YEAR 11 MARINE STUDIES ASSIGNMENT                                            Emily Bone 11A

ANIMALS, ANECDOTES AND THE PURELY BIZARRE

Since I have been able to say that I’m fascinated by all animals marine and otherwise I have, well, been fascinated by all animals marine and otherwise. I’ve had my run-ins with a fair number of watery friends (except the clam, he was definitely NOT my friend…nor were the oysters for that matter) so instead of presenting a paper purely on something dull like “The Life of a Grain of Sand”, which was actually suggested by a friend as a topic (thanks mate…) I thought instead I’d jump around like a barnacle on a jetski and share a few things I’ve learned and done. I’ll focus on the more strange and often funny adaptations, and hopefully that’ll provide a little comic relief.

Molluscs. Am I the only one who finds it difficult to class a squid and a clam together? Fine, I’m judging on outward appearances. Sorry. Like it or not, our shelled or leggy buddies are our first port of call. ‘Mollusc’ is basically the common name for members of a phylum of soft-bodied animals (Latin mollus, “soft”), usually with a hard external shell. The mollusc phylum is the second largest in the animal kingdom, after the arthropods. (1) The previously stated clams and squids are molluscs, as are snails, slugs, octopi (technically the plural of octopus is octopodes, but since this isn’t an english paper, octopi it is) and all those other little random shellfish that constantly cut your feet at the beach. Since the latter have caused the most harm to me, they go first. 

Instead of slapping Encarta’s entire “Mollusc” entry here, I’ll pick out a few interesting little things. Everyone knows that pipis and the like have a little foot that they use to bury themselves. I’d like to see just how they do it, because I tried it once and ended up with a three centimetre deep hole and a bruised dignity. These feet are very tasty to not only beachworms, but fish, dogs, cats, wildebeest, palm trees and people. Okay, maybe not the wildebeest and palm trees, but beachworms nonetheless. One can catch a beachworm with a pair of pliers and a pipi foot quite easily, by holding and dragging the foot in a back-forth motion in the sand as a wave is going out when the water gets really shallow. Their little heads pop up and, if you’re quick, you grab them with the pliers and rip them out of the sand. Beachworms make good bait for fishing. Although when we used them all we got was a stingray…

Another little thing I picked up was the fact that the standard molluscan gut is equipped with jaws and a tonguelike structure, called a radula, with teeth on it. (2) So don’t get swallowed by a pipi. It sounds painful. Most of the little shellfishes feed by filtering out plankton from the water around them, but the more developed molluscs like octopi and squids eat crustaceans, like crabs and shellfish. Sorry mollusc brother. 

Octopi are able to break through a crab’s protective exoskeleton with their beaks. Yes. Beaks. It makes for a comical image, doesn’t it? However, these beaks are situated where the head meets the body, under all those legs, so they’re often difficult to see. Often difficult? More like impossible. 

Speaking of octopi, I might as well dedicate a whole paragraph to them. Octopi have the largest brains of all molluscs, which allows them to communicate to humans via a specialised underwater keyboard. Captive specimens enjoy playing chess and entering Internet chat rooms to make friends with humans all over the world. Sorry, that was a little exaggerated, but it is true that octopi are extremely intelligent and are almost perfectly adapted to their environments. They have very acute senses, are fast moving when they need to be actually and get bored when they have nothing to do. Octopus have an arsenal of defensive mechanisms: they can squeeze into small crevices in rocks, can squirt a dark coloured ink to confuse predators and have the ability to change colour to blend in with their surroundings, express emotion or look like hot stuff for the girls. If all else fails, they bite. (5) With their beaks. I don’t think I’ll ever get over the beak thing. In zoos and other places where octopi are kept in captivity, they are entertained by puzzles that are rewarded with food, such as screw-top jars containing food and mazes. 

If they remain cool and damp, octopi are able to survive out of the water for a short time, and captives are known to leave their tanks for periods of time to ‘go walkabout’ (6). Sure. They just want to go out lady hunting. One of the few downsides of octopi is their low stamina. Despite their blood being pumped around their bodies by three different hearts, their circulatory system isn’t very efficient. (7) Neither is their breeding method, from a female’s point of view. Well, it is efficient, it’s just not very fair. But the males get their comeuppance. They die soon after mating. Ha ha. There are a lot of human males out there who would hate to be octopi. The female may produce up to one hundred thousand eggs, stringing them on the ceiling of her lair. Lair… that reminds me of The Little Mermaid. Lair’s a little too evil. Let’s just swap it for nursery. Much nicer connotations there. She watches over them constantly for six months, ventilating them with jets of water and carefully cleaning off any algae that might over-whelm them. She never leaves the nursery and never eats. After her little eggies hatch, she dies, exhausted after breeding, starving and watching over her young for six months. (8) All of a sudden, being an octopus doesn’t sound as appealing. I think I’ll stick with my childhood decision to be a lobster. 

In the introduction I mentioned a clam not being my friend. As a quick tutorial, if you see a clam with its blue bits poking out of its shell around the edges (these so-called ‘blue bits’ actually contain the clam’s eyes) DO NOT poke them! If you do, there is a chance that, like me, you will manage to get your finger/s stuck in it as it closes. Although clams may look like slow or non-moving lumps of shell, they move very, very quickly when they want to close their shells in a hurry. Not only that, they squeeze very, very hard. Getting your fingers stuck in a vice in woodwork hurts less. To add insult to injury, they squirt water straight up from their siphons and into your face. Nice. I learned my lesson that day: do not poke clams in the eyes unless you want to get a wet face (they squirt hard too) and a dead nail. Apart from that, clams aren’t very dangerous to humans. The one that got me was a baby giant clam on Lord Howe Island. Giant clams can get a lot bigger than my twenty-five centimetre rival, and can get up to about two hundred and twenty kilograms in weight. Considering this, they can only yield about nine kilograms of edible flesh. (3) The only danger these clams can do is to trap a diver underwater by grabbing his leg and holding him until he runs out of air. What a diver would be doing putting his leg in a clam is beyond me, but I would really really hate to be that diver.

Just as a thought, the sea hare deserves a mention in the mollusc section too. Sea Hares are molluscs that inhabit shallow ocean waters around the world. Their prominent tentacles are sensitive to touch and smell. When threatened, certain species squirt purple ink to form a protective cloud. (4) Don’t ask me why. I don’t know how they’d get away in a puff of smoke like octopi. They move very slowly. The only place I have encountered sea hares (by far one of my favourite marine animals) has been Lord Howe Island and Balmoral Beach, where I found a single tiny one in a rock pool. And about the ink? I discovered that the hard way and had to explain how the purple stain appeared on my friend’s wetsuit. Note to self: Do not borrow wetsuits and play with sea hares.

Where to next? With the incredibly exciting world of molluscs over and done with, anything else will look boring. While I’m thinking of what to do next, watch out for that bit on Portuguese men-of-war about to hit you in the face!

Many a toddler or other form of young child has looked at the pretty blue bubble creature on the sand and then proceeded to touch it. And they don’t ever do it again. Ever. When that child becomes a teenager, they will most likely become one of many who tramp up and down the beaches and stomp the life out of the hapless washed up bluebottle. Don’t look at me! I’m not one of those vengeful, wild-eyed killers! I just like the popping sound…

Since Portugueblablabla-war is too long to type, they will be referred to as simply the bluebottle. Go see my secretary if you have problems with that. Anyway, how simple do they look? A bubble with tentacles. That’s it. Ta da. Bluebottles are actually more complex than their appearances suggest. They actually consist of an entire animal colony, composed of several types of polyp. They all work together to swim (i.e. get blown around by wind), feed and reproduce. (9) That sounds all very nice, but the pretty little air bags have a much darker side. They have tentacles. The tentacles are armed with a huge number of tiny stinging cells called nematocysts. Each of these cells contains a coiled tube, tipped with bards. (10) Pressure on the cells releases the barbed tube like a miniature harpoon into the prey, which gets stuck to the tentacles. And what’s even scarier is that these tentacles can be up to fifty metres long (11) Yes, metres. No typo there. The little pretty air bag has teeth. 

You can tell quite easily when a child has been stung by one. They scream and run around in circles with one of more blue tentacles stuck to their flesh. Then the parents come over, the lifeguards come over and eventually a small crowd gathers around the child, thinking something more interesting has happened. Too bad. At least you get a lot of attention. And I’m not complaining if a male lifeguard comes over…Ahem. Anyway, as for a little anecdote, I did work experience last year for a week at Macquarie University in the Marine Biology section. Here I was thinking uni was all posh and uptight, then I walked into my “employer’s” office and he was sitting there in boardshorts, thongs and a singlet top. And he had an eyebrow ring. Interesting. Skipping the intricate scanning of hundreds of slides, we sat around at the morning coffee break where he told everyone he’d been stung by a bluebottle that morning while surfing. The other lecturers started asking him whether he’d put vinegar or ointment on it and discussing other methods of treatment. He then interrupted and said “Nah, nah, you don’t bother with all that. You just piss on them. The acidity and alkalinity cancel each other out. ” That week was very interesting, to say the least…

How about a little blast from the past? The way, way past. As in the past that requires stupidly long names for everything. Yep, I’m talking sauruses. Let’s stick a little close to home at first. Ichthyosaurs were pretty common one hundred and sixty-five to one hundred and fifty million years ago. (12) Told you I was going way, way back. Anyway, they resembled modern-day dolphins and behaved quite similarly. One of the prominent differences between the species is the tail. A dolphins’ flukes are horizontally positioned in relation to the body, while the ichthyosaur’s were vertical, as are most fish’s today. This is what first led discoverers to believe that the ichthyosaurs were fish, when in actual fact they were air breathing reptiles. (13) Another aspect of the tail is the lower fluke. When the backbone reaches the tail, it kinks sharply downwards to support the lower fluke. If you see a skeleton, it looks really quite painful. Sort of like that time I broke my rat’s tail at a ninety-degree angle. Uh, moving on…

Like dolphins (again) ichthyosaurs ate squid and fish. I am so very glad squid decided not to get extinct. Without squid, there would be no…anything. The oceans of the world revolve around squid. And so do the turntables of Chinese restaurants. Heh heh heh. Gotta love that calimari. Whoa, I got sidetracked there. Anyway, one type of ichthyosaur, ophthalmosaurus (see? They all DO have stupidly long names!) Had these massive eyes that helped it hunt for the blessed squid at night or at great depths. (14) They also had really long beak-like in shape (I continue to face the onslaught of beaks) snouts that were pretty useful when it came to snatching at fast, maneuverable prey. (15) Like squid, except really fast, agile super-squid.  The previously mentioned massive eyeballs made up for the ophthalmosaurus’ inability to use echolocation (16), a feature of the modern dolphin that allows them to identify their surroundings and find prey by emitting a series of high-pitched clicks. The O’saurus couldn’t hear these sounds even if it could emit them, so I guess they had to have giant eyeballs. Maybe that’s why my fish had giant eyeballs, because it can’t echolocate. Though it’s not like he can’t see when I’ve got the light beaming down on the tank. And it’s not like he actually has to hunt for food. Yeah, that’s right Hippo, don’t you forget about those poor fish that have to hunt. I need to stop doing going off on a tangent like that. Enough on ichthyosaurs. Let’s move on to something more sinister.

Everyone knows dinichthys. Just not its name. Because it must be long, like everything else’s names back then. Everyone’s seen pictures of the ferocious fish. The one with the cracked, armour plated head. The one with the staple-remover-like teeth. It’s also known as dunkleosteus, a new name given to it because dinichthys was too short. (16) I’m going to defy that and call it D-steus, which would make a good screen name. D-steus grew up to nine metres in length (17) and hunted the oceans about three hundred and sixty million years ago. I am very, very thankful it’s not around today. One look at those jaws can make you shudder. Luckily, no fossils have been found here in Australia, only in bits of North America, Europe and northern Africa. (18) At two tons, I don’t think even Steve Irwin would want to tackle this beauty. Despite the fact that D-steus appears to be pretty, no, absolutely terrifying, it was probably a poor swimmer and spent its time sulking around on the bottom of the sea. (19) Let’s all take time out to point and laugh at D-steus. It’s thought that this massive fishy moved more like an eel with its long, tapering tail in a sinuous motion that looks rather menacing if its peeking at you through the corner of its eye. (20) Now I’m starting to pity D-steus. The poor thing had to sit around, trying to look inconspicuous (that’s a little hard if you’re a two ton, nine metre monster) and waiting for some stupid mollusc or fish to pass you by. Then, with a sharp jerk of its body it had to use the element of surprise to the fullest because its jaw muscles were weak and encumbered by the armoured plates. (21) This is too depressing. How about we move forward a few million years and look at something jovial like….seals!

Since seals in general is a little too…general…I picked my favourite species of seal. So here I present the big-nosed, big-bodied, big-everythingelse elephant seal! These guys are the biggest seals you can get. When I say big, I mean BIG. So big that scientists used to have so much trouble finding out how heavy they were that they had to resort to cutting up dead seals and weighing the bits to get estimates. (22) The weight of the fatso seal is about two thousand four hundred kilograms for males and six hundred and eighty to nine hundred for females, and this difference between the sexes’ weight is thought to be the greatest contrast in any mammal species. (23) Probably the most known feature of the elephant seal is the male’s distinctive trunk-like nose, which flops around and adds a humourous touch to the seal’s fearsome appearance. It especially looks silly when the bull (male) is fighting. The bull uses its throat well, easily being the most vocal of all seals. The trunk, mainly use for sexual display (uh huh, I really see what’s so attractive about a giant, floppy, inflatable nose) also adds a deep resonance to the bull’s bellowing roar. (24) Speaking of sexual prowess, the males are virtually oblivious to the fact that the females arrive pregnant to the mating grounds. Duh. That’s why they’re fat. Some males never learn. The females (cows) give birth shortly after they arrive at the grounds and aren’t ready to mate again for a few weeks. The males ignore this (again) and in their bad attempts to get their harems pregnant they injure many females and crush many pups to death. (25) Isn’t that sweet? Going back to university, my work experience companion and I came across a slide with something in it that we couldn’t identify. It looked like a seal giving birth, but we weren’t sure enough to label it with permanent texter. We took it down the hall to our bluebottle-stung friend who took one look at it and said “Oh, that’s not a seal giving birth. That’s a bull elephant seal that’s just lost an erection.” At this point, he started getting really enthusiastic about it. Like Steve Irwin enthusiastic. It was scary. “Yeah, they have these bones in their penises that let them control their erections! They’re as long as my arm and a bit! I wish I had one of those!” We made our escape after that. It was a little too much information to muster at that point. 

Yes, they sound like big, beastly men, those bulls. But did you know that an elephant seal sleeps so soundly on its breeding beach that it’s possible to sit on one without waking it? (26) Now that is cute. I wonder if they’re comfortable at all? We’ll be getting elephant seal beds before long now. Yep, that blubber will be nice and warm in winter. The seals were once hunted for their blubber, from which oil was extracted. If they got a large bull seal, it could yield as much as three hundred and fifty litres of oil. That’s scary. That’s even more oil than you could scrape of my hair after not washing it for a week, and that’s saying something.

Elephant seals may look cute and cuddly, but that’s nothing in comparison to walruses. Walruses are the masters of cute. I don’t know any small child who hasn’t gotten a pair of drinking straws and stuck them over his or her canines and exclaimed, “I’m a walrus!” I know I did. I also know my little sister decided to imitate me and ended up sticking them up her nose instead, making a bloody mess everywhere. There were chunks in it! CHUNKS!

Where were we? Ah yes. Walruses. The walrus’ family name, Odobenidae, comes from ancient Greek and means ‘one who walks with his teeth’. (27) My little sister is going to collapse in an “AWWW! IT’S SOOOO CUUUUTE!!!!” fit when she hears that. Best not to tell her. 

So, these walruses live in one of the most remote areas of the world: the frigid Arctic. Like elephant seals, they keep warm with thick layers of blubber. Their skin is also very thick, especially around the neck. The skin from the neck of a walrus bull can be seven and a half centimetres thick and is valued for making discs to buff and polish metal. (28) Well, that’s the last time I sneak into the silver jewelry room when I have a free to buff my jewelry. It’s not worth it. Save the walruses!

Octopi have beaks. Ichthyosaurs have big eyeballs. Elephant seals have massive noses and controllable…bits. So what’s the walrus’ special feature? Well, unless you’ve spent your entire life in a bubble, you’d know that both male and female walruses have large tusks protruding from their mouths. Hence the straw thing. These very, very cute tusks provide a number of useful services to the walrus. They are used in defence and attack (and seeing as though they can be up to almost a metre in length for the males with a thirty centimetre diameter, I’d rather not fight with one) as well as ice picks to help the animal haul its massive body out of the water. They are also a status symbol in the herd or, quite simply, the walrus may use them to support its head as it rests on an ice flow. (29) The tusks are actually modified canines that grow from the upper jaw throughout the walrus’ life, and one fifth of the tusk’s length is hidden in the jaw. (30) In a nutshell, you don’t really want to mess with a walrus, unless to have a death wish. 

As a little, slightly sick sidenote, walrus skin was used in the construction of Cologne cathedral, although the animal was not known in Europe at the time of building. (31) Ironically, when the walrus bellows, the noise is said to sound like the tolling of church bells. (32)

I know! One thing I haven’t mentioned at all during this is man’s impact on…stuff. So here’s a little bit about the walrus and man. We all know that the Eskimos or Inuit have been hunting walruses for ages. They use them pretty efficiently all round, for food, oil, making their boats and shelters from their thick skin and ornaments from the tusks. (33) Despite this, the walrus was able to keep up its numbers and so not endanger its survival. In the last three centuries, commercial hunters have driven the walrus to near-extinction. The walrus became protected and its numbers have been on the increase and now stand at around two hundred and fifty thousand. (34) That’s right. Nobody’s harming my walruses. 

I mentioned a while ago that my childhood dream was to be a lobster. That came after my desire to be an ant. Seriously! When a small child reads about a book featuring an almost metre-long lobster that is virtually indestructible, they want to be a lobster. Especially when that lobster defeats giant squids by gorging their eyes out. (35) But really! Who’s ever heard of a fifty-year-old, metre long lobster called Homarus? Then again, it was written 1968…Well, since then, the average lifespan of a lobster has been found to be more like, say, fifteen to twenty. So if I were a lobster like I wanted to be, I could be dead by now. That’s a cheery thought. At least it’s better than being an ant. 

Lobster larvae are one of the most unattractive things I have ever seen. And please don’t tell me the one in the picture has fur. That’s just wrong. Anyway, these little lobster larvae rise to the surface after hatching out of their eggs and float around there for three weeks or so, trying not to be eaten by things. (36) At this stage they’re not even a centimetre long and have massive eyeballs. (37) That must mean they can’t echolocate either. Owls probably can’t echolocate as well. Why don’t humans have giant eyeballs? We don’t echolocate. Assuming that lobsters are fully grown by the time they reach sexual maturity, at six or seven years of age, the lobster can get up to fifty centimetres in length and weigh four-and-a-half kilograms to six-and-a-half kilograms. (38) Funny that. Homarus was one hundred and thirty-two kilograms. I think that book (39) got a few things wrong. 

The lobster’s formidable pincers are its major weapons for attack and defence, as well as ‘hands’. Lobsters can pick at dead animal shells for all the tasty bits. Lobsters are mainly scavengers, but sometimes attack live prey such as molluscs, crabs and fish. (40) What I find interesting about the pincers is their different functions. The left, larger pincer has several substantial teeth and is used to crush shell or bone, while the smaller right pincer has smaller teeth that are also finer than those of the left and is used to seize prey and act as shears, cutting flesh into more manageable chunks. (41) I’m more interested in cutting that lobster’s flesh into more manageable chunks. Lobsters are tasty.

I just realised how much this paper resembles my own personality. It’s so disorganised and random. Walruses to lobsters. Basically I’ve been searching through a whole lot of magazines and finding things of slight interest. Oh look, something for the next section just popped up there.

The hagfish is the vulture of the seabed – a slimy scavenger that emerges from its mud tube on the sunless seabed to tear into the flesh of both living and dead fish. (42) Vultures? They make it sound more like a vampire. I picked hagfish as the next item of discussion because the word ‘slime’ is used several times throughout the article and I am a big fan of slime. The hagfish has eyes, but they’re covered with skin and can only detect light and dark. They’re also boneless and subsequently jawless. (43) In place of a normal heart the hagfish has a series of pumps which push blood from one part of its body to the next. (44) No wonder they’ve been put in the ‘primitive animal’ basket. Then again, octopi have three hearts and are in the same boat, despite their intelligence. Probably because they have beaks. And the fact that hagfish can’t really see could lead me into yet another lame echolocation joke/ramble, but I won’t do that. 

Time to talk about slime. The stuff that we got to pour all over our year six teacher’s head for a television show. The stuff that makes sea hares so nice to hold. The stuff that the hagfish can turn a bucket of water into quite quickly. The slime is excreted from rows of glands that run down the fish’s flanks and sometimes the hagfish has to scrape off the excess by knotting its body and sliding through the coils. (45) Ewwww.  The hagfish has one nostril, which frequently becomes blocked by the excess of slime. To clear it, the fish simply sneezes. (46) Ah, I get it. Just like humans. Except we don’t produce large amounts of slime and have single nostrils. 

Despite their…odd…features, the hagfish possesses one nice aspect. If one is damaged, the wound heals unusually quickly and cleanly. It is thought that its protective layer of slime may have antiseptic qualities which prevent infection. (47) Please don’t tell me that they’ll be bringing out hagfish slime ointment. That’s even worse than treating wounds with maggots. Oh, wait, no it isn’t. Bring on the hagfish slime!

Coral is pretty stuff, most people will agree. You have your hard, stony corals and your nice, soft corals. Stony corals are the ones that make up reefs and have the chalky skeleton, while the soft corals include sea fans and sea whips. Coral is not actually a plant or just a bit of nicely shaped stone, but a whole colony of little animals all joined together. (48) 

Coral and I go back a long way. It was just one of those days for that poor plate coral. I was snorkeling out at Lord Howe Island and chasing a parrot fish around when it zoomed off ahead of me and I ended up face to face with a one metre in diameter plate coral. It was a very nice pale blue so I swam over to have a closer look and bask in its beauty and light. It was fairly close to the surface, so I decided that it would be a really cool idea to stand up on it and wave to my folks on shore. I managed to get my head and shoulders clear of the water before a quarter of the coral broke off beneath my foot and I collapsed into the water, my wave half completed and my lungs full to the brim with potential curse words. Especially when I found out that coral grows back at a rate of about two and a half centimetres a year. Ha. At least nobody found out about that one. But I’m really really sorry! Honestly! It was the parrot fish's fault!

Fine, while I’m at it, I might as well write about the sea cucumber massacre. Sea cucumbers are cool. Strange, but cool. Don’t get me wrong, now I’m a big fan of ‘cumbers. I wasn’t before. Oh no. My mum had gone out and bought my one of those dodgey full-bodied swimsuits that all mothers insist on buying for their children. The children never get the chance to show some skin, and end up being the ones with the tiny little string bikinis that fall off with every gust of wind that goes past. So here I was, at Lord Howe Island with my bad new swimsuit poking around in the rock pools when I came across a nice, big, black sausage thing. I’m a hands on sort of person, so what did I do? Yep, I grabbed that sausage and gave it a hug. Well, not a hug, but I picked it up and held it. Little did I know that to defend itself from brats such as myself, it squirts its sticky white intestines all over whatever’s trying to “eat” it. It hit my new swimmers, and boy was I not happy. In shock, I dropped my black sausage, which then burst all over the rock I was standing on. That was that. I was off. To make me feel better, my then stepsister and brother decided to go on a ‘cumber killing spree. These ones don’t even pop, like the bluebottles, so I moved on. That was six years ago and I’ve changed. Really! Should I make a joke about the fact that sea cucumbers breathe through their, er, behinds? No, that would be too immature for someone my age. The only kind of sixteen year old who’d do that would be the same one who covered themselves in stickers when…okay, time to move on.

 A certain recently released film featured a group of young men performing stupid stunts that are so bizarre they’re funny. One included the fish I have wanted to swim with virtually my whole life: the whale shark. Despite their huge size (they are the largest fish in the world, after all) they only eat plankton. That’s a big of a disappointment, since their mouths can open to over a metre in height and they would have made an even scarier Jaws. Their spots would have to be edited out though, they look too happy. So, this stunt that these brave young men performed involved putting on mesh shorts with tight elastic around the legs and waist. Into these mesh shorts were put large amounts of shrimp. They were then dropped into whale shark infested waters. It was really quite entertaining to see the massive sharks come up and rip into the shorts and then see the stream of scream bubbles rise from the man’s regulator. Sharks are so very very versatile. And entertaining. And dangerous is you have shrimp-filled shorts.

And what Marine Studies paper would be complete without a mention of Jaws himself? Yep, time to meet the Great White Shark (most likely again, because the shark is a common topic chosen for papers, right?). 

Everyone knows that great whites have a notorious reputation. Jaws, Jaws 2, Jaws 3 and Jaws, the Return (or whatever the last one was called) didn’t help calming the public’s fears of this six metre fishy. Then again, how can one say that they’re completely safe when they’re being faced with a one thousand two hundred-kilogram mouthful of seven and a half centimetre teeth? The fact remains, our buddy Jaws isn’t safe to swim around unless you’re separated by some very strong metal. He’s also not the bloodthirsty killer that the media often portray him to be. People who have swum with them tell me the same story: they aren’t aggressive, they’re curious. Even placid. If you want a mad shark, go tease it with food. 

Great whites and captivity don’t mix. That’s a generally known fact. Besides, other than for scientific research, I don’t really know why you’d want to keep one anyway. Wait, it would be pretty neat to say you had a six metre goldfish. But you’d need a massive area to keep Jaws in. Like a few hundred swimming pools. There’s no way you could get one of those in Mosman. Do you know how high those rates would be?

Scientists believe a few interesting things about great whites. For example, they are pretty sure that once a shark grows beyond a certain length-to-weight ratio it changes habitats. Tracked individuals that have reached a certain size living in the upper ocean layers leave their natural haunts abruptly and vanish forever into the dark depths below. (49) Not only this, scientists think that great whites, like the wrasse and blue marlin, undergo a sex change from male to female when again they grow beyond a particular size. (50) It’s thought to be a survival mechanism, because a large fish has a better chance of giving birth to healthy young than a smaller, weaker female. (51) Most of the larger great whites caught have been female, so this theory stands to reason.

A great white’s sense of smell is very, very acute. It has to be, because it is the shark’s main way of finding food. On the surface of the snout are thousands of tiny pinholes making up a major sense organ. (52) A great white can detect a single drop of blood in four million, six hundred thousand litres of water. (53) Providing of course it has been distributed according to the traditional homeopathic method. 

The great white is one of those poor sharks that has to keep swimming all the time unless it wants to drown. In fact, it has to move at at least three and a half kilometres an hour to ensure oxygen reaches its blood stream. (54) If dragged backwards through the water, a great white would drown because no oxygen could reach its gills. (55)

Perhaps the most infamous aspect of the great white is his jaws. His diet consists of pretty much every fish or warm-blooded animal that can fit in his mouth. If it doesn’t, it just gets ripped into chunks that can. The great white attacks its prey by first lifting its snout. The jaws move forward like a huge trap and close over the hapless victim. The shark then rolls over and as it does so, tears out a hunk of meat. In a large shark and a large victim, this hunk can weigh some sixty to seventy kilograms. (56) Hmmm…that’s my two little sisters in one bite! Awesome!

The sperm whale is the largest toothed mammal in the world and can reach a length of twenty metres. Its massive, round head accounts for about one third of its total body length. (57) What? You expected me to skip whales? No way. 

Probably the most famous photo taken of a sperm whale is the silhouette taken from below the creature. It’s swimming side-on and looks like its about to bite the head off the other photographer above it. You can’t escape the photo. 

The photo is e-v-e-r-y-w-h-e-r-e.

Remember what I said before about the oceans revolving around squid? Well, here’s another testimony to that: sperm whales primarily eat squid. Giant squid are especially tasty to the square-headed mammals. Sometimes squid put up such a fight that they scar the whale’s head with their tentacles. (58)

Sperm whales like being loud. Seriously loud. The sound produced by a sperm whale cannot be heard by man, but it is equivalent to standing six metres behind a jet engine. (59) So you should be glad you can’t hear it. The whales use this incredible talent in much the same way as a little sister. They stun their victim using a very loud sound pulse before chowing down on it. (60) Mmm…calimari. 

The sperm whale probably dives deeper than any other marine mammal and may reach depths of more than three thousand metres, although one thousand two hundred is the deepest recorded. The bull dives the deepest and the longest, often staying underwater for forty-five minutes. (61) When the whale exhales for the first time after a deep dive, the noise it makes can be heard a kilometre away. (62) This was one of the ways hunting sperm whales was made easy. The most common method employed to kill whales was to harpoon and injure one. After that, it was only a matter of time before a group of whales surrounded the injured animal in what is know as the Maguerite formation. (63) The whalers then picked off the pod one by one. 

The whale is not only hunted for its flesh to feed humans and provide blubber for oil, but also for its spermaceti oil found in the head and a substance called ambergris found in the intestines, which is used as a fixative in the cosmetics industry. (64) Ruthlessly hunted between 1750 and 1850, the sperm whale had continued to be persecuted, illegal or not. In 1963 the total catch reached a staggering thirty thousand whales. (65)

I said I’d jump around like a barnacle on a jetski. I didn’t lie. I’ve covered no fewer than sixteen species. SIXTEEN?! That’s scary. I thought it was only five or six. Maybe I should be more specific next time. If there is a next time. I mean, what if you can be kicked out of the class for poor paper writing?

Despite this paper’s tendency to follow the pattern of: information, cynical comment, more information, yet another cynical comment, a little happy story of how some marine creature has hurt me (or how I’ve hurt it) and then a final cynical comment before moving on again, it has been interesting to write, a feature lacking in virtually every single assignment I’ve had in the last four years. Besides, it gave me an excuse to confess all my sins about corals and sea cucumbers. There it is: a brief run-down on some of the most interesting (to me) marine animals ever. I say ever because I covered ichthyosaurs and D-steus. And sorry if lobsters was wearing it thin. But that’s all it was supposed to be, animals, anecdotes and the purely bizarre. And am I the only one who thinks that cock and hen are weird names for male and female lobsters?

