The Deep Bioherms of Howe Sound

By Glen Dennison

Fali ng... dropping, ever deeper through utter inky blackness, faster and faster, nothing to seeor

touch, even gravity ssemsmissing. Driftingthrough theaqueousvoidyou aretruly inan aguatic dienworld
never meant for humans. Pressure and the sound of
compressed ar blowingintoyour drysuitarethemainfedings  Zeetrres s
you have asyou plummet into thedepths.... insearch of the
giant biohermsof Howe Sound. Theintensecoldisheld at
bay by thebarrier of aQuadflex nylon suit and alayer of
snuggy warmliners. Thisisthefar technical end of air diving;
the degpest you can safely gowith out trimix gasesand inthe
most exposed location of the Sound. Beyond these depthsit
istherealm of exotic mixed gasdiving or mini subsfor
humans. Carefully watching the luminescent facesof our dive
computerswe see 100 feet go by and still no bottom. There
isno referencesanywhereyou look; the darknessisubiquitous
and absolute, and only the power of the highintensity divelightsguide our every downwards path. You fed
likeAlice, faling towardsWonderland. High descent speed isneeded asthe currents can push you off the
narrow underwater peaksinto thedeadly abyss, and it’s straight down off the back of divevessel intowide
openwater. Plunging deeper past 100 feet vagueimages start to appear in theform of light snow white
patches, focusing now my vision stops shimmering, and asfar asthe eye can seethevalleysandrisesare
outlinedin grayish green white. Thereef isnear and just below usat 125 feet down. 12 storiesbeneath the
ocean surface we stop above akal eildoscope of glowing multi coloured giant spongewith total coverageon
theoceanfloor. Glasssponge everywherewith not one
e squarefoot of bottom areathat can betouched with out
contacting sponge— buoyancy control isan absolute
necessity onthedive. Some of the sponge maybe decades
old and extremely fragile; they can not betouched or handled.
Thesearethe cold water reef builders, our closest analogue
tothetropical water corals. Duetoair conservationall our
movementsareslow at thisdepth aseach breath wetakeis
the equivaent volumeto about four lungfillson the surface.
Hovering wegently swim over the sponge some standing 2
metershigh. Light coloursof yellow, orangeand cleanwhite
flash back to uswhen our divelight beams caressthe sponge.
Stems growing from stems, lobes stick out here and there, random formsthat look morelike cloudsor
something fromaDr. Seuss'sbook; thisisthe sponge of the Howe Sound deep bioherms. Asweswim
deeper into the bioherm the density and sizeincrease, white mitten pads of sponge are everywhere, aforest
maze of crazy shapes, onewondersif thedight disorientation caused by thenitrogenintheair supply is
producing hallucinations. Thenwe spot ahugelong funnel shapewith bumpson thesides, adifferent type
of sponge, avase sponge, natures own ancient scul ptured artwork. Out of one of thefunnelsabright
orange lobster shrimp peekslooking back in curiosity at us, for wearethefirst diversit'sever seen asthis
bioherm haslain undiscovered for thousandsof years. The rock of the deep reef structure never full
sounded by the government survey vesselsand missing from the Canadian HydrographicsHowe Sound
3526 chart; alost land of deadly enchantment, deep below the surfaceand inview of al LionsBay but for
anemerad blanket of ocean concedlingit.

Entering the Bioherm

The edge of the Bioherm showi ng the base build up



The spongesare beautiful beyond words, fragileasfine
Picture by Paul Sim crystal, yet aslargeasasmall car. They arethe Howe Sound
glassspongesresfs, living in colonies known assponge
bioherms. Exigting inan almost sunlessworld of intense
pressureand cold, the sponge, live, die, and build upon
themsealvesforming reefsthat rise up off the bottom to depth
that arejust reachablewith scubagear. Asthespongedies
new sponge replacesit attaching to the dead skeletons of the
old sponge. Looking at the base of the bioherm you can see
the compressed dead spongesramping up forming the
pedestd of thereef. Thisdark grey foundation rubbleissilica
andissimilar to greasy mud, soft and oozy; adiver caninsert
Deep into the Bioherm an arm deep into the bioherm bottom substrate with out much
effort. Dissolved silicaisthebuilding materia of the sponge; they filter thesilicaout of thewater to fabricate
their scul pted shapes. Water ispulled in on the sidesand expelled out through thefunnelsor paddie
openings. Thecoloniesliveinnear darknessandthrivein
total blackness. Only in certain areas of theworld canthese
spongesexist. In Howe Sound the most abundant type of
spongeisthe cloud sponge with the mitten shapesknown as
Aprhocallistesvastus, this spongelivesin both sponge
gardensand in bioherms. The sponge gardensarefound on
deep rocky peaks, where asthe bioherm areinflatter gravel
bedsand tend to be at greater depths.
Several weeksprevious| had been meeting with Dr.
Jeff Marliave, senior marineresearcher fromthe Vancouver
Public Aquarium, when he handed mehislatest publication
paper about sponges. Studyingit I informed himthat we S
had |ocated, and been diving several spongebedsfor years. Bathymetric chart of the lost reef
Hewasvery interested and excited. Immediately | offered
to take him out and we had the beginnings of afully out expeditionto the bioherms.

Weekslater, Jeff, |oaded the aquarium dive boat with survey diversand our two boats
rendezvoused onthesite. Monthsearlier | had mapped the areawith aspecialized 3-D computerized
charting system weusefor diving and we positioned oursel ves over the peaks and dropped our pathfinder
divers, next our film crew with high definition video cameras,
followed then by theVPA survey divers. Jeff, grounded by a
head cold stayed top side with the boats and deck crew.

After thediveand at lunch, Dr. Marliave studying the
information announced we had found asponge previously
unseeninthe Sound... al to theamazement of the diveteam.
What we had stumbled onwith out realizing it at first wasthe
first discovery of thevase sponge, (aka, finger goblet or
yellow goiter sponge), Heterochone calyx, in Howe Sound.

_ W Jeff, smiling and happy, announced he now had to do
Sponge on top of sponge ) are-writeon hispaper toincludethe newly discovered
spongeand bio-herm.

It wasjust another good day of diving inthe Sound.
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SpongeFacts

Charting by Glen Dennison
m

Built from Silicaextracted from the seawater.

Growthrate2to 10 cm per year.

Colourswhite, orangeyellow and in huesbetween.

Number of known sitesin the Howe Sound; 4, with several locations
currently under exploration.

Depth 85to over 300 feet. (Scubaexplorationendsat 150 feet in
most cases.)

Thefirst discovery of living spongebiohermswasinBCwaters(mid =~ [ o :

80's) and previoudly only known fromfossil records. o

ngerd bioherminBC wate.rs have been §tud|ed that are 18 metersin Bathymetric chart of the Halkett Pt.
height and over 700 square kilometersinsize. Reefs



