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some big, big surprises

Dear Fell ow D ver,

About a three-hour drive and a six-mle ferry cross-
ing fromCancun is a tropical little Mxican island where
restaurants serve pasta and pizza, and chips and sal sa are
al nost an afterthought. The small dusty village on the
i sl and of Hol box (pronounced 6l bosch) isn't on anyone's
itinerary, save for a few Texans and a handful of Italians
who, for reasons only they know, have settled there. The
central plaza features a Spartan basketball court, a snall
white cathedral, and a few vendors. Each evening, someone
pulls the church bell rope to send riveting chines through
the quaint village. Palmthatched huts, sone without
pl unbi ng, contrast with brightly painted bl ock hones.
Lobster and squid fishernen conprise nost of the 800 inhab-
itants, few of whom speak English. Locals walk, bicycle,
or use golf carts to navigate unpaved streets. It’'s hotter
than hell, and just as humd during the sumver (90+F
degrees), and nosquitoes outnunber the residents. And, for
as long as anyone can renenber, the fishermen have tol erat -
ed the scores of thirty-foot fish that ply their waters in
July and August, just making sure to keep alert so they
woul dn’t capsize their small craft. Besides, “MXican
worren are w nky-w nky about whal e sharks,” | was told.

An Eritrean wonman by birth, Qnella Aenanni isn't
winky winky. Years ago, Qhny nmarried an Italian naned
Carnelo Alemanni. Wile vacationing in Kenya, they went div-
ing in a popul ar destination for Italians, the Malindi Mrine
National Park, where they had exciting whal e shark encoun-
ters. Years later, traveling fromtheir hone in Italy, they
visited Hol box, eventually returning to open a waterfront
posada with el even thatched roof huts that they named
Mawi nbi . Recogni zing the val ue of the scores of whal e sharks
that came to feed on upwel lings of plankton each sumer, Chny
began taking a few tourists to view themon her 25-foot
“launcha.” Soon, fishernen who couldn’'t even swimwere sell-



ing whal e shark trips to the tourists and now
just three years later, it’s on the verge of being Isla Holbox
di scovered. In fact, as an Undercurrent sub-
scriber, you re anong the first to know, because
no one el se has covered this phenonenon.

Chiquila Isla Mujeres

In August, three friends and | visited A

Cancun
Hol box, and | was overwhel ned. Each norning at

7:00 a.m, | wal ked 25-feet across a white sandy .
beach fromny thatch-roofed hut. Wading knee-deep Mexico
into the water, | clinbed over the gunwal es and

into Captain Mguel Vega's snall |auncha Buena Playa del
(nda, (“everything is good’). Qur first stop was Carmen

the pier just mnutes anay, where officials of the
Yum Bal am Reserve check each outgoing boat for its
permt (every boat nust have a licensed captain
and a certified guide; 32 boats were granted per-
mts, but only 12 are active) and verified that
passengers were wearing life jackets (which we
doffed once out of eyesight). Mguel Vega then
revved up his single 150 hp engine to speed 40
mnutes south along the beach, then turned east
for 20-mnutes into the Qulf of Mexico. Wsing his
hand-held G°S, he honed in on the coordinates
where the whal e sharks tend to congregate, joining up with ten other snmall boats car-
rying of f-the-beaten-path tourists who paid $80US in the plaza for a “tiburon

ball efa” tour. Qur guide Juan reninded us of the rules (witten [ast year because
peopl e were grabbi ng the whal e sharks and speedi ng boats were frightening them: no
touching, only two snorkelers in the water at once, and only one boat per whal e shark.

Cozumel

Tulum

Suddenly, excited hoops and hol |l ers echoed across the water. The surface
boiled, while as nmany as sixty whal e sharks, noved slowy, nouths agape, through
the plankton rich waters. Entering the water directly in a whale shark’s path,
peered into its approaching nouth. A few feet away, its eyes appeared to check ne
out (though that may be anthroponorphic). Sone fed in circles, giving nme a second
or even a third encounter, where | could see attached renoras dining on parasites.
School s of sardines, a frenetic bait ball breaking the surface, gobbled anything
escapi ng the gapi ng nouth. Cobia, playing the roles of pilot fish, kept pace wth
the shark’s strong strokes.

Two of us would slide into the 79-degree water with one or two whal e sharks
to observe and photograph them Visibility ranged from 25-30 feet, enough to give
ne a great view, but not enough to capture the shark’s full length with ny digital
and video equipnent. | nade at |least half a dozen entries, lasting up to fifteen
mnutes each. As two of us came out, the mate hel ped us up a side |adder as the
boat idled. W never had to wait to find the next whal e shark.

View ng the whale sharks fromthe boats was al nost as exciting. It was
thrilling to watch ny buddies share this incredible experience. “Sanmto your
left or right,” | shouted, if | spotted a shark heading in their direction or one
they coul d intercept.

As confortable as the pol ka-dotted creatures -- the locals call them “doni-
noes” -- appeared (they were barely noving), their strong bodies swept through the
water faster than | could fin -- the current fromtheir sweeping tails often pushed
ne forcefully through the water. After a tail hit ny buddy’s leg, she wore her
bruise like a badge of honor. e whal e shark snuggl ed al ong the side of the boat




like it wanted to be petted -- could
| resist giving it a gentle pat?

Wien the afternoon w nd pi cked
up, the pl ankton descended deeper
and the dom noes foll owed, so we
returned to shore. The next norn-
ing we departed earlier to beat
other boats, but, damm, the sharks
were gone! Wien ot her boats
arrived, we all fanned out in
search of them M guel specul ated
that they mght have headed south
toward the uni nhabited island of
Contoy, a bird sanctuary (flamn-
goes, roseate spoonbills, cor-
norants, pelicans, ibis and herons).
A searmount that rises to a depth of
5 feet five mles north of Contoy

Shark Research Institute

Joan David, the Director of Development of the
Shark Research Institute, is focusing on Holbox whale
shark conservation. Originally, SRI hoped to tag the fish
and study their physical characteristics, behavior, sex, and
length, and take skin samples. However, David was not
successful in getting the necessary work permissions from
the government, so her research has been informal.

She says that the Holbox sharks in general are very
focused on their feeding. She thinks some are curious
and seem to want to spend time with the snorkelers.

She observed many sharks with damaged fins or scarring,
and others that had been hit by propellers. One shark
was reportedly sighted with two harpoons still stuck in its
body. This allegation raised her concern that illegal fish-

al so attracts the whal e sharks.
But we had a problem W didn't
have enough gas to make the hour
round trip. Wen Mguel said we
coul d chance buying fuel froma
fishernman, wi thout hesitati on we
said, “vamanos,” let’s go!

ing continues despite protection in so many areas.

The Shark Research Institute has worked hard to
protect the whale shark from extinction, knowing that
they, like other sharks, are being sought for their fins for
the Asian delicacy, “shark fin soup.” They study the
migratory patterns of the sharks through tagging and
sighting. David continues to work through the Mexican
bureaucracy to acquire permission to conduct research.
And, SRI needs donations to purchase $4500 satellite
tags and pay for the time necessary to collect data.

As we headed south, the other
boats fol |l owed. Soon we were again
surrounded by whal e sharks, so nany
we could have floated in the water
and waited for one to swmby. Ve
were now 48-mles from Hol box.

S nce we were flying to Cozurel at
3:00 p.m that afternoon, around
noon we sadly departed. Luckily a
fisherman’s gas barge was near the south end of Isla Holbox. S phoning gas into a
pl astic container, Mguel passed over sone noney and refilled our nearly enpty tank.

For more information contact the Shark Research
Institute Texas Office 210-545-6756 or www.sharks.org.

M/ whal e shark experience was clearly worth “roughing it” in Holbox. At the
Mawi mbi, only one roomis air-conditioned. @y has no confidence in air condi-
tioni ng because Hol box’s generator frequently shuts down. That’s a problemfor the
few air-conditioned hotels, because some don't have w ndows that open. Maw nbi has
the benefit of gentle ocean breezes. Its thatched roof huts have a rustic charm
twi n serape-covered beds, but no anenities other than small refrigerators, but the
place is immacul ate with tile floors, wooden beans, and |arge bathroons wth paint-
ed ceranmic sinks. And the price is right; $50-90/night, and all roonms were taken.
(A word for the wise: reserve well in advance).

None of the restaurants is air-conditioned. At Queva del Pirata, across from
the plaza, we sat at a table along the dusty road to enjoy the evening breeze.
The food was okay. Around the corner is Villa Zapata, an upstairs restaurant that
al so serves Italian food. Across the plaza was a busy pizza place. addly, the
Rngling Qrcus was in town. Tents had been set up next to Mawimbi, so after
dinner | listened to blaring techno-nusic before drifting off.

Wiile one can easily drive their ferry to Hol box, we had arranged a si x-pas-



senger Aero Saab charter

pl ane for $1200 round trip
from Cancun. V& were to
be net outside custons,

but when no one showed, we
haul ed our gear about a
quarter-mle in the heat
to the General Aviation
termnal. Though we had
expl ai ned i n advance that
we each had 100 pounds of

| uggage, the pilot took
one | ook at our dive bags
and said they were too
bulky to fit in the bag-
gage fuselage of our sin-
gl e engi ne Cessna 206. V¢
rumraged t hrough our bag-
gage, took what we needed,
and sent the renainder to
our next stop, Cozunel,
and the Hotel GCozune
(Terrible place; the roons
are dirty and nosquito-
filled, the staff has no
notion of service, and the
food is inedible. The
hotel is no longer listed
on any website so it prob-
ably was goi ng out of
business.). Thirty-five
mnutes later we [anded on
the 2000-foot dirt runway
in Hol box, where a gol f
cart “taxi” net us. W
spent two days with the

Sixteen Divers Surface to Find Boat Missing

If you just can’t imagine another scenario for divers drifting at
sea, consider this incident in early August.

When 16 divers, including one American, surfaced from a dive
25 miles off Malaysia’s Kuantan coast, their liveaboard was nowhere in
sight. A fire had damaged the engine and generators and the current
took it far away. The ten men and six women discarded their weight
belts and tied themselves together with a floating mooring line they
found. They tried to attract the attention of passing ships with
airhorns and safety sausages, but without luck.

Then, however, they spotted their disabled dive boat. Two instruc-
tors made a grueling 2 1/2 hour swim to reach it as darkness
approached. On board, they came up with an ingenious way to navi-
gate the boat back to the divers. When the current was in their favor,
they lifted anchor. When it was in the opposite direction, they lowered
the anchor to stop it from moving. They reached the others, who
were swimming toward the boat, in less than an hour, but more than
ten hours after they first surfaced.

They couldn’t use the boat’s communications gear and were too
far from shore for cell phones to work. The boat was taking on water
and so they spent the night bailing. The next morning, they burned
rubbish and fired flares to attract the attention of passing trawlers,
which ignored them. Finally, a cargo ship spotted the boat and alerted
the port control, which sent helicopters. No one was the worse for wear.

The New Paper, Singapore Press

whal e sharks, just enough, | think, making it a nice extension for any trip to the
Yucatan. The airstrip was only a few mnutes fromthe hotel. n the way out, our
taxi driver toured the village and was headed to the ferry landing before we

remnded himwe were headed to the airport. He had never been there. G S

e Divers Conpass:  From Cancun, you can rent a car or cab. H ghway

180 to Nuevo Xcan, turning north toward Kantunil kin and the port

of Chiquild, a three-hour drive on a pothole-riddl ed road, then

park your car. It’s $2.50 for the 30-ninute ride (passengers

only). The last ferry is at 5 pm You can hire a launcha from one

of the men waiting around the dock for $20 ... .Posada Maw nbi

tel ephone and fax 911 52 984 8752003 or maw nbi @r odi gy. net. nx
WAL mawi nbi . net Aero Saab: Tele 52 984 87 30804 or

WA, aer osaab. com wan, hol boxi sl and. com for information. ... Hotel VMillas

Del fines ($70 to $150 doubl e, dependi ng upon the season)is a good upscal e sel ec-

tion: wwmv hol box. comihotel . htm Tel : (984) 8752196; another is Xal oc:

Wy, mexi cobout i quehot el s. comixaloc ... Hotel Faro Viejo: waw faroviej ohol box. com nx
Hotel Los Mapaches wwww | osnapaches. com Onny’s daily whale shark trip is

$120/ person and i ncl udes a ham and cheese sandw ch and water or soft drink

There is plenty of bird watching to pass tine in the afternoon. Hotel s can

arrange trips or it’s easy to hook up with any of the fisherman in the village.




