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            INTRODUCTION

         

         The sea can be pretty scary. Never turn your back on it, for it will engulf you in seconds. When you jump or dive into those deep, dark waters, do you wonder what’s down there, what creature is underneath you, looking up, ready to take an inquisitive bite? Author of Jaws Peter Benchley and film director Steven Spielberg recognised that fear, for below the waves is a world we do not see and we do not understand – an alien world where we are the briefest of visitors. Yet the sea is our planet’s universal signature. With so much seawater sloshing about its surface, the Earth is often described as the ‘blue planet’, yet this watery world is largely unexplored and filled with extraordinary ‘alien’ creatures whose creation would stretch even the most vivid imagination.

    In this little book tales of ancient and modern mariners are told alongside stories of sea serpents, sea dragons, mermaids and mermen, and the legendary kraken. But this is more than a showcase for mystery beasts: marine biologists from all over the world – the modern mythbusters – are finding all manner of unusual animals in the depths of the sea, many new to science. With increasingly sophisticated technology and underwater craft to explore the deep sea, the ocean’s closely guarded secrets are being exposed. Initiatives such as the Census of Marine Life, in which scientists from eighty nations spent ten years (and the work is ongoing) recording the life of the oceans, have resulted in a haul of strange sea creatures being brought up from the depths, spotted from submersibles deep down in the ocean or found washed up dead on the seashore. Here we celebrate some of these discoveries, as well as the mysteries, with a blend of the unknown and the familiar in a miscellany of anecdotes, facts and figures about the creatures that live in the sea, including sightings of animals for which science has no identity or explanation.
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         The shark of the title is a little gem of a shark … almost cute: the epaulette shark Hemiscyllium ocellatum. You will find it at low tide on Australia’s Great Barrier Reef but don’t be afraid of being gobbled up by some amphibious beach monster: it’s only a metre long at best. It gets its name from the huge black spot fringed in white on each side of its body, just above and behind its pectoral fins, for it is said the spots resemble epaulettes on a military uniform. In reality, they are probably giant eyespots that deter predators. However, its most unusual trait is that it can ‘walk’ on its paddle-shaped fins. It can also swim, just like other sharks, to escape larger predators, but often as not it prefers to walk. If low tide and midday coincide, when the sun can beat down on the exposed reef, or at night when oxygen levels in pools can drop significantly, the little shark, unconfined by the sea, can leave the water. If its pool becomes uncomfortable it can simply walk to another, and if that doesn’t help it has another trick up its sleeve: it shuts down the motor nerves in its brain but leaves its sensory nerves active and alert for danger, which reduces the need for oxygen. It then dilates its blood vessels, which lowers its blood pressure by as much as half, and pumps more blood to the brain and the heart itself. With these adaptations it can survive in water depleted of oxygen for over an hour, just enough time for the tide to come in and the oxygen-rich ocean waters to wash over the reef once more – all in all a smart little shark … and endearing too!
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         To include the primary sources of all these tales would fill a book in itself, so for those who would like to follow up any stories that you read here, you can find a list of sources on my website: www.michaelbright.co.uk.

      

   


   
      

         
            EXTRAORDINARY OCEAN EVENTS

         

         Mother Nature never ceases to surprise us and no event more so than those remarkable occasions when huge numbers of sea creatures suddenly appear at the ocean’s surface. Some are fairly predictable but others are once in a lifetime events that just happen with no warning at all. Here are just a few.

         Most years between May and July, off the east coast of South Africa, thousands (and even millions) of marine creatures are on the move. It is the annual ‘sardine run’, during which enormous shoals of South African pilchards Sardinops sagax follow a tongue of cold water that pushes north-eastwards between the warm Agulhas Current of the Indian Ocean and the mainland coast. The numbers are incredible. Shoals can be 7km (4.4mi) long, 1.5km (0.9mi) wide and 30m (98ft) deep, and wherever they go a vast procession of predators follows. About 18,000 common dolphins Delphinus capensis live in the area and they corral the fish into tight, short-lived bait balls, each 10–20m (33–66ft) across. The dolphins dart in to pick them off one by one, but other eyes have been watching and following, too. Bronze whaler sharks Carcharhinus brachyurus and lesser numbers of other shark species are attracted to the mêlée, while Cape gannets Morus capensis dive down from above. On the shore, people brave the sharks, such as the dusky sharks C. obscurus that follow the shoals inshore and the bull sharks C. leucas that patrol the murky water, and wade in, using any container they can find to scoop out the oil-rich fish. While the phenomenon is well known to the general public, why it occurs is an ecological mystery. Whatever the reason, it has become known as ‘the greatest shoal on Earth’.
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         From time to time off the coast of Baja California, pelagic red tuna crabs Pleuroncodes planipes (actually a squat lobster rather than a true crab) swarm in huge numbers, turning the sea bright red. They are unusual for crabs or lobsters, which normally crawl along on the seabed, in that they swim in the open sea, feeding at upwellings where the ocean currents bring deep ocean sediments to the surface and life flourishes. They feed on plankton collected on hairs on their legs. However, the swarms of these 8cm (3in.) long characters attract unwelcome attention. Tuna, blue whales and other whales, sharks, seals, sea lions, gulls and even bats eat them, and loggerhead turtles Caretta caretta travel 12,000km (7,457mi) across the Pacific from Japan just to feast on them. The wind and currents can have an impact too. Windrows of crabs up to a metre (3.3ft) deep are sometimes cast up on beaches along the California coast.

         A regular spectacle in the Sea of Cortez off Baja California is the congregation of mobular rays Mobula munkiana, known locally as tortillas. These smaller versions of manta rays are about a metre across and, looking down into the clear water, it is possible to see hundreds of them at any one time. The extraordinary thing is that they leap from the water, their dark, wet backs glistening and their whip-like tails trailing behind. They soar into the air, flapping or curling their ‘wings’, some rising up to 2m (6.6ft) above the surface, and then land back on the sea with a clearly audible slap. Others leap several times in succession, making flips – up to three at a time – but why they breach in this way is not known. They could be shifting parasites, or they could be driving their prey to concentrate it in one place, a kind of cooperative feeding … or maybe it’s just fun.

         A less regular occurrence is the sight of huge numbers of rays on the high seas. In 1975, two ships sailing through the same patch of ocean about a month apart encountered the same phenomenon. They were off the coast of Peru near the Ecuador border when the crews saw rays of all sizes leaping from the sea. The master of one ship, the SS Bendoram, described how his ship ‘passed through these rays for twenty minutes steaming at 15 knots and they were visible on both sides of the vessel for a distance of at least 2 nautical miles’. Similarly, the third officer of the MV Australind reported how the shoal ‘extended for many miles’. The species was not identified, but an expert from London’s Natural History Museum offered eagle rays Myliobatis spp. as a possible name, for they sometimes gather in large numbers at the surface, especially around the Galápagos Islands off the coast of Ecuador. Like the mobular rays, there is no explanation for this behaviour.
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         In May 1932 the passengers and crew of a steamer chanced upon another unusual phenomenon in the Strait of Malacca off the Malaysian coast: the surface waters were teeming with millions of sea snakes. The 1.5m (5ft) long snakes were moving in a line about 3m (10ft) wide and an astounding 97km (60mi) long. The cause was unknown, although open-ocean sea snakes tend to drift with the currents and winds, so accumulate in drift lines, a possible explanation. Such a large number has not been seen since, but there have been reports of smaller aggregations. Sixteenth-century Spanish explorers logged them off the coasts of Central America and several thousand have been observed in Panama Bay. Helicopter pilots have also reported seeing small groups off Vietnam and Pakistan.

         In the 29 July 1880 edition of the Galveston News there was an unexpected report from a Captain J. B. Rodgers. He was aboard his schooner, the James Andrews, when he came across huge numbers of large and small green turtles Chelonia mydas, all on their backs. They covered an area of sea 16km (10mi) long and 13km (8mi) wide in the Gulf of Mexico, near the Texas–Louisiana border. Captain Rodgers said ‘the water was covered with them’. He also saw Spanish mackerel ‘leaping high in the air’ in all directions as if escaping from something. It was another of the sea’s abiding mysteries, for no one has explained the phenomenon to this day.

         A couple of years later, on 21 March 1882, the Norwegian barque Sidon was on a voyage from the West Indies to Boston when it reported a strange encounter. The ship was sailing over the steep drop-off into deep water between Nantucket and Chesapeake when it found itself surrounded by huge rafts of dead great northern tilefish Lopholatilus chamaeleonticeps floating on the surface. The weather was cold and stormy and as far as the eye could see there were dead and dying fish, some up to 1.2m (4ft) long. The ship was moving at about 7 knots and it ploughed through the fish for 64–80km (40–50mi). They were carried by the wave crests in the rough sea and slapped loudly against the side of the ship. When the news got out, at least twelve other vessels putting in to Boston and New York reported the same scenes during March and April that year. The crew of one vessel, the brig Rachel Cone, was in roughly the same sector of the north-west Atlantic as the Sidon, and the master reported having seen similar numbers of dead fish on 10 March and passed through them for seven hours. The barque Plymouth reached New York on the same day as the Sidon docked and revealed that it had ploughed through dead fish for 111km (69mi). A report by the US fish commissioner quoted a conservative estimate of 1,438,720,000 dead fish, drifting in an area of sea 274km (170mi) long and 40km (25mi) wide. A submarine volcano eruption was suggested as a cause, along with warm water, cold water, lack of food and poisonous gases. There were no signs of disease. Speculation was rife, but no one at the time or since has been able to account for this strange and unique phenomenon in the north-west Atlantic. A coda to this story is that no fishing boat caught a tilefish for ten years, until the Grampus took eight in 1892; thereafter stocks appeared to bounce back.
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            HOLY FLYING … WHAT!
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         In May 2008 a flying fish was filmed off Yakushima Island in Japan, where it flew for forty-five seconds, beating the previous record, held since 1920, by three seconds. Flying fish do not fly, as in powered flight, but glide, and there are fish with one pair of wings and others with two. The wings are modified fins and in cross-section they are similar to a bird’s wing: curved in such a way as to maximise lift. To become airborne the fish oscillates its tail seventy times a second and speeds along at 70km/h (44mph). On leaving the water, it spreads its wings and tilts them upwards, by which time it is flying through the air, up to a height of 6m (20ft). A typical glide can be 50m (164ft) but if the fish wants to continue, it glides down to the water, wags its tail rapidly, and can gain even greater distances, up to 400m (1,312ft) in a single flight. The record breaker is seen to flap its tail on the sea’s surface several times during its flight.

         Flying squid can actually fly – it’s official! Researchers at Hokkaido University in Japan have discovered that flying squid (Family: Ommastrephidae) have a three-stage flight pattern. First, the squid launch into the air using a high-powered jet of water from their siphon. Second, they spread their fins and fan out their arms to form an anterior and a posterior pair of wings. Webbing between the arms helps to fill in the aerofoil shape of the hind wings. With this configuration they can glide for up to 30m (98ft) at speeds of up to 11.3 metres (37ft) per second – for comparison, Jamaican Olympic sprint champion Usain Bolt reached a top speed of 12.27m (40.26ft) per second at the 2009 Berlin World Championships. They can remain airborne for three seconds, during which time they are able to change their posture and adjust their position in the air. Finally, at the end of the glide, they fold back their fins and arms and dive into the sea. Groups of up to twenty flying squid have been seen flying together. Like flying fish, they are probably trying to escape from predators. 
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         It was the summer of 1894 and Dr Ostrooumoff, director of the Sebastopol biological station, was on a boat excursion along the Crimean coast. It was morning; the sea was calm and the sky an azure blue, when he came across tiny creatures resembling flies hovering above the water. They seemed to sit on the surface and then leap into the air, following a long curved ‘flight’ back to the sea. He collected a few and took them back to his laboratory. Under the microscope he found them not to be flies at all but marine crustaceans called copepods Pontellina mediterranea. He could see that they had feathery appendages that probably lengthened the curve of their fall and kept them momentarily aloft. So, on that momentous morning, crustaceans joined the ranks of animals that could ‘fly’. Many years later a Texas University scientist studied how 3mm (0.1in.) long pontellid copepods Anomalocera  ornata are able to break through the water tension and propel themselves ten to twenty times their body length through the air to escape predatory fish. As a result, these tiny creatures do not have to migrate vertically down to hide in the depths during the day and return to the surface at night, like other zooplankton organisms, but can remain at the surface even in the daytime.
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         In December 1912, the American zoologist Dean Worcester was fishing in Bacuit Bay, Palawan, in the Philippines, when he saw a strange low-flying object rising against the wind. He wrote: ‘I saw close to my launch what I first mistook for a peculiarly formed flying fish … it was translucent, rose from the water somewhat sharply, and “flew” not more than two or three rods [10–15m or 33–50ft] before dropping into the water again.’ However, the more he thought about it, the more he realised that it could not have been a fish. In fact, he later wrote that it looked more like a crayfish or shrimp, about 15–20cm (6–8in.) in length, with ‘one or two pairs of flattened legs directed forward and others curving backwards, the legs and the lobes of the tail making the supporting planes’. He saw the same creatures on four more occasions, and was accompanied by a member of the Bureau of Science on one excursion. But what had they seen? I can find nothing since Worcester wrote his most recent note published in 1914.

      

   


   
      

         
            MERMAIDS AHOY

         

         The true identity of the mermaids described by ancient mariners and made famous by Christopher Columbus on his return from a foray in the Caribbean was probably either a manatee (in the Atlantic and Caribbean) or the dugong (in the Indian and Pacific oceans) … or was it? A flip through the archives of scientific journals and newspapers can turn up some intriguing observations, but they also demonstrate how something from the half-baked world of the paranormal can be so easily accepted as fact.
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         In an 1820 edition of the American Journal of Science and Arts there is a quite startling extract from a ship’s log. The year was 1817 and the ship Leonides was on its way from New York to Le Havre, apparently on the 44°N parallel. Its master was Asa Swift.

         
            At 2 p.m. on the larboard quarter, at a distance of about half the ship’s length, [the crew] saw a strange fish. Its lower parts were like a fish; its belly was all white; the top of the back brown, and there was the appearance of short hair as far as the top of the head. From the breast upwards, it had a near resemblance to a human being and looked upon the observers very earnestly; as it was but a short distance from the ship, all the afternoon, we had a good opportunity to observe its motions and shape. No one on board ever saw the like fish, before; all believe it to be a mermaid.

            The second mate Mr Stevens, an intelligent young man, told me the face was nearly white and exactly like that of a human person; that its arms were about half as long as his, with hands resembling his own; that it stood erect out of the water about two feet, looking at the ship and sails with great earnestness. It would remain in this attitude, close alongside, ten or fifteen minutes at a time, and then dive and appear on the other side. It remained around them about six hours. Mr Stevens also stated that its hair was black on the head and exactly resembled a man’s; that below the arms, it was a perfect fish in form, and that the whole length from head to the tail about five feet.

         

         Mr Elisha Lewis of Newhaven, described as ‘a respectable merchant’, sent the story to the journal: so far, so good. What Captain Swift and his crew had seen was certainly puzzling, but the journal offers no explanation for the sighting. Could it have been a wayward manatee (after all they are found occasionally as far north as Cape Cod – see also page 276)? Or maybe a seal; they often bob about in the water with their upper quarters clear of the water and have a back end with flippers that resembles superficially that of a fish. Or, was it a sea monkey (see page 251)? Whatever the identity, Captain Swift’s mermaid was not the first to appear in a respectable journal.

         On 25 May 1809, Miss E. L. Mackay, daughter of the vicar of Reay, a coastal village about 19km (12mi) west of Thurso on the northern tip of Scotland, wrote to the Countess of Caithness about a creature she and her cousin, along with three other people, had seen on the shore at about midday on 12 January. After some preamble, she wrote:

         
            Our attention was attracted by seeing three people who were on a rock at some distance, showing signs of terror and astonishment at something they saw in the water. On approaching them we distinguished that the object of their wonder was a face resembling the human countenance, which appeared floating on the waves: at that time nothing but the face was visible … The sea at that time ran very high, and as the waves advanced the Mermaid gently sank under them and afterwards reappeared. The face seemed plump and round, the eyes and nose were small, the former were of a light grey colour, and the mouth was large, and from the shape of the jawbone, which seemed straight, the face looked short … the forehead, nose and chin were white. The head was exceedingly round, the hair thick and long of a green oily cast, and appeared troublesome to it, the waves generally throwing it down over the face: it seemed to feel the annoyance, and as the waves retreated, with both its hands it frequently threw back the hair, and rubbed its throat … the throat was slender, smooth and white … the arms were very long and slender, as were the hands and fingers, the latter were not webbed. The arms, one of them at least, was frequently extended over its head as if to frighten a bird that hovered over it, and seemed to distress it much: when that had no effect, it sometimes turned quite round several times successively.

         

         And if you were thinking that Miss Mackay and the others were watching a seal, think again. She went on to say:

         
            At a little distance we observed a seal. It sometimes laid its hand under its cheek, and in its position floated for some time. We saw nothing like hair or scales on any part of it, indeed the smoothness of the skin particularly caught our attention. The time it was discernible to us was about an hour. The sun was shining clearly at the time. It was distant from us a few yards only. These are the observations made by us during the appearance of the strange phenomenon.

         

         The countess made the contents of the letter public; after all, a respectable vicar’s daughter and her close relative are not going to go about pulling the wool over people’s eyes. However, its publication prompted another observer to come out of the ‘mermaid’ closet. In a letter dated 9 June 1809 to a Dr Torrence and published in The Times of Friday 8 September 1809, Mr William Munro, a schoolmaster from Thurso, recalled a similar encounter. After berating his reader about the ‘general scepticism’ surrounding the subject, he went on to describe how about twelve years previously he had been on the beach at the privately owned Sandside Bay, near Reay (the same general area where Miss Mackay had been), when he saw … well, let Mr Munro tell the tale: 

         
            My attention was arrested by the appearance of a figure resembling an unclothed human female, sitting upon a rock extending into the sea, and apparently in the action of combing its hair, which flowed around its shoulders, and was of a light brown colour. The resemblance the figure bore to its prototype in all its visible parts was so striking, that had not the rock on which it was sitting been dangerous for bathing, I would have been constrained to [have] regarded it as really an human form, and to an eye it must have appeared as such. The head was covered with hair of the colour as above mentioned, and shaded on the crown, the forehead round, the face plump, the cheeks ruddy, the eyes blue, the mouth and lips of a natural form, resembling those of a man; the teeth I could not discover, as the mouth was shut; the breasts and abdomen, the arms and fingers of the size of a full-grown body of the human species; the fingers, from the action in which the hands were employed, did not appear to be webbed, but as to this I am not positive. It remained on the rock three or four minutes after I observed it, and was exercised during that period in combing its hair, which was long and thick and of which it appeared proud, and then dropped into the sea, which was level with the abdomen, from whence it did not reappear to me. I had a distinct view of its features being at no great distance on an eminence above the rock on which it was sitting, and the sun brightly shining. Immediately before its getting into its natural element it seemed to have observed me, as the eyes were directed to the eminence on which I stood. It may be necessary to remark, that previous to the period I beheld this object, I had heard it frequently reported by several persons, and some of them persons whose veracity I never heard disputed, that they had seen such a phenomenon that I have described, though then, like many others, I was not disposed to credit their testimony on this subject. I can say of a truth, that it was only by seeing the phenomenon, I was perfectly convinced of its existence.

         

         What Mr Munro had seen was certainly unusual, but what follows might offer some clues as to what he saw. What he would not have known is that Miss Mackay’s Caithness mermaid might have had a perfectly respectable explanation, revealed by none other than Sir Humphrey Davy (1778–1829). He wrote:

         
            The mermaid of Caithness was certainly a gentleman who happened to be travelling on that wild shore, and who was seen bathing by some young ladies at so great a distance, that not only genus, but gender was mistaken. I am acquainted with him, and have had the story from his own mouth. He is a young man, fond of geological pursuits; and one day, in the middle of August, having fatigued and heated himself by climbing a rock to examine a particular appearance of granite, he gave his clothes to his Highland guide, who was taking care of his pony, and descended to the sea. The sun was just setting, and he amused himself for some time by swimming from rock to rock, and having unclipped hair and no cap, he sometimes threw aside his locks and wrung the water from them on the rocks. He happened the year after to be at Harrogate, and was sitting at table with two young ladies from Caithness, who were relating to a wondering audience the story of the mermaid they had seen, which had already been published in the newspapers: they described her, as she usually is described by poets, as a beautiful animal, with remarkably fair skin and long green hair. The young gentleman took the liberty, as most of the rest of the company did, to put a few questions to the elder of the two ladies – such as, on what day, and precisely where, this singular phenomenon had appeared. She had noted down not merely the day, but the hour and minute, and produced a map of the place. Our bather referred to his journal, and showed that a human animal was swimming in the very spot at that very time, who had some of the characters ascribed to the mermaid, but who laid no claim to others, particularly the green hair and fish’s tail; but being rather sallow in the face, was glad to have such testimony to the colour of his body beneath his garments.

         

         So, that takes care of Miss Mackay’s ‘mermaid’ … or does it? Check the dates. Miss Mackay saw her mermaid on 12 January, whereas Sir Humphrey writes that his bather was in the water in mid-August. So, was there yet another mermaid sighting by two entirely different young ladies at Caithness in the summer of 1809 or has somebody got their dates mixed up and the whole thing is a load of nonsense? Whatever the answer, there is one more possible explanation for the Caithness mermaids.

         Scottish historian John M. MacAulay, author of Seal-Folk and Ocean Paddlers, suggests people from across the North Sea were involved. These mermaids might well have been ‘Sea Saami’, indigenous people from Norway’s fjords and islands who are thought to have explored Scotland’s coasts in their kayaks. They had parkas made from sealskin and their sealskin leg covers could have been mistaken for mermaids’ tails. It’s a far cry from the romantic image of a mermaid but at least it’s a rational explanation.

         The sightings, however, go on, this time on the Isle of Man in the Irish Sea. In 1961, the good people of the island, including the Lady Mayoress of Peel, reported seeing mermaids. Commander Roy MacDonald was out fishing when he saw two red-headed mermaids swimming about five miles offshore. ‘They were moving at about 12 knots. No human being could swim at such speed.’ Unfortunately, they vanished before he could pull up his anchor and investigate. The Lady Mayoress of Peel saw a red-haired mermaid basking off the rocks of Peel Castle, and a local secretary spotted a brunette version perched on a rock to the south of the town. It all prompted the Isle of Man Tourist Board and a Member of the House of Keys to offer a prize of £20,000 for anyone who could capture one alive. I guess that’s one way to pull in the tourists, when things are a bit slow.

         And if you think they’ve all gone potty, think again. In May 2012, Animal Planet broadcast a spoof documentary with hints of fact. It was titled ‘Mermaids: The Body Found’ and the National Ocean Service of the USA’s National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration was so inundated with genuine enquiries that they were forced to issue a statement: ‘No evidence of aquatic humanoids has ever been found.’ So, that’s that then.
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