
        
            
                
            
        

    
COLLECTION




COMPENDIUM 




Chiado Publishing

www.chiadopublishing.com

Um livro vai para além de um objecto. É um encontro entre duas pessoas através da palavra escrita. É esse encontro entre autores e leitores que a Chiado Editora procura todos os dias, trabalhando cada livro com a dedi- cação de uma obra única e derradeira, seguindo a máxima pessoana “põe quanto és no mínimo que fazes”. Queremos que este livro seja um desafio para si. O nosso desafio é merecer que este livro faça parte da sua vida.




chiadopublishing.com




U.K | U.S.A | Ireland Kemp House 152 City Road

London EC1CV 2NX




Chiado Editorial

Espanha

Calle Serrano, 93, 3.ª planta 28006 Madrid

Passeig de Gràcia, 12, 1.ª planta 08007 Barcelona




Chiado Editora

Portugal | Brasil | Angola | Cabo

Verde

Avenida da Liberdade, N.º 166, 1.º Andar

1250-166 Lisboa, Portugal

Chiado Éditeur

França | Bélgica | Luxemburgo

Porte de Paris 50 Avenue du President Wilson Bâtiment 112 La Plaine St Denis

93214 Paris




Chiado Verlag Alemanha Kurfürstendamm 21

10719 Berlin




Copyright © 2015 by Chiado Publishing and João Correia All rights reserved




Title: Sex, Sharks and Rock and Roll II: Flying Sharks and Other Tails

Author: João Pedro Santos Correia




Graphic Design: Ricardo Heleno Cover: Ps_Design




Impressão e acabamento: Chiado Print

Dezembro, 2015




ISBN: 978-989-51-5962-8

Legal Deposit n.º 399878/15

João Correia




Sex, SharkS, and roCk and roll ii

Flying SharkS and other Tails




Chiado Publishing

U.K. | U.S.A. | Ireland




To Nádia & Abdul,




my awesome friends, sexy kittens from yesteryear and loving family.




I love you all.




Prologue 2005 & 2006




The year was 2005 and, in the immortal words of Charles Dickens, “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times (…)”. Let’s see… For those [naughty ones] of you who didn’t read ‘Sex, Sharks and Rock & Roll’, I’ll try to bring you up to speed in one single paragraph, or less:




I graduated as a marine biologist in 1994, after spending six months studying lemon sharks, Negaprion brevirostris, with Dr. Samuel Gruber in Bimini, a small island complex beautifully set in the Bahamas, a very short 30 minute flight east of Miami. I suppose I should take this time to mention that, if you’re expecting a sorry tale of hardship and a rosary of horrific events that molded me into the man I am today, let me spoil the end and warn you that my life thus far consisted of an annoying profusion of blissful and delightfully pleasurable moments, with the universe conspiring to ensure every goal I set my mind to, basically happens. Might take a while, but gosh dang, it will happen.




Shortly after, I took on my first paying job at the Lisbon Zoo, taking care of two sandtiger sharks, Carcharias taurus, that were the main attraction of a temporary

exhibit focused on sharks and whales. It was during those times that I met Mark Smith, who would quickly become my mentor and indeed a dear friend. In 1997 Mark hired me to assist his team of biologists with the opening of the amazing Oceanário de Lisboa (www.oceanario.pt), where I would remain as a full-time employee until 2006. Let’s backtrack quickly to 1998, which is when my (then) wife Leonor and I started ‘Alalunga Lingerie’ (www.alalunga. pt), our online business that sells lingerie, adult toys and quite a few items of the fetish kind because, I have to admit, I’m a sucker for the kinky side of life. ‘Sex, Sharks and Rock & Roll’ is therefore a collection of stories that occurred during the glorious period that ranged from 1994 until 2004, 2005 being the year that I turned 33 years of age and, after separating from Leonor, decided to take control of my earnings, and indeed my ‘time’.




Because time is something I have obsessed with over the years, no pun intended. Think about it, you can get anything you want in life except ‘time’. If you have money you can build a cable-car to the moon – just don’t forget it can’t be attached to a fixed spot here on Earth, or those poor tide-pool individuals will either all drown or dry in the sun, to name but a few of the complications that particular enterprise would bring on us all. Or you could build a spaceship that rockets you to the far reaches of the galaxy, and my recommendation is that you get Elon Musk for that job, for he is the one human on this Earth with the technological capacity to pull that one off. Regardless, however, of how hard you try and how deep your pockets are, you will not get ‘time’ back. You simply can’t. It doesn’t matter what you do, every second you spent, is a second you will never have back. Ever.

Ok, if you’re into quantic theory then you’re probably waving your finger up in the air, screaming “Oh Mr. Correia, Mr. Correia! I humbly beg to differ!...” and I know what you’re gonna say… I know that light either behaves as a particle or as a wave depending on whether it’s being observed, or not, which is positively mind-blowing in its most literal sense. I also know you’ll remind me that light knows if it’s going to be observed and therefore changes its behavior before the observation occurs, which is whatever-adjective-qualifies-as-stronger-than-‘mind- blowing’. If you are one of the cognoscenti that already know these things, welcome to the club and let me give my buddy Mark Smith credit for the ‘cognoscenti’ phrase, which he coined in this context and I, for one, couldn’t agree more with him. If, however, you are scratching your head, wondering “What on earth is this idiot ranting about?...” then I recommend that you drop everything and buy José Rodrigues dos Santos’ ‘Solomon’s Key’, which will explain it all in shockingly easy layman’s terms. You can thank me later.




In summary, I suppose that technically you can go back in time, but it’s going to be a hell of a long time (my, that word is getting its fair share of attention in these opening lines, isn’t it?) before science cracks that nut for us. While that doesn’t happen, classic physics rule our lives and, as mentioned above, each second spent is a second lost. Forever-ever, forever-ever!




It was this obsessive thinking about controlling my time that led me to quit my full-time job at the Oceanário to (1) become a marine biology professor and (2) seriously start thinking about starting my own collections business

with my buddies Zé Graça and Morikawa Hirofumi. Zé Graça was a former colleague from the Oceanário, at the time being outsourced to monitor our holding station in Olhão, which is in the south of Portugal. Morikawa was


	
still is – the director of Tunipex, a commercial fishing company dedicated to catching bluefin tuna on a set-net. The Oceanário had long held a strong relationship with Tunipex and indeed my very first job at the aquarium was to go out fishing with the tuna boys and pack the glorious Open Ocean exhibit full of mackerel, meager, little tunnies and countless other species that were bycaught on Tunipex’s set-net. Before you frown, let me assure you these guys operate under strict ICCAT control (the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tuna) and they act in an exceptionally conservation oriented way, releasing all under-aged bluefin tuna and making sure their resources are available for years to come, not just in the present. Captain Alfredo Poço, the young man managing Tunipex’s fleet of two fishing vessels, is truly an inspiration and, if only all commercial fishing companies operated under such wise guidance, I can assure you the oceans wouldn’t be as depleted as they are now.




In 2005, while sipping rum & cokes in Faro, also in the south of the country, and while I was dating a lovely biochemistry researcher, let’s call her ‘Joana’, for whom I had fallen head over heels after breaking up with Leonor, Zé and I ditched the original name ‘Alalunga collections’ and began thinking about a catchier and more recognizable brand. Allow me a quick backtrack to the 20th of November 2004, which is when I first became interested in the lovely Joana, and I’ll explain why exactly. At the time things

between Leonor and I were seriously degraded, so we had decided to ‘open’ our marriage and I was dating the lovely Persephone, which was a weekend fling super-charged with kinkiness. Throughout that glorious 2004 summer and fall, I’d pick up Persephone from her workplace on Friday evenings and, while she showered at my apartment, I’d line the bed with her stockings and garter-belt for the evening, the hand-made satin purple corset I had bought her, as well as the mouth-gag and collar of choice for that fine soirée. Needless to say that Persephone was free to tell me to go fuck myself, but she never did. In fact, she’d often surprise me by bringing some of her own ‘materials’ for our enjoyment during the weekend… Like the time she topped-me-from-bottom, to use the correct terminology, and asked me to drive her home – because her parents were gone for the weekend – and slapped a wad of extremely coarse rope in my hands, while pointing at the metal frame of her bed. Feeling how abrasive the rope was, I asked her “Are you sure about this?...” to which she replied “I want you to do it…” so I did. I mean, we did it. The markings on her wrists and ankles lasted a week. The smile on her face glowed all summer.




On the 20th of November Persephone and I attended the 6th Gathering Party, Portugal’s swankiest fetish event, and Joana was there also, escorted by a common male friend. She found the atmosphere exhilarating and we all sat together and drank, laughed and chatted the night away. At one point Joana stood and walked to the ladies’ room, which is when I whispered in Persephone’s ear “Follow Joana and tell her I sent you, so you may help her with whatever she may need.” Persephone’s eyes opened wide but she was smiling when she stood and followed my

instructions to the letter – as per usual. I honestly don’t know what I was aiming for but I suppose an evening with those two lovely dark haired ladies was one of the multiple thoughts that drove me to instruct Persephone the way I did. What I wasn’t expecting, however, was Joana taking up my offer as seriously as she did…
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Flyer  for  ‘The  Gathering  Party  6’,  where  I    asked Persephone, my slave-date, to trail behind a young lady I had my eye on, as she walked to the ladies’room… Lisbon, 20th of November 2004




Minutes later they both emerged from the ladies’ room together, Joana walking in front, looking decisive and sexy as hell, holding Persephone’s leash and pulling her behind. That vision right there, ladies and gentlemen, is one of those precious moments I hold dearest in my heart and I’m afraid Persephone ceased to be my weekend

lover, her spot being replaced by the extremely bright and assertive Joana, who stole my heart when she handed me my slave’s leash whispering “Thank you for sending your beautiful slave to help. That was very thoughtful of you.”




I had a heart to heart talk with Persephone a few weekends after and, sadly accepting that our romance was what it was, she let me go, after ordering a glass of Jameson at the café where we had ‘the talk’. After that Joana and I were inseparable during 2005 and she’d endure my endless ramblings as I processed my career options and decided in which direction to go. This process took approximately one year, since it’s never easy to forgo job security, and a steady paycheck, in favor of uncertainty. She also urged me to contact the Superior School of Sea Technology (www. estm.ipleiria.pt) in Peniche, where I began teaching on the 19th of September that year, and for that I am forever indebted both to her and Teresa Mouga, then head of the Marine Biology department, who put her faith in me and gave me a job. Also, with the kind understanding of my exceedingly good natured Oceanário superiors, we struck a deal whereby I’d stay on as an external consultant, thus continuing to fulfill my duties, which were, at the time, mostly in the marketing department, and that would allow me to have… You guessed it… Time. Glorious, sweet, valuable and precious time.




By late 2005 Joana and I were no longer seeing eye to eye on things, mostly because she complained I was still too attached to Leonor, with whom I had separated formally earlier that year. Despite the fact we were no longer together, Leonor was my very first love and I ensured she was well taken care of and indeed paid the

very expensive rent of her needlessly huge flat, after we had decided it would be better to follow separate ways. Joana, however, grew impatient about this state of affairs and wanted me to cut Leonor off completely. I’ve never been one to indulge terrorist claims, so I told her it would be best if we stopped seeing each other, although I have to admit she and I were a perfect match in countless ways, especially intellectually and, I’ll admit it, in our intimate moments as well. In fact, the very first time Joana and I united our bodies, in a small hotel by the sea, not too far from Peniche, it was such a monumental explosion of love that, since then we’d look back at it as the day we understood why the phrase ‘lovemaking’ had been invented.




Once I became a single agent again, I used that free time to seriously begin thinking about our collections business and also to devote my attention to the lovely, and lovingly submissive, Marta, nicknamed Bebé – which is the affectionate petit nom she wore on the metal tag that hung from the collar she wore around the house and at kinky events… I suppose I should warn you at this point that, it doesn’t really matter how many times you read this type of sentence, it’ll always read the same… Marta came over for drinks and game-board night at my flat, invited by Mr. Gathering and his girlfriend. ‘Mr. Gathering’, for those of you who didn’t read the first book, was my dearest friend and organizer of all The Gathering Parties, remember, Portugal’s swankiest fetish events. Back to game-board night and the moment I opened my door to Marta, I immediately caught on her submissive demeanor and black wool tights under a delightfully short denim skirt, and I knew we’d be writing some pages together

in the very near future. That would happen precisely one week after, a Friday, the 13th of January 2006, when we all drove together to the opening of ‘Justine’, a fetish bar in Porto where we chatted about our views on ‘the life- style’, before sharing a warm kiss, outside, that extended throughout breakfast and all Saturday under my warm duvet at home.




As in the previous year, it was in Faro, sipping rum & cokes with Zé Graça, this time with Marta, that we acknowledged our love for sharks and my particular passion for flying, and that is when the name ‘Flying Sharks’ (www.flyingsharks.eu) was born. I don’t know who was more excited that fine evening, if Zé and I, for decisively plunging head-first into a new business of our own, or my loving Marta, who visibly felt like a child in a candy store for being part of that special moment. Over time I have made abundantly sure she understood that, the fact she was indeed part of that moment, was one of the reasons why it was so special.




The first step was then to put the word out to our public aquaria colleagues: “João is in business and, if you need fish, drop us a line.” The second step was to wait, something I’m not tremendously good at, but the Force came to my aid, as per usual, and the waiting was alleviated by the growing love that burned between Marta and I, who devoted her entire self to making me happy in and out of the bedroom and, by God, she did a sublime job at it. Whether looking stunning in a black cocktail dress, mimicking those gorgeous young ladies from Robert Palmer’s ‘Addicted to love’ video, or clad in a black body- stocking, spread eagled and tied up across the bed, much

like Princess Aura in ‘Flash Gordon’, her life revolved around making my every fantasy come true, and for that I am forever indebted to her and will stop at nothing to help her in a time of need, despite the fact our romantic paths eventually parted.




I suppose I should take this time to explain exactly what I mean when I bring up ‘The Force’, because I understand I do it quite a bit. First and foremost, I’m a Star Wars fan, the fossil and old fart kind. You know the ones… I’m the kind of Star Wars fan who thinks George smoked nasty stuff when he came up with freakin’ Jar Jar Binks and, for the love of God, why on Earth would he change the tune played by the band at the Mos Eisley canteen in the new edited versions?? Why, sweet Jesus, did you do that, man?? The second thing is that I believe in ‘noetics’, which is a noun I didn’t even know of until I read Dan Brown’s ‘The lost symbol’. Noetics is a philosophy whereby human consciousness, indeed that of all living beings, is inter-connected and our thoughts affect each other’s actions and feelings. Mind you, this is no ‘mambo jambo voodoo’ stuff, quite the contrary. Brain waves are known to ‘travel’, much like light waves, radio waves, and even ocean waves do. Our thoughts rule our actions but they actually travel and, whether we’ll admit it or not, they influence other thoughts from other people. You could therefore say that, yes, I do believe in God, although I believe God is us. Our minds and those of all living and sentient things, together, are God and I call that ‘The Force’. Also, because it sounds way cooler.




* * * * * * *




Chapter 1

September 2006 Our First Order




Now here’s another fine example that there are powerful forces at work behind us all… In the previous book I provided multiple examples of how The Force is constantly looking out for me, correct? Now get this: Zé and I started Flying Sharks on the 1st of September 2006; the day before he called me from Olhão saying “The chicken is in the pot!”, our code for yet another devil ray being landed inside Tunipex’s set-net. Remember that I was still at the Oceanário, so João Falcato, then my boss, and I quickly struck a promising deal where he allowed us to use the holding tanks in Olhão for us to start our business. It was a generous and spectacular agreement for which I will forever be indebted to him. I called Zé immediately afterwards and that’s when ‘Flying Sharks’ was born.




“Just like that?” you asked? Just like that, indeed.




The next few days were weird, to say the least. Zé had started talking to L’Oceanogràfico, Spain’s largest public aquarium, located in Valencia, about the devil ray he had in holding. We were very close friends with them, for multiple reasons, and here’s one:

In 1999 Mark and I had traveled to Madrid, where Pablo Areitio, Valencia’s Director of Biology, was working then, and we helped him with a sandtiger shark, Carcharias taurus, that had lost its buoyancy. Sandtigers have the unusual ability, in the shark world, to swallow air and thus maintain their buoyancy, but Madrid’s shark had apparently lost that capacity. So Mark and I dropped inside the tank, caught the shark, brought it to the surface, and pumped its gut full of air from an aqualung, which is Australian for ‘dive tank’, since it was Mark’s arm that reached inside the shark’s gut, obviously protected by a piece of PVC plumbing, because we’re marine biologists, but we’re not stupid.
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Mark Smith gently pushing a sick sandtiger shark down to the bottom of Madrid Aquarium’s main exhibit, before placing it inside a stretcher and bringing it up

to the surface, where it was inflated with air to correct its buoyancy. Below (not visible) I was kneeling on the stretcher and directing Mark towards it with airport-style hand signals, much to the amusement of the reporters documenting the operation from outside the exhibit.

Madrid, 11th  of November 1999




[image: Chapter 1 - Madrid Sandtiger 2.jpg]




The ill sandtiger  shark getting trapped in a net inside Madrid Aquarium’s  main  exhibit,  before  being     inflated with air to correct its buoyancy. Madrid, 11th of November 1999




The procedure in Madrid was published the following year and you can also read it from the Literature section in the Flying Sharks website (www.flyingsharks.eu).

[image: Chapter 1 - Madrid Sandtiger 3.jpg]

Sick sandtiger shark trapped in a stretcher along the side of Madrid Aquarium’s main exhibit, before being inflated with air to correct its buoyancy. The procedure involved wedging a PVC pipe in the shark’s mouth and then using the arm to drive a hose all the way down its gut while pumping small bursts of air. Madrid, 11th   of November 1999




So, back to 2006, Pablo Areitio was a good friend of ours, not just because we had inflated his sandtiger shark in 1999, but also due to the monumental fact that Pablo became director of L’Oceanogràfico shortly after the shark-inflating procedure and asked us for fish. A lot of fish! So, during my final years in the Oceanário, Zé and I filled truck after truck with animals collected in Olhão that were used to stock the brand new Valencia Aquarium during its opening in 2003. Additionally, I was commissioned by L’Oceanogràfico to travel to Marathon Key, home of Forrest Young’s Dynasty Marine, and assist

with both their charters from Miami to Valencia, in late 2002 and early 2003. I’ll never forget the day I arrived at Forrest’s yard and contemplated the sixty empty transport tanks that laid ahead of us, and how they needed preparing before the charter, and monitoring during. There I was, feeling so special about the 36 tanks that we had shipped ourselves, from Forrest, to Lisbon in 1998, and again in 1999, but Valencia’s 60 blew our record out of the sky.
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Pablo  Areitio  (left)  and  I  (right)  inside  the  chartered Boeing 747 that flew approximately sixty transport tanks from Miami to Valencia, Spain, weeks before the opening of  L’Oceanogràfico,  Spain’s  largest  public  aquarium. Somewhere  over  the  Atlantic  Ocean,  25th   of  November 2002




The bond between Pablo and us was therefore a very strong one, surpassing professionalism into true friendship. It was therefore fitting that the very first Flying

Sharks order involved moving to Valencia the tiny devil ray that swam inside Tunipex’s set-net on the eve of Zé and I starting the company. However, that is a story all of its own, and one that marks the beginning of a long series of Flying Sharks’ tales. Or should I say tails?
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Pablo   Areitio   (the   legs   on   the   right)   hands       me farmaceuticals (I’m inside the tank) to inject a sandbar shark, Carcharhinus plumbeus, which was doing less than fine. The shark survived. Somewhere between Miami and Valencia at 39.000 feet, 31st  of January 2003

Mission #1

In addition to all the projects mentioned before, Pablo was a regular at the European Union of Aquarium Curators conferences and a close friend. He had indicated multiple times before he was interested in welcoming a manta, or devil, ray in Valencia so Zé took it upon himself to call him immediately as soon as the devil ray was landed. Pablo was ecstatic and a deal was made over the phone. But Pablo wasn’t the only party with an interest in manta rays from Tunipex. Ray Davis, then general curator of the Georgia Aquarium, in Atlanta, had also been talking to us about it and the unusual planet alignment that week had him sending me an email asking for news precisely the day the devil ray was caught and Flying Sharks was born. I replied asking if he had been slaughtering black chickens or burning incense in his office, because a devil ray had indeed been landed that morning. But I also had to explain my partner in crime had already promised it to Valencia, and quite correctly so because Pablo did place his request before Georgia. Regardless, Ray jumped on a plane two days after and I drove south to Olhão to show him, and his colleague Neil Allen, the devil ray. He had a keen interest on it and told us he would take it if Valencia backed out of the deal at the last minute.




As we prepared for our first Flying Sharks transport, Zé fed the ray two or three times daily while we watched it navigating the tank beautifully. It was a perfect specimen, not a scratch or wound anywhere, swimming gracefully and feeding strong, so we felt things couldn’t possibly go wrong. We exchanged emails with Pablo and Pietro Pecchioni, L’Oceanogràfico’s senior aquarist, and a date

was set for the first Flying Sharks transport, which was to

be on the 21st of September.




[image: DSC00012]

Small devil ray, Mobula mobular (90 cm, 3 ft across), swimming in the temporary holding station in Olhão, September  2006.  This  animal  was  later  shipped  to L’Oceanogràfico, in Valencia, and was Flying Sharks’ first order. Olhão, 3rd of September 2006




An extremely detailed plan for moving the small Mobula mobular was put in place immediately. The number one item on the agenda was pulling out the 12 volts bilge pump from the transport tank, for we had seen in the Oceanário transports that the rays got their heads damaged from constantly bumping against the pump. However, we also knew pulling the pump out completely drove the water into a latte frothiness, because manta

and devil rays are famous, or infamous, for the insane amounts of mucus their skins secrete, especially when under stressful conditions. This is a scenario we did not want to see happening, especially on our first transport and considering we had approximately thirteen hours of driving between Olhão and Valencia. The solution to this challenge presented itself in the form of two transport tanks: one 2,4 meters (8 feet) wide (the largest we could find) for the devil ray and a 1,6 meter (5,2 feet) wide (our standard size) for filtration. The idea was simple: the smaller tank was fitted with our standard cartridge mechanical filter, powered by a 12 volt bilge pump; the water from that tank was then pushed into the devil ray tank through two more 12 volt bilge pumps; the devil ray tank would have two holes drilled into its sides (one at the middle and one near the bottom) where the new water would come in; and then two more holes right at the surface connected the devil ray tank to the filtration tank through two more extremely wide hoses were water flew by gravity.




We felt so smart with ourselves that we ended up publishing it a few months later. You may also find that in the Literature section of the Flying Sharks website. In fact, we were so incredibly prepared for that trip that a cold front forced us to push the trip a whole day ahead of schedule and we did it in a heartbeat. Below please check one of the 100s of emails that flew back and forth during those pre-transport days, so you get a feel for what the preparations for such an operation involve:

[image: image]

Tanks  used for road  transport of Mobula mobular from Olhão (Portugal) to Valencia (Spain).   Legend:

1: Mobula tank, 2,4 m diameter x 1,2 m high.

2:  Surface  skimmers,  connected  through  two  hoses to

filtration tank.

3: Filtration tank, 1,6 m diameter x 1,0 m high.

4: Glass wool bed over which water trickling down from Mobula tank  poured.

5: Outgoing hoses from filtration tank to Mobula tank; hoses are connected to one 12 volt powered Rule®  2.000 GPH bilge pump each.

6: Filter unit; contains one laminated paper cartridge and one mesh bag with activated carbon. 12 volt powered Rule®   2.000  GPH  bilge  pump  (immersed  inside     tank), pushes water up through filter.

7: 12 volt dry-cell sealed batteries, wired to bilge pumps. 8: Airline connected to compressed oxygen cylinder (secured outside tank) and to small 12 volt powered Rule®

500 GPH bilge pump (immersed inside tank), atomizing oxygen.

Illustration by Leonor Sousa, http://leonorsousa. daportfolio.com




From: FlyingSharks

Sent: Sunday, September 17, 2006 10:23 PM To: (Aq. Valencia) Pietro Pecchioni

Cc: (Aq. Atlanta) Ray Davis ; Ze Graça (Flying Sharks); Morikawa

(Tunipex)

Subject: Mobula status and scheduling




Dear friends,




Below please find a summary of the last couple of days, as well as a proposed schedule for this operation. Kindly revise them and propose whatever changes you feel necessary.




The Mobula




– Been feeding very well, 2 Kg per day divided by three meals since Sept. 5~6.

– Heavy rain during the evening of Sept. 13 caused temperature to drop from 26 deg. C to 24. Salinity most likely dropped significantly as well, although no values are available.


	Temperature dropped again from 24 to 23 deg. C Sept. 15.


	Temp. dropped again from 23 to 22 deg. C Sept. 16.




– Sept. 15 the Mobula started displaying somewhat erratic swimming, hugging the walls of the tank. This was unseen during previous days.

– Close visual inspection Sept. 16 revealed zero external parasites. Microscopic inspection of fin scraping (from wounded area) revealed zero parasites as well.

– 1 ml of Baytril (i.e. Enrofloxacyn @ 10 mg / Kg assuming the ray is 10 Kg) + 0.5 ml of Solu-medrol (i.e. Prednisolone @ 2 mg / Kg assuming the ray is 10 Kg) were administered I.M. Sept. 16.


	Sept. 17 the ray was showing smoother swimming, although occasionally stalling (not as frequently as Sept. 15 and 16). Fed well, 2 Kg divided by 5 feeds.


	Ackward movements of posterior section, accompanied by raising of the tail and stalling suggest possible infestation with internal parasites in intestinal tract.





	
Tentatives for oral administration of Praziquantel (@ 1 tablet per day) will commence Sept. 18.




Proposed schedule:






	
During Sept. 18 and 19 Zé charges all batteries and inspects

gear, making list of supplies that need to be purchased.



	Pietro arrives Sept. 19 and checks out Mobula and Manta




husbandry at the Oceanário.


	Pietro and Ray drive to Olhão morning of Sept. 20. Suggest hiring diesel mini-van that seats four people comfortably (e.g. Ford Galaxy, Opel Zafira, Chrysler Plymouth, etc.).


	João drives to Olhão morning of Sept. 20, carrying 40 Kg of camarinha (food) + activated carbon.


	
Zé, João, Pietro and Ray assist with tank preparations Sept. 20.

Preparations include:

	Moving tanks from Tunipex warehouse to holding station





	Cleaning four 2.4 m tanks


	Loading tanks on refrigerated truck


	Loading batteries on truck


	Wiring batteries to truck’s D.C. 24 volt supply and connecting those to 24 volt L.S.S. pump


	
Loading oxygen bottles on truck


	
Setting up airline + regulator + airstone + 12 volt diffuser pump

on tank (this will use single 12 volt battery)



	Setting up filtration on L.S.S. tank








– Filling up with water

– Washing activated carbon and loading cartridge Jacuzzi filter


	Testing


	Troubleshooting


	Zé and João deal with paperwork from Docapesca + Direcção Regional Veterinária. Ray and Pietro continue tank setup and observe ray during that time.




– Zé and/or João do last minute shopping for misc. missing

supplies.

– Thursday (Sept. 21) should be left empty on calendar and available for last minute preparations and contingencies.


	Thursday 18:00 – departure. Truck leads. Zé, João, Pietro and Ray drive behing in mini-van. Zé and João will drive mini-van back on Saturday (*).


	
Friday (Sept. 22) – estimated arrival time in Valencia 10:00 AM

(i.e. 16 hour drive).



	Slow acclimation and introduction of ray to Valencia’s holding




tank.

– Observation.

– First feeding attempt at approx. 16:00 ~ 18:00.


	Preliminary group commemorative dinner.


	Saturday (Sept. 23) – regular feeding schedule should commence at 08:00. Zé and João assist with that. Ray observes and provides advice.


	Zé and João drive back to the Algarve whenever the group feels comfortable that Pietro and Valencia’s staff have ray’s husbandry under control.
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Road-map of the 846 km (525 miles) devil ray transport from Olhão (south Portugal) to Valencia   (eastern Spain).

20th  of September 2006




The 20th of September was therefore the day Zé and I, along with Pietro Pechionni and Ray Davis, who came along for the ride, got in our rental van behind the big eighteen wheeler truck and drove the 846 kilometers to Valencia. During the trip we faced multiple difficulties, the first one being that the electrical board Zé had commissioned from a local electrician was constantly failing. The idea behind it was awesome: a large electrical board was connected to the truck’s 12 volt supply and then fed the bilge pump that ran the filtration unit and the two pumps that returned the filtered water to the devil ray’s tank. However, the freaking circuit-breakers on the board kept blowing and, with lights on our heads or mouths, while working in a dark truck in southern Spain, we decided to take the whole thing apart and go back to

basics, with stripped pump wires wrapped around the 12 volt batteries we had packed just in case. Like I said, we were very prepared.

[image: IMG_1218]

Yours truly (left) and Zé Graça (right) fitting the lid on the devil ray tank (inside the tank) while Pietro Pechionni (in the back) does last minute preparations before driving from Olhão (Portugal) to Valencia (Spain). Notice the filtration tank on the front where the two hoses from the devil ray tank dump water over filtration material. The water was later filtered using the Jacuzzi® unit mounted on the lid and then returned to the devil ray tank using two 12 volt submersible bilge pumps. This ensured the water was treated while not having any pumps in direct contact with the devil ray. Olhão, 21st of September 2006




We also did water changes. Lots and lots of water changes. The truck was big enough for us to carry four of the 2,4 meters wide tanks so we carried the devil ray

in one and the other three had water in them. We stopped every two or three hours and did a 50% water change each time, meaning we changed the whole water of the tank a total of three times. To my knowledge, that’s a world record as far as road transports of marine elasmobranchs go. It’s therefore no surprise that we arrived to Valencia with absolutely pristine water quality. Furthermore, our water parameters (temperature, pH and salinity) matched Valencia’s almost perfectly, which meant the acclimation procedure didn’t have to be too long, always a crowd pleaser after an overnight drive when everyone is dying for a hotel room and a shower. While moving the ray to its new temporary quarantine tank, L’Oceanogràfico’s veterinarian got a blood sample and did a close inspection for external parasites, finding nothing. Other than a few mechanical abrasions on the cephalic lobes – which always heal nicely within a few days – the devil ray was absolutely perfect. Not bad for our first delivery ever.




Upon introduction of the ray to its new quarantine tank immediately we spotted one small hiccup, though. We had asked L’Oceanogràfico boys to draw lines in their tank – to help the ray orient itself better – but there were no lines in the tank at all, which caused the ray to constantly bump against the wall. Zé, however, took care of that by using his hand to guide the ray along the wall while I, and the rest of the guys, placed electrical tape on the dry section of the wall.
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L’Oceanogràfico’s staff inspect a small devil ray, Mobula mobular, after delivery from Flying Sharks. Valencia, 22nd of September 2006
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Zé Graça assists small devil ray, Mobula mobular, swim in  its  quarantine  tank,  at  L’Oceanogràfico  in  Valencia (Spain), by placing his hand between its eye and the tank wall. Minutes after vertical lines were placed on the tank and the ray was able to swim away from the walls on its own. Valencia,   22nd  of September 2006




After lunch we returned to find the beautiful devil ray swimming peacefully in the quarantine tank, leisurely flapping its fins away from the tank walls, not showing a care in the world. It was around 4 p.m. when Zé and I decided our work was done so we said our goodbyes to Ray, who was staying in Valencia for a few days, Pietro, Alfredo Terrón and Ramón Barbosa (more aquarists from Valencia) and decided to drive back to Olhão so we could enjoy the weekend with our ladies. I was dating the lovely Marta and we were spending the weekend at her parents’ beach house, which was not so distant from Olhão. And

let me tell you that those weekends were showered with moments that would make Christian Grey and Anastasia Steele blush, for Marta and I met under a fetish umbrella and took the rain home with us… With a vengeance! Our weekend bag was perpetually filled with wonderful lingerie and quite a few leather restraints, so much so that the beach apartment never saw the heater being turned on even during the coldest winters! Anyway, Zé and I aimed southwest for the Algarve, on that glorious sunny Friday afternoon, and prepared to nuke the 846 kilometers that separated us from home in eight hours, or preferably less.

A daring deed in the making

Meanwhile, while all this was happening, Núria, the director of Biology at the Oceanário, was sharing the plans for releasing the large manta ray, Manta birostris, with me. After getting shutdown from an Air Force crew of the almighty Merlin EH-101 helicopter, the only option available was placing the manta ray on a boat and sailing out to the Ocean. If you read the first book, then you’ll know the plan to move out the manta ray by air was impossible to accomplish because the raw force of the EH-101 helicopter would shatter the Oceanário’s many glass panels. You may also remember that the Oceanário’s manta ray, which arrived on the 13th of November in 2002 measuring 1,6 meters (5,2 feet), was now measuring very close to 4 meters (13,1 feet!) and desperately needed to be moved back to the wild. When the air option proved to be impossible, Núria commissioned a huge 8 x 5 meters (26 x 16 feet) tank, complete with foam fractionation and mechanical filtration. It was an impressive looking tank and moving it from the manufacturer to the Oceanário was a big job on its own because the tank was too wide for most roads, which meant having a police escort and blocking off parking spots in tight streets the night before. Like I said, a big (and expensive) operation.




Núria and her staff had come up with a remarkable plan which, although lacking the flare of jumping from a helicopter, still promised a fun filled day. The plan involved trapping the manta ray inside the Open Ocean tank; then placing it on top of a round stretcher; then hoisting the stretcher up above the water surface (which meant building a heavy duty crane over the Open Ocean

tank while not dropping any tools, nor metal or cement shards over the water – not easy, I assure you, but the engineering staff nailed it perfectly); then moving the stretcher over a small 2 x 2 meters (6,6 x 6,6 feet) fiberglass tank mounted on railroad rails; gently forcing the manta ray to slide from the stretcher into the 2 x 2 meters box; pushing the box (naturally filled with water) over the rails, across the cafeteria, into the balcony; attaching the box to the very long arm of an industrial crane positioned on the causeway, 15 meters below; praying heavily while the crane slowly lowered the box with the manta ray to the ground; having a second crane pick up the box from the ground, raising it while rotating and finally delivering it to the massive 8 x 5 meters tank already mounted on the barge, docked against the promenade pedestrian walkway in front of the Oceanário; having a tug boat pull the barge all the way out to the open ocean; once on site, the manta ray was to be strapped to the large stretcher again and the barge’s winch would lift it up in the air and finally set it down gently in the ocean, while two divers released it from the stretcher and monitored it swimming away free.




I said it before but I’ll say it again: it was a big job. And I have to admit I was impressed as hell with how smooth Núria made it all seem. Up until 2005 I was curator of collections and therefore in charge of the big jobs so, naturally, I had grown to foolishly believe I was the sole human on the planet capable of pulling extraordinary and impossible jobs. Watching such a monumental operation unravel from the distance was a much needed exercise in humility that poked my brain in the ‘you’re-not-the-only- smart-person-in-the-world-after-all-dummy’ section. Over the previous years we had all watched the videos of

the Monterey Bay Aquarium staff releasing their massive 2 meters high oceanic sunfish, Mola mola, to the wild and also the Atlantis Resort, in Nassau, folks releasing their manta rays to the wild as well. A quick word of thanks to these two fine institutions, by the way, who were incredibly generous in sharing all their information with the Oceanário as we took our first baby steps with sunfish and manta rays.




Still, in both of those cases a helicopter was used and each animal was placed on top of a round net and lifted



	dry – for a short three-to-four minute flight. They were then slowly lowered to the ocean near a support boat with aquarists, that assisted the animals in leaving the net. Those operations, as hard and expensive as they had been, were a walk in the park compared to the Oceanário’s monumental undertaking.







I had a specific job in it also: ordering the satellite trackers that were to be deployed on the manta ray so we could monitor its progress after being released. I ordered both a pop-up and a spot tag from Wildlife Computers, which we received in the summer of 2005, for the initial plan was to release the manta ray during the unusually high September spring tides. Let’s not forget the plan involved the barge docking near the Oceanário and such docking procedure would not be possible unless it happened during an unusually generous high-tide, which meant the operation, as gigantic as it was, was also confined to a few very narrow windows of time: either September or April, which is when the moon and the sun are both aligned and therefore exert their maximum gravitational pull over the Earth’s massive oceans. People often forget

how insignificant one human being is in the grand scheme of things and sometimes it takes a job like this to remind us that some forces are simply beyond our control, like ensuring there is enough water in front of the Oceanário. Without a little help from Mr. Sun and Ms. Moon, the barge simply wouldn’t be able to dock.




The transmitters arrived on schedule and were tested thoroughly. The Oceanário’s contract with ARGOS, the satellite network that was to monitor the transmissions, was online and working fine also. The spot tag was supposed to send out its geographical position (along with date and time) every time the antenna popped out of the water, which wasn’t that rare with manta rays, as they traditionally swim and feed near, or at, the surface. The pop-up tag would store data on depth, light, temperature and salinity for three months and then detach itself from the manta ray and, once at the surface, relay all the information to the satellite network so that we could retrieve it using our ARGOS online access. I have to admit I was scared shitless, if you’ll pardon my French, about this job for I had never been very good with satellite transmitters. During my work with the Portuguese Elasmobranch Association I had deployed two in blue sharks, in the past, and got zero beeps out of one and two beeps out of the second. Not brilliant, I know. The worst part was not understanding what the hell happened because I knew for a fact both machines were working when deployed but, for some reason, never heard back from them. Had the sharks been picked up by commercial fishermen who trashed the transmitters? Doubtful, because commercial fishermen are usually pretty good with returning scientific equipment. We’ve tagged in excess of five hundred blue

sharks, with small dart tags, over the years and the vast majority of our 70+ returns thus far came from commercial fishermen. Could the animals then have died and sank to the bottom with the transmitter on their backs? That’s certainly another possibility when the evil machines go silent, yes. Or could the transmitters be bitten off by a larger animal? Also a possibility and the good people of Wildlife Computers can certainly put some fine machines together but they lack the ability of transmitting from inside an animal’s gut while immersed in stomach acid. Or maybe the transmitters simply broke down? The agonizing thing about not hearing from a transmitter is precisely that one has no idea of what on Earth – or water

	
happened.




I was fortunate to be good friends with Nuno Queiroz for many years, another shark enthusiast who was working then on his Ph.D. thesis, which focused on the satellite tracking of blue sharks across the Atlantic Ocean. Nuno was involved with David Sims, a renowned researcher in the field who had, at the time, the largest oceanic satellite transmitter project ever in scientific history. If memory serves me right, they had close to one hundred animals swimming around in the Atlantic with pop-up, or spot, tags trailing behind them. Impressive, right? Once I learned about this, I picked Nuno’s brain as often as I could and I would occasionally test the transmitters, using the software provided with them, ensuring all would run smoothly. At one point I even jumped in the car and drove the 300 kilometers north to have lunch with Nuno’s dad, who had a brilliant mind for mechanics and provided some really good ideas about ways for us to attach the spot transmitter to the manta ray’s back. You see, it’s easy

to attach a transmitter to a shark’s dorsal fin because you simply drill a couple of holes through it (don’t worry, it’s mostly cartilage and hurts no more than getting your ear pierced), so you can attach the transmitter with a piece of monofilament. It’s a different game when one needs to slap one of those machines to the bare back of a flat manta ray.




As Núria’s amazing plan slowly unfolded, time would go by and the transmitters were stored in the Oceanário’s food preparation fridge, to ensure the batteries wouldn’t die. Eventually all the ts were crossed and all the is were dotted and a final date for release was set, the 12th of April 2007. And the best part of it all was accepting Núria’s much welcomed invitation to be part of the team that was to trap the manta ray in the Open Ocean tank and then releasing it back to the wild. Sweet, wonderful Núria! I could have kissed her then! “You bet your sweet ass, I’m going!” I replied, not disguising my enthusiasm, which really came as no surprise to everyone because, remember, I did crack a few ribs bringing the thing to the Oceanário in November 2002 and it’s not like working on the website, and teaching, was keeping me too busy from joining one of the most incredible rides I’ve ever taken.




But before that wacky operation, Zé and I had one more Flying Sharks run to make, this one involving a wicked 1948 DC4 and a flip-flopped pilot that looked like Santa Claus.




* * * * * * *




Chapter 2

April 2007 The Prop Job




Our relationship with Ray Davis, who had come along for the tiny devil ray delivery to L’Oceanogràfico in Valencia, yielded a very generous order of four oceanic sunfish, Mola mola, to the Georgia Aquarium, in Atlanta, which was scheduled precisely for the week before the Oceanário’s giant manta ray release, i.e. the 12th of April 2007. I couldn’t help to remind Ray of the first time I had come in contact with him and the supreme irony in the way we had come to reunite again so many years after.




It was early February 1995 and I was then working for the Lisbon Zoo, and understanding very little about shark husbandry. In fact, let’s be honest and rephrase that: I understood very little about anything. The sharks hadn’t arrived yet (they came on the 9th of February) and my job then consisted of spreading gravel along the tank’s bottom and getting familiarized with the filtration system. Manuel Bragança, then commercial director and the guy who had put his faith in me for the job – despite my complete lack of qualification other than the fact that I was the sole Portuguese who had done field work with large sharks (in Bimini) – suggested that we called a shark ‘guru’ and asked for advice on how to prepare for the two sandtiger

sharks’ arrival. “No sweat” I replied as I flipped through the pages of my trusted American Elasmobranch Society annual directory, the ‘Who’s who’ in the Shark World, the yellow pages of the Elasmobranch Galaxy, the… You get the picture. While going through the hundreds of names I recognized from scientific papers, I looked at their affiliation and focused on those working with captive sharks. My finger stopped as it hit ‘Sea World Orlando’, the place I had fell in love with sharks many years before during a vacation with my family. The curator then was one Ray Davis, a name I had heard mentioned multiple times during the previous year AES meeting, my first. It was also one of those names that came with awe and great respect. Manuel Bragança picked up the phone and dialed the international number, asking for Mr. Ray Davis. He then switched to speaker mode and we enjoyed a nice, close to thirty minutes long, conversation across the Atlantic as Ray patiently guided us through the dos and don’ts in shark husbandry. Ray giggled, in 2007, when I told him about this. He had no memory of the phone call, most likely because he had taken thousands of similar calls during his impressive career, but he appreciated the irony in ordering sunfish from the (then) skinny kid who had called twelve years before.




The plan to deliver Ray his four sunfish wasn’t too elaborate, although involving multiple steps, and a whopping insanely high cost, hence the generosity mentioned before:


	Step one: Zé and the Tunipex staff needed to capture the animals and get them target trained in Olhão;


	Step two: moving them to Lisbon by truck;


	
Step three: moving them to Brussels in DHL’s cargo flight outbound from Lisbon;


	
Step four: moving them to New York in another

DHL cargo flight;



	Step five: moving them to Atlanta in a charter flight.














The charter flight in step five seemed like overkill but we weren’t having any luck finding domestic carriers, in the U.S.A., willing to take the sunfish and their four one ton (2.200 pounds) heavy – each – tanks loaded with saltwater, 12 volt batteries and oxygen cylinders. Of course there was always the option of driving from New York to Atlanta, but we all feared the eighteen hour drive, added to the previous twenty four hours of transit time, would certainly prevent the animals from arriving alive and breathing.
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Oceanic sunfish, Mola mola, being target fed by Zé Graça in Olhão, days before flying to the Georgia Aquarium, in Atlanta. The sunfish were trained to associate food with the yellow floater, which made life easier during feeding times. Olhão, 9th of March 2007

This was also the first time we flew with DHL, who were a bit nervous when learning of our cargo. They therefore had us presenting some sort of document certifying the tanks were leak free, which we took care of by contacting the Portuguese Institute of Welding and Quality (Instituto de Soldadura e Qualidade). One of their engineers, João Direito, drove to the Algarve and bore witness as we flooded one tank to the brim, sealed the lid, and kept on filling, through an especially built-in hose fitting, while a Government-certified pressure gauge, mounted on the lid, showed the pressure the water was exerting inside the tank, while it crept up all the way close to one bar. At that point the acrylic panel on the window seemed about ready to explode and João Direito stopped the test and considered the tanks were more than fit to fly, as they would never encounter such a reality in their whole lives in the fish transport business. Still, Zé and I were to fly with these tanks ourselves, so we insisted that a test was conducted to simulate what would happen in the event of turbulence. So Zé hopped on Tunipex’s forklift, lifted the water filled tank high off the ground (appropriately strapped to the pallet, of course) and drove like a maniac all over Olhão’s fishing docks, swerving and breaking, spinning tires, and even using the forklift’s tilt function to swerve the tank forty five degrees to the side. Not one drop came out and we all finally breathed again.




This was a relatively easy transport and on the 5th of April, like clockwork, we boarded the DHL plane with our four sunfish and an amazing trail of emails behind us. At one point I believe I counted 23 ‘@dhl.com’ addresses in our correspondence, which is not that surprising considering the operation involved the Lisbon, Madrid,

Brussels and New York DHL offices. It was a first time for us all so every party involved wanted to make sure it all went as smoothly as it possibly could. And it most certainly did, for the most part.
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Zé Graça tilts a completely filled (with water) transport tank while testing for leaks at the fishing docks in Olhão. No  animals  were  injured  in  this  test,  which  consisted of  a  transport  tank  completely  filled  with  water  but no animals. Olhão, 22nd  of March 2007




The deal we had agreed upon with DHL allowed us to carry oxygen and 12 volt acid-free batteries on board but we were not allowed to use them. Only years later did we break that barrier. If you end up reading these fish tales all the way through the end, rather than getting rid of these pages during your next garage sale, you’ll see what I mean. Regardless, the MD11 crew, on the long intercontinental flight from Brussels to JFK, was super

nice and allowed us to drip some oxygen into the tanks for a few hours, which is great because the percent saturation was getting below 100%, never a good sign.




The landing in JFK, our first in Flying Sharks history, was – by far – the scariest landing I’ve ever been on! And that includes my own, and let me tell you I’ve always been able to walk out of the Cessna 172, Cessna 152 or Piper Cherokee 180 I usually fly, but there were one or two times I told the tech guys to give the aft landing gears a thorough check before the next flight. What happened was that, during our flight, the older, usually wiser, pilot had the younger, usually mavericky, co-pilot land, which is standard on just about every cargo flight I’ve been on. Well, our co-pilot that day decided to pretend we were landing on an 800 meters long runaway somewhere in Tanzania and slammed hard on the breaks immediately after touching down and kicking in the reverse thrust. Fair enough, we did have the shortest taxi in history and exited the runaway straight into DHL’s cargo terminal. The flipside, though, is that the sheer weight of the tanks had one of them sliding halfway out from its pallet, despite all the airline straps and even our wooden stops hammered strongly around the pallet to keep the tank in place. If that doesn’t illustrate Newton’s first Law of Motion (i.e. force and inertia), I don’t know what does. In case that comment had you scratching your nugget, here’s a quick lesson in classic physics: consider a tank that weighs one ton, i.e. one thousand kilos or 2.200 pounds, that’s set on a wooden pallet. Throw some extra heavy-duty ratchet- tight aircraft straps and a few wooden stops hammered deep into the pallet – surrounding the tank – for good measure. Imagine the sheer gravitational pull which binds

the tank to the pallet its set on, and the friction between them. Now picture yourself pushing that tank out of place. Sounds silly, right? As long as you’re daydreaming about this, call your neighbors, your brother in law, even your mother in law and ask them to help you move the tank. Got anywhere? Didn’t think so. But don’t feel bad because no human could. Now place that nightmarish un- moveable Excaliburesque tank inside an aircraft that’s landing at a speed of 145-150 knots and stop it over 10 seconds and perhaps a 300 meters roll on the ground. That de-acceleration is enough to win over the friction that held the tanks in place – at least one of the four – and sent it sliding halfway out of the pallet. How truly spectacular is that? Guess what happened to the tank, which really wasn’t built to be placed halfway in and halfway out over a wooden pallet?




Nothing. Not a damn thing. And if that ain’t testament

to the quality of our tanks I don’t know what is.




Once on the ground, the copilot spotted our 1948 DC4, which would fly us to Atlanta, and said “Oh look, it’s that prop job you guys are chartering, right?” I have to admit, though, as hard as the guy tried to be nice, I felt like tapping his shoulder and go “Hey, good job with the insane breaking back there, especially after we explained our tanks have saltwater and live fish inside them…”




Shortly after, we made sure the tanks were secure and fed with oxygen, for we knew the customs phase of the trip always takes a few hours and we wouldn’t be near the tanks during that period. We exited the aircraft with the flight crew and searched for operations staffers. After all

the emails with more than a dozen DHL New Yorkers we expected a band, police escort and even Mayor Bloomberg greeting the first air-moved sunfish to enter American soil ever. Instead we found… Nothing. Not a soul. We poked around a few doors and eventually found a guy in a DHL fluorescent vest. We told him we were with the live fish, foolishly thinking the sentence would spin the events into uncovering the golden magic door that had been so far concealing the marching band and tiger on the bicycle. “The what fish?” is what we got instead.
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Zé Graça uses our trustee portable Palintest®  water lab to test for ammonia while flying at 40.000 feet between Brussels and New York’s  JFK airport moving oceanic sunfish to the Georgia Aquarium in Atlanta (only 2 of the 4 tanks shown). Somewhere over the Atlantic, 5th of April 2007

We then proceeded to explain we were two biologists flying with four live fish that were supposed to be moved to whatever area where we had a chartered DC4 waiting to fly us to Atlanta. It was probably 4 a.m. and we were scheduled to leave at about nine, so we had some time to figure out what was going on. The nice man in the fluorescent jacket looked baffled and drove us to the regular terminal so we could clear customs, otherwise we were basically entering the country illegally. And then came another delightfully entertaining moment, as most customs officials treated the situation like it was the first time ever two attendants had flown in with live animals on a cargo flight. First they had us go on the regular passenger line; then on the crew line; then back to the passenger line; at one point we had to stand on the ‘special’ line where all the ‘unusual’ cases go, which really was mine and Zé’s favorite part, as we asked ourselves – nervously – whether our rectal valves were latex intolerant or, preferably, not.




Finally, common sense prevailed and we cleared customs the good old-fashioned way, with the rest of the passengers that had flown in on other regular commercial flights. The DHL nice man then drove us to the tanks and I guess the whole process took so long that, by the time we were near them, they were already being moved next to the chartered DC4 and daylight was upon us. And that’s when a bunch of DHL staffers started introducing themselves and I could recognize the names from the cc field in all the emails we’d been exchanging during the previous days. Paul Clarkson, from the Georgia Aquarium, was there also. Paul had spent some time in Olhão with Zé, just days before, getting acquainted with Mola mola husbandry.

We had all become good friends and it was refreshing to

finally see a familiar face.




Paul then spotted the half-in, half-out tank on the pallet and looked amazed, immediately realizing the power behind that particular event. No problem though, for, once the straps and wooden stops were removed, five or six screaming – and farting – men managed to prop the tank back on top of the pallet again. Sorry about the not so elegant flatulent detail but the guy readers know what I’m talking about. You’re not really exerting serious strength unless your bowels get constricted to the point of eliminating whatever gaseous substance might be dwelling inside. Not pretty, I know. But things are what they are.




At that point it was probably 7 a.m. and we stood freezing on the JFK tarmac while preparing to do a water change using water we had organized to be flown in – inside the charter aircraft – from Florida, thanks to our good friend Forrest Young from Dynasty Marine. For such is the nature of this trade; we’re not really competitors, we’re much more like partners, and our man Forrest had driven a few tanks of clean water up to the airfield the DC4 had flown out from. We then dumped some 25% of our own water onto the nearest drain and used Dynasty’s water to replenish our levels. I must admit that I was a little skittish about volunteering with the water change chore but my temporary laziness was over as soon as my hands touched the oh so warm 18 degrees (Celsius) (64,4 F) water, which felt like the sweetest Swedish sauna heaven as opposed to the negative whatever degrees blew outside.
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The amazing 1948 DC4 Flying Sharks and Georgia Aquarium chartered to fly the four sunfish from New York’s JFK airport to Atlanta. The four hours flight was done at

7.000 feet and therefore no artificial pressurization was

required. JFK airport, 5th  of April 2007




It was about this time we met the crew. The captain owned the plane and was as picturesque as they come: somewhere in his sixties, most likely seventies, long white beard and flip-flops over thick wool stocks. I have to admit I have rarely felt safer because this guy oozed airmanship from every pore in his body and I felt he was the type of pilot that could land anything – anywhere. After the meet and greet with the crew, once we were done with the water changes, the tanks were loaded inside the beautiful bird the old fashioned way, with a forklift on the ground and a pallet jack to wheel them around the

plywood floor inside the aircraft. It was right about this time the pilot fired up the four engines so they wouldn’t freeze up on us because, like I mentioned before, it was cold that morning in New York City.
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Yours truly (far left) and Zé Graça (far right) doing water changes on four sunfish flown in from Olhão, Portugal, while on the tarmac at New York’s JFK airport before boarding the chartered 1948 DC4 (in the background) that flew us to Atlanta, Georgia. JFK airport, 5th of April 2007




If you’re not into airplanes you might as well jump the next few lines because they will strike you as madness but, on the contrary, if you’re a plane buff, you will understand why I called my dad. He flew Alouette helicopters in the war that raged between Portugal and Guinea Bissau, from the late 1960s until 1974, and managed to produce

a marine biologist with my mom, who was there with him, in between missions. I called him from the JFK very cold tarmac and reported everything was fine, basically explaining what I was up to while holding the cell-phone’s microphone to the roaring DC4 engines and standing immediately under one of them. I couldn’t see my dad over the phone but I am willing to bet a large sum of money he add tears in his eyes on the other side of the connection. As did I. You see now why you should have taken me seriously when I said you best jump these lines if you weren’t into airplanes. Or overly emotional Mediterranean men.
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Loading  the  four  oceanic  sunfish  inside  the  chartered 1948 DC4 that flew them from New York’s JFK airport to Atlanta, Georgia. JFK airport, 5th  of April 2007

Shortly before we departed, our broker, Erich Espino, did a McDonald’s run and, bless his soul, brought us all breakfast sandwiches, Coke and coffee. We hadn’t eaten in quite a few hours so the Egg McMuffins didn’t last too long. Eventually we all climbed inside the aircraft and got ready for departure, realizing the pilot had brought his friends for the cool flight and there were more people than seats on the aircraft. No worries, though. There were plenty of structural bars for people to hold on to during take-off and landing.




The flight itself was done at 7.000 feet and we could spot cars, houses, even people walking their dogs through the crack between the door and the floor, which is something you don’t get when flying a modern jet at 40.000 feet. Temperature was low inside the aircraft, way too low, so I wasn’t shy about sharing a blanket with Erich Espino and pose for a photo that I should have accidentally deleted but, instead, chose to share it with you all.




We landed in Atlanta at about 4 p.m. and started acclimation procedures no more than one hour later, but not before Zé, I, Paul, and everybody on the plane availed ourselves of the facilities at Brown Field, Fulton County’s Airport, for the DC4 lacked a men’s room and the coffee ingested before the flight was screaming for attention. It had felt like a million bucks when it arrived all warm inside the aircraft, but we later cursed the damn day we ingested it all before asking if the plane’s commode was functioning.
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Eric Espino (right) and I (left) sharing a blanket during the  very  cold  four  hours  flight,  at  7.000  feet  with  no pressurization, from New York to Atlanta with four sunfish in the back. Somewhere between New York and   Atlanta, 5th  of April 2007




One quick last word on that memorable flight before leaving the subject: in the cockpit there was a pilot, a co- pilot and the engineer, a young man who sat between the latter both and adjusted the throttles, and cowl flaps, as required by the captain. Being part of it all sent shivers down my spine as I felt like Captain Paul Tibbets as he approached ground zero on the 6th of August 1945 and prepared to end the War. And for months, after I returned, I used no other aircraft than the almighty DC3 Dakota on my Flight Simulator missions. Speaking of famous airmen, guess who sat next to us on the flight back from Newark to Lisbon? None other than Lena Yeager, a gorgeous young lady whose last name I immediately recognized and it

turns out I wasn’t wrong. She was indeed related to the great Chuck Yeager, probably the best pilot that ever lived and the first man to break the sound barrier.




Once the animals were safely acclimated, the Georgia Aquarium’s vet inspected them for parasites and indeed removed a few external critters, as Mola mola are famous for their insane parasitic loads. Some say, in fact, the relationship between sunfish and their parasites is of a symbiotic nature; and some even say that killing all the parasites that live in a sunfish is a sure way of killing it also, although it remains to be defined if the sunfish dies from the absence of the parasites – and whatever unexplained physiological mechanism they control – or from the drug that killed the parasites themselves. Still, the vet gave them some drugs and the animals were introduced to their new homes shortly after, beginning to feed only minutes after introduction.




Later that evening, after having washed and stored all our gear, we joined Ray and Paul for dinner, and learned one of the sunfish had succumbed to physiological stress shortly after we left the quarantine facility. We later learned, over the next few weeks, all animals eventually died, which drove us into head scratching frenzy because they had done fine in Olhão for months and had arrived in pristine condition to their new home. But it would take one more Mola mola transport for us to figure out that these animals simply don’t do well in squeaky-clean quarantine tanks but prefer a large dirty old exhibit instead. Which, come to think of it, makes perfect sense since they are, after all, highly pelagic and oceanic animals. They’re used to poor visibility and crappy looking water; what

they are not used to is a sterile environment with obvious walls around them all the time. Could these animals be succumbing to stress, whatever that translates to in the fish world? We honestly didn’t know but, acting on our feeling, we started strongly advising our clients against quarantining the animals and encouraging them to introduce them directly to their respective main exhibit.
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Two of the four oceanic sunfish, Mola mola, swimming at Georgia Aquarium after 33 hours in transit from Olhão, Portugal.  Notice  how  the  animals  are  feeding  off     the target pole almost immediately after arrival. Atlanta, 5th of April 2007




Regardless, it was time to focus on the next big job, one which involved pulling a massive manta ray out from an aquarium and return it to the big wild ocean.




* * * * * * *




Chapter 3

April 2007 Air Manta




Freshly arrived from Atlanta, it was time to prepare for the next big job, the Oceanário’s giant manta ray removal, precisely one week after, on the glorious 12th of April 2007. If you didn’t read ‘Sex, sharks and rock & roll’ (which I think is unforgivable, to tell you the truth), let me quickly bring you up to speed: the giant manta ray, Manta birostris, was brought to the Oceanário de Lisboa on the 13th of November 2002, measuring then 1,6 meters (5,3 feet) in wingspan. Originally caught by our friends from Tunipex, located in the south of Portugal, it grew to a whopping 4 meters (13 feet) in four years, and it was now time to release it back to the wild. I should mention at this point that public aquaria, indeed zoos also, do not make such a decision lightly. As a rule, reintroducing a captive animal to the wild is always to be avoided, and there are many reasons for it. The first is the simple fact that an animal grows accustomed to its captive habits and will most likely find it extremely hard to adapt to a wild environment after a prolonged stay in captivity. The second reason is related to medical issues. If an animal was treated with antibiotics during its captive period, its immune system most likely developed a resistance to a few bacteria strains and/or to some antibiotics. However, wild

animals may not be immune to such bacteria strains and basically become infected by the formerly captive animal if they come into contact with it. The same principle applies to parasites. A captive animal may become infected with parasites and, because it is regularly treated by the aquaria or zoo keepers, it basically lives with those parasites until the end of its days. But if it’s reintroduced to the wild, it may infect other wild animals, which might not be so tolerant and succumb to the infection.




The issue of reintroduction of captive animals to the wild is therefore a delicate and sensitive one, triggering heated debates whenever it makes it to the drinking table during the evenings at conferences, where zoo and aquaria staff basically discuss how to better care for their animals and also for their wild counterparts.




Few stories illustrate these concerns as vividly than the story of Keiko, the killer whale which became famous by playing Willy in ‘Free Willy’, the 1993 blockbuster. You may read the story online at http://keiko.com/history.html and you will most likely ask “What happened?” at the end. There is really no one explanation as to what happened, other than the fact that Keiko became sick and perished. Could its immune system have become too dependent on artificial drugs to the point that it was no longer able to deal with a wild infection? The truth is that nobody knows. And I know full well this unfortunate outcome will drive most people to say “It should have never been placed in captivity in the first place”. You might find it surprising, given the fact that I catch wild animals and place them in captivity for a living, but I actually agree with you – to a certain point. Over the years I have defended the

unparalleled role zoos and aquaria play in society today. While working at the Oceanário I have seen the eyes of the children as they look into the shark tank and listen to the educational staff teach them amazing things about nature, the oceans and the world we live in.




Recently I was asked to present a talk at the European Elasmobranch Association annual scientific meeting (in November 2014) and chose this as a topic. As I prepared my Powerpoint® presentation and listed conservation efforts from zoos and aquaria around the world, I was amazed at the abundance of such efforts and the millions and millions and millions of dollars, and euros, generated by the zoological community worldwide. The list includes in situ conservation programs, where money raised by zoos and aquaria is applied in the study and protection of natural habitats. But money may also be applied in advertising campaigns designed to share a good idea with the public, such as the amazing ‘Seafood Watch’ card, introduced by the Monterey Bay Aquarium in 1999. This card lets seafood eaters know which options they may embrace without feeling a shred of guilt and those which will throw them in the fiery pits of hell, as if they had gone for that last slice of Loch Ness monster ribs. This program was tremendously successful and changed seafood eating habits in Monterey, indeed in California, with a more informed public making wiser choices in favor of those species that are either endangered, or are caught in ways that hurt the environment, such as the dreadful bottom trawling fishery.
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The  Seafood  Watch   card,  which  is  distributed  freely among Monterey Bay Aquarium visitors, tells the public about healthy choices when eating seafood, and those that should be avoided. This concept was such a phenomenal success  that  has  been  adopted  by  most  world-class aquaria  around  the  world,  including  the  Oceanário     de Lisboa.




Likewise, the European Association of Zoos and Aquaria (www.eaza.org) has now raised over 4 million euros and used those to drive powerful conservation messages that are then spread amongst its members which, in turn, use the information in those campaigns to educate their millions of visitors about the plight of rhinoceros, tigers, rainforests, amphibians, and countless other subjects.

I could go on and on about this issue, for which I feel deeply passionate about, but will leave it be for now. Suffice it to say that zoos and aquaria aren’t animal windows, like they were decades ago, where you’d find a chimpanzee hanging from a tire locked inside a

ridiculously small cage for a lifetime. Zoos and aquaria have evolved greatly in recent years and follow extremely strict guidelines, that ensure animals receive the best care money can buy. Furthermore, these very few animals are ‘locked’ with the clear function of assisting in educating the public, so that these may better protect the natural environment. You could therefore say that these very few are sacrificed for the good of the many, and by sacrificed I mean, once again, they receive the best care money can buy.




In light of the conjectures above you can imagine the debate about whether to release, or not, the Oceanário’s manta ray was a long and powerful one. On one hand we were risking that this animal could introduce dangerous pathogens to the natural environment and potentially starve to death, since it was used to being fed three times per day from a bucket that was offered at the surface. Then again, the Open Ocean exhibit was extraordinarily stable from a veterinarian perspective, with virtually no losses for years, other than the occasional mackerel being taken by a barracuda, or shark. Also, manta rays feed very passively, basically opening their gigantic mouths and swimming forward while filtering plankton from the water. As we looked at the manta ray, growing increasingly larger and soon to be too large for the exhibit, we all decided it wouldn’t be fair to not give it a chance to survive in the wild, which is why a monumental operation was prepared, involving a massive barge, with a gigantic tank mounted on top of it, that was to be towed into the open ocean by a tugboat.
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