the stiff current 
pushes us along. Within min-
utes, I spot one of my favor-
ite marine animals extended 
from a hole near the bottom. I 
quickly exhale and spread my 
arms wide to simultaneously 
descend and slowdown so as 
not to overshoot the area.  
the surrounding coral outcroppings 
offer protection from the current and 
allow me to focus on the impressive 
honeycomb moray (Gymnothorax fav-
agineus) that seems as curious of me as 
I am of it. the beautiful eel sways back 
and forth as if to some siren’s melody 
that only it can hear. I compose a 

series of shots through the viewfinder 
of my Aquatica AD7000 housing, paus-
ing only long enough to reposition the 
two sea and sea Ys-250 strobes. the viz 
is limited due to the sand being stirred 
by the outgoing tide, but I persevere in 
hopes that at least one of the images 
will be decent.  
 My dwindling remaining bottom time 
forces me to leave the friendly moray 
and gradually work my way to fresh air. 
When I surface, I spot the dhoni (the 
infamous Maldivian style of boat that 
epitomizes “a slow boat to china”) 
highlighted in the glow of the setting 
sun, but far away. Apparently, the rest 
of the group rode the current through-
out the dive while I surfaced close to 
where I entered.  
 As I reach for my sMb (surface marker 
buoy), a speed boat appears out of 
nowhere and passes much too close 
for comfort. the dwindling ambient 
light means I need to inflate the sMb 
sooner rather than later. before I can 

even begin to blow into the sMb, I hear 
someone clear his throat behind me.  
I turn to see two uniformed crewman 
standing on the bow of a yacht and a 
couple sipping champagne on a plat-
form above them.  

A dhoni, Maldivian style sailboat, at Four seasons Resort (above); Massive school of bluestripe snapper (right) at banana Reef, north 
Male′ Atoll; Friendly honeycomb moray eel (below) being cleaned by bluestreak cleaner wrasse. pRevIoUs pAGe: Resident manta rays 
circling at Lankan, north Male′ Atoll
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 the crewman on the right says, 
“We saw that idiot race his boat dan-
gerously close to your position and 
thought you could use our assistance. 
Would you like us to take you to your 
vessel?” stunned, I simply nodded my 
head in agreement. the crew helps 
me aboard, and the couple insists 
I be given a glass of champagne. 
thus, I am transported “james bond” 
style back to the Maldives Aggressor’s 
dhoni, holding a glass of bubbly and 
chatting with my rescuers. My dive 
mates roar with laughter when they 
realize it is me and yell in unison, “It 
figures!” this is the perfect ending to 
another glorious day of diving in the 
Maldives.  

The Flower of the Indies
the Republic of Maldives is comprised 
of 26 geographical atolls that col-
lectively resemble an elongated, jew-
eled necklace running north/south 

and are situated slightly above the 
equator in the Indian ocean. An atoll, 
which is derived from the Maldivian 
word atholhu, is the product of fring-
ing reefs that originated from the sides 
of a volcano and then continued to 
grow towards the surface as the vol-
cano receded back to the ocean 
floor. the resulting ring-shaped barrier 
reefs have a foundation of lava and 
dead coral, protect a central lagoon 
and are separated from each other 
by channels that lead for the lagoon 
to the sea. since atolls are built from 
colonizing corals, they are limited to 
tropical and sub-tropical oceans that 
possess the warm water and plenti-
ful nutrients needed to support such 
creatures. 
 the Maldivian atolls, which are part 
of the submarine mountain range 
called the Laccadives-chagos Ridge, 
are intermittently spread over 56,000 
sq mi (90,000 sq km). they protect 

one of the beaches (above) and swimming pools (left) at the Four seasons Resort

the Maldives Aggressor liveaboard
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almost 2,000 islands, only 200 of which 
are inhabited. ninety-nine percent of the 
Maldives is ocean and only 186 sq mi (300 
sq km) of the country is above the water’s 
surface!
 Marco polo called the Maldives the 
“Flower of the Indies”.  polo obviously had 
fine taste. I have visited many countries 
and islands throughout my career, but 
I have never flown over a more beauti-
ful island nation. the low flying sea planes 
provide the perfect vantage points for 
soaking in the brilliant white sand beaches, 
statuesque palm trees and exquisite shades 
of blue, from the dark blue sea to the tur-
quoise waters outlining the atolls. the scen-
ery is absolutely breathtaking.     
   A dive holiday here is like staging your 
own version of Lifestyles of the Rich and 
Famous. the natural settings and idyl-
lic private island resorts offer lavish get-

aways that are beyond mere opulence.  
pampered cycles of dive-eat-and-relax 
allow you to indulge personal passions, 
while making it easy to forget the hectic 
pace of modern life.
 My own Rich and shameless episode 
features a stay at the luxurious Four seasons 
Resort at Landaa Giraavaru and charters 
on the Four season’s Maldives explorer 
and Maldives Aggressor. this combina-
tion of land-based resort and liveaboard 
(safari boat in the Maldives) charter is the 
ideal way to both explore and soak in the 
enchanting surroundings. Impeccable ser-
vice is the norm. to be candid, the unre-
lenting effort to appease and even antici-
pate my every need throughout my stay 
has left me a bit paranoid. I keep waiting 
for a hand to materialize whenever I need 
to wipe my nose or other less visible body 
parts.

curious hawksbill sea turtle at Muthaafush thila, baa Atoll
Maldivian anemonefish in a magnificent anemone 
at Maaya thila, north Ari Atoll

oriental sweetlips at dusk off south Ari Atoll; private villa beach, Four seasons Resort (top left)
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The currents rule,  
the divers drool
the Maldivian underwater world 
is even more rich and extrava-
gant than any terrestrial man-
made setting. More than 1,000 
species of fish and 200 species 
of coral are present. currents 
carry you along healthy reefs 
adorned in hard and soft cor-
als. brightly colored anthias dart 
among coral heads, while large 
schools of bluestripe snapper 
and neon fusiliers move in unison 
as they cling to or sweep over 
the reef. Yes, currents dictate 

the location, direction, pace, 
difficulty and even the excite-
ment of the dives.  
 the diving is defined by 
a reef’s formation, size and 
depth as a kandu, faru, thila 
or giri. A kandu is a channel 
that connects a lagoon to the 
open ocean. these dives often 
produce strong currents and 
should only be attempted on an 
incoming tide that carries divers 
into the safety of the lagoon. 
the incoming tide also provides 
much better visibility that than 
the outgoing variety. A faru is 

a circular reef within a channel 
that extends to the surface. Its 
outer edge is exposed to the 
open ocean and often a prime 
location for spotting pelagics 
and large schools. thilas are 
oblong or circular reefs within an 
atoll with tops 6m to 12m (20ft 
to 40ft) below the surface. their 
steep walls are pocked with 
overhangs that are lined with 
soft corals and filled with fish. A 
giri is like a thila, but smaller and 
reaching within 1m to 3m (5ft to 
10ft) of the surface.   

Lyretail anthias and hard coral cover at Radhdhiggaa thila, south Ari Atoll

south corals, back Faru, north Male′ Atoll; Longnose hawkfish, vaadhoo thila, Raa Atoll (top)
Yellowmargin moray eel at 
Miyaru Gaa, south Ari Atoll
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Marine marvels
Manta rays (Manta alfredi) are the sig-
nature marine animal in the Maldives.  

About the only way 
to spend a week 
diving here and miss 
them is to scuba in 
a pool or keep your 
eyes closed. Lankan 
or Manta point off 
north Male′ Atoll 
offers one of the 
many shallow-water 
Manta Ray cleaning 
stations scattered 
throughout the 
archipelago. 
 prior to the dive, 

guests are instructed to find a spot 
just below the top of the small reef so 
as not to obstruct the manta’s move-

ments. I watch 17 large mantas sweep 
over the divers’ heads and take turns 
being cleaned. the rays’ movements 
seem to be perfectly choreographed 
as they dance and yet avoid one 
another in such a compressed space. 
the other divers, like me, are in awe 
at the performance. the mantas were 
there when we arrived and remain 
even as we watch them during our 
respective safety stops.   
 the color, variety and action on even 
these “simple” dives can be a bit over-
whelming if you take the time to soak 
in the entirety of your surroundings. For 
example, I made three consecutive 
dives on another manta ray cleaning 
station located in hanifaru bay, baa 

thIs pAGe: Resident manta rays are commonly sighted throughout the Maldives archepelago
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Atoll. on the first dive, I used a 
tokina 10-17mm fisheye lens to 
photograph four majestic rays that 
repeatedly circled the site as they 
were cleaned by industrious blues-
treak cleaner wrasse (Labroides 
dimidiatus). the second tank and 
a 60mm lens allowed me to frame 
an exquisite, white leaf scorpi-
onfish (taenianotus triacanthus) as 
it yawned and seemed to proudly 
pose. the third dive and a super 
macro set-up yielded shots of a 
male coral cardinalfish (Apogon 
properupta) incubating eggs in 
its mouth. the manta rays, leaf 
scorpionfish and coral cardinalfish 
were often within 20ft (6m) of one 
another at intervals throughout 
the day. I needed three dives 
and three alternate perspectives 

on this tiny site to even begin to 
appreciate some of the wonderful 
treasures it had to offer.  
 I spend a week at hanifaru 
bay working from Guy stevens’ 
research dhoni. Guy, a marine 
biologist whose work is supported 
by the save our seas Foundation 
and the Four seasons Resort at 
Landaa Giraavaru, is the founder 
of both Manta trust and the 
Maldivian Manta Ray project. his 
passion for the mantas, hanifaru 
and marine conservation is clearly 
evident. Guy endures long days 
with his research assistants identify-
ing and tracking the elegant rays, 
as well as studying their behavior 
from the surface and underwater. 
he has concluded there are two 
different species of mantas in the 

Maldives: residents (Manta alfredi) 
and pelagics (Manta birostris).
 hanifaru is about the size of a 
football field, but Guy faithfully 
monitors it during the hulhangu 
(the southwest monsoon or wet 
season) for a much different kind 
of spectacle. When the condi-
tions are right, a veritable buffet 
of plankton flows into the bay and 
gets trapped. this causes some 
unknown dinner bell to ring and 
prompts hungry mantas to arrive in 
mass. 
 Guy has frequently spotted as 
many as 200 mantas and multiple 
whale sharks (Rhincodon typus) 
with their maws agape, all feeding 
on the plankton at the same time. 
I gave Guy a you-gotta-be-kid-
ding-me look, as I simply could not 

cLocKWIse: White leaf scorpionfish, hanifaru bay, baa Atoll; Diver with whale 
shark, sunset Reef, south Ari Atoll; Manta ray being cleaned, Lankan, north 
Male′ Atoll; Resting leopard shark, dusk dive, Maamiggili out, south Ari Atoll

Mouthbreeding male coral cardinalfish, 
hanifaru bay, baa Atoll
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fathom how any water 
could be left in the bay 
with so many large ani-
mals packed inside it. I 
eventually concluded 
he was not pulling my 
fin as I, too, spotted 
numerous mantas dur-
ing my dives there. 
besides, he had video 
and pictures to prove 
it. only south Africa’s 
sardine Run can rival 
this awe-inspiring feed-
ing aggregation.
 south Ari is usually 

your best chance to swim with whale sharks in the 
archipelago. juveniles are regularly spotted feed-
ing near the surface here and seem to be rather 
tolerant to us humans. the Aggressor whale shark 
procedure is pretty simple. the captain positions 
the dhoni well ahead of and parallel to a shark. 
Guests are then told to quietly slip into the water 
and wait for the animal to appear.  
 of course, “quietly slipping” usually translates 

into jumping and splashing. 
And, “waiting” generally 
means the guests swim as 
fast as they can in all direc-
tions. 
 the plankton-feeding 
sharks do not seem to 
be moving fast when 
observed from the boat. 
the “in water” experience 
is altogether different. the 
sharks blow by you with the 
bare minimum of effort, 
so each snorkeling oppor-
tunity is fairly short. even 
so, the cumulative effect 
of repeated encounters 
results in an exuberant, 
grateful and tired group.

Saving paradise
paradise is never won or 
maintained without sac-
rifice. the discovery and 
subsequent fame of the 

hanifaru bay plankton party may ultimately 
lead to its demise if protective legislation is 
not implemented and vigilantly enforced.  
 snorkelers and divers now regularly out-
number the marine animals and are a 
threat to one another, as well as the hun-
gry creatures. I personally witnessed divers 
being dumped on other divers and snorkel-
ers by dive operators that were either neg-

White collar butterflyfish (left), banana Reef, north 
Male′ Atoll; slipper lobster (above), south Ari Atoll; 
Idyllic spa bungalows at the Four seasons Resort 
(right), Landaa Giraavaru

banded coral 
shrimp with 

eggs at Dhigali 
Reef, Raa Atoll

hard corals on sunset Reef, south Ari Atoll
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ligent or poorly trained. boats sped 
through the human mass, and I was 
amazed no one was seriously injured. 
I left hanifaru wondering if it would 
take the death a tourist to make 
the government do the right thing. 
Fortunately, I was wrong.
 Guy, and the rest of the baa Atoll 
community, have finally worked out 
a management plan for hanifaru 
bay with members of the Ministry 
of housing and environment. the 
Management plan for hanifaru 
Marine protected Area will be part 
of the Atoll ecosystem conservation 
project and implemented over two 
years. It will eliminate scuba diving in 
the bay after 2011, limit the number of 
snorkelers and provide funding for the 
ongoing conservation efforts.        
 the Marine Discovery center at 
the Four seasons Resort at Landaa 
Giraavaru is at the forefront of numer-
ous critical conservation efforts. 
In response to a 1998 mass coral 
bleaching event that killed 90 per-

cent of the coral above 45ft (15m), 
it launched a coral propagation 
project with Reefscapers that has 
transplanted almost 70,000 coral frag-
ments since 2005, with a survival rate 
of 80 percent. 
 the primary goal of this project is to 
develop heartier strains of coral that 
are more resistant to prolonged water 
temperature spikes. healthy reefs play 
vital roles in sustaining the marine life, 
fueling the growing tourism industry 
and protecting the Maldivian flat 
islands from high waves that could 
decimate the nation. 
 no nation is more threatened by 
global warming than the Maldives. 
It is the lowest country on earth with 
an average ground level of only 5ft 
(1.5m). Its highest point is only 8ft 
(2.4m). scientists have predicted rising 
ocean levels may make the Maldives 
uninhabitable by 2100. the nation’s 
former president, Mohamed nasheed, 
held the world’s first underwater cabi-
net meeting on 17 october 2009 to 

sign a resolution entitled, sos From 
the Frontline, calling for global cuts in 
carbon emissions. the document was 
presented at the climate summit in 
copenhagen, Denmark, two months 
later.  
 the president has committed to 
making the Maldives the first carbon 
neutral county by 2020 and is set-
ting aside a portion of the country’s 
annual tourist income to potentially 
purchase land in India, sri Lanka or 
Australia for his people should global 
warming drown paradise.   

Go batty
there is little to do on land in the 
Maldives, except relax, soak up 
some rays, get to know the friendly 
locals and/or try other water activi-
ties, such as surfing. My favorite past-
time is watching the large fruit bats 
(pteropus giganteus ariel), which are 
active around the clock. Most fruit 
bats I have encountered elsewhere 
stay hidden during the day, but the 
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Maldivian bats do not have to worry 
about predators and thus do not fear the 
sunshine. the best time to photograph 
them is in the evening when they are 
feeding on fruit. I look for trees with ripe, 
low-hanging fruit and more often than 
not, one of bats will arrive to feast while I 
am flash away.
 Male′—the Maldives’ bustling capital—
is a ten-minute boat ride from the Malé 
International airport, which, like the many 
luxurious resorts, is located on its own 
island. Male′ is packed with people and 
offers sightseeing options, such as the 
national Museum and the Grand Friday 
Mosque. It is worth a short visit at the end 
of your holiday, as you wait for your flight 
home, but the experience will likely leave 
you wanting to return to the solitude of a 
secluded atoll.

Hungering for déjà vu
From sea planes to dhoni rides to livea-
boards, you can only explore a fraction 
of the Maldives’ expansive territory dur-
ing a single visit. the Maldives is definitely 
a multi-trip destination. I highly recom-
mend splitting your time between a live-
aboard and a resort to give your body 

the chance to adjust to the new time 
zone and take the opportunity to stop 
and smell the “Flower of the Indies”.  
the Four seasons Resort at Landaa 
Giraavaru and the Maldives Aggressor 
will allow you to indulge yourself in the 
“Luxury Isles”.  the challenge is figuring 
out how to return as often as possible. 
Remember, paradise is indeed addic-
tive. ■

the author would like to thank Guy 
stevens (www.mantatrust.org), Four 

seasons Resort Maldives at Landaa 
Giraavaru (www.fourseasons.com/mal-
diveslg), Four seasons Resort Maldives 
at Kuda huraa (www.fourseasons.com/
maldiveskh), Four seasons Maldives 
explorer (www.fourseasons.com/mal-
divesfse) and Maldives Aggressor (www.
aggressor.com).

scott johnson is a widely published U.s.-
based photojournalist who specializes in 
marine, wildlife and travel subjects. see: 
Seascapesimages.com

Marching yellow starfish on Miyaru Faru, south 
Ari Atoll (above); swarming glassy sweepers at 
Kudhadoo beyru, south Ari Atoll (right); Dhonis 
anchored off south Ari Atoll (bottom)

http://www.mantatrust.org
http://www.fourseasons.com/maldiveslg
http://www.fourseasons.com/maldiveslg
http://www.fourseasons.com/maldiveskh
http://www.fourseasons.com/maldiveskh
http://www.aggressor.com
http://www.aggressor.com
http://www.seascapesimages.com/
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History  the Maldives is located 
in the heart of the Indian ocean 
shipping lanes. this has been both 
a blessing and curse in terms of 
the outside world’s impact on 
its culture and way of life. the 
Maldivian history prior to AD 1153 
is a mixture of conjecture and 
legend due to the lack of writ-
ten materials and artifacts. the 
earliest inhabitants likely migrated 
from India and sri Lanka. sailors 
and traders braved the treach-
erous Maldivian reefs to collect 
fresh water, dried fish, fruit, coir 
(coconut husk) rope and cowry 
shells. the Maldives existed as a 
sultanate from the 12th century 
until 1887, when the archipelago 
became a british protectorate. 
In 1968, it became a republic, 
three years after it claimed inde-
pendence. For 30 years, president 
Gayoom dominated the islands’ 
political arena. via single-party 
referendums, he was elected 
to six successive terms. In 
2003, political dem-
onstrations in 
the capital 
city of 
Male′ 

spurred the president and his gov-
ernment to initiate democratic 
reforms. these included a politi-
cal system that was more repre-
sentative of the people as well 
as expanded political freedoms. 
It was slow going, though, and 
the realization of some of the 
promised reforms was sluggish. 
Despite this, political parties were 
legalized in 2005, and in 2008, a 
new constitution was finalized by 
a constituent assembly. It was 
then ratified by the president in 
summer. In the fall of the same 
year, the first-ever presidential 
elections were held under a 
multi-candidate, multi-party sys-
tem. the incumbant president 
was defeated and Mohamed 
nasheed became the new presi-
dent. he was a political activist 
who had in previous years been 
put in jail by the former regime. 

challenges facing the 
new president includ-
ed strengthening 
democracy in the 
country and finding 

solutions to drug abuse 
and poverty. nasheed 

resigned in 2012, after sev-
eral weeks of demonstrations 

in the streets following his firing 
of a top judge. vice president 
Waheed then took over. In inter-
national climate change discus-
sions, Maldivian officials have 
played a prominent role, as the 

country is threat-
ened by sea 
level rise due to 
its low elevation. 
Government: 
republic. 
capital:  Male′ 

Geography  
Located in 
southern Asia, 
the Maldives 
are a group 
of atolls in the 
Indian ocean 
just south-south-
west of India. coastline: 644km. 
the terrain is flat, with white 
sandy beaches. Lowest point: 
Indian ocean 0m. highest point: 
a point in the Addu Atholhu, yet 
unnamed on viligili 2.4m. note: 
the country is comprised of 1,190 
coral islands grouped into 26 
atolls. there are 200 inhabited 
islands, as well as 80 islands with 
tourist resorts.

Climate  tropical, greatly influ-
enced by the Iruvai (“dry” north-
east monsoon that typically blows 
mid-november to April) and the 
hulhangu (“wet” southwest mon-
soon in May to october). Air tem-
peratures stay near 86°F (30°c) 
year-round. natural hazards 
include tsunamis and rises in sea 
levels to which the country is vul-
nerable, as its islands have a low 

eleva-
tion. 
Water 
tempera-
tures are 
consistently 
between 
26.5-29.5°c 
(80-85°F)

Environmental issues  Global 
warming and sea level rise threat-
ens the very existence of this 
country in the future. In addition, 
water supplies are threatened by 
the depletion of freshwater aqui-
fers, and there has been bleach-
ing of the coral reef. 

Economy  president Gayoom, 
who often served like a ruth-
less dictator from 1978 to 2008, 
is credited with developing one 
of most successful tourism indus-
tries in the world. the first resort 
opened with modest results in 
1972, but tourism grew expo-
nentially during his 30-year reign. 
there are approximately 100 pri-
vate island resorts now. tourism 
has long since passed fishing as 
the nation’s economic driving 
force and now accounts for 30% 

of the GDp 
and 70% of the 

for- eign exchange. Fishing 
is a distant second and the gap 
continues to grow. 

Population  394,451 (july 2012 
est.) ethnic groups: south Indians, 
sinhalese, Arabs. Internet users: 
86,400 (2009) Religion: sunni 
Muslim

Currency  the Maldivian 
Rufiyaa (MvR) is pegged to 
the U.s. dollar at 12.8. U.s. dol-
lars and credit cards are widely 
accepted and often preferred. 
exchange rates: 1eUR=20.74MvR; 
1UsD=15.41MvR; 1Gbp=24.36MvR; 
1AUD=16MvR; 1sGD=12.5MvR

Language  Maldivian Dhivehi is 
the official language—it is a dia-
lect of sinhala with script derived 
from Arabic—but english is widely 
spoken in Male′, at the resorts and 
by tourism service providers.

Dress  is casual and comfort-
able. swimming trunks, bikinis and 
other beachwear are common at 
resorts and on safari boats. some 
guests prefer to dress a bit more 

formally for dinner at the higher 
end resorts. chests and thighs 
must be covered in Male′ and on 
inhabited, non-resort islands.  

Alcohol  the Maldives is defi-
nitely not a bYob destination.  You 
are not allowed to bring alcoholic 
drinks into the Maldives. even if 
you purchase duty free alcoholic 
items in the singapore or Dubai 
airports en route to the Male′ 
International Airport, these items 
will be confiscated upon arrival as 
bags are x-rayed. only businesses 
specializing in tourism are allowed 
to import, store and/or serve alco-
holic beverages, including wine.

Electricity  220/240 volt Ac at 50 
cycles; no standard socket types.

Driving  Forget it! the Maldives 
only has 55mi (88km) of roads and 
over 80% of them are the crowd-
ed streets of Male′. 

Getting there  singapore 
Airlines, Malaysian Airlines, british 
Airways, emirates Airline and 
Qatar Airways offer direct flights 
from such cities as singapore, 
bangkok and Kuala Lumpur, in 
addition to major hubs in europe 
and India.  

Entry/Visa  A free 30-day visa is 
extended upon arrival.

Decompression chambers  
bandos Island Resort
bandos Medical clinic & hyper-
baric center, tel: + 960 440 088

Kandoludhoo Island Resort
Kandoludhoo Divers Rescue
tel: + 960 773 485

Kuramathi Resort
Kuramathi Medical centre 
hotline +960 777 3485      .

Web sites
Maldives tourism
www.visitmaldives.com

Maldives
fact file RIGht: Global map with 

location of the Maldives. 
beLoW: Location of Male′ 
on map of the Maldives

soURces: U.s. cIA WoRLD FAct booK,  
vIsIt-FsM.oRG

nAsA

Fimbriated 
moray eel

http://www.visitmaldives.com/en
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