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Azores Interlude

DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE
Coastline of Sao Jorge. This lush and dramatic topography is typical in the Azores. INSET:
Moray eels are common throughout Azorean waters.

Text and Photography by Dan Holden Bailey

Like nine finalists in a Miss Universe contest, each breathtakingly beautiful
yet distinctly different, the islands of the Azores strut their stuff across an
azure stage, separated from other lands by leagues of blue Atlantic Ocean.
Some believe they’re remnants of the lost continent of Atlantis, flung into
the vastness of the Atlantic eons ago by wrathful gods. Bathed in the warm
waters of the Gulf Stream, and cloaked in lush green vegetation and flowers
of unbelievable colour and size, the Azores may very well be a terrestrial
reminder of that legendary kingdom.
I was in Glacier National Park, watching a bull moose as he waded in the
shallow water of Fishercap Lake, when I got the call: would I like to go diving
in the Azores? Are you kidding me? Of course I would. The Azores just
happens to be one of my favorite places on Earth. I’ve been there several
times but had never dived them, although on more than one occasion local
divers assured me the experience was very worthwhile. Now, finally, my
opportunity had arrived.
This enchanting group of islands with its mysterious, almost magical quality
typically charms the first-time visitor. Their volcanic origin is evident in the
rugged landscape of craters, waterfalls, lush green pastureland, and craggy
shorelines. Yet each island retains a distinct personality.
The Azores appeared on Genoese maps at least a century before official
discovery by Portugese explorers in 1427, after which the islands were
inhabited, one by one, by Portugese and Flemish emigrants. Because of
their strategic location, 760 miles (1,225km) west of Portugal and 2,110 miles
(3,400km) east of what is now New York, they became the westernmost
stepping-stone for explorers of the New World. Today’s transatlantic sailors
still stop in the islands for repairs, supplies and a little R and R. Several
international regattas are staged here each year.

This page clockwise from top: A rock wall vista underscores the excellent visibility in these waters. A sidewalk cafe in Velas, Sao Jorge. There are many great eating spots in the islands. Quinta
da Meia Eira, my charming Bed and Breakfast on the island of Faial.
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Sao Jorge
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Faial

My first stop was Faial, which is often called the ‘blue island’ because of its
profusion of giant blue hydrangeas. During the summer months, the blue
flowers frame houses, the roads become tunnels between blue walls, and
miles of hydrangea-covered stone fences section off surrounding fields.
In 1957 Faial’s Capelinhos volcano erupted covering a large expanse of
its eastern end in several feet of lava and ash. Near the volcano, the top floor
of a two-story lighthouse is all that remains visible above this deep layer. In
the center of the island is Caldeira, an enormous volcanic crater more than a
mile (1.6km) wide and nearly a quarter-mile (.40km) deep. The ubiquitous blue
hydrangeas line the rim of the crater and the slopes are cloaked in luxuriant
vegetation. The view from atop Monte de Guia, which overlooks Horta and
Porto Pim, with the Flemish parish of Flamengos beyond, is unsurpassed.
I checked into the Quinta da Meia Eira, a small bed and breakfast situated
on a 19th century farm, complete with a menagerie of cats, dogs, chickens,
ducks, turkeys, rabbits, pigs, and cows. The farm’s fields sloped down to
a glittering Atlantic. I hated to leave the bucolic Quinta after breakfast the
next morning, but this was a working trip, after all. I joined up with my group
in Horta and enjoyed a leisurely lunch at the Peter Cafe Sport, a restaurant
that has been a place of refuge and assistance for visiting sailors since
World War I.
On Faial we dived with Norberto Diver and Dive Azores. Both shops were
well staffed and equipped, and both operate large Zodiacs for quick transit to
dive sites. At Norberto Dive Center we suited up on shore, hopped aboard one
of those speedy Zodiacs and we were diving in no time.
The underwater topography here lends credence to the Atlantis theory.
Enormous boulders are scattered across the bottom like tumbled down
castles, and towering rock walls seem to go on forever, disappearing into
the distance. Perfectly round openings in the seafloor, lava tubes I assumed,
look like long-abandoned wells, and narrow cuts through massive boulders
made me think of corridors in some medieval keep. Here, too, were huge
caverns with stage-like entryways where you could envision the players of
some theatrical production.
A solitary grouper was conspicuous on this dive, which also offered swarms
of small colorful wrasses, and scorpion fish, but not a lot of larger species.
Starfish and red, feather-shaped algae covered much of the substrate here,
where water temp was a cool 68F (20C), and with a slight current running.
Visibility was at least 100 feet (30m)!
Diving with Pico Sport Center, ubiquitous volcanic rock in background.
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A cavern off Faial. Underwater scenery in the Azores is dramatic!

Pico

A short ferry ride from Faial brought us to Pico, the second-largest
island in the Azores. The skyline of this island is dominated by 7,780-foot
(2,375m) Pico Mountain, the enormous, and thankfully extinct volcano, for
which the island is named. The tallest point in all of Portugal, the peak
is sometimes snow-capped in winter. Pico is well known for the wine
produced from grapes grown in its rich volcanic soil. Fences built of black
lava rocks divide the vineyards into emerald-green rectangles. The fences
separate individual farm plots, and also serve as windbreaks against the
harsh winter winds.
Diving with Pico Sport was not unlike at Faial. Zodiacs are the transport of
choice, and dive sites offer a variety of fish and invertebrate life.
Lajes do Pico, situated on a crescent-shaped bay in the shadow of Pico
Mountain, is one of the most picturesque villages on this island. Once a
whaling center in the Azores, it’s now home to retired cachalot hunters
(whalers), who sit along the shore wistfully looking out to the horizon. They
have fond memories of the days when the whale was king and they were
knights of the sea. The Whale Museum here, complete with whaling boats,
tools and scrimshaw works of art, relates the story of these bygone days.
Today, the whales attract visitors from afar, keen to sight them around Pico
during the summer months. It’s said that more species of whales and dolphins
can be found here than in any other part of the world.
And so we spent an afternoon whale watching. There are indeed cetaceans
of many species to be seen in Azorean waters. We sighted at least a dozen
sperm whales and several pods of dolphins. In one area we observed large
chunks of giant squid on which the whales were feeding.
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Sao Jorge, 20 miles (32km) north of Pico, was our last stop. On this island of
lush Azorean green, fat dairy cows graze in pastures at the foot of precipitous
mountain slopes, and Sao Jorge’s farmers tend bountiful orchards and
fields of yams, maize, and vegetables. Small, co-op cheese factories, all
immaculately clean, offer frequent tours… and tastings of their fresh products.
Dairy farmers still use donkeys to transport canisters of milk to these factories,
which produce the finest cheese in the islands.
Among interesting features here is the 3,100-foot high Pico da Esperanca,
highest point on the island. You can see several of the neighbouring islands
from this lofty vantage point.
Ilheu do Topo, an islet off Sao Jorge’s eastern tip, is a nesting ground for
huge colonies of sea gulls and several species of migratory sea birds.
While on Sao Jorge I stayed at the centuries-old Quinta do Canavial, a
small hillside hotel with a commanding view of the Bay of Entre-Moros.
Rustically charming, it’s surrounded by flowers and was my favorite lodging
during this all too quick visit in the Azores.
Diving Sao Jorge was provided by Urzelinatur, which operates a large
fiberglass sport fisherman. The most memorable dive was just outside the
harbour, in a large cavern whose ceiling was hung with magnificent chandeliers
of black coral. Here, schools of snappers swam over the rock bottom and
large red starfish, red bristleworms, and multi-coloured sea urchins clung to
the rocks. Moray eels, some of them particularly colorful, were common here,
as they are throughout the islands.
Most evenings, I joined a group of divers for three-hour dinners in some of
the best restaurants I’ve ever been in. As you’d expect the seafood is always
fresh, and I can personally vouch for their traditional beef and pork dishes. At
my favorite restaurant, Canto do Doca on Faial, we were served seafood and
meats that we cooked for ourselves on slabs of hot lava rock right at our table.
I ate so much they practically had to wheel me out of the place at 11 p.m., but
possibly the Azorean wine had something to do with my condition.
The Azores remain a favorite destination of mine. The diving is well worth
a look-see, it’s a rather intriguing mid-ocean destination, and the pastoral
scenery and friendly Azoreans, the rich and lengthy history of the islands,
and the excellent wines and cheeses guarantee a pleasurable experience for
travelers. And the prices are attractive, especially when compared to tropical
destinations closer to home in North America.
Clockwise from top: Community of Faja do Ouvidor on Sao Jorge. Common dolphins are,
well, common in the Azores. A sperm whale dives against Pico’s terraced slopes. Colourful
starfish are a highlight of bottom life. These are in waters of Sao Jorge. Black coral off Sao Jorge.
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if you go

SEASONS
Air temperatures are in the upper 70s Fahrenheit (24-26 Celsius) in
summer, June to September, with July and August being the best
months to visit. Winter temps are in the low 60s Fahrenheit (15-18
Celsius) with clouds, rain and wind typical at this time of year.

Learn to
Scuba DIVE!

DIVING
Azorean waters are home to at least 24 types of cetaceans, five
species of sea turtles, and more than 600 species of fish. Situated
in the Gulf Stream, the water temperature ranges from 60F (15C)
in winter to 72F (22C) in the summer. Best time for diving is JuneSeptember. There are hyperbaric chambers on the islands of Faial
and Sao Miguel.
GETTING THERE
TAP Airlines (www.tap.pt) flies daily from Toronto and Newark to the
Azores via Lisbon. If you choose this route be sure to stay over at
least a couple of days in this delightful city.
SATA International Airlines (www.sata.pt) offers several direct flights
per week from Toronto and Boston to the Azores, as well as daily
flights to Lisbon. SATA offers inter-island service, and ferries connect
several of the islands.

DIVE SHOPS HOTELS
Dive Azores
Phone: 292-293-513
Website: www.diveazores.net
E-mail: info@diveazores.net
Pico Sport
Phone: 292-622-980
Website: www.whales-dolphins.net
E-mail: searide@gmx.net
Urzelinatur Lda
Phone: 295-414-287
Website: www.urzelinatur.com
E-mail: victor_soares@sapo.pt
Norberto Diver
Phone: 292-293-891
Website: www.norbertodiver.com
E-mail: norbertodiver
@mail.telepac.pt
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Quinta da Meia Eira
Phone: 351-292 943 037
Website: www.meiaeira.com
E-mail: info@meiaeira.com
Baia da Barca
Phone: 292-628-750
Website: www.baiadabarca.com
E-mail: geral@baiadabarca.com

From top: Norberto Divers on Faial provide quick Zodiac transport to dive sites. Common
dolphins off Pico. A cheese factoryon Sao Jorge. Tours and tastings are popular.

1. Home Study
Classroom and
2. Pool Sessions
Open Water
3. Dives and
Certification

Try it — you’ll love it.
Through our courses, you will learn
everything you need to be completely
comfortable with the skills and
equipment you’ll be using in your
underwater adventures.
We teach using highly-qualified SSI Instructors
and SSI Training Programs. It’s the only way to
achieve a proper scuba education.
Call today and set-up a FREE
personal orientation. This could be one of
the most thrilling experiences of your life!

Quinta do Canavial
Phone: 351-295 412 981
Website: aquintadocanavial.com
E-mail: quintacanavial@hotmail.com

Visit www.diveSSI.com
to find an SSI Dive Center near you.

AZORES TOURISM
Phone: 351-292 200 501
Website: www.drtacores.pt
E-mail: acoresturismo
@mail.telepac.pt
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