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here is precious little time 
to think when photographing 

large moving animals, especially 
sharks.  Plan, prep and contemplate well in 
advance.  You can only react when the moment 
is upon you. 
	 I’ve	been	tracking	this	specific	shark	through	my	viewfinder	for	
the past two minutes.  It’s been circling slowly, closing in on the 
camera with each circuit. Zeroing in on one animal when 40 equally 
impressive	 Bull	 sharks	 are	 cruising	 the	 zone	 is	 something	 of	 a	
challenge; it’s easy to get distracted and miss ‘the shot’. 
 The robust Bull is almost within the desired range when my 
housing is tugged with purpose.  I assume it’s my assistant, Petero 
Niurou	of	Beqa	Adventure	Divers,	whose	job	is	to	guard	my	back.	
I assume he’s trying to show me another creature. So I ignore the 
gesture.		I’m	locked	and	loaded	and	refuse	to	lose	focus.		Another	
more	violent	yank	forces	me	to	respond.
	 I	 turn	 to	 tell	 Petero	 to	 back	 off.	 	 In	 an	 instant	my	 aggravation	
becomes	awe	in	the	face	of	an	even	larger	shark	taste	testing	one	
of	my	strobes.		Its	brilliant	white	teeth	command	attention.
 Pre-occupied by other curious Bulls, Petero doesn’t immediately 
see my predicament but quickly swims over and “politely” taps the 
teething	shark	on	the	head	with	the	metal	rod	he	carries	for	such	

and experience a “rock 
your world” encounter a 
la Jonàh. However, I have 
found	 it	 is	 better	 to	 rely	 on	
research and preparation than 
last minute divine intervention.

The following are the basic questions I strive to answer 
before committing to any shark related assignment:

•	 What	is	the	target	species?

•	 Where	are	they	most	frequently	observed?

•	 How	do	I	get	there?

•	 When	is	the	best	time	or	season	to	find	them?

•	 Which	operator(s)	should	I	use?

•	 Is	the	encounter	natural	or	manipulated?

•	 What	are	the	average	conditions	(visibility,	current,	temp,	etc.)?

•	 How	many	divers	usually	attend?

•	 How	much	does	it	cost?

Shark Sleuthing
Where In The World Do Our Finned Friends Go?
If	you	want	to	see	and	photograph	sharks	on	your	next	
dive	vacation,	do	your	homework	before	you	book	the	
trip,	and	we	don’t	mean	just	scoping	out	hotel	ratings.	

Text and Photography by Scott Johnson
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occasions.  The Bull lets go and swims 
away	as	if	nothing	had	happened.	Petero	and	

I shake our heads in amazement.
	 A	 shark’s	 snout	 contains	 a	 network	 of	 jelly-filled	 canals,	

called	ampullae	of	Lorenzini,	which	detect	low	frequency	electric	fields.		
These highly developed electroreceptors are visible as large pores 
and are so sensitive they can detect the electrical impulses emitted by 
the	beating	heart	of	a	ray	buried	in	the	sand.		If	a	shark	is	close	when	
a strobe discharges, it may instinctively react by either bumping or 
grasping the electrical source. 
	 I	 check	 my	 new	 Sea&Sea	 YS-250	 strobe	 for	 damage.	 	 With	 only	
superficial	scratches	it	will	join	my	unusual	collection	of	similarly	tattooed	
gear.		Sea&Sea	should	play	off	the	Timex	tagline	and	promote	“our	strobes	
take a bitin’ and keep on lightin’”. Or maybe not.  
	 Sharks	filled	my	dreams	as	a	young	boy.		The	fascination	morphed	
into	full-blown	compulsion	when	I	finally	earned	a	scuba	certification	
and enough money to begin exploring the world, one dive at a time.  
My travels have allowed me to photograph numerous species in a wide 
variety	of	locales.	A	biding	appreciation	and	growing	concern	for	these	
unique	creatures	continue	to	fuel	my	passion	to	swim	with	and	learn	
more about them.
	 The	 most	 consistent	 key	 to	 successful	 marine	 adventures	 is	
planning.		Sure,	it	is	possible	to	fall	off	a	boat	in	practically	any	ocean	

Do	 your	 homework.	 	 Colleagues,	 former	 travel	 companions,	
industry personnel, scuba web sites, internet searches, books 
and	magazines	can	be	excellent	 repositories	of	 information.	 I	
rarely	 rely	on	a	single	source	when	evaluating	 the	viability	of	
a	project.		
 Shark encounters can be divided into natural or manipulated 
events. The natural, like cleaning stations or resting grounds, occur 
when humans witness the animals in their native surroundings 
without any attempt to attract them.  Manipulated or contrived 
settings	 result	 when	 chumming	 or	 another	 artificial	 stimulus	 is	
used	to	predictably	influence	their	behavior.				
 Natural situations generally require more research, precise 
timing, advanced skill and ‘crowd’ control.  They inherently 
imply	a	greater	risk	of	 failure,	but	can	yield	the	most	gratifying	
outcomes	 when	 successful.	 	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 contrived	
inducements	are	often	the	only	realistic	alternative	for	studying	
many	 species	 up	 close.	 	 Properly	 managed	 shark	 feedings	
educate	 the	 participating	 divers	 and	 then	 further	 reward	 them	

with an adrenaline inducing engagement.  
	 Passion	 drives	 me	 to	 the	 sharks	 wherever	 I	 can	 find	
them,	regardless	of	the	setting.		The	numbers	of	almost	every	
species are dwindling at such at alarming rate that I stopped 
debating	the	virtues	of	natural	versus	manipulated	scenarios	
long	 ago.	 	 If	 the	 sharks	 are	 not	 being	 killed	 or	mistreated,	

the opportunity to share space with them and gain even the 
smallest	morsel	of	knowledge	outweigh	the	risk	of	shark	attack	
should	the	animal	mistake	you	for	food	.		

	 The	 primary	 objective	 of	 shark	 photography	 is	 to	 capture	
the	 prominent	 feature,	 such	 as	 the	 teeth	 or	 external	markings,	
which	best	 define	a	 species.	 It’s	 also	about	 a	 composition	 that	
communicates	the	essence	of	the	moment,	the	number	of	animals	
at the site or comparing a shark’s size or proximity to a diver.  
Water	conditions,	ambient	light,	animal	movement,	the	presence	
of	 divers	 and	 other	 animals	 must	 be	 considered.	 	 The	 shark’s	
reflective	white	underbelly	is	also	a	concern	when	using	strobes.	
If	excess	light	bounces	back	to	the	camera,	detail	washes	out	and	
ruins the shot.
	 Organized	 feeds	 create	 both	 significant	 opportunities	 and	
challenges.	 	 You	 can	 capture	 close-up	 images	 of	 animals	 that	
can	 be	 tough	 to	 find,	 much	 less	 photograph.	 Conversely,	 the	
accumulated	food	particles	and	sand	stirred	up	by	hungry	sharks	
and excited divers can result in ugly backscatter that renders 
pictures worthless.  
	 Get	to	know	the	guides.		They	can	be	the	difference	between	
elation and utter disappointment.  Knowledgeable guides can 
discuss	 the	 nuisances	 of	 the	 dive	 and	 position	 you	 in	 such	 a	
way	as	to	maximize	your	chances	for	success.	 	Realtors	often	
say the three main purchase decisions are location, location 
and	 location.	 	 The	 same	can	be	 true	of	 a	 photo	dive.	 	Proper	
positioning is crucial.  
	 Bull,	Grey	Reef,	Great	White,	Oceanic	Whitetip,	Sand	Tiger,	
Scalloped	 Hammerhead	 and	 Whale	 sharks	 are	 among	 my	
favorite	 photographic	 subjects.	 	 When	 I	 think	 of	 a	 particular	
species	my	mind	 invariably	wanders	 to	preferred	destinations.	
A	 shark	 and	 its	 environment	 is	 intricately	 connected.	 	 If	 you	
want the ultimate shark adventure, match the shark to the right 
location	at	best	time	of	year.		
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The Bold
Bull Sharks (Carcharhinus leucas)
Beqa Lagoon, Fiji

Most	sharks	are	shy	and	wary	of	humans.		Bull,	Oceanic	Whitetip,	
Silky and Tiger sharks are the exceptions.  They seem to be driven 
by	 purpose,	 as	 if	 on	 an	 endless	mission,	 and	 display	 little	 to	 no	
fear.		Of	the	four,	Bulls	know	the	fewest	boundaries	and	are	most	
commonly	encountered	by	humans.		They	even	tolerate	freshwater	
and	boldly	go	where	no	shark	has	gone	before.		For	example,	Bulls	
have	been	spotted	over	1,500	miles	(2,400km)	up	the	Mississippi	
River	in	the	United	States	and	the	Amazon	River	in	Peru.		
	 If	 I	had	 to	pick	one	shark	dive	out	of	all	 the	many	wonderful	
alternatives,	 it	 would	 probably	 be	 the	 Beqa	 Adventure	 Divers	
shark	 feed,	aptly	named	The	Shark	Dive,	 in	Beqa	Lagoon,	Fiji.		
I	have	spotted	Blacktip,	Bull,	Grey	Reef,	Silvertip,	Tawny	Nurse	
and	Whitetip	Reef	sharks	on	a	single	 tank	of	air.	 	Tiger	sharks	
are also known to make an appearance.  Giant grouper the size 
of	 fattened	 pigs,	 Giant	 trevally	 and	 Giant	 morays	 add	 to	 the	
controlled	 chaos.	 	 Above	 all,	 the	 Bulls	 demand	 your	 attention	
and sometimes your strobes.
 Bulls possess namesake blunt snouts, thick muscular bodies 
and	a	somewhat	gnarly	disposition.		A	Bull	may	stare	you	down	or	
ignore	you	as	if	you	were	of	no	more	concern	than	whale	dung.		But,	
never,	ever	count	on	your	ability	to	intimidate	or	scare	one	of	these	
guys.  They simply do not care.
	 The	Shark	Dive	program	consists	of	 instruction	and	 two	dives.		
A	20-minute	cruise	 from	 the	dive	shop	 to	 the	Shark	Reef	Marine	

The Misunderstood
Great White Sharks (Carcharodon carcharias) 
Guadalupe Island, Mexico

This	 is	 the	 shark	of	 legend	and	 the	 largest	 predatory	 fish	on	 the	
planet.		It	is	the	shark	of	movies,	books	and	rumours.		It	is	feared,	
hated and totally misunderstood by the public.  Mass media 
mayhem, human gullibility and general ignorance almost drove the 
Great	White	to	extinction.		Its	future	still	hangs	in	the	balance	due	to	
fishing	and	finning.		God	save	the	king.		
	 Great	 Whites	 grow	 over	 20	 feet	 (6m)	 in	 length	 and	 weigh	 in	
excess	of	5,000	pounds	 (2,268kg)	 if	given	 the	 time	and	space	 to	
do	so.	 	Even	 its	average	 length	of	12	 to	16	 feet	 (4-5m)	produces	
an extraordinary specimen.  3,000 large, triangular, serrated teeth 
unmistakably	 identify	 it	 as	 an	 apex	 hunter.	 	 Its	 muscular	 girth	
screams	sheer	power.		And,	its	deliberate	mannerisms	and	learning	
ability	 represent	 an	 intelligent	 creature:	 definitely	 not	 a	 mindless	
eating machine. 
	 I	have	witnessed	a	13-foot	(4m)	Great	White	turn	from	chomping	
large	pieces	of	bait	to	repeatedly	nuzzle	a	sea	lion	decoy	made	of	
neoprene and shag carpet.  It certainly knew the lure was not edible, 
but	continued	to	push	it	clear	of	the	surface	and	drag	it	through	the	
water.		It	reminded	me	of	a	cat	playing	with	a	toy	for	the	unabashed	
fun	of	it.
 Guadalupe Island, Mexico is the place to go to photograph Great 
Whites	from	August	through	October.		The	sharks	are	drawn	to	the	
island	due	to	the	presence	of	three	species	of	Pinnipeds:	California	
Sea	Lions,	Elephant	Seals	and	Guadalupe	Fur	Seals.		Dave	Haas	

Reserve	leaves	little	time	for	donning	your	wet	suit	and	gear.		The	
first	dive,	which	 involves	 two	stops,	The	Arena	at	100	 feet	 (30m)	
and	The	Den	at	30	feet	(9m),	 is	more	of	a	familiarization	 initiative	
and	appetizer	(for	you,	not	the	animals).		Oh,	you	will	see	plenty	of	
sharks, but the best is yet to come.
	 The	second	dive	unfolds	at	The	Take	Out	at	55	feet	(17m).		This	
is the main course and potentially the most exhilarating 30 minutes 
you will spend outside a bedroom.  The action is non-stop and 
almost	 leads	 to	 sensory	 overload.	 	 Trying	 to	 follow	all	 the	action	
through	a	 viewfinder	 is	 akin	 to	 catching	 the	 falling	 rain	with	 your	
bare	hands.		You	capture	but	a	tiny	fraction	of	all	that	is	before	you.

and	Doc	Anes	of	San	Diego	Shark	Diving	Expeditions	have	guided	
me there on multiple trips.
 Submerged cages with large view ports and hookah rigs are 
attached	to	the	end	of	the	boat.		Guests	rotate	through	the	cages	
during the day as the crew works bait lines.  Your cage position 
and	 the	path	of	a	 shark’s	approach	dictate	your	proximity	 to	one	
another.		A	scuba	certification	is	not	required,	so	a	non-diver	with	
an explorer’s heart is welcome.    
	 I	spent	28	hours	in	the	cages	in	68ºF	(20ºC)	water	over	three	and	
a	half	days	last	fall.	 	Sometimes	an	hour	would	pass	with	nothing	
more	than	Rainbow	Runners	to	keep	me	company.		Then,	all	of	a	
sudden,	two	or	three	sharks	would	appear	at	once.		Great	Whites	
have a social structure in which the biggest one stays and the others 
leave or circle at a distance.  
 My basic strategy is to get low in the cage, anticipate the shark’s 
pass,	keep	the	dome	clear	of	the	bars,	shoot	up	and	dial	back	my	
strobes.		The	name	Great	White	is	derived	from	the	shark’s	bright	
white	underbelly,	which	along	with	the	bottom	of	its	rostrum,	is	easy	
to overexpose.  

SHARK SLEUTHING
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The First
Grey Reef Sharks (Carcharhinus amblyrhynchos)
Yap and PNG

Grey	 Reefs	 are	 the	 prototypical	 reef	 sharks.	 	 They	 are	 sleek,	
cautiously curious and aggregate in mass at such noted sites as 
Blue	Corner	in	Palau	and	Rangiroa,	French	Polynesia.		Decide	to	
have	an	underwater	picnic	in	the	Indo-Pacific	and	the	first	shark	on	
the	scene	will	likely	be	a	Grey	Reef.		
	 This	species	will	 launch	 into	classic	agonistic	display	mode	 if	
it	feels	threatened.		Agonistic	display	is	a	ritualized,	exaggerated	
series	of	postures	 intended	to	demonstrably	 tell	you	 to	back	off.		
Like	a	Kung	Fu	master	flowing	through	a	kata,	the	grey	reef	shark	
raises	 its	 snout,	 extends	 its	 pectorals	 stiffly	 downwards,	 arches	
its	back	and	thrusts	its	tail	to	the	side.		This	pissed	off	hunchback	
will	then	swim	looping	figure	eights	with	the	precision	of	a	drunk	
walking	a	straight	 line.	 	 If	 the	threat	does	not	subside,	the	shark	
will	either	intensify	the	movements,	alternately	attack	and	retreat	
or	simply	flee.		
	 Yap’s	Manta	Ray	Bay	Hotel,	home	to	Yap	Divers,	is	well	known	
for	its	Manta	ray	and	Mandarinfish	courses.		However,	its	best	dive	
is actually a well-kept secret that has nothing to do with either.  
Vertigo,	a	reef	that	gently	slopes	to	55	feet	(18m),	then	plunges	to	
300	feet	(91m),	is	the	ideal	site	for	photographing	Grey	Reefs.

The Nosy
Oceanic Whitetip Sharks (Carcharhinus longimanus)
Egyptian Red Sea

This	pelagic	wanderer	was	once	dubbed	 ‘‘the	most	dangerous	of	
all	sharks’’	by	Jacque	Cousteau,	due	to	its	inquisitive	and	fearless	
temperament.	 	Oceanic	Whitetips	are	named	for	the	conspicuous	
white	markings	on	its	fins,	particularly	it’s	rounded	dorsal	and	paddle	
shaped	pectoral	fins.		Like	a	rock	star	surrounded	by	groupies,	these	
sharks	usually	have	an	entourage	of	Pilot	fish	and	Remoras.
	 Oceanics	used	to	be	fairly	easy	to	find	throughout	the	open	oceans.		
Tragically, this species is now listed as “critically endangered”, its 
numbers	decimated	by	long	line	fishing.		One	of	the	few	places	you	
can	still	find	them	is	the	Egyptian	Red	Sea.
	 Emperor	 Divers	 has	 multiple	 liveaboards	 visiting	 the	 offshore	
reefs	of	Elphinstone	and	Deadalus,	which	are	located	southeast	of	
Marsa	Ghaleb,	 Egypt.	 	 Both	 are	Oceanic	Whitetip	 hotspots	 from	
August	 through	 December	 and	 popular	 with	 divers	 year-round.		
These animals are attracted to the typical noises that accompany 
dive boats, such as humming motors and splashing swimmers.  
So,	unlike	at	other	natural	shark	settings	where	 the	goal	 is	 fewer	
bubbles, the more divers here, the better.
	 This	 is	 by	 far	 the	 easiest	 shark	 photography	 from	 a	 physical	
standpoint.	 	 All	 I	 do	 is	 wave	 when	 the	 other	 guests	 depart	 via	
Zodiacs	for	their	scheduled	reef	dives,	then	jump	off	the	back	of	the	
M/Y Emperor Elite	and	descend	to	the	hull	crushing	depth	of	20	feet	
(6m)	and	wait.	
	 I	 swim	back	and	 forth	under	 the	various	dive	boats	 looking	 for	
sharks	that	had	zero	intention	of	making	an	appearance.		There	are	
a	few	cool	looking	jellyfish,	but	that	is	about	it	and	the	other	divers	
laugh	when	I	tell	them	of	my	ping-pong	ball	behaviour	on	the	first	
hour	and	half-long	dive.				
	 Undaunted	by	the	ridicule	and	failure,	I	resolutely	make	a	second	
dive.		I	start	swimming	the	familiar	route	and	within	minutes	I	get	the	
feeling	something	is	following	me.		Before	I	can	turn	to	check,	an	
8-foot	(2.5m)	Oceanic	with	attendant	zebra-striped	Pilot	fish	swims	
directly	over	my	head.		Call	me	stunned.		There	is	not	even	time	to	
raise my camera.  
	 Three	more	sharks	pass	by	in	the	next	hour.		Two	of	them	even	
give	me	 time	 to	 take	a	 few	shots.	 	Oceanics	are	 truly	 impressive	
creatures	and	definitely	worth	the	wait.		The	big	question	is	“should	
I	tell	the	other	guests	about	the	sharks	or	not?”

	 Divers	 are	 positioned	 above	 the	 drop-off	 and	 facing	 the	 clear,	
blue	water.		I	feel	as	if	I	am	in	a	mini	marine	amphitheater	awaiting	
the	players	to	the	stage.		A	crate	of	frozen	bait	is	lowered	from	the	
boat	and	tethered	in	place	10	to	15	feet	(3-4.5m)	above	the	bottom.		
We	are	basically	eye	level	with,	but	safely	away	from,	the	food.		40	
or	more	Grey	Reefs	and	a	smattering	of	Blacktips	cruise	the	area	
waiting	for	the	guides	to	leave	the	chumsicle.
 The crate keeps the bait intact longer and thus prolongs the 
activity.  This also helps reduce the debris between a lens and 
shark.		The	drop-off	and	temporary	food	containment	can	facilitate	
crisp	 shark	 images	 against	 a	 vibrant	 blue	 background.	 	 I	 often	
keep	the	enclosed	chumsicle	to	my	back	and	focus	on	the	sharks	
as they approach.  
 The MV Febrina,	which	explores	the	waters	of	Papua	New	Guinea,	
offers	a	similar	experience	on	Fathers	Reef	at	a	site	called	Killibobs	
Knob.		The	feeding	takes	place	near	the	center	of	three	hardy	coral	
outcrops.		An	unseen	dinner	bell	rings	at	the	Febrina’s arrival and 
sharks	 gather	 under	 the	 boat	 for	 the	 festivities.	 	Grey	Reefs	 join	
Silvertips,	Blacktips,	Whitetips,	moray	eels,	jacks	and	sea	bass	as	
the primary diners.  

The Toothy
Sand Tiger Sharks (Carcharias taurus) 
Morehead City, North Carolina

Sand	Tigers,	called	Ragged	Tooths	 in	Africa	and	Grey	Nurses	 in	
Australia,	possess	stout	bodies,	tiny	eyes,	similarly	sized	dorsal	fins,	
faint	reddish	spots	on	their	flanks	and	tails	with	an	elongated	upper	
lobe	and	disproportionately	tiny	lower	lobe.		What	visually	defines	
these	creatures	are	 long,	 spiked	 teeth	 that	 literally	 spill	 out	 of	 its	
maw.		They	look	utterly	ferocious,	though	in	reality	are	harmless	to	
humans unless provoked.
	 Similar	to	Grey	Reefs,	Sand	Tigers	often	gather	in	large	numbers	
to hunt and mate.
 This is the only known species that achieves neutral buoyancy 
by	 gulping	 air	 at	 the	 surface	 and	 storing	 it	 in	 its	 stomach.	 	 This	
unique ability allows them to mimic a swim bladder: a structure that 
is missing in sharks.  Sand Tigers can remain motionless, without 
sinking, to rest or ambush prey.  
	 Their	 size,	 on	 average	 9	 feet	 (3m),	 appearance,	 demeanor,	
buoyancy skills and social nature are the reasons Sand Tigers are 
featured	 in	prominent	aquariums	and	targeted	by	salivating	shark	
photographers.  Yours truly strives to make an annual pilgrimage to 
Morehead	City,	North	Carolina	to	employ	the	services	of	Olympus	
Dive	Center.		Sand	Tigers	can	be	found	swimming	ever	so	slowing	
above	and	around	historic	World	War	I	and	World	War	II	wrecks	and	
even	some	artificial	reefs.		
	 Enormous	schools	of	minnows	occasionally	engulf	entire	wrecks,	
making	them	impossible	to	see	even	a	few	feet	away.		I	have	been	
knocked backwards by a Sand Tiger that did not see me, or I see it, 
until	it	was	too	late.		At	6-foot	3	inches	(2m)	and	195	pounds	(88kg),	
I	 was	 no	more	 an	 obstacle	 to	 the	 surprised	 shark	 than	 a	 leaf	 in	
the wind.  The minnows also swarm around individual sharks and 
transform	them	into	the	comic	strip	character	Pig	Pen.
	 Regardless	of	the	wreck,	I	try	to	get	my	model	and	me	as	far	from	
other divers as possible to reduce the surrounding bubble streams.  
When	I	spot	a	shark,	I	position	my	diver	model	above	and	on	one	
side	of	its	expected	path,	while	I	move	below	and	to	the	other	side.		
The idea is to have the Sand Tiger pass between us, the model to 
smoothly	 swim	 towards	 its	 head	and	 for	me	 to	get	 the	 teeth	and	
model	in	focus	before	the	animal	gets	past.
	 If	you	want	to	photograph	a	shark’s	teeth	and/or	separate	it	from	
the	 water	 column	 for	 a	multi-dimensional	 effect,	 you	must	 shoot	
upwards and use strobes.  I repeat, it is essential to clearly see and 
light what you intend to emphasize in the shot. 
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The Schooling
Scalloped Hammerhead Sharks (Sphyrna lewini)
Cocos Island, Costa Rica

Perhaps the easiest shark to recognize is the Scalloped 
Hammerhead.		The	width	of	its	distinctive	hammer-shaped	head	is	
almost	25	per	cent	of	its	entire	body	length.		This	broad,	flat	design	
serves	the	following	functions:
1.	spreading	the	ampullae	of	Lorenzini	and	eyes	across	a	broader	
surface,	which	enhances	their	ability	to	track	stimuli
2.	providing	lift	for	the	negatively	buoyant	animal
3. improving maneuverability
4. pinning prey

These	sharks	average	10	feet	(3m)	in	length	and	form	remarkable	
‘daytime’	schools	numbering	in	the	hundreds	at	places	like	Cocos	
Island,	Costa	Rica.		Females	comprise	the	majority	of	the	schools	
and	 use	 distinct	 forms	 of	 body	 language	 to	 establish	 a	 social	
hierarchy.		The	purpose	of	these	unusual	aggregations	is	likely	for	
breeding	and	community	activities.		Males	enter	the	school	to	flirt	
and	encourage	a	female	to	leave	with	him	before	she	starts	her	solo	
nightly hunting.   
	 Cocos	Island	is	heaven	on	earth	for	divers	who	want	to	get	away	
from	 civilization	 and	 swim	 with	 large	 marine	 creatures.	 	 During	
my seven trips to the island aboard the Okeanos Aggressor or 
Undersea Hunter,	 I	 have	 encountered	 eight	 species	 of	 shark,	
including Scalloped Hammerheads.  Schooling behavior can be 
seen	year-round,	but	the	best	months	for	the	largest	aggregations	
are	July	to	October.		During	these	months,	the	hammers	swarm	the	
reefs	to	have	their	mating	wounds	cleaned	by	industrious	barberfish	
and	King	angelfish.		
	 The	trick	to	getting	close	enough	to	them	for	memorable	images	
is	to	find	a	cleaning	station	as	far	away	from	other	divers	as	possible	
because the hammers seem to be allergic to bubbles. Hide behind 
a	 large	 boulder	 and	 control	 your	 breathing.	 When	 the	 hammers	
draw near, I hold my breath and pray they get within camera range 
before	I	spew	a	burst	of	noisy	bubbles	and	scare	them	away.
	 My	 first	 trip	 to	 Cocos	 taught	me	 the	 Scalloped	Hammerheads	
have	a	sick	sense	of	humor.		They	somehow	know	when	I	start	to	
hold my breath and slow their approach to agonizingly slow pace.  
I	 hear	 them	whisper,	 “He’s	 turning	 blue!	 	 He’s	 turning	 blue!”	 	 Of	
course,	this	is	almost	always	followed	by	“I	bet	two	squid	he	won’t	
make it another ten seconds.”
	 Two	other	favorite	hammer	locations	are	Mexico’s	Revillagigedos	
Islands aboard the Solmar V and the Galapagos Islands via the 
Galapagos Aggressor.

The Gargantuan
Whale Sharks (Rhincodon typus) 
Placencia, Belize 

The	 largest	 species	 of	 fish	 is	 the	Whale	 shark.	 	 I	 can	 attest	 its	
maximum	length	exceeds	40	feet	(12m)	and	overall	measurements	
approximate	 an	 average	 school	 bus.	 	 Adorned	 with	 neon	 white	
spots	on	the	dorsal	side	of	its	brown	scaleless	skin,	this	filter	feeder	
slowly cruises with its maw agape while straining plankton and krill 
from	the	near-surface	water	of	all	tropical	seas.
 This gargantuan creature looks comparatively sluggish next to 
a	dolphin	or	tuna.		Nevertheless,	a	Whale	shark	easily	swims	into	
strong currents that turn divers into tumbleweeds.  It also generally 
ignores	or	circles	courteous	divers	(i.e.	those	not	trying	to	grab,	ride	
or	otherwise	harass	it)	and	is	approachable.		In	fact,	it	is	easy	to	get	
too	close.		An	accidental	brush	by	the	animal’s	pectoral	fin	or	tail	
can	leave	you	feeling	like	a	punch-drunk	boxer.
	 Bryan	 Young	 of	 Seahorse	 Dive	 Shop	 introduced	 me	 to	 a	
fascinating,	almost	surreal,	play	starring	these	gentle	giants	during	
the	full	moon	weeks	of	March,	April,	May	and	June	off	the	coast	of	
Placencia,	Belize.		Thousands	of	Cubera	and	Dog	snapper	gather	
during these weeks to mate in the Gladden Spit.  The snapper stay 
deep,	around	125	feet	(38m),	during	the	brightest	portion	of	the	day	
and then slowly rise as dusk approaches.  
	 As	females	release	eggs	into	the	water	column,	males	compete	
for	 the	 right	 to	 further	 their	 lineage	by	pumping	copious	amounts	
of	sperm	among	 the	 roe.	 	The	resulting	protein	 rich	soup	 is	what	
irresistibly draws the whale sharks.  These gentle giants, which 
normally	stay	below	or	to	the	side	of	the	thick	schools	throughout	
the day, swim boldly into the milky clouds and gulp down as much 
fresh	caviar	as	possible.		
 Bryan has learned to trick the sharks into rising early by organizing 
divers	 in	a	 tight	circle	directly	above	the	schools.	 	This	 ‘clump’	of	
divers	forms	a	veritable	wall	of	bubbles	streaming	skyward.		When	
the whale sharks see the bubbles, it apparently associates them 
with	the	tiny	snapper	eggs.		Thoughts	of	biggie-sized	caviar	prompt	
the glutinous animals to swim directly to the divers’ heads and then 
follow	 the	bubbles	 to	 the	surface.	 I	have	seen	five	whale	sharks,	
ranging	from	20	to	35	feet	(8-11m),	at	a	time	during	dives.		
	 Whale	sharks	and	rampant	snapper	sex	offer	awesome	photo	ops.	
The animal’s size, the water’s milky coloration, low light levels and 
a zillion bubbles can be problematic when it comes to photography.  
Even	so,	it	is	one	of	the	best	shows	on	Earth.   
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