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E
very now and again when you are away on a diving trip, 
when you least expect it, and when you are thinking to 
yourself ‘do I have a beer or do I go on the night dive?’, you 
fall upon one of those special occasions - an incredible div-
ing experience that fits itself into your all-time top ten list of 
greatest dives. 

Well, on a recent trip to the Maldives, we were leading 
a photo trip on the Emperor Atoll and due to do a night dive on one of 
the reefs when this moment happened to us. I have to say, I was seriously 
thinking how inviting a cold beer sounded, as all too often, many night-
dive sites prove to be particularly underwhelming, if not completely 
disappointing. 

We were moored up about five minutes from the dive site and the 
crew had switched on the rear floodlights over the stern of the boat. 
As the sun disappeared below the horizon, like turning off a light, as it 
does in the Tropics, darkness enveloped us and we all started kitting-
up by torchlight on the ship’s dhoni. It was at this point that the senior 
dive guide shouted the word we all wanted to hear - ‘mantas’ - and sure 
enough, performing extravagant loops, inverted loops and stall turns, 
were two very healthily sized manta rays. At this point, the whole group 
were given the option - go across to the reef and complete the planned 
night dive, or drop 10m below the mother-ship and watch the mantas 
feeding. I guess you could say the answer was a no-brainer and it quickly 
became a race to see who could be the first one to drop down to the 
sandy bottom and watch these magnificent creatures as they fed on the 
aggregating zooplankton that had been attracted by the floodlights.

For the next hour or so, all ten divers and both of the guides settled 

on the sandy bottom 10m from the surface with their lights and cameras 
and just watched, in awe, at the splendour of these fabulous, majestic 
animals. The conditions, however, were not ideal for photography as not 
only were there 12 excited divers trying to keep still while kneeling in 
the sand, but the floodlights were attracting millions of tiny zooplankton 
which, of course, in turn, were attracting our two very special guests. 
However, with a decent focusing light to allow the camera’s autofocus 
system to function, every photographer in the group managed to get a 
handful of really good images, especially with a bit of Photoshop guid-
ance over the previous few days.

As the divers got back onto the boat, the buzz and excitement was 
tangible and everyone was trying to tell their own personal story of how 
a manta had come right up to them before backward looping in front 
of their eyes, or how one had done an inverted loop swinging round, 
again, directly in front of them, missing their head or torch by inches - it 
really was an electric atmosphere and I just sat down with my camera in 
front of me and listened while everyone, excitedly, recounted their own 
individual experiences of this truly amazing event.

This particular dive was just two days into Emperor Divers’ Pelagic 
Magic tour of the Central Maldivian Atolls, which started in Mali before 
heading out on the four-hour passage due west to Rasdhoo Atoll and 
North Ari Atoll, where this special night dive took place - Maaya Fushi 
Lagoon. The next move involved heading south (to South Ari Atoll) for 
three days before steering east for the final three dives on the Felidhe 
Atoll, due south of Mali. 

This particular tour really is an amazing itinerary and, despite the fact 
that we didn’t see a single manta on the dedicated manta dive at Manta 
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“The lights at the end of the jetty provided plenty of illumination 
and as you looked up, you were almost guaranteed to see seven 

or eight sharks at any one time in the circular window 
illuminated by the jetty lights”

Point cleaning station, we saw pelagic creatures on every single 
dive, including mobular rays, sharks and turtles. Nature is never 
reliable! Usually, you can also expect to see whalesharks and 
hammerheads, but as this trip was well into May, we were just a 
bit late into the season to expect to see these two. For the most 
part, this route does not offer endless, colourful coral reefs, full 
of sponges and gorgonians, but we were treated to a few, and 
they were really special. One in particular, Kuda Rah Thila on 
South Ari Atoll, appeared like an oasis where the walls were 
covered in colourful sponges and corals, huge trailing swarms 
of fusiliers, jacks and snapper sitting behind one of the multi-
coloured bommies, out of the current, or moving in shoals of 
20 to 30 metres long. At the end of this particular dive, there is 
a plateau at 12m which is covered from edge to edge in amaz-
ing pink anemones, all of which were inhabited, of course, by 
their own family of skunk anemonefish.

We were even treated to an excellent wreck dive, the Mach-
afushi wreck, which was deliberately sunk off South Ari Atoll 
several years ago and is now covered in coral and sponges, 
and sitting on top of the bridge we even found a clown 
frogfish. Like many of the dive sites throughout the Maldives, 
the wreck had schooling fish everywhere. Batfish would follow 
you around, even going inside with you as you took a swim 
through one of the several access points.

Our next planned night dive was to be at the legendary Ali-
mathaa jetty. This particular site is well known by any diver who 
has toured the central atoll liveaboard route. Every night, it is 
teaming with nurse sharks, blotched and marble stingrays and 
also whiptail rays. The jetty belongs to the Alimatha Aquatic 
Resort and the reason for this aggregation of so many large 
animals is the fact that, historically, the fish that were brought 
to the island by the local fishermen were cleaned at the end 
of the jetty, as the resort refused to pay for inedible waste. The 
fishermen would top and tail and gut the fish at the end of 
the day and jettison the remains over the side of their boats at 
the end of the wooden jetty. Over time, this process brought 
in huge numbers of sharks and rays, and while this practice no 
longer exists, the nurse sharks and rays have hung around and 
are reputedly fed each night by guests bringing leftover fish 
from their dinner-table down to the end of the jetty. We have 
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no reason to doubt this tale and, whatever the truth is, the site really is 
swarming with sharks and rays.

Apparently, this dive site is usually somewhat overcrowded, not 
because of the sharks and rays, but the fact that it has become so famous 
and every passing dive boat, whatever their itinerary, takes advantage of 
it for a night dive. However, despite the fact that we had seen no whale-
sharks or hammerheads, Lady Luck had not completely deserted us. One 
of our divers had been taken ill on the second day of the trip and so we 
had diverted to one of the hospitals and ended up diving different reefs 
than we would normally have expected to before he re-joined us, looking 
far healthier, the next day. This, of course, meant that we had managed to 
de-synchronise ourselves from the rest of the touring liveaboards and by 
the time we got to the Vaavu Atoll, we were the only boat on the site for 
the night dive. And what a dive it proved to be. Because of the way the 
current was running, we dropped down close to the jetty at around 5-6 
m. The lights at the end of the jetty provided plenty of illumination and as 
you looked up, you were almost guaranteed to see seven or eight sharks 
at any one time in the circular window illuminated by the jetty lights. 
There was always a ‘posse’ of elasmobranchs swarming around you at any 

one time, with three or four large nurse sharks, and as they disappeared 
into the darkness, they were almost certain to be replaced by more. Every 
now and again, you would be treated to the visit of a blotched or marble 
stingray, or whiptail ray, as it swung past you, round you, under you, or 
over you. We had wall-to-wall cartilaginous fish and only 12 divers in the 
water - it really doesn’t get much better than this as a diver.

If you don’t like night dives, then this particular itinerary may still work 
for you, especially if you want to see pelagic creatures such as grey, 
whitetip and blacktip sharks, stingrays and mantas. If you take this tour 
between November and April, you’re far more likely to see hammerheads 
and whalesharks than we did that late in the season. We were, in fact, the 
last tour on the boat for the season as she was off to dry dock for essential 
repairs and maintenance. However, the trip was truly amazing, especially 
for the manta and the nurse shark night dives and in the middle of it 
all, we also got the chance to snorkel, for over an hour, with four more 
amazing manta rays. We were taken, by dinghy, and dropped, in small 
groups, off the edge of a wall where the current up-welled and were able 
just to lie at the surface, watching and photographing as the submarine 
creatures performed aerial manoeuvres, as if for our sole pleasure. n
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