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Travel

W
ithou

t the protection
 of a cage, the exhilaration

 
of gettin

g u
p close to som

e of the w
orld’s m

ost 
aw

e-in
spirin

g apex predators is beyon
d com

pare

B
y

 G
R

E
G

 W
IN

T
E

R
N

Y
 T

im
e

s
 N

e
w

s
 s

e
r

v
ic

e
, N

e
w

 Y
o

r
k

T
h

ere’s a m
o

m
en

t w
h

en
 th

e sh
eer aw

e o
f b

ein
g

 arm
’s 

len
g

th
 fro

m
 a p

ro
cessio

n
 o

f h
u

n
g

ry sh
arks —

 so
 clo

se 
th

at yo
u

 lo
ck eyes w

ith
 each

 o
n

e as it b
litzes b

y yo
u

r h
ead

 
—

 g
ives w

ay to
 a su

d
d

en
 b

u
rst o

f clarity, an
d

 all yo
u

r 
th

o
u

g
h

ts co
alesce in

to
 a sin

g
le ed

ifyin
g

 id
ea: “M

ayb
e I 

sh
o

u
ld

 d
u

ck.”
Scu

b
a d

ivin
g

 in
 Fiji, a co

llectio
n

 o
f so

m
e 300 islan

d
s 

strew
n

 acro
ss th

e So
u

th
 Pacific, p

o
ses a kin

d
 o

f recreatio
n

al So
p

h
ie’s C

h
o

ice 
fo

r an
yo

n
e w

ith
 less th

an
 a m

o
n

th
 o

n
 h

is h
an

d
s. D

o
 I ch

ase m
an

ta rays acro
ss 

th
e fam

ed
 A

stro
lab

e Reef o
ff K

ad
avu

 Islan
d

? C
an

 I m
ake it to

 th
e p

ristin
e, 

rem
o

te w
aters b

etw
een

 th
e b

ig
 islan

d
s? W

h
at ab

o
u

t th
e leg

en
d

ary so
ft co

rals 
carp

etin
g

 th
e G

reat W
h

ite W
all in

 th
e So

m
o

so
m

o
 Strait? Sh

ark d
ivin

g
 in

 Pacific 
H

arb
o

r, a co
u

p
le o

f h
o

u
rs’ d

rive fro
m

 th
e in

tern
atio

n
al airp

o
rt o

n
 V

iti Levu
, 

elb
o

w
ed

 its w
ay o

n
to

 m
y list b

ecau
se it o

ffers a fairly certain
 ch

an
ce o

f seein
g

 
w

h
at an

y h
o

n
est d

iver w
ill ad

m
it to

 yearn
 fo

r: lo
ts an

d
 lo

ts o
f b

ig
 fish

.
G

ian
t trevally, each

 b
ig

g
er th

an
 a g

ro
w

n
 m

an
’s to

rso
, racin

g
 aro

u
n

d
 in

 sw
arm

s. A
 

g
ro

u
p

er th
e size o

f a lo
ve seat. Sch

o
o

ls o
f p

lu
m

p
 sn

ap
p

er. Stealth
y su

ckerfish
, w

ith
 th

eir 
eerily flat h

ead
s. A

n
d

 su
ch

 vast q
u

an
tities o

f sm
aller reef fish

 clo
u

d
in

g
 th

e d
eep

 th
at th

ey 
alo

n
e, n

o
t th

e rag
in

g
 seas ab

o
ve, o

ften
 p

o
se th

e b
ig

g
est o

b
stacle to

 an
 u

n
o

b
stru

cted
 

p
h

o
to

g
rap

h
 o

f th
e h

u
g

e b
u

ll sh
arks lu

m
b

erin
g

 b
y.

Th
ere is a trick to

 lu
rin

g
 sh

arks, I q
u

ickly learn
ed

 w
h

en
 I w

as in
 Fiji last fall, an

d
 it is 

d
evio

u
sly sim

p
le. D

ive b
o

ats ch
u

m
 u

p
 th

e w
aters w

ith
 kilo

g
ram

s o
f d

iscard
ed

 fish
 scrap

s, 
d

raw
in

g
 a sto

rm
 o

f life fro
m

 kilo
m

eters aro
u

n
d

. Pu
rists m

ay call it ch
eatin

g
. B

io
lo

g
ists fret 

o
ver th

e p
o

ten
tial im

p
act o

n
 sh

ark b
eh

avio
r, o

r o
n

 th
e d

elicate b
alan

ce o
f life aro

u
n

d
 th

e 
reefs. B

u
t th

ere is n
o

 d
eb

atin
g

 its efficacy.
K

n
eelin

g
 o

n
 th

e sea flo
o

r, alm
o

st 30m
 d

o
w

n
, I co

u
n

ted
 10 ad

u
lt b

u
ll sh

arks 
circlin

g
 d

irectly o
verh

ead
 o

n
 o

n
e o

f m
y six sh

ark d
ives, th

eir skin
 tau

t o
ver 

th
ick layers o

f m
u

scle. H
ig

h
er u

p
, as m

an
y as tw

o
 d

o
zen

 sp
eed

y, sm
aller 

sh
arks —

 g
ray reefs, b

lack tip
s an

d
 w

h
ite tip

s, w
ith

 th
eir catlike eyes 

—
 d

arted
 b

y o
u

r stu
n

n
ed

 g
ro

u
p

, clo
se en

o
u

g
h

 th
at I felt a sw

o
o

sh
 o

f 
w

ater o
n

 m
y face fro

m
 a p

assin
g

 tail. H
ad

 w
e n

o
t b

een
 clam

p
in

g
 

d
o

w
n

 so
 tig

h
tly o

n
 o

u
r reg

u
lato

rs, o
u

r m
o

u
th

s w
o

u
ld

 su
rely 

h
ave b

een
 ag

ap
e.

B
u

t if attractin
g

 th
e sh

arks is a relatively cru
d

e affair, 
h

an
d

lin
g

 th
em

 is n
o

th
in

g
 sh

o
rt o

f an
 art. W

ith
 n

o
 cag

e to
 

p
ro

tect u
s, p

ro
fessio

n
al d

ivers flan
ked

 th
e g

ro
u

p
, g

rip
p

in
g

 
alu

m
in

u
m

 p
ro

d
s in

 case th
e p

red
ato

rs b
ecam

e o
verzealo

u
s. 

Th
en

 th
e feed

er w
o

u
ld

 reach
 in

to
 h

is b
ag

 o
f fish

 p
arts 

an
d

 w
ave th

e sh
arks in

, o
n

e b
y o

n
e. C

lad
 in

 ch
ain

 m
ail 

u
n

d
er h

is w
et su

it, th
e feed

er w
o

u
ld

 d
an

g
le an

d
 sw

ay 
th

e w
aitin

g
 flesh

, en
ticin

g
 th

e p
o

w
erfu

l b
easts, so

m
e 

o
f th

em
 ab

o
u

t 2.4m
 lo

n
g

, to
 eat rig

h
t fro

m
 h

is 
o

u
tstretch

ed
 h

an
d

.
Th

e sm
aller sh

arks, g
racefu

l an
d

 lith
e, n

eed
ed

 
little en

co
u

rag
em

en
t. W

ith
 su

rp
risin

g
 

d
iscip

lin
e, th

ey to
o

k tu
rn

s ap
p

ro
ach

in
g

 th
e 

feed
er in

 an
 o

rd
erly sin

g
le file, sn

atch
in

g
 th

e 

treats an
d

 q
u

ickly sw
o

o
p

in
g

 aw
ay, th

eir w
h

ite b
ellies n

early 
g

razin
g

 o
u

r h
ead

s as th
ey scu

rried
 o

ff.
K

een
ly aw

are o
f th

e ritu
al, th

ey th
en

 circled
 aro

u
n

d
 fo

r th
e 

n
ext sp

o
t in

 lin
e. W

h
en

 a b
razen

 n
ew

co
m

er fro
m

 an
o

th
er reef 

b
ro

ke ran
ks an

d
 ru

sh
ed

 u
p

 fro
m

 b
eh

in
d

, o
n

e o
f th

e feed
ers, 

M
an

asa B
u

livo
u

, a Fijian
 m

an
 w

h
o

 g
o

es b
y th

e n
ickn

am
e Pap

a, d
eftly 

g
rab

b
ed

 th
e 1.5m

 sh
ark, sp

u
n

 it aro
u

n
d

 an
d

 so
cked

 it in
 th

e g
u

t w
ith

 
an

 u
p

p
ercu

t —
 a lesso

n
 in

 m
an

n
ers, Pap

a later exp
lain

ed
.

B
u

t th
e b

ig
 b

u
ll sh

arks, d
esp

ite th
eir rep

u
tatio

n
 as ag

g
ressive 

m
an

-eaters, w
ere stran

g
ely sh

y. A
n

 en
o

rm
o

u
s an

d
 visib

ly p
reg

n
an

t o
n

e 
th

e d
ivers called

 B
ig

 M
am

a seem
ed

 alm
o

st fin
icky as sh

e w
arily sn

iffed
 

at th
e flesh

 b
ein

g
 o

ffered
 h

er b
efo

re tu
rn

in
g

 u
p

 h
er n

o
se en

tirely. So
m

e 
o

f th
e b

u
lls lu

rked
 in

 th
e d

istan
ce, n

o
 m

o
re th

an
 silh

o
u

ettes in
 th

e b
lu

e. 
O

th
ers sw

am
 lan

g
u

id
ly to

w
ard

 u
s, as if p

layin
g

 a lazy g
am

e o
f ch

icken
 

b
efo

re n
o

n
ch

alan
tly tu

rn
in

g
 aw

ay.
R. D

ean
 G

ru
b

b
s, a sh

ark exp
ert at Flo

rid
a State U

n
iversity, says th

is is 
p

ro
b

ab
ly th

e safest w
ay to

 en
co

u
n

ter b
u

ll sh
arks, in

 d
eep

, clear w
ater, w

h
ere th

ey 
are far less likely to

 m
istake yo

u
 fo

r th
eir n

o
rm

al p
rey, as th

ey d
o

 w
ith

 sw
im

m
ers an

d
 

su
rfers in

 th
e sh

allo
w

s o
r at th

e su
rface. So

m
e sh

arks, in
clu

d
in

g
 b

u
lls, also

 h
ave sp

ace 
issu

es, so
 th

e fact th
at th

ey’ve co
m

e to
 yo

u
, n

o
t th

e o
th

er w
ay aro

u
n

d
, m

ean
s th

ey’re less 
likely to

 feel cro
w

d
ed

 an
d

 testy.
B

u
t G

eo
rg

e B
u

rg
ess, d

irecto
r o

f th
e Flo

rid
a P

ro
g

ram
 fo

r Sh
ark R

esearch
, co

n
ten

d
s 

th
at o

n
ce yo

u
 start lu

rin
g

 b
ig

 sh
arks all b

ets are o
ff, p

o
in

tin
g

 to
 th

e d
eath

 o
f a 

to
u

rist o
n

 a sh
ark d

ive in
 th

e B
ah

am
as last year. Still, h

e ackn
o

w
led

g
es th

at 
statistics d

o
n

’t sh
o

w
 th

at ch
u

m
 d

ives are an
y m

o
re d

an
g

ero
u

s th
an

 n
o

rm
al 

d
ives. In

 fact, th
e b

ig
g

er co
n

cern
 fo

r research
ers like h

im
 an

d
 G

ru
b

b
s is th

e 
im

p
act o

n
 th

e sh
arks th

em
selves.

Even
 Pap

a w
o

n
d

ers if h
is b

elo
ved

 sh
arks h

ave g
ro

w
n

 a little co
m

p
lacen

t 
u

n
d

er h
is care, th

o
u

g
h

 th
ey still ad

h
ere to

 m
an

y o
f th

eir n
atu

ral h
ab

its, 
like m

ig
ratin

g
 o

r d
isap

p
earin

g
 u

p
 th

e rivers fo
r w

eeks o
n

 en
d

 w
h

en
 

it’s tim
e to

 b
reed

. A
n

d
 b

ecau
se so

m
e sh

ark-d
ivin

g
 p

ro
fits g

o
 to

 
th

e villag
es th

em
selves, n

o
 o

n
e fish

es alo
n

g
 th

e reef o
r d

ro
p

s 
an

ch
o

r o
n

 it, g
ran

tin
g

 it a w
elco

m
e rep

rieve fro
m

 o
verfish

in
g

.
So

m
e o

f th
e lo

cal d
ivers say th

e reef certain
ly lo

o
ks a lo

t 
h

ealth
ier th

an
 it d

id
 b

efo
re th

e sh
ark d

ivin
g

 started
 h

ere 10 
years ag

o
. Lo

n
g

 b
efo

re C
h

ristian
ity, Pap

a said
, th

e p
eo

p
le 

o
f h

is villag
e co

n
sid

ered
 sh

arks th
eir sp

iritu
al g

u
ard

ian
s 

an
d

 lo
o

ked
 to

 th
em

 fo
r p

ro
tectio

n
 b

efo
re g

o
in

g
 in

to
 

th
e w

ater. N
o

w
, Pap

a said
, h

e is th
e p

ro
tecto

r, b
o

astin
g

 
th

at h
e an

d
 h

is crew
 are d

ep
u

tized
 to

 im
p

o
u

n
d

 illeg
al 

fish
in

g
 b

o
ats th

at w
an

d
er in

 th
e area to

 p
lu

ck fro
m

 th
e 

h
ealth

y fish
 sto

cks th
ere. H

e even
 sp

eaks o
f th

e sh
arks 

as h
is ch

ild
ren

.
“Th

ey kn
o

w
 Pap

a’s co
m

in
g

,” h
e said

, 
h

ead
in

g
 o

u
t to

 sea o
n

e m
o

rn
in

g
, h

is n
ickn

am
e 

em
b

lazo
n

ed
 acro

ss h
is T-sh

irt. “Th
ey’re w

aitin
g

 
fo

r m
e.” 
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