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Yesterday, on the beautiful island of Ko Samui, I took a snorkeling trip to Coral Island. The first time 
you don a mask and snorkel and slip into the warm clear tropical waters of subsurface abundance 
your breath will be taken away, and hopefully not replaced by sea water. Below you exists an 
environment that is so amazingly diverse and intriguing that it will draw you back, again and again. 
Floating freely on the surface, forgetting everything that exists above you, transfixed on the beauty 
and intrigue below, you lose track of everything else, like a form of marine meditation. How is it 
possible, you may wonder, that these hundreds of sparkling little fish can go about their daily lives 

with a monster hovering over them? Why aren’t they scurrying away in terror? I 
don’t know the answer to that question, but thankfully they don’t swim and hide. I 
have been fortunate enough to snorkel and scuba dive with sharks, barracuda, 
and tiny goldfish and I didn’t knowingly make an impression on any of them. Only 
baby sea-lions have engaged me in their frivolity. 

Years ago, I took the plunge and became certified to scuba dive. It was a wonderful decision 
for a few reasons. With scuba, you become completely immersed in this strange new environment as 
a temporary resident rather than as a passive observer from the fringes. Submerge yourself to about 
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40 feet below the surface and let your breathing control your 
buoyancy and movement. Remain almost stationary in a given place 
and watch as the more timid inhabitants begin to peek out, assess 
the lack of danger, and then go about their routines. You become a 
part of their world and gain a greater appreciation of what surrounds 
you. In time, you begin to feel a part of it all as your subtle breaths 
and movements guide you through the exploration of the largest 
society on earth. 

In previous writings, I have drawn parallels and distinctions 
between our trip 45 years ago and this current one. Almost a half-
century ago, we scuba-dived our way through SE Asia. That is to 
say, we were totally immersed in the cultures we witnessed, traveling 
forty fathoms below the surface of the Western world we had come 
from. We had no money, communication, schedule or safety net, 
traveling in places almost devoid of English. Many of the locals we 
encountered had no idea what we were. As with the reef shark or 
guppy swimming by, we were merely strange, large, white things 
with gold hair and blue eyes who passed through their lives. Our 
total immersion forced us to interact with our surroundings at every 
turn and in doing so, we were able to absorb more of what we 
experienced. 

In comparison, our current trip is the equivalent of snorkeling. We are skimming the surface, 
seeing the sights, tasting the flavours and smelling the smells yet we are always a 
moment away from turning on the cell phone and using an app to get a ride back to 
our air-conditioned cocoon of western comforts and security. Some days we spend 
as much time communicating with all of you at home as we do with the locals. None 
of this is inherently bad. At our age, it is a requirement to have air-conditioning, a 
good bed and 2 pillows each. Having both feet in Thailand and part of our brains back in Canada is a 
wonderful compromise. The same opportunities exist for people who sort of want to snorkel. It is a 
large floating apparatus where about 20 people hold on and breath through a common air source as 
they are guided along the surface. It’s the traveling equivalent of a guided tour or a Holiday Inn in 
Melaka. There is a time and a place for everything and sometimes a little support is a good thing, 
especially if it makes you confident enough to stretch yourself a little.

I couldn’t help but take this analogy just a bit further when it comes to the distinction between 
passive observation (snorkeling) and total immersion (scuba). At various times in my life, I have been 

accused of and congratulated for being a passive observer 
when it comes to the life I have lived. I am coming to 
understand that we learn to live based on how best we 
interact with our environment. Some people readily immerse 
themselves into relationships and activities while others allow 
detachment and passive caution to guide them. Whether we 
are introverts or extroverts, male or female, oldest or youngest 
children, emotional or rational, our biases dictate the paths we 
choose. We each discover what works best for us as 
individuals and the approach we take when dealing with 
family, friends, careers, retirement, and travel. Each of these 
things is a subset of life that can benefit from applying differing 
skill sets and the approach we choose. One question I 
frequently need to ask myself is ‘Do I want to snorkel or would 
I rather make a greater commitment and decide to dive?’ 
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The first road in Ko Samui was 
built in 1967. Before that, the 
island had very little contact or 
affiliation with Thailand. The 
inhabitants lived very simple 
isolated and independent lives. 
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