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squids Humboldt Squid
—The Devil is not black, he is painted

Diving with

Text and photos by Bartosz Stróżyński

The rather dark reputation 
of Humboldt squid has been 
readily reinforced by various 
wildlife television programs 
and other media which present 
these creatures as giant animals 
hungry for blood or ruthless 
monsters, uncompromisingly 
attacking their prey. The 
Humboldt squid may be scary, 
but they can also be a very 
intriguing and inspiring subject 
for the underwater photographer 
who wants to verify in reality 
the commonly accepted 
stereotypes.

humboldt squid live in the very deep 
waters of the ocean. Knowledge about 
their lives in the abyss is very limited. 
Most of the research concerning their 
behaviour has been done in shallower 
waters. they are found in the eastern 
part of the pacific ocean, near the 
western coast of the Americas. Until 
recently, they have been observed 
mostly off the coasts of central America, 
but more and more, they have been 
seen migrating north, even into the 
waters around Alaska. 
 humboldt squid live in large colonies 
in the deep blue, at depths of 200m 
to 700m. During the day, they stay in 

the depths, but around midnight, they 
approach the surface for feeding. the 
squid usually feast on small fish and krill. 

An adult individual may grow up to 
1.75m in length and reach a weight of 
50kg. 

 the humboldt squid is a real 
underwater predator. Its arms are armed 
with numerous hooked tentacles. It 

has exceptional intelligence, which is 
characteristic of all cephalopods. It has a 
sharp beak and can manage incredible 

bright  
red hum-

boldt squid 
approaches 
the surface 
of the Gulf 
of Mexico
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Humboldt Squid

swimming speeds (24km per hour) with 
amazing agility. these characteristics 
give the humboldt squid a highly efficient 
arsenal. the creature’s voracity is unlimited. 
When hungry, it simply eats, even other 
squid—cannibalism is common behaviour 
among the humboldt. 
 the humboldt squid is considered an 
underwater chameleon. It can change its 
colour rapidly from pure white to bloody 
red, traipsing through all the colours of the 
rainbow, even fluorescent. It is thought 
that their changing of colours is a type of 
communication tool used by these animals. 
 catching humboldt squid has become 
a profitable alternative to fishing for local 
people. their good taste and relatively high 
price make the squid good business. 
 the area where squids are commonly 
caught, as well as studied, is the Gulf of 
Mexico, particularly in the area of santa 

Rosalia, but most recently, due to migration, 
also the bay of Los Angeles. 
 to catch the squid, fishers use special 
cylindrical, fluorescent hooks. the hook 
looks like a rotated conifer twig with steal 
needles. the fishing technique appears 
quite simple. the hook is attached to a 
fishing rod and dropped into deep waters. 
then, fishers move the hook up and down 
to mimic the behaviour of squid. this 
provokes a humboldt squid, which starts 
following the hook. the squid finally attacks 
the fluorescent bait by wrapping its arms 
around the needles. At the same time, the 
imprisoned squid becomes bait for another 
one. After some repetitions of moving the 
hook up and down, a whole colony of 
squids may appear close to the surface. 
 humboldt squid eyes look like human 
eyes. It is an unforgettable experience 
when, during the cannibalising act, a squid 

cLocKWIse FRoM LeFt: A captured squid may attract the whole colony of squid to the surface—It 
is a fishing technique adapted for scuba and research purposes; the rainbow colours of humboldt 
squid glow in the black water of the Gulf of Mexico; cacti on the rugged yet beautiful Gulf coast

haunting—humboldt squid looking at photographer while being eaten by another squid

squidss
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being eaten alive is looking at you. 
Another thing that entices squids to 
ascend to the surface is red light. 
Research states that it stimulates 
them a lot, but I was not able to 
observe the effects underwater.
 the same techniques used 
by fishers have been adapted 
for research and scuba diving 
purposes. entry into the water is 
preceded by time-consuming 
efforts in the enticement process. 
 Diving with humboldt squid is very 
specific. All activity takes place 
during the night. When daylight 
wanes, the whole crew must 
be ready to start. nature is very 
unpredictable in this region, and 
the risk that the whole expedition 
ends up with no success is high. so, 
each day, each attempt, each 

chance to take a picture is critical, 
since it may be the last. bad 
weather, storms, a full moon may 
keep the squid in deep waters, 
laying waste to all our efforts. 
 the continuous unexplainable 
migration of the animals increases 
uncertainty even more. When night 
comes, divers with cameras need 
to be ready to go and believe, that 
out of the batch of photographs 
taken in very unpleasant conditions 
—darkness and low visibility—there 
will be some images good enough 
to share. 
 During my trip, we had only one 
day when diving with humboldt 
squid was really possible. All the 
remaining nights were lost due 
to bad weather, strong waves or 
the lack of squid at the surface. 

Fortunately, that one day was 
enough to capture a couple of 
satisfactory shots.
 humboldt squid move very fast. 
their flashing, colourful bodies 
appearing rapidly from nowhere and 
disappearing even more rapidly into 
the abyss are like passing missiles. 
one’s first impression may be an 
unpleasant one, but the threats seen 
previously in wildlife films on tv—such 
as attacks in which the squid remove 
divers’ masks—did not happen here. 
During the dive, I did not experience 
any aggression from the squid. I did 
not use any protection, and I got 
no impression that they considered 
me particularly as food. I saw in their 
big eyes more a sense of fear or 
curiosity than a desire to attack me. 
I am sure I was a more frightening 
predator to them than they were to 

LeFt to RIGht: humboldt squid in dark 
water backlit with boat light; humboldt 
squid cannibalising another squid; Fishing 
boat getting ready at sunset for another 
go at catching humboldt squid

me. so, it turns out that humboldt 
squid are not demons, devils or killers 
of humans, proving that the widely 
accepted stereotypes of these 
creatures are unfounded. 
 After this kind of expedition and 
experience, I often wonder if the 
media is distorting reality by showing 
wildlife in misleading ways. Are they 
producing nature thrillers with the 
intent of protecting the environment, 
limiting tourism to these locations, or 
are they just aiming for an increase 
in sales and profits? I leave the 
question open for all to consider. ■

Based in Poland, Bartosz Stróżyński is 
a nature and underwater photogra-
pher with several awards including 
the european Wildlife photographer 
of the Year, the International photog-
raphy Awards, International nature 
photo competition Asferico and the 
Great photographic competition of 
national Geographic. For more infor-
mation, visit: www.fimufo.com

squidss

http://www.fimufo.com
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mediaedited by 
peter symes 
& catherine 
Gs Lim

The Farnes  
& Holy Island

be sure to have this book 
in your dive bag if you are 
eyeing the Farne Islands 
as your next dive destina-
tion. Readers would find 
that describing the book 
as ‘comprehensive’ is 
hardly an exaggeration 
as the 178 sites around 
the islands are detailed 
extensively, covering 
the areas’ wildlife, 
tide, currents, general 
depths and wrecks. 
Where applicable, 
interesting bits of 
local history are 
added to spice up 

the entries. In this updated 
edition, Gsp coordinates of the sites 

are included, making it easier to locate them. 
the writer, Ron Young, has actually dived at every one 

of the sites described in the book, so rest assured that you 
won’t be diving into parts unknown. 

paperback: 304 pages
publisher: Whittles publishing 
publication Date: 6 Aug 2012
Isbn-10: 1849950415
Isbn-13: 978-1849950411

Great British Shipwrecks
With more than 30 years experience in diving wrecks and 
writing about them, Rod Macdonald has highlighted 37 
of the more famous and revered wrecks lying in british 
waters in his new book Great british shipwrecks. the story of 
every wreck is described in detail, and its image beautifully 
captured by marine artist Rob Ward. From recreational 
shipwrecks at scapa Flow in the orkney Islands, to the 
technical wrecks in the north channel in the Irish sea, and all 
the way to scotland and the north sea. Readers are taken 
on a journey that details the vessel's time in service, and 
the circumstances of its final voyage. Some of the wrecks 
described in this book include German WWI battleships, to 
the upside-down half-buried bayern 15-inch gun turrets, the 
submarine hMs/M M2, to the White star liner justicia, hMs 
Audacious and the ss empire heritage, which had been 
carrying a cargo of sherman tanks from new York when it 
sank. so, if you harbour an interest in the wrecks within the 
waters of Great britain, be sure to check out this book the 
next time you are in the bookstore.  
 
paperback: 160 pages 
publisher: Whittles publishing  
publication Date: 31 oct 2012 
Isbn-10: 1849950776 
Isbn-13: 978-1849950770

USS Monitor
During the 19th century U.s. civil War, a new class of 
armored warships was developed of which the Uss Moni-
tor was a prototype. the Monitor fought the confederate 
ironclad css virginia at hampton Roads, virginia, just a 
day after virginia had devastated the Union fleet, which 
was blockading the james River. these events changed 
the navies of the world. Wooden, sail-powered warships 
no longer ruled the seas. Yet, Monitor’s reign was short-
lived. About nine months later, she sank in heavy seas 
with 16 of her crew while being towed south to beau-
fort, North Carolina. The vessel’s final resting place was 
a mystery until 1973 when the inverted hulk was found. 
Later, in 1995, noAA and the U.s. navy initiated a partial 
recovery of the wreck. Uss Monitor: A historic ship com-
pletes Its Final voyage by john D. broadwater (chief 
archaeologist at the Office of National Marine Sanctu-
aries of noAA from 2007-2010) is a book published with 
support from the national Marine sanctuary Foundation 
and lays out the story of the process of protecting and 
managing the Monitor in an account sure to please 
wreckies and history buffs. It is accompanied by lots of 
photographs, site drawings and artifact sketches. 

hardcover: 338 pages
publisher: texas A&M University press 

publication Date: 14 February 2012
Isbn-10: 1603444734

Isbn-13: 978-1603444736
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Amazing  
Diving Stories
Dive tales told in bite-size 
portions —this is what this book 
offers. Despite the fact it is 
276 pages thick, every story 
is about three to six pages 
long, making it a palatable 
sampling at every reading. 
be it in Indonesia or the 
Pacific reefs, readers travel 
the globe, even all the 
way to the chilly waters 
of northern europe. 
the stories allow you to 
come face-to-face to 
a myraid of colourful 
characters (human 
and animal), including 
a diver who could 

put sharks into a trance, a 
politician who was attacked by a turtle, as well as a 

saltwater crocodile that lost a sub-aqua scuffle. Ships 
from the past also make their appearance, particularly 
the famous (infamous?) wreck in the Red sea, and 
the titanic's sister ship that continues to claim divers' 
lives. be it quirky and bizarre, to the technical and 
serious, the stories within these covers resonate 
with themes of courage and triumph, 
discoveries and disaster. Ideal for those 
times when you want to squeeze in some 
time for some leisure reading. 

hardcover: 276 pages
publisher: john Wiley & sons 
publication Date: 27 july 2012
Isbn-10: 1119969298
Isbn-13: 978-1119969297

Wreck of 
the Huron
the Uss huron was a ship that sank 
off the coast of north carolina 
on her way to havana, cuba, in 
november 1877. now, writer eric 
Douglas has made the shipwreck 
the premise of his latest novel, Wreck 
of the huron. “I was intrigued by the 
story of the huron when I first heard 
about it. [...] It's a great story and a 
traqic shipwreck all rolled into one,” 
said Douglas on his novel, the fourth 
in the Mike scott series. the adventure 
starts when a storm uncovers part of the 
wreck, allowing the captain's lock box 
to be discovered by photojournalist Mike 
scott and his friends. this sparks off a series 
of events—from the discovery of a coded 

message inside the box, and the disappearance of the archeaologist 
who discovers it—leads Mike to the Isles of pine in cuba, right into the tracks of a 
looming hurricane and also onto the radar of unscrupulous men determined to 
keep the secret of the Uss huron for themselves.

Kindle edition at Amazon
File size: 409 Kb
print Length: 253 pages
AsIn: b008n3tj0s

White Sharks
the idea behind this book, Global perspectives 
on the biology and Life history of the White 
shark, came from the International White 
shark symposium, held in honolulu, hawaii, 
in February 2010. It brings together a 
comprehensive range of topics involving 
the white shark species, from its physiology, 
biology, behaviour, migratory patterns and 
molecular biology to population monitoring, 
policy options, etc. the book's 32 chapters 
are written by different scientists, and 
backed up by statistics, data, charts, photos 
and a lot of detailed information and 
analysis. It is edited by Michael L Domeier, 
phD, of the Marine conservation science 
Institute in Fallbrook, california, who had 
chaired the 2009 International White 
shark symposium. 

hardback: 576 pages
publisher: cRc press
publication Date: 2 February 2012
Isbn: 97814398948401
Isbn 10: 14398948408

Eye Candy for Divers
Marine life kaleidoscope—Get a glimpse into a new twist in under-

water imagery in a teaser for the latest book by French underwater pho-
tographer henri eskenazi, vitreaux de Mer (jewels of the sea). view the unique video, 

cinquième concept, online, with its graphic and aesthetic perspectives of the underwater world. 
eskenazi takes us on a geometric journey through the colorful forms of the strange and the surpris-
ing. It’s a short five-minute film with a soundtrack by Gerald olivieri. Go to:  Vimeo.com/30636703

http://vimeo.com/30636703
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shark tales

Greenland Shark

text and photos by jeffrey Gallant  
and chris harvey-clark, phD. 
Additional photos by Andy Murch

One of the dreams of any natu-
ralist is to be the first to find 
and detail the life of a hidden 
or unknown animal first hand. 
Since 2003, scientific divers 
with the Greenland Shark and 
Elasmobranch Education and 
Research Group (GEERG) have 
begun to unravel the mysterious 
life of the Greenland shark, which 
at over seven meters in maxi-
mum body length and exceed-
ing a ton in weight, is the second 
largest carnivorous shark after 
the great white.

primarily a deepwater shark of the north-
ern boreal oceans, somniosus microceph-
alus is the only shark that patrols beneath 
the ice of the Arctic circle. hundreds 
of thousands of these sharks have been 
caught in directed fisheries, and yet little 
is known scientifically about the spe-
cies. As GeeRG scientists, we have been 
engaged in non-traditional research since 
1998 of the ecology and behavior of the 
Greenland shark in order to elucidate 
some of the mysteries surrounding this 
enigmatic animal.

Unlocking the    Secrets of the

Historical aspects
the Greenland shark was well known 
to the Inuit peoples of canada’s 
Arctic, Greenland and scandinavia, 
who hunted it through ice holes using 
bait and lanterns as a light attractant. 
once lured to the surface, the sharks 
were harpooned or simply hauled 
from the water. the Inuit used the 
hide, teeth and flesh and called the 
shark, “skalugsuak”. In an ancient 
legend, the shark originated from a 

urine soaked rag used to wash an old 
woman’s hair that blew from her head, 
fell into the sea and swam away in the 
form of the shark. 
 the Inuit noted the shark’s pungent 
smell, and that dogs fed with its meat 
became intoxicated and even died. 
this poisoning is due to very high levels 
of trimethylamine oxide, an osmotically 
active product of nitrogen metabo-
lism found in high concentration in the 
shark’s flesh where it is neurotoxic when 

eaten.
 Greenland people used the razor 
sharp dental bands of the Greenland 
shark set in wooden handles for cutting 
human hair, especially in the case of 
children where the use of metal imple-
ments was considered taboo. More 
recent evidence from 15th century 
house mounds in Greenland indicates 
that sharks were both consumed and 
used for household applications such 
as leather by coastal fishing people of Upper and lower jaw of the Greenland shark are 

lined with razor sharp dental bands
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nordic origin. 
 In more modern times, peoples of 
Iceland and Greenland learned to fer-
ment shark meat to destroy the toxin, 
and this “shark cheese”, known as 
hákarl, is a pungent and 
prized delicacy in Iceland 
where it is washed down 
with an equally powerful 
locally made liquor called 
brennivin.
 commercial fisheries for 
Greenland sharks have 
existed since the late 19th 
century, and Arctic whal-
ers from scotland noted 
the presence of hundreds 
of these voracious sharks 

around freshly killed whale carcasses dur-
ing flensing and trying out operations. 
one of the earliest scientific drawings of 
a Greenland shark was made to illustrate 
whaler captain William scammons 19th 
century treatise on marine mammals, 
showing the shark with its characteris-
tic spiracle and a copepod parasite 
attached to the eye.
 by the late 19th century, an artisanal 
fishery for Greenland sharks had devel-
oped in coastal communities in northern 
scandinavia, Greenland and Iceland, 
primarily for their livers. the huge organ 
(up to 150 kg) was placed in a container 
and would naturally ferment and sepa-
rate into an oil-rich layer that could be 
extracted and used as a fuel for lamps, 
or could be rapidly rendered using heat 
to make a more pure form of combus-
tible oil.

Modern times
the north Atlantic fishery for Greenland 
sharks peaked in the early 20th century 
when up to 32,000 tons per year were 
harvested. the fishery failed as fossil fuels 

became the chief source of inexpensive 
light and heat. In the latter part of the 
20th century, Inuit people on baffin Island 
developed ice fisheries for Greenland 
halibut, and found that Greenland sharks 
consumed their catch if gear was left in 
the water for too long. scientist Aaron 
Fisk estimated several hundred sharks a 
year were killed as bycatch in this fishery.
 Longline vessels in the winter fishery  for 
Atlantic halibut off the coast of nova 
scotia have reported occasional catch-
es of large Greenland sharks as bycatch, 
as have bottom trawl fisheries in the Gulf 
of st. Lawrence. beck and Mansfield 
reported in the 1960s on Greenland shark 
depredation of Inuit net-based fisheries 
for narwhal, with spectacular photos of 
the lesion created by shark bites on the 
whales. 

Biological aspects
the natural history of the Greenland shark 
is not well understood. A handful of pub-
lications exist in the scientific literature, 
and these have mostly focused on geo-
graphic distribution, diet and stomach 
contents, as well as the eye parasite that 
infects these animals.
 the Greenland shark is large, heavy-
bodied and has a reduced first dorsal fin, 
small second dorsal, smaller D-shaped 
pectoral fins, and a large, paddle-like 
heterocercal tail equipped with a water 
splitting caudal peduncle. the ground 
colour of the shark can vary from grey to 
mottled grey and white to dark brown 
or black; it's lighter on the underside. the 
skin is extremely rough, with large visible 
dermal denticles that easily cause lac-
erations when handling the animal.
 the eyes are large with a pucker at the 

caudal corner and a prominent reflec-
tive tapetum that glows green in dark 
conditions when a light is shone on it. the 
head has large nares terminally, and the 
upper and lower surfaces of the head 
are liberally covered with electrosensory 
ampullae. the mouth is underslung and 

hard to visualize unless the observer is at 
the same level or underneath the ani-
mal. It is relatively small compared to the 
large size of the shark. When closed, the 
lower dental band is not visible. When 
open during ram ventilation or feeding, 
the band everts and becomes visible 

shark tales Greenland Shark

“shark cheese”, or hákarl, is made from fermented Greenland shark meat, an acquired taste 
and prized delicacy in Iceland where it is served with a potent local liquor called brennivin

Inuit people used harpoons 
 to hunt the shark at ice holes

nordic fisherman 
stand by their catch 
of Greenland shark 

(below)

AnDY MURch
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and directed in a forward orienta-
tion. the upper teeth are not usu-
ally visible. the lower dental band 
consists of rows of small flat teeth 
oriented in a stacked narrow 
blade, which forms a knife edge, 
while the upper teeth are small, 
narrow and pointed, and primarily 
serve a gripping role during pre-
hension.
 When the shark bites, it everts 
the lower jaw, thrusting its head 
into the prey and locking the jaws 
in place with the upper teeth. 
It then rocks its entire body in a 
back-and-forth corkscrew motion 
while closing the jaws through 
the prey and scooping out a 
neat, concave ice-cream scoop 
lesion that may weight several 
kilograms. sleeper shark bites to 
elephant seals in the Antarctic 
have been identified based on 
the characteristic smooth con-
tour and lack of lacerations or 
punctures seen with other shark 
species (vanDenhoff and Morrice, 

2008).
 the Greenland shark 

has a large, muscular 
pharynx com-

municating with the gills, esopha-
gus and small dorsal spiracles 
above and behind or medial to 
the eye. spiracles may be use-
ful when the animal is feeding or 
when gills are close to the bot-
tom, as they permit water entry 
or exit from the pharynx through 
the top of the head. the five gill 
slits are sited ahead of and ven-
tral to the pectoral fins. Intact, 
unmarked bottom dwelling fish 
are frequently found in the stom-
ach of Greenland sharks and it 
is possible that this species may 
engage in suction feeding of 
buried or benthic fish while cruis-
ing over the bottom, which they 
detect using well developed 
electro-sensory capabilities. 
 the shark’s lateral line is dor-
sally oriented, which may reflect 
the ability to detect prey in the 
water column laterally and above 
the animal, which has a bottom 
dwelling habit at least part of 
the time. the pelvic fin is promi-
nent, and in males, the claspers 
can extend another 10cm. Males 
have been observed minus a 
clasper, as well as with puffy and 
edematous claspers, perhaps 
the result of nuptial activity at 
the GeeRG study site in northern 
Quebe, canada.
 the age of the Greenland shark 
cannot be established using the 
stan- dard means 

for other shark species, as 
their notochord lacks the 
ring-like annulations seen 
in other sharks, and an 
early tagging paper sug-
gested the growth rate of 
large adults might be only 
0.5-1cm per year, mean-
ing adult sharks could be 
centuries old. Males can 
be sexually mature at 
2.5 meters total length, 
while limited dissections 
of stranded females have 
shown even animals at 
3.5 metres total length 
do not yet have mature 
ovaries. Year-to-year 
observations underwater 
using laser measurement 
of animals by GeeRG indi-
cate there is little length 
change over a period 
of three years in at least 
one animal. GeeRG has 
also established that 
Greenland sharks in the 
st. Lawrence estuary exhibit filo-
patry, with at least one animal 
found within 100m of the same 
site over two consecutive years.  

Deep sea predator  
and scavenger
the Greenland shark is among the 
deepest dwelling sharks and has 
been found to depths in excess of 
2,200 metres, where it is thought 
to be an important whale car-

cass and deepsea squid 
scaven-

ger. In the Arctic, it has been 
observed in shallow water 
at the sites of beluga and 
narwhal kills, literally almost 
beaching itself to get to car-
casses. this species has a var-
ied diet and stomachs—up 
to 20 percent of total body 
mass—have been found 
containing a wide range 
of prey species consisting 
of benthic and pelagic fish 
and mammals, as well as 
garbage of human origin, 
domestic animal carcasses 

and a range of 
inver-

tebrate 
species rep-

resenting all major 
marine phyla. A key 

mystery has been whether these 
seemingly slow-moving sharks 
can capture fast-swimming fish 
such as salmon, and agile large 

brained prey such as seals, or 
whether this is the result of scav-
enging dead carcasses.
 Although there is no conclusive 

thIs pAGe: operation 
skalugsuak, the first ever under  
ice diving expedition below the  
Arctic circle to locate and study  
the Greenland shark

Greenland Shark

AnDY MURch
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proof, GeeRG scientists are fairly convinced 
that the Greenland shark does occasio-
nally predate live seals. however, the vic-
tim would probably be an inexperienced 
or sleeping pup, or be distracted, injured, 
in an ice hole or in poor visibility offering 
the seal no warning of the incoming shark’s 
presence. the Greenland shark is more 
likely to feed on an already dead seal, 
which requires no energy output and offers 
no risk of injury, for even small seals have 
sizeable teeth with which to defend them-
selves.
Agility and stealth

the Greenland shark is nonetheless capa-
ble of swift movement. GeeRG divers have 
observed this underwater on numerous 
occasions while attaching tags to sharks 
with a spear-like device. sharks were 
also observed bolting when touched or 
approached too closely by divers. they 
can no doubt swoop on prey, although it 
would probably amount to no more than a 
few quick bursts.
 the Greenland shark is also capable of 
stealth. We experienced this firsthand when 
a four-metre shark surprised us in low visi-
bility right under the boat and at a depth 
of only five metres. It isn’t hard to imagine 
how an unsuspecting seal could be taken 
in such conditions. After surfacing from a 
night dive four years later, we shook our 
heads when videoRay’s brian Luzzi asked, 

“how big was that shark?” the 
sonar-equipped Rov pilot had seen 
a large shark swimming behind us, 
but we had been completely obli-
vious to its presence.
 these incidents shed light on how 
a Greenland shark could potentially 
attempt to take an idle or slow-mo-
ving seal. however, easier prey is 
usually available, and it’s even bet-
ter if the victim is already dead or 
requires little effort to consume. A lin-
gering chase and the ensuing battle 
waste much energy, and this is 
something the shark needs to avoid. 
this is one of the reasons why we 
do not believe that the Greenland 
shark is associated with the so-called 
“cork-screw” kills at sable Island and 
in the United Kingdom.

Study
Locating an accessible study popu-
lation of Greenland sharks has 
been challenging. prior to work 
by GeeRG, most observations of 
Greenland sharks had been as 
fisheries bycatch. In the late 1990s, 
researcher George benz and 
national Geographic photographer 
nick caloyianis filmed the animals 

in the Arctic near baffin Island, canada. 
environmental toxicologist Aaron Fisk stud-
ied contaminants and stable isotopes in 
sharks caught in the Inuit Greenland hali-
but fishery while conducting similar stud-
ies in ringed seals in the 1990s. however, 
the logistics and costs of working with the 
Greenland shark in the Arctic remained 
daunting, and a study site closer to central 
canada with good infrastructure remained 
elusive.
 In 1999, I identified the saguenay Fjord 
on the northern shore of the st. Lawrence 
River (in the vicinity of La baie, Quebec) 
as being a site of historic Greenland shark 
capture in ice sport fishing. Local interviews 
revealed a number of sharks had been 
caught sporadically with the last captures 
having been in 1996, while in the 1980s, 
the mouth of the fjord was subject to com-
mercial fishing efforts, and a large num-

ber of sharks were caught off the town of 
bergeronnes at that time. 
 typically, the sharks caught on baited 
hook and line between 120 and 200 metres 
depth were retained for photos and then 
discarded, dead. several animals were 
found in the homes of local people. In 
one case, three-metre male and female 
sharks had been stuffed and retained by a 
local private museum. In another case, the 
head of a large three-metre specimen was 
stuffed and mounted on a plaque. these 
observations and grey literature reports in 
natural history, hunting and fishing maga-
zines—primarily in the French language—
confirmed that the Greenland shark had 
been historically present in this region back 
to the 19th century.

Expeditions
the result of this finding prompted GeeRG 

Greenland Shark
Research photographer with 

Greenland shark; GeeRG team 
readies for research dive at baie-

saint-pancrace (bottom right) 

jeffrey Gallant, Dr chris harvey-clark and staff on expedition
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and the Musée du Fjord at ville 
de saguenay to mount operation 
skalugsuak, the first ever under 
ice diving expedition below the 
Arctic circle to locate and study 
the Greenland shark. For a week, 
scientists were based at an ice 
camp near the community of La 
baie where they conducted several 
dives, Rov surveys and experimen-
tal fishing to locate the Greenland 
shark.

 Although no sharks were seen dur-
ing this expedition, many visitors to 
the camp were able to corroborate 
and supplement information on the 
number of sharks caught over the 
years in this region, and the expe-
dition received national media 
coverage. GeeRG received the first 
reliable report of a diver encoun-
ter in the area from commercial 
diver Roland tremblay who, in 1981, 
encountered a large shark upriver 
from La baie while working on a 
sewage outfall.
 In winter 2002, GeeRG mounted 
skalugsuak II, a similar ice-based 
diving expedition in remote baie-
Éternité, approximately 45km from 
La baie, in a national park that 
had seen previous captures of 
Greenland sharks. Again, despite 
the best efforts of the team, no 
sharks were seen. by now, the 
GeeRG team was dispirited, and 
considerable funds and efforts had 
been expended in an apparently 
fruitless and physically demanding 
operation. 
 In 2003, GeeRG had a major 
break. In late May, divers near baie-
comeau, nearly 200km downriver 
from the saguenay Fjord, encoun-
tered several large, unidentified 
slow moving fish in poor visibility and 
reported this finding on a diver list-
serve.

 Within 24 hours, I was at the 
site—a waterfall-fed bay 6km 
from baie-comeau called 
baie-saint-pancrace. Diving 
from a seasonal dock, and 
only seconds after enter-
ing the water, I sighted and 
filmed, for the first time below 
the Arctic circle, a four-metre-
long female Greenland shark 
with which I had a lengthy 
encounter in water depths from 
10-25m at a sea temperature of 
3°c. the following day, I was joined 
by fellow GeeRG researcher chris 
harvey-clark, and we sighted two 
more sharks simultaneously and 
filmed them.
 At least four different animals from 
three to four metres in length were 
sighted at a variety of locations to 
the northeast of baie-comeau dur-
ing the early part of june 2003. A 
number of interesting natural history 
observations were noted by our 
GeeRG team, and subsequently, we 
published a cFn paper on them. 
the sharks were slow-moving at 
0.3m per second but could rapidly 
accelerate and turn quickly, unlike 
their sluggish reputation.
 All the sharks observed lacked the 
copepod parasite that is prevalent 
in Arctic sharks and were visually 
responsive to the presence of div-
ers, avoiding them and changing 

course at long distance to do so. 
Male sharks appeared to be sexu-
ally mature with prominent claspers. 
 the sharks had extensive scar-
ring, which, in subsequent years, has 
proven to be persistent and is use-
ful in visually identifying individuals. 
Much of this scarring appears to be 
linear white healed incisions likely 
caused by fishing gear around the 
caudal peduncle and along the 
flanks. scarring and notching was 
also noted on the trailing edges and 
around the dorsal, pectoral and 
caudal fins, and appeared to be 
more prevalent in females, which 
may be related to nuptial behavior. 
 sharks did not rapidly leave the 
area when encountering divers but 
frequently left the visible area and 
doubled back, re-appearing from 
another quadrant. In at least one 
case, a shark left the bottom to fol-
low a diver who was going to the 
surface, but all sharks mostly stayed 
within two meters of the bottom.

shark tales Greenland Shark

cLocKWIse FRoM LeFt: Getting ready for research dive; A non-
invasive laser measurement tool devised to estimate the total length 
of Greenland sharks allows researchers to accurately measure the 
sharks underwater, a procedure that usually required hook and line 
capture or was done on dead specimens; Underwater photogra-
pher with Greenland shark; Research site at baie-saint-pancrace

AnDY MURch
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shark tales Greenland Shark

 sharks closely approached by divers 
(within one metre of the head) frequently 
performed a stereotyped behavior, 
which consisted of deceleration, rais-
ing the posterior part of the body, and 
depressing the pectoral fins, which was 
held for several seconds in some cases. 
then, the shark would re-assume normal 
orientation and swim away. this was likely 
a form of agonistic behavior. 
 A GeeRG publication written at this 
time concluded: “Greenland sharks 
remain in the same shallow bay water 
areas for multiple days, repeatedly visit 
potential prey, ascend from the bottom 
to investigate divers in mid-water, circle 
and maintain contact rather than flee-
ing, and exhibit unusual motor behaviors 
when approached closely. these findings 
are consistent with the behavior of sharks 
which have the potential to act as an 

opportunistic predator as well as 
scavenger.”
 the sharks disappeared by 
mid-june and were not re-sight-
ed for the rest of the summer. 
GeeRG recruited a number of 
local volunteer divers who con-
tinued to dive regular transect 
locations. Despite this, further 
sightings did not occur in 2003. 
A television documentary was 
made about this unusual event, 
searching for a Monster, for 
canadian Geographic presents 
on Discovery channel canada.

Further study
In 2004, on the anniversary 
dates of the initial 2003 discov-
ery, GeeRG returned to the 
baie comeau region and re-
commenced search operations for the 
presence of sharks. thirty man dives over 
a six-day period failed to establish the 
presence of sharks in the region, and the 
GeeRG team felt that the previous year’s 

events may have been unique because 
of the normally deep water habit of this 
species. oceanographic conditions were 
altered due to a rainy and stormy spring 
with water temperatures inshore above 
10°c, visibility underwater limited often to 
1-2 metres and rough seas of 1-2 metres. 
on the final day of searching, a 3.5-me-
tre male shark was encountered in five 
metres of water in visibility of 0.8 metres, 
moving very quickly after making a chill-
ingly close pass at a diver. Water temper-
ature at this location was 13°c, and the 
shark had a thick mucus coating.
 Within two weeks, large numbers of 
sharks were being encountered in shal-
low water, and this continued until 
August 2004 when numbers diminished, 
with diver encounters in as little as two 
metres of water and up to 11 different 
animals being sighted during a single 
200m transect. 
 Aggressive behavior including close 
approach of divers requiring striking 
the animals to deflect their course was 
encountered for the first time. on one 
occasion, five sharks rapidly converged 
on a group of four divers in 10 metres 
of water from multiple directions and 
depths and repeatedly passed close by. 

 A number of sharks were encountered 
swimming well off the bottom and using 
the entire water column during this peri-
od. sharks were encountered swimming 
in groups of up to five animals, often 
nose to tail or in echelon, and the same 
animals were associating in the same 
aggregations for multiple days, leading 
to questions regarding the social signifi-
cance of this behavior. 

 A non-invasive laser measurement tool 
was devised for estimation of total length 
of animals. over 30 animals have since 
been accurately measured underwater, 
a procedure that normally, at the very 
least, requires the hook and line capture 
of animals, and in shark research, often is 
done using dead animals.
 In 2004 and 2005, a number of animals 
were diver tagged with hydroacoustic 

AnDY MURch

cLocKWIse FRoM RIGht: GeeRG 
research vessel, skalugsuak, at baie-

saint-pancrace; Greenland shark 
sniffing flowers, no, anemone;  

Do Greenland sharks grin?
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Can’t resist the call of
the unknown?

...neither can we!
Photo courtesy of Jason Brown
www.bardophotographic.com

“...the best dive show I have ever been to...”
Tom Mount, Founder IANTD

www.eurotektickets.com
facebook.com/EUROTEKDIVE

shark tales

tags using biocompatible superficial 
tissue darts without injury to sharks or 
divers. 
 Data compiled by Michael 
stokesbury of Dalhousie University and 
I showed that the sharks had a highly 
diel activity pattern. During daylight 
hours, the sharks stayed close to the 
bottom, moving slowly and remain-
ing in deep water. In the evening, the 
sharks became much more active 
and began to leave the bottom and 
patrol the entire water column, travel-
ing to shallow depths and then back 
to the bottom every 20-40 minutes, 
possibly in a hunting pattern, which 
continued until dawn.
 these studies also revealed that 
although the sharks could tolerate 
higher temperature,s their preferred 
thermal window was between 1-2°c. 
In addition, sharks were tagged with 
“pop-up” satellite tags. 
 these tags are pre-programmed 
to remain attached for a period of 

months and then 
detach and float to 
the surface where 
they uplink to a satel-
lite and send a data 
burst, which has 
information on the 
movement history, 
environmental tem-
perature and depth 
of the tag over time. 
 the sharks tagged 
were a female and 
male. the female 
remained in the 
same area where 
she was tagged for 
two months, while 
the male swam over 
100k up the st. Lawrence River where 
its tag detached from a depth of 
over 300 meters in an area noted for 
tremendous marine mammal abun-
dance.
 In 2005, I produced the first pho-

tographic evidence that sea lam-
preys (petromyzon marinus) attack 
somniosus in the cloacal area. In 
2008, GeeRG used a sonar-equipped 
videoRay Rov for the first time to 
identify, track and direct divers to 
Greenland sharks at night and under 
conditions of extremely reduced vis-
ibility.

Status
the status of the Greenland shark, 
in terms of basic normative biology 
including population size, distribution, 
migration, abundance, movement 
and behavior is largely unknown. 
Despite being the only true Arctic 
shark and giant in size, its role as a 
putative peak predator and scaven-
ger in Arctic and boreal waters has 
not been elucidated. Recent reviews 
continue to indicate this species is 
taking live pinniped prey; however, it 
remains unclear how this large, slug-
gish and slow-moving giant predator 
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Held on a bi-annual basis at the 
International Convention Centre (ICC), 
Broad Street, Birmingham, England; 
EUROTEK has proved to be popular with 
a plethora of divers.

“We now get all these messages about 
EUROTEK.2010 - I was there and it wasn’t just 
great, it was really super fantastic! I had to get 
on a plane, book into a hotel, travel like some 
others did. Will do that on EUROTEK.2012 again.   
Found friends, made new contacts, learnt new 
things - those of you who didn’t go, you can’t 
even imagine what you have lost”. 
João Rosário
EUROTEK Delegate

Just about everyone who’s anyone in technical 
diving will be attending EUROTEK.2012. Divers 
fly in from Finland, Sweden, Denmark, Holland, 
Germany, France, Italy, Spain, Ecuador, Russia, 
Greece, Australia, USA and South Africa to 
take part in what is rapidly becoming the ‘must 
attend’ event in the diving calendar. Whether 
you’re new to technical diving or an experienced 
diver, EUROTEK.2012 is not to be missed.

“We travelled up from Cape Town and felt it 
was really worth the cost, pain and effort. I look 
forward to seeing you guys in two years”.  
Nick Cunningham-Moorat
EUROTEK Delegate 

You don’t need to be a hardcore techie to attend 
this, just a diver wanting to get more out of your 
diving.  Plus you get the chance to talk to more 
than 35 specialist companies in the Exhibition.

“First time attending and only on Sunday – will 
attend both days next time.  Excellent day, good 
mixture of talks both my wife and I enjoyed – she 
was concerned they would be too technical for 
her, but was proved wrong”. 
Jez Davies
EUROTEK Delegate 

Your Weekend Pass includes access to 40 
different advanced diving presentations 
delivered by a team of international speakers, 
luminaries and diving legends. 

“Please accept my sincere thanks for providing 
the best diving event I have ever attended. This 
has refired my enthusiasm for our sport and 
inspired me to further progress in the scope and 
quality of my diving. I can’t wait until 2012”. 
Tony Howard
EUROTEK Delegate 

Held on the evening of Saturday 13th October 
at the ICC, the EUROTEK.2012 Gala Awards 
Dinner is not to be missed. In 2010 430 divers, 
including Analox, Ambient Pressure Diving, 
Custom Divers, GUE, IANTD, MR Diving, South 
West Diving, Suunto, TDI and VR Technology 
booked tables and had an amazing night.

“I have only ever worn a Tuxedo twice, both at 
the EUROTEK Gala Dinners. What a fantastic 
evening, where you get to eat great food, whilst 
talking to unknown and well-known divers, 
swapping advice and contact details. And of 
course the presentations, prizes and excellent 
atmosphere make the evening a must for any 
diver’s diary”. 
Lex Warner
EUROTEK Delegate 

The (Black Tie/Long Posh Frock) Gala Dinner is 
truly good humoured and fun. It’s the perfect 
opportunity to network and socialise, catch up 
with some old friends and meet new people. 
You’d be made most welcome - we’re all divers.

“After the success of this event I am sure 
EUROTEK.2012 will go ahead and I implore you 
to book early. I have booked the exhibition stand 
already. Go for the whole weekend including the 
Saturday night’s black tie dinner and I guarantee 
you’ll have a great weekend”.
Martin Parker, Managing Director
Ambient Pressure Diving

Want to get more out of your diving? Expand your knowledge? Advance your 
education? Hear about exciting and adventurous wreck and cave dives? Or do
you just want to meet and chat with the ‘Who’s Who’ of Technical Diving?
Come to EUROTEK.2012 on Saturday 13th & Sunday 14th October 2012...

To find out more about

EUROTEK.2012
log onto www.eurotektickets.com

“...the best dive show I have ever been to...”
Tom Mount, Founder IANTD

www.eurotektickets.com
facebook.com/EUROTEKDIVE
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is capable of catching agile, fast-mov-
ing large-brained mammals.
 As the Arctic ecosystem and its 
mammal assemblage changes with 
global warming trends, it is likely that 
the Greenland shark, because of its 
high trophic level, may represent a 
sentinel species in Arctic ecosystems. 
Recently, a polar bear foot—likely 
scavenged—was found in the stom-
ach of a Greenland shark, showing 
that knowledge of the basic biology of 
this species may prove very valuable 
in mapping ecosystem change on a 
warming planet.
 In the years since 2003 when GeeRG 
first discovered and studied this 
unusual population in the boreal st. 
Lawrence River, our thoughts on this 
species and its ecological role have 
continued to evolve and our research 
continues. these animals are not the 
sluggish, carrion-eating giant swim-
ming noses that armchair theorists 
thought they were.
 swimming in the environment with 
this unique creature has taught us that 
it is behaviourally plastic. When the 
water is warm and murky, it moves 
fast and could easily take seal prey 
by surprise. We believe these animals 

may be “pediovores”, predators that 
specialize in the taking of young, inex-
perienced and predator-naïve marine 
mammals. 
 the diel behavior pattern demon-
strated in our telemetry studies fits with 
our own behavioral observations: in 
the daytime, these animals patrol slow-
ly over the bottom where they are like-
ly locating and vacuuming up benthic 
fish and invertebrates using advanced 
electro-reception and a suction feed-
ing adapted pharynx; at night or in 
dark conditions, they speed up, leave 
the bottom and become stealth pred-
ators of larger fish and marine mam-
mals, sampling the water column in 
the same depth bandwidth (60 metres 
to the surface) where they are likely to 
encounter marine mammals. they can 
find prey in pitch-dark conditions due 
to superior acoustico-lateral and close 
range electroreception capabilities. 
the past ten years have taught us that 
the Greenland shark is perhaps more 
like a hyena of the sea, both a scav-
enger and, under the right circum-
stances, a predator. ■

For more on the Greenland shark and 
GeeRG go to www.geerg.ca

Greenland shark can grow to 6.4m (21ft) and 
weigh up to 1,000kg (2,200lbs), maybe even 
up to 7.3m (24ft) and over 1,400kg (3,100lbs), 
but most grow to 3–4.8m (9.8–15.7ft) and 
weigh up to 400kg (880lb) soURce: WIKIpeDIA
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