Kirsten & Kevin’s trip to Mexico 1 – 15 April 2006

Mexico has been on our ‘tick-list’ since watching several TV programmes featuring  the caves of Mexico -  plus last year Steve Allen showed off a DVD of him on a guided-cavern tour to Cenote Chac Mool, Yucatan.   

After much research I decided to book independently, flights, car hire, condominium, reef and cenote diving.  

The resort of Puerto Aventuras was chosen as it was at the start of cenote-land - situated 1 hour south of Cancun in Quintana Roo state Yucatan.  This resort was completely purpose-built around a dolphin discovery centre, entertaining but sad!  All the benefits of an American superior-style resort with restaurants serving-up international cuisine and live entertainment.

The accommodation Chac Hal Al was the first pleasant surprise, pictures are from the terrace looking to the swimming pool and bay beyond… 
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…and then back at the condominium from the pool.
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The evenings….. We ate all our meals outside, - tropical fruit salads for breakfast and fresh fish or meat on the BBQ for dinner.
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Pool life : A Yucatan iguana 
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The Caribbean sea was full of surprises, there was as much to see snorkeling in the bay in less than 2m as there was reef diving in 15-20m.  The Mayan Reef is 800 miles long and is the second largest in the world.  Some highlights below: -

Black Trigger fish
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Pancake ray!
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Treasure! Found by Kirsten on a solo snorkeling trip, Kevin returned next day after seeing the photo, with his knife!  
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This was the real treasure, a spotted Eagle ray, its tail was 2 metres long!
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Aquanauts dive operation was 2 minutes walk from the condominium, their  boat from the marina behind our condo. Lynn was English and her Canadian business partner Dennis, were really friendly, fun and helpful.  
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We tried-out scooters, which were tremendous fun!
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The real reason we were in Mexico was to dive the cenotes, Spanish for ‘wells’.  This area of Mexico is a bit like a giant sponge, made from limestone which is very porous. Fresh water filters down to the sea water-table where it lies on top, not mixing as they are different densities and temperatures.  The caves were formed in air millions of years ago and later after the ice-age when the seas rose filled with water.  The combination of filtering and flow in the cenotes results in spectacular visibility that our pictures hardly do justice to.  Some of the biggest speliotherms in the world have been found here. [image: image12.png]



In Egypt last year Kirsten had buddied with Dave Priestly who had recommended contacting Steve Bogaerts, who was an explorer of cenotes in Mexico.

During our 2 week break, we booked and planned a 2-day cavern diving course with Steve Bogaerts of Aztec Diving, following the National Speleological Society-Cave Diving Section  (NSS-CDS). [image: image13.png]



Cavern dives are always executed within sight of daylight( so the cavern zone expands and contracts  throughout the day) ; no more than 60 linear meters from clear surface; no deeper than 21m and strictly without any mandatory deco stops.

Anything beyond these limits is classed as a cave dive!  We started on day 1 with 2 hours of lectures on the Condo patio, after which we moved on to our first dive site at Cenote Chicken Ha, with some basic kit (re) –configuration – if it wasn’t essential, or it dangled, it was either removed , shortened or literally cut-off!  All gate clips were replaced with bolt or dog clips to eliminate any chance of a guideline becoming caught.  

We started with basic buoyancy control – we thought ours was pretty good –not however good enough for our instructor –we needed to be able to remain absolutely static!

We were shown alternative means of propulsion – different fining techniques used to suit different situations (including fining backwards which I just could not get the hang of! ) but all with the intention of minimizing silt disturbance.

Then came air-sharing cave-style!  Buddy pairs travel in line-astern, rather than the conventional side-by-side, in order that both can follow a guideline on the same side.  A longer hose to the primary regulator was required (5-7ft) –in an OOA  situation, it is the main mouthpiece that is handed off, with the donor replacing their primary regulator with an octopus on a short hose secured around the neck with an elasticated noose. 

Diving in this manner requires buddies to be far more self-sufficient – communication is primarily via torch signals.

While caverns and caves are a much more controlled environment, the  consequences of poor planning and dive-practice  are far more severe and we spent most of our in-water time getting these basics right.

On the second day, we dived Cenote Chac Mool – in all we completed 5 dives each – leading in-turn using new skills practiced earlier in shorter training sessions.

Our final exercise, as the light was fading with a torrential downpour outside, was to use our reels to effect self-rescue back to the permanent cavern guideline and to safely search for a lost buddy within the cavern zone.

Following our success on the course, we arranged to hire cylinders, and with the essential additional equipment generously lent to us by Steve, we embarked on our first cavern dive with our new skills, on our own without any supervision.  
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Steve Bogaerts

We decided to return to a site we were familiar with – Chac Mool, which seemed a prudent way to start. 
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Map of Chac Mool
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Cavern area of Chac Mool

Over the following few days, we completed no fewer than six dives each, visiting Cenote Taj Mahal (where we were the only divers on-site! – how often does that happen)
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Kevin in the ‘chamber of light’ – Taj Mahal
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Welcome to Taj Mahal, 

and culminating in arguably the best cavern dive in the Yucatan – ‘Dos Ojos’ or ‘Two eyes’. This was a busy dive site (by Mexican standards) – it seemed that we were causing quite a stir turning up  with our qualifications and full equipment- we rather got the impression that this was pretty rare as a vast majority of visitors are expected to be accompanied either by a guide or an instructor.
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Not one of ours! Hidden worlds!
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One of ours! – The entry chamber to both cavern routes at Dos Ojos 

The Yucatan also has some Mayan World Heritage sites, we drove to the famous, Chichen Itza touristy but awesome.  [image: image21.png]



Coba in the jungle where we hired beaten up bikes as it is spread over acres of jungle has not really been discovered by tourists Yet! [image: image22.png]



and Tulum, spectacular ruins overlooking fabulous beaches, we swam here to cool down. [image: image23.png]



We now have a new savings account called The ‘Cenote Fund’ so that we can go back soon with the whole tribe or even a club group booking.

Kirsten & Kevin

Links:-

www.aztecdiving.com  -  Steve’s website

www.aquanauts-online.com  Aquanauts diving operation , Puerto Aventuras

www.hiddenworlds.com.mx/cavern.html - Dos Ojos dive centre

www.nsscds.com – National Speleological Society – Cave Diving section

Green turtle
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