
  
    
      
    
  


  
    Table of Contents
  


  
    FOREWORD
  


  
    PROLOGUE
  


  
    PART ONE: FIRST SUMMER

    
      KILLER WHALE COUNTRY
    


    
      THE SONIC CREATURE
    


    
      THE PREDATOR AND MAN
    


    
      THE WHALE CENSUS
    


    
      SWIMMING WITH WHALES
    


    
      SLEEPING WHALES
    

  


  
    PART TWO: FALL/WINTER

    
      CAPTIVES
    

  


  
    PART THREE: SECOND SUMMER

    
      A KILLER WHALE DAY
    


    
      STUBBS
    

  


  
    PART FOUR: THIRD SUMMER

    
      THE RUBBING BEACH
    

  


  
    PART FIVE: IN LATER YEARS

    
      A FUTURE FOR ORCAS IN THE NORTHWEST?
    

  


  
    EPILOGUE
  


  
    APPENDICES
  


  
    BIBLIOGRAPHY
  


  
    To Robert Emmett Hoyt and Betty Shutrump Hoyt with love and gratitude



    Copyright © 1981, 1984, 1990 by Erich Hoyt


    eBook Copyright © 2013 by Erich Hoyt


    Drawings and maps by Kiyoshi Nagahama


    Cover photographs © Peter Thomas



    ISBN: 978-1-77085-412-3



    Published by Firefly Books Ltd.


    50 Staples Avenue, Unit 1


    Richmond Hill, Ontario L4B 0A7


    http:www.fireflybooks.com



    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the Publisher of a license from The Canadian Copyright Licensing Agency (Access Copyright).

  


  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  I would like to thank the following for answering questions posed through correspondence and, in many cases, detailed interviews: Michael A. Bigg and Graeme Ellis (Marine Mammals, Pacific Biological Station, Nanaimo, British Columbia); John K.B. Ford and H. Dean Fisher (University of British Columbia, Vancouver); Kenneth S. Norris (University of California, Santa Cruz); Victor B. Scheffer (Bellevue, Washington); Edward Mitchell and Anne Evely (Arctic Biological Station, Ste. Anne de Bellevue, Quebec); Kenneth C. Balcomb and Richard W. Osborne (Friday Harbor, Washington); W.H. Dudok van Heel (formerly of Dolfinarium Harderwijk, Holland); Bob Wright and Alan Hoey (Sealand of the Pacific, Victoria, British Columbia); Murray A. Newman (Vancouver Aquarium, Vancouver, British Columbia); Brad Andrews and Tom Otten (formerly of Marineland, Rancho Palos Verdes, California); Lanny H. Cornell (formerly of Sea World, San Diego, California); Stephen Leatherwood (San Diego, California); Jon Gunnarsson (Sædýrasafnið, Iceland); Sam H. Ridgway (Naval Ocean Systems Center, San Diego, California); A.G. Greenwood (International Zoo Veterinary Group, England); Teruo Tobayama (Kamogawa Sea World, Japan); Masaharu Nishiwaki (formerly of University of the Ryukyus, Japan); Frank Brocato (San Diego, California); Robert B. Brumstead (National Marine Fisheries Service, Washington, D.C.); Don White (Vancouver, British Columbia); and Bill Cameron (Pender Harbour, British Columbia).


  Thanks are also due my agent, Katinka Matson, and my editors, Marian Skedgell, Susan Brody, Susan Dickinson and Alice Z. Lawrence. Haruko Sato, Françoise Roux, Inke Kase, Jean-Pierre Sylvestre, Jerye Mooney, Lon Appleby, Sean Whyte, Vivia Boe and Jim Borrowman cheerfully assisted in various aspects of the research. John Oliphant provided advice and inspiration. Victor Scheffer, Niko Tinbergen, Graeme Ellis, Michael Bigg, Ronn Storro-Patterson and Jim Borrowman read the manuscript and made suggestions for which I am grateful. Of course, they are not responsible for any mistakes that remain. I especially want to thank my father, Robert Hoyt, for his imaginative editing and comments at every stage of the book.


  FOREWORD


  By Sir Peter Scott


  Erich Hoyt's book is a splendid introduction to one of the most fascinating and charismatic animals in the world. He blends the story of his exciting adventures working with orcas off the coast of British Columbia with plenty of facts about their behaviour and natural history, which makes a most readable mixture.


  Whales and dolphins are all highly intelligent, but orcas are perhaps the most intelligent. Hence, the interactions between people and orcas are extraordinary. Humans and orcas, for example, are curious about one another: they investigate each other, they sing to each other, and they copy each other's tunes. One difference is that while both are among the top predators, orcas never kill men, but men still kill orcas.


  As Erich Hoyt acknowledges, the public attitude toward orcas has changed over the last 20 years, partly because the whales have been widely exhibited in aquariums. Familiarity has bred affection, and fear has been replaced with respect. However, I am uneasy about keeping these powerful animals in concrete swimming pools — and making a lot of money out of doing so. The aquarium owners justify this by saying they are teaching people about whales and dolphins, but the price for the orcas is particularly high. It must be preferable for people to see whales and dolphins swimming freely in the sea, and I hope that more and more people will be able to do so from boats whose skippers know how to get close to these exciting animals without disturbing them. Erich Hoyt's book shows in vivid detail how much more can be learned this way.


  



  On August 29, 1989, only days after writing this foreword for the third edition, Sir Peter Scott died at his home in England at age 79. As a founder of the World Wildlife Fund and the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust and, more recently, as president of the Whale and Dolphin Conservation Society, Sir Peter devoted his life to conservation, using his talents as an ecologist, ornithologist, painter, writer and broadcaster. He was the first Briton to be knighted for services to conservation. The fruits of his efforts remain — all around us and in the way we think. He has sharpened our awareness of the urgency to act on behalf of the Earth.


  PROLOGUE


  I knew almost nothing about killer whales in June 1973 when I joined a sailing expedition along Canada's Pacific coast. We were to make a documentary film about killer whales. At that time, they had never been filmed in their natural habitat and had only rarely been observed at close range. Our three-month voyage, sponsored by the University of Victoria and funded by the Canadian government, sailed east, then north from Victoria, combing British Columbia's rainy and remote coastal inlets.


  As sound man, my job was to record the whales' underwater "voices" with hydrophones (underwater microphones). Later, there would be the usual duties of recording a sound track — complete with narration, sound effects and music — to match the film. I had brought along my electronic music synthesizer, which, when connected to an underwater speaker mounted on the hull, would broadcast sounds to the whales. Although I had written jazz and electronic film scores, devising music to entertain whales was something new. Killer whales in captivity are known to be curious about man-made sounds. Maybe wild whales would be too. It was far beyond our modest budget to try to lure these big carnivores with bucket loads of live or freshly killed fish, but perhaps music piped into their underwater world would draw them in close enough for our cameras. It seemed very chancy, even to me.


  Back then, I could not anticipate the depth of my involvement with the whales. I could not have imagined that 10 summers later, I would still be making an annual pilgrimage to visit them.


  My first task, after I had decided to join the expedition, was to learn everything I could about the killer whale, Orcinus orca. To my surprise, I found no books devoted to the subject. The articles that I uncovered dealt mainly with how little was known about the species. Yet I did learn a few basic facts:


  
    	Killer whales are the top predator in the sea, possessing 10 to 13 interlocking pairs of conical teeth in each jaw — usually 48 in all.


    	The male orca attains a mature length of about 23 feet; the mature female averages less than 20 feet. The species record is 31 1/2 feet — small compared with the 50-to-90-foot lengths of the great whales.


    	They are among the ocean's fastest creatures, capable of speeds of up to 30 miles per hour.


    	They have no enemies (except man).

  


  Killer whales also have a number of attributes common to other whales and dolphins:


  
    	They are social mammals that eat, sleep, play and travel together in family groups, called pods.


    	They have large, complex brains, but no one knows what they use them for.


    	They possess all the human senses except smell but are essentially sonic creatures that apparently use sound to navigate, hunt and communicate with each other.

  


  For the most part, I found that scientific studies on Orcinus orca in its natural habitat had been confined to examination of stomach contents and to accounts of the animal's attacking behaviour. In storybook tales, orcas are the monsters of the deep, always chewing up boats and sending terrified sailors to hasty funerals at sea. Anything that lived in, visited or fell into the sea — according to these grim stories — was food for orca. There was a grain of truth to many of the stories.


  Probably the first published account of orca comes from the Roman scholar Pliny the Elder, who wrote in the first century A.D. in Volume IX of his Natural History: "A killer whale cannot be properly depicted or described except as an enormous mass of flesh armed with savage teeth." He called orca "the enemy of other whales" and described scenes in which orcas would "burst into [the other whales'] retreats ... bite and mangle the females and their calves ... and charge and pierce them like warships ramming."


  The Latin word orcinus means "of or belonging to the realms of the dead," and orca denotes "a kind of whale." Hence, "killer whale." To the Romans, orca represented a single species — the killer whale. During the Middle Ages, orca degenerated to a "sea monster of indeterminate species." The real orca's reputation worsened. In 1598, the English poet Josuah Sylvester wrote: "Insatiable orque [orca], that even at one repast almost all creatures in the world would waste!"


  Pliny's view of orca as a savage killer was based on secondhand information, although he had apparently once seen an orca in the harbour at Ostia, near Rome. Emperor Claudius, who was supervising the building of a new pier at the time, led his Praetorian guards in an attack on the hapless creature, spearing it "for to show a pleasing sight to the people of Rome." Pliny's description of orcas killing other whales in the first century resembles modem accounts of killer whales feeding. But Pliny viewed predatory behaviour as a cruel act of violence, as did many of his untrained successors. These accounts gave orca its "killer" reputation, similar to that historically given to other large predators, like the wolf.


  Killer whales also eat dolphins. The earlier Greeks, including Aristotle, immortalized the dolphin in their stories of dolphins saving drowning humans and playing with children. They knew that the dolphin was "intelligent" and recognized its altruistic nature. To see a dolphin was an omen of good fortune; to kill one, a curse. The dolphin-loving Greeks — and, to a lesser extent, Pliny and the Romans — did not take kindly to the dolphin-killing orca. Paradoxically, the killer whale is classified today as a dolphin. All dolphins are toothed whales, Odontoceti, and the killer whale is the largest member of the family of oceanic dolphins, Delphinidae.


  For the 2,000-odd years since Pliny, orcas have probably suffered more abuse than any ocean creature, with the exception of the shark. Orcas have been called voracious and wasteful predators. They have been called man-killers, though there is no documented case of an orca ever killing a man. (There are a number of known "man-grabbing" varieties of sharks.) Killer whales have been hated and feared and commonly shot by fishermen, sailors and even governments throughout the world's oceans. The mere sight of a killer whale sends shivers down the spines of stranded mariners. One famous account comes from Lieutenant Henry R. "Birdie" Bowers, who accompanied Robert Scott to the South Pole on his 1911 expedition. One morning, Bowers awoke to find himself with two other men, three ponies and all their equipment adrift on a piece of ice. Hundreds of killer whales surfaced, perhaps attracted to the spot by Bowers' predicament. "Their huge black-and-yellow heads, with sickening pig eyes," wrote Bowers, "[were] only a few feet from us." Yet he and his crew escaped unharmed.


  A number of accounts supposedly substantiate orca's bad name. Typical is an oft-misquoted 1862 report by Danish zoologist Daniel F. Eschricht, who found pieces of 13 porpoises and 14 seals in the stomach of a 23-foot-long mature male orca from the Kattegat near Denmark. This, probably more than any other research, firmly established orca's modern-day reputation.


  Other controversial accounts are of orcas feeding on large whales. Indeed, this explains the origin of the creature's name: Killer whale derives from whale-killer, coined by 18th-century Spanish whalers who witnessed orcas tearing lips and tongues from great whales several times their size. Writing in 1874, whaler/naturalist Captain Charles M. Scammon likened an orca attack upon their gigantic prey to "a pack of hounds holding the stricken deer at bay. They cluster about the animal's head, some of their number breaching over it, while others seize it by the lips and haul the bleeding monster underwater; and when captured … they eat out its tongue."


  Whalers and scientists seem to agree on the methodical pack-hunting manoeuvres displayed by orcas when attacking large whales. Yet accounts vary on the outcome. In many chronicles, the killers take the lips and tongue immediately. Then, in some cases, they abandon the animal "to bleed to death." In other accounts, killer whales strip the animal's skin or sample hunks of blubber. Scientists examining orca stomach contents aboard whaling ships have discovered remains of nearly every kind of whale, including the sperm whale, which has formidable jaws of its own and can be twice orca's size. And they have witnessed orcas subduing and feeding upon the blue whale — the largest-known creature ever to live on the planet.


  These documented accounts leave little doubt that orcas are big eaters. In captivity, orcas consume at least 3 percent of their body weight in fish each day. While not a large percentage compared with other mammals, it is a lot of food given orca's size. At the Seattle Public Aquarium, Namu, the 3 1/2-ton male, devoured up to 375 pounds a day, 5 percent of his body weight. Active animals in the wild may eat more. Yet orca's voraciousness is often exaggerated, and the tales of its feeding habits tend to become bloodier in the retelling.


  During the 19th and early 20th centuries, whalers and the scientists who sometimes accompanied them on their long voyages began to learn about the biology and social behaviour of the whales that they hunted, the great whales — the sperm, right, grey, blue, sei and humpback — but the orca was mostly avoided or ignored. To the whalers, orca was considered a nuisance, sometimes taking harvestable whales or following the boats and feeding off the large whales in tow. The orca was fired on and sometimes killed but rarely taken, since the species was considered too small to be of economic importance. In the 1950s — partly because of diminishing great whale stocks — fisheries specializing in the taking of killer whales, minke whales and other small whales and dolphins were developed off the coasts of Japan and Norway as well as in the Antarctic, by the Soviet Union. These small-whale fisheries have produced almost no scientific studies, except for stomach-content examinations, which have extended the known diet of the killer whale to many new species.


  In 1964, 38-year-old Samuel Burich, a sculptor, was commissioned by the Vancouver Aquarium to go out and kill a killer whale and to fashion a lifesized model for the aquarium's new British Columbia Hall. He and assistant Joe Bauer set up a harpoon gun on Saturna Island in British Columbia's Gulf Islands. After a two-month vigil, with only occasional sightings of orcas, they watched a pod of about 13 approach the island shore. Burich fired one harpoon into the back of a youngster in the group, injuring but not killing it. Immediately, two pod members came to the aid of the stunned whale, pushing it to the surface to breathe. Then the whale seemed to come to life and struggled to free itself — jumping and smashing its tail and, according to observers, uttering shrill whistles so intense that they could easily be heard above the surface of the water 300 feet away." Burich set off in a small boat to finish the job. He fired several rifle shells at the whale — he later told reporters that he thought "at least two" had hit the animal. But the orca did not die.


  The aquarium director, Murray A. Newman, soon arrived from Vancouver by floatplane and decided to try to save the 15-foot-long 1-ton whale. Using the line attached to the harpoon in its back, Burich and Bauer towed the whale to Vancouver. No one could have predicted the 16-hour odyssey across the Strait of Georgia through choppy seas and blinding squalls. Burich did what he could to make the journey easy for the whale; he spliced a rubber tire in the line as a shock absorber and timed the whale's spouts, stopping whenever it seemed to tire or started blowing too fast. The two men, if not the whale itself, were exhausted by the time they reached Vancouver.


  Thousands of people lining the shores watched as the "legendary" killer whale was led to a makeshift pen at Burrard Drydocks. A team of scientists was waiting, and many others arrived during the following weeks to observe the first specimen to be kept captive. They were especially surprised by the whale's docility. Newman commented at the time that this orca's tameness was "probably rare." The whale seemed to be suffering shock from its capture and internment, and some felt that this accounted for its subdued behaviour. For a long time, Moby Doll, as she was named, would not eat. She was offered everything from live salmon to horse hearts, but the whale only circled the pool night and day in the same counterclockwise pattern.


  On the fifty-fifth day of captivity, Moby Doll broke her fast, began eating up to 200 pounds of fish a day and, almost immediately, became more active. Yet she still did not look healthy. Moby Doll had developed a skin disease from the low salinity of the harbour water and seemed to be suffering from exhaustion. A month after she had started eating, she died.


  Moby Doll's death was headlined in newspapers around the world. The Times of London gave her obituary a two-column heading, the same size given to the outbreak of World War II. Reader's Digest, Life and many others published articles. Bearded captor Burich became a kind of Captain Ahab in reverse. "I worry about this sentimentalizing," Newman told a Vancouver Province reporter. "It was a nice whale, but it was still a predatory, carnivorous creature. It could swallow you alive."


  The widespread publicity about Moby Doll — some of it, the first positive press ever about killer whales — marked the beginning of an important change in public attitude toward the species. An editorial in the Victoria Times the day the creature died contended that the young killer whale had "died a miserable death — unable to reach the clean salt water that was its natural habitat."


  The autopsy added an amusing postscript: Moby Doll turned out to be Moby Dick — male, not female — something of an embarrassment to Newman and to the many biologists who had seen the animal. It seems that the harbour water was too murky to observe the animal's underside markings.


  In 1961 and 1962, employees of Marineland of the Pacific, south of Los Angeles, had twice attempted to capture a killer whale. The first attempt followed the discovery of a single orca feeding alone in nearby Newport Harbor. For most of November 18, 1961, Marineland's head collector, Frank Brocato, and his assistant, Boots Calandrino, worked to corral the mature animal, and by late afternoon, they finally did bag it. They hoisted the whale up onto a flatbed truck and drove to Marineland. When the orca, a female, was introduced into the tank, she smashed head-on into the wall.


  "We'd suspected the animal was in trouble because of its erratic behaviour in the harbour," Brocato told me over the telephone some 15 years later. "But the next day, she went crazy. She started swimming at high speed around the tank, striking her body repeatedly. Finally, she convulsed and died."


  The autopsy revealed that the mature female had been suffering from acute gastroenteritis and pneumonia. The doctors felt that the great stress experienced during capture had contributed to her strange behaviour and sudden death. Examining her teeth, biologist David E. Sergeant of Canada's Arctic Biological Station estimated the animal's age at 25 years — probably middle to old age for an orca. The teeth showed "extreme wear" and would have limited her diet to smaller foods, according to biologist David K. Caldwell and David H. Brown, then Marineland director, who coauthored a paper correlating tooth wear with described feeding behaviour of the killer whale. "Because she was alone, instead of a member of a normal hunting pack," they wrote, "the animal was forced into an abnormal feeding pattern.... Thus ... while still able to survive, [she] had had to undergo a marked change of social status, as well as a change in feeding behaviour."


  In 1962, Brocato and Calandrino brought their 40-foot collecting boat, the Geronimo, to Puget Sound, Washington, again in search of a killer whale for Marineland. Kenneth S. Norris, ex-curator of Marineland and professor of natural history at the University of California (Santa Cruz), wrote to me describing the event:


  "I knew they [Brocato and Calandrino] were filled with the uncertainty of trying to catch one of these fabled beasts. We all were. There were no stories of their gentle treatment of trainers to modify the stories of ferocity that were then their sole reputation. Some months earlier, together, we had looked down on a group of killers off Santa Barbara, California, that were ripping apart a dead 30-to-35-foot basking shark. The whales swam around our vessel and directly under us, one with about 60 pounds of basking shark crosswise in its jaws. The water was slick and pink with the liver oil and blood. It was an awesome sight and not one to fill a person with tranquillity about killer whales. So I knew they planned to arm themselves for self-protection in case the whales might attack. There were reports of such attacks, including one of a killer that had jumped on the stern of a jack-pole tuna boat, doing quite a bit of damage in the bait-tank area. I was all for the guns, as I didn't know what might happen either."


  It was a misty September day when — after a month of searching — Brocato, Calandrino and crewman Mark Munoz encountered a mature male and female orca in Haro Strait, off San Juan Island. The female, who seemed to be chasing something, headed straight for the boat. At that moment, Brocato saw a harbour porpoise cross the bow and skirt the ship, which Norris said is "very unusual [behaviour] for these shy animals." The porpoise was followed by the female orca, hot in pursuit. The little porpoise, as Norris described it, "used the boat as a shield." The two animals, predator and prey, circled the boat.


  "I realized there was a good chance to use the lasso," said Brocato, remembering the incident. "So I put my partner out on the bowsprit and told him to watch for that porpoise ... because the orca might be right behind it. And it was. He slipped on the lasso. We had her. But then everything started to go wrong."


  The cow cut sharply and dived under the boat, and before Brocato could stop the screw, its last few turns caught the heavy nylon line and wound it around the propeller shaft, immobilizing the boat. The line was too deep to reach, explained Norris, and "there was no desire to enter the water to cut it."


  The female ran to the end of her 250-foot-long tether and surfaced at the edge of the mist. Then Brocato heard screaming — high-pitched piercing cries — coming from the female. On reflection, Brocato realized that it was probably a distress call because the big male appeared out of the mist a few minutes later, and together, the two animals started swimming at great speed toward the boat. They charged several times, turning away only at the last instant but thumping the boat with a sound thwack of the flukes as they passed.


  "These blows convinced Frank he was in danger," wrote Norris. Also, the boat was drifting with the tides, and something had to be done. Brocato grabbed his 375-magnum rifle and started shooting. He put one bullet into the male, who then disappeared. But it took 10 shots to kill the female. It was all over in a few minutes. That night, Brocato towed the carcass to nearby Bellingham to have the animal weighed and measured. He also wanted to know the animal's stomach contents. The female's last meal had been a good one: 25 salmon, totalling about 150 pounds. Brocato took the teeth as souvenirs, and the animal was rendered for dog food.


  Primarily because of lack of knowledge, it was several years before the first killer whale survived more than a year in captivity. Today, there are trainers who swim with killer whales and even put their heads into the animals' mouths. Scientists have had an opportunity to observe and to study the captive whales, and many advances have come in the new field of orca husbandry. But captive behavioural studies for such a large social mammal are naturally of limited value. At most, only two to three animals can be kept in the very small pool of an aquarium.


  The most important result of the captive-orca era has been the almost overnight change in public opinion: People today no longer fear and hate the species; they have fallen in love with them. Aquarium director Newman says that captive killer whales act as goodwill ambassadors for their species. Hyak, who has lived at the Vancouver Aquarium since 1968, has become a star with tremendous drawing power, as have Orky and Corky, a mated pair at Marineland in California. The Sea World chain of aquariums in the United States features orcas that perform under the stage name of Shamu. Orcas have become big box office.


  Some killer whale stars have had to put up with almost intolerable hokum. A few years ago, at Sea Worlds in San Diego, Ohio and Florida, orcas were trained to perform Bicentennial patriotic skits, which included donning George Washington wigs and reenacting scenes from American history. As if that were not indignity enough, some of those whales were Canadians — captured in Canadian waters. One night in a Los Angeles motel room, I turned on the television and saw an ex-Canadian killer whale wearing giant sunglasses and selling used cars for Ralph Williams, who cackled: "Orky sez you'll get a whale of a deal."


  This new "manufactured" killer whale is a lovable "sea panda" that kisses its trainer and mischievously spits into the crowd during the hourly shows. That is as far from the real orca as the earlier storybook killer. Captive orcas at Sea World and Marineland have held trainers underwater, nearly drowning them. There have been a number of bitings. These incidents generally occur after an individual whale has been in captivity for several years. Due to a change in routine or sometimes due to boredom, the whale suddenly becomes frustrated or disturbed. Fortunately, there is usually some warning to the trainer. To date, no captive has killed its trainer.


  Orcas live in every ocean of the world, the largest numbers in colder seas near the North and South Poles. Probably never numerous compared with other whale species, orcas number in the thousands, perhaps in the tens of thousands; these figures are fractional compared with original populations of some of the great whales. The Northwest Coast population of orcas — those living in British Columbia, Washington's Puget Sound and the Alaska panhandle waters — has long been believed to be one of the world's densest. Certainly, it has been the most accessible for aquarium captors. Most of the whales for the world's aquariums have come from the Northwest. And 95 percent of those have come from Puget Sound and southern Vancouver Island waters, a relatively tiny area of the Northwest. Between 1962 and 1973, there were an estimated 262 orcas captured, 247 from this area. Of the total, 11 reportedly died in capture, mostly by drowning in the nets; 53 were kept, of which about 16 died during the first year; the others escaped or were released.


  By the early 1970s, killer whales began to avoid Puget Sound and southern Vancouver Island locales where pod members had been captured. One captor, Bert Gooldrup, reported that killer whales had simply stopped coming to Pender Harbour, the main centre for B.C. capture operations. Bob Wright, from Victoria's Sealand of the Pacific, felt that pods had become more cautious about entering Pedder Bay, on southern Vancouver Island, where he had captured whales for his aquarium and for sale to others.


  For our film expedition, we decided to sail north to Johnstone Strait and Blackfish Sound, an unexploited region off northeastern Vancouver Island. We had heard that whales came there during the summer months. Ferry captains en route to Alaska and Prince Rupert, British Columbia, had logged more sightings of killer whales in Johnstone Strait than in any other area. Salmon fishermen reported many sightings too. Johnstone Strait was a busy place for these fishermen — many of them Kwakiutl Indians from nearby Alert Bay — who netted the bulk of their yearly salmon catch there. Presumably, the salmon attracted the killer whales. It seemed a good place to start.


  Our boat was the Four Winds, a 32-foot wooden sailing yawl owned by skipper Bruce Bott who, for financial reasons as much as aesthetics, insisted that it remain as engineless as the day it was launched in 1906. It had to be stocked with supplies for the long voyage and outfitted with camera, sound and diving equipment. The University of Victoria biology department generously provided tape recorders as well as tape, amplifiers, a portable generator and numerous other items. Naturalist Grace Bell of Victoria, who had spent her professional life recording the birds and insects of British Columbia, sold me her valuable Nagra recorder for a ridiculously low price. The Canadian Navy lent us hydrophones and offered the services of their technicians for sound analyses. Electronics experts Jim Grieve and Rex Doane helped me design a working underwater sound system. Funding for the expedition came from the Leon and Thea Koerner Foundation in Vancouver and from the Canadian federal government. Letters of support from zoologist J. Bristol Foster, then director of the Provincial Museum in Victoria, and biologist George Mackie, chairman of the biology department, University of Victoria, helped ensure funding.


  At the outset, we were only dimly aware of the problems that we would encounter. We would be studying a creature which spent 95 percent of its time underwater and which was always on the move. Of the dangers, we knew nothing, and a captive orca was not a good model on which to base a judgment. We would be cautious with the wild killer whales, although we believed that they presented no danger to man. Still, we would be dealing with the creature entirely on its terms, in its environment, and we would be facing all the hazards that accompanied sailing the Northwest Coast — unpredictable weather, strong winds and tides. Four of us, all in our mid-twenties, would live aboard the sailboat: Bruce Bott, skipper and diver; Michael O'Neill and Peter Vatcher, cameramen; and myself. In addition, James Hunter, a photographer, and Graeme Ellis, a diver and former killer whale trainer from Victoria, would rendezvous with us in their inflatable Zodiac, from which they would take still photographs. Together, we planned to track the whales, concentrating our energies, if possible, on one or two pods.


  Although that summer 1973 expedition was only the first of many to Johnstone Strait whale country, it stands out in my memory. It was a period of discovery and excitement, when I met for the first time the true king of the sea, the whale called killer.
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  Whales in the family of mammals — possible relationships


  [image: ]


  The top predator in the sea
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  The parts of a killer whale


  Part One


  FIRST SUMMER
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  Northern Vancouver Island
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  Northwest Coast of North America


  KILLER WHALE COUNTRY


  
    JULY 1973. JOURNAL ENTRY EN ROUTE TO JOHNSTONE STRAIT. It's raining ... again. Seventh day in a row. The farther north we sail, the more it seems to rain, and the taller, thicker and greener grow these trees — the coniferous forest — which cover the mountains on both sides of the channel. I watch the mist as we pass, thick cloud banks sweeping across the mainland fiords, sometimes obscuring the many islands and island passages. I'm beginning to like this moody clime. The rain is gentle — unlike the raw thunderstorms I grew up with in Virginia, Ohio and Ontario. But it does persist. The deck of the boat has developed a number of leaks, and our bunks are constantly wet. I half expect Spanish moss — witches' hair — to start sprouting from the mast and stays.

  


  When one explores new country, especially when the mode of travel is slow — on foot, on horseback or, as in our case, by sail — one experiences the country fully, digesting everything, delighting in the smallest things. I had never explored the coastal region of the Northwest, that vast, mostly uninhabited area which stretches from Washington's Puget Sound through British Columbia to the Alaska panhandle. It is an area unique on the North American continent because of its geography and climate. The coastline here is rocky and irregular, cut by long, deep fiords and dotted with thousands of islands and islets. This sawtooth irregularity gives the B.C. coast an 11,623-mile coastline, a length equal to halfway around the Earth at the equator. Northwest Coast climate is mild year-round; its shores are moderated by the warm Japan current and protected from frigid Arctic air masses by several mountain chains that form a thick spine along the west side of the continent. Northwest Coast rain is caused by the condensation of warm ocean winds striking the mountains' snow-capped peaks. This abundant moisture feeds wide and powerful river systems that cut through the coastal mountains and spill into the sea — rivers which supply a bounty of fresh, clean water and waterpower to the area. The moisture also feeds those vast tracts of evergreens — some of the largest, tallest, densest stands of timber left on the continent. While they are important for lumber, the trees also produce a steady supply of new oxygen, without which the atmosphere's oxygen would slowly disappear. I've heard biologists remark jokingly that if it weren't for all the trees in Canada and Alaska, Americans would suffocate.


  We left warm and windy Victoria, at the southern tip of Vancouver Island, on June 27, sailing east to Washington's San Juan Islands and then north through the Strait of Georgia. We followed the route of Captain George Vancouver, who discovered and claimed most of the Inside Passage for England in 1792 and, in the process, determined that the land to the west, some 285 miles long, was an island, the largest off the continent's west coast. The journey to Johnstone Strait and northern Vancouver Island would take us a week to 10 days, and there was a chance that we might encounter whales anywhere along the way. We sailed almost round the clock for the first few days but made little progress, being dependent on a fickle wind. The warm island paradises off the southeastern Vancouver Island coast — islands covered with a colourful mixture of deciduous trees and conifers — gradually gave way to the rainier evergreen north country, with its rocky, sparser dimensions.


  At Campbell River, halfway up Vancouver Island, we bartered with an old retired tugboat skipper for a tow through tricky Seymour Narrows. He exchanged a few words for the tow but accepted no money. One of the coast's hardy individualists, he was on an errand to deliver groceries to an isolated settlement in Bute Inlet.


  "I like it up here ... nice and cool. Gets too hot when the sun shines," he said with a smile. We were wearing sweaters and overcoats. He wore only a sleeveless undershirt while he towed us, in the rain, through the tide rips and little whirlpools of Seymour Narrows. "It's tricky to sail." (After waiting several days for the right conditions before looking for a tow, we knew what he was talking about.) "Got to have steady wind, best behind you and with slack tide." He talked about the more than 150 shipwrecks and some 177 lives lost in the narrows since 1875. On April 5, 1958, the largest nonatomic explosion ever contrived by man blew up Ripple Rock, a twin-headed reef that was the main navigational nemesis. "Before that, it was really dangerous here."


  I asked if he ever saw killer whales.


  "Blackfish?" he asked, using the B.C. fishermen's name for them. "Oh sure, I see 'em. One group — maybe a dozen of 'em — went through here 'bout a week ago, heading north. They were in an awful hurry to get somewhere. Didn't even wait for the tide to change in their favour."


  Soon through the narrows, we thanked the old man and watched as he motored off, sweating in the rain.


  
    JULY 5. Skipper Bott is a fixture at the helm, and he cuts something of a comic figure with his long navy peacoat, the white sailor pants and an old telescope (picked up in a secondhand store before we left) with which he scans the seas for orcas. Bott, the purist, is the only one of us with the patience to focus its ancient optics and to try to hold it steady in the swells. Only occasionally does he relinquish his post, usually to Vatcher, our jack-of-all-trades, always ready with a helping hand. O'Neill, our other cameraman, is easy to get along with but has little interest in anything but his cameras. He talks nonstop about the dangers of salt air as he cleans and recleans his equipment.

  


  On July 6, we rounded Chatham Point on Vancouver Island, abruptly turning west by northwest and entering Johnstone Strait. On this same date in 1792, James Johnstone of the Royal Navy began to chart the area. Johnstone, master of the armed tender Chatham, had been sent ahead by Captain Vancouver to locate a safe passage. Several days later, Vancouver sailed into view (accompanied by "numerous whales enjoying the season ... playing about the ship in every direction"), named the waters after his excellent navigator, Johnstone, and noted in his journal that they met a fresh westerly wind, strong flood tides, which fought the ship's progress, and a rising swell, "indicating that the ocean ... was not quite so remote as it had been estimated ... and that a passage leading [to the ocean] had been discovered."


  Johnstone Strait is a deep channel, one to three miles wide, that separates northern Vancouver Island from mainland British Columbia and from hundreds of nearby islands. It is one sure 55-mile-long passage surrounded by a maze of others; well travelled by tugs, fishing boats and Alaska-bound ocean liners, it is part of the protected Inside Passage of the Northwest Coast.


  But Johnstone Strait can be rough and choppy, as Captain Vancouver noted and as we were to discover. Westerlies funnelled down its length, gathering momentum and building seas that smashed against our bow. We were tacking into 15-to-25-knot westerlies most of the way, and to make headway, we had to time our departure to the 3-to-4-knot ebb tides.


  As we sailed through, I reflected on how little the land had probably changed since Vancouver's time. From a distance, the terrain appears wild and unsettled: The shore on both sides is high and rugged, especially the Vancouver Island side, a continuous mountain range rising almost abruptly from the sea to the snow-capped peaks, up to 5,000 feet high.


  Yet through the mist, we could glimpse evidences of modern man: the logging camps every 15 miles or so along the Vancouver Island coast; the logging roads winding up the mountains; the bald patches of some mountains where the big logging companies have clear-cut; the stray logs and "deadheads" in the water for which you must constantly be on the alert. Once, while anchored in an open bay, we were awakened in the middle of the night by a herd of stray timber crashing against our wooden hull. We pushed the logs away with the whisker pole, but they kept coming. We slept little that night. In the morning, they were gone, carried away on the shifting tide.


  The forest industry — mostly logging and pulp mills — forms the backbone of northern Vancouver Island's economy. Far more important economically than commercial fishing, the five major logging companies (MacMillan Bloedel, Rayonier Canada and Canadian Forest Products are the largest; Crown Zellerbach and Tahsis Company are somewhat smaller) hold tree-farm licences, timber leases and pulp leases that cover much of northern Vancouver Island. The trees are cut at remote mountain camps, and the logs are trucked down winding logging roads to seaside centres like Beaver Cove. Here, the logs are graded, sorted and dumped into the water. A few are placed on huge self-loading, self-propelled log barges, but most are simply rafted and sent south to the sawmills of southern Vancouver Island and the lower mainland. The only sawmill on northern Vancouver Island is one at Telegraph Cove, at the western end of Johnstone Strait. It was here that we stopped to buy groceries and to make a telephone call one evening. We had anchored in nearby Bauza Cove just as the wind died. Hiking half an hour through the bush, we followed the old telegraph trail to Telegraph Cove, sometimes sidestepping the original line, which was falling down and overgrown in places. In 1911, a telegraph station had been established at the mouth of this cove, as the northern terminus on Vancouver Island. Although the station was moved across the strait to Alert Bay on Cormorant Island a few years later, Telegraph Cove survived as a mill town when the Wastell family of Alert Bay set up a sawmill to make boxes for salted salmon being shipped to Japan. It was good business for a decade, but the advent of the cardboard box forced the mill to diversify or die. In the decades since, the mill has grown some but not by much. Today, it employs 10 men who operate with the same old belt-driven saws and equipment used in the early part of the century. Yet the old-fashioned mill manages to survive in the age of automated electronic mills. The secret, explained the town's 73-year-old founder and mill owner, Fred Wastell, is that Telegraph Cove does not try to compete with "the big guys." The small mill does the odd orders for odd timbers cut to odd sizes. Big mills are not set up to handle things like railroad ties, oversized beams, bridge timbers and fence posts — the mill's specialties. They also do small orders for local north coast communities, which Wastell still delivers on his boat, the Gikumi.


  We walked slowly, testing our sea legs, as we explored the pocket-sized town, neatly tucked into the rocks and steep-treed hillside. About a dozen old wood-frame houses — painted white, green and brown, with marigolds and begonias spilling out of window boxes — are situated on either side of a boardwalk that curves around the log-filled cove. We passed the mill at one end of the boardwalk, then, at the first house, we introduced ourselves. We were invited in, served tea and crumpets and welcomed as "old friends."


  Our hosts, Bud Law and his wife, Renie, moved from Vancouver to work in the mill only a few years before. "About 50 people live here, mostly families, and most have lived here for years," Law said. His work as a travelling salesman for a Vancouver insurance firm brought him to Telegraph Cove once a year. He began to feel that it was the best part of his job. Law grew friendly with the local people, and when he learned of a job opening in the cove, he grabbed it. "I wouldn't trade our life here for any city."


  The people who have chosen to live in Telegraph Cove — some immigrants, some refugees from the city — allow no sentimentalizing about the place. They reject the word quaint to describe the town and their life style. Erik Vinderskov, a Dane who brought his German wife, Eva, here 20 years ago, explained: "People come up here to visit, or they see photos, and they get that nice shine in their eyes and say, 'That's what I always wanted — to get away from the smog and the noise and the rat race.' But few people nowadays really can stand the isolation. On a sunny day, it may look beautiful, but by February, sometimes we haven't seen the sun in five months. You've got to be attuned with nature; otherwise, there's no sense living here."


  Wastell, the town's oldest resident, lives with his wife in a rambling house built high on a cliff overlooking Johnstone Strait. Talking to Wastell, I couldn't help comparing Telegraph Cove to the incorporated company towns on northern Vancouver Island. I pointed to the difference between quiet, aesthetic Telegraph Cove and a rough-and-tumble loggers' town like nearby Port McNeill, which looks like an instant town bulldozed out of the earth. Port McNeill's subdivision and trailer park on a steep hillside seemed ill conceived, a quick and ugly solution to a housing problem. But Wastell pointed out that Port McNeill was actually planned, while Telegraph Cove just evolved. The difference is primarily due to the bulldozer, today's efficient method of claiming the wilderness. Wastell and his generation of 50 years ago didn't have bulldozers, so they built around the big trees. And in Telegraph Cove, they built the boardwalk, a wooden road, because of the cove's geography and because they had no concrete. It had nothing to do with aesthetics. The old way probably looked as "violent" to the landscape then as the new way does today. Telegraph Cove has had years of weathering, that long process during which the work of man slowly begins to harmonize with nature. The paint on the houses may be fresh, but the wooden houses, the cedar-shake roofs, the boardwalk and the mill have aged and blended with the surrounding trees and hills.


  Whales? The people at Telegraph Cove had many stories about them. On our first visit, we told Law about the film we were making. Law spends his Saturdays sport fishing, and he'd seen more than a dozen killer whales the previous month in Baronet Passage, a narrow, hazardous tide-swept channel that spills into Johnstone Strait. He'd tried to film them with his 8mm movie camera. "It's impossible," he said. "You never know where they're going to come up. But about six weeks ago, I did get some close-up footage of one of the largest groups of Steller sea lions ever seen around here, about a hundred of 'em. They were diving off the rocks, splashing for the camera."


  I asked if he had ever seen killer whales eat sea lions. He shook his head. "They're chasin' salmon. Where the best fishing is — that's where you'll find the blackfish." He thought more whales would be coming to Johnstone Strait as the fishing boats moved in for the salmon. "It'll be like a city out there — nets everywhere. They'll be fishing a few days a week starting in July going through September."


  The previous fall, Law told us, whales had swum inside the mouth of Telegraph Cove. Wastell mentioned incidents from other years. "Usually, only one or two of 'em come. They rest their white chins on the rocks. Seem to be looking at us. Then they're gone. But you don't see many whales in the strait anymore." He shook his full head of white hair, remembering. "Used to see big whales, besides the blackfish — oh gosh, lots of 'em — sei whales, finbacks, even the occasional humpback. The whaling company at Coal Harbour came through the strait 10 or 15 years ago. Fished 'em out."


  As we hiked back to the boat, warmed by the coffee and conversation, I kept thinking about the whales coming right into the cove. Maybe they were out there in the misty twilight right now, resting their chins on the rocks and watching us.


  
    JULY 9. A noisy night at anchor. Tides constantly shifting, sounding at times like waterfalls, the boat swinging on its anchor. Then there was rain. In the morning, the wind shifts from southeast to light westerlies. I am awakened by ravens perched atop one of the tallest Douglas firs on the island shore, 50 yards from the boat. They seem to have a lot to talk about. I look out the hatch. They cackle, then are quiet. Minutes later, they take off, flying toward the boat. Directly over me, two of them fold their wings simultaneously and drop down 10 yards. I listen to the breathy "whuh-whuh" of their great black wings. As they continue on their way, I notice patches of blue sky through the dense cloud cover. Then, across the strait, some sunlight catches my eye, pouring yellow-green through patches of trees on the mountain. A new colour scheme makes the world seem fresh.

  


  We spent the day combing Johnstone Strait for whales, tacking back and forth from Vancouver Island to the Cracroft Island side. Stately snow-capped Mount Derby, 5,400 feet high, shone above Robson Bight, a wide-open bay on the Vancouver Island side. Beautiful? Yes. But we were surfeited with beauty, and Derby was "just another mountain." I did not know then how familiar that mountain would become — that one day some of us would climb the peak and watch whales spouting down in the strait and that we would fight for the preservation of this place. The adjacent valley is formed by the basin of the Tsitika River, the last unlogged, untouched river valley on eastern Vancouver Island. In 1973, the MacMillan Bloedel logging company, which held most of the timber rights, was already starting to survey.


  The opposite side of the strait is formed by a series of islands and islets. Cracroft Island, the largest, is 17 miles long and 5 miles wide at its broadest point. It is thickly wooded with second-growth timber and reaches a height of about 1,150 feet in the centre of the island. Behind Cracroft, we could see the bald hills of other islands, with trees reduced to sticks by logging and forest fires — an eyesore until a sunset turns the hills a soft pastel purple.


  
    JULY 10, EVENING. It was a rough Johnstone Strait afternoon, decks awash, boat heeled over. Yet all is calm by sunset. The gulls cross the strait en masse from their feeding grounds in Robson Bight, beneath Mount Derby, to their roosts on Cracroft Island, above Boat Bay. We follow the gulls into the bay and drop anchor for the night.

  


  Johnstone Strait weather alternates between two major patterns. Steady westerlies are the prevailing "fair weather" wind of the Northwest Coast. In this pattern, mornings in Johnstone Strait are foggy, overcast and calm, but by noon, the fog lifts, revealing the sun. Then the wind starts to build. Peak velocity is 15 to 25 knots, usually whipping up a white-capped sea by late afternoon. Before sunset, wind speed drops quickly, and by darkness, at 10 p.m., the sea is again flat calm, generally remaining so throughout the night.


  Southeasters bring the other major weather pattern to the coast. Southeasters mean rain and unsettled weather. Both westerlies and southeasters funnel through east-west Johnstone Strait, but southeasters sometimes bring fierce winds that can arise with almost no warning. En route to Johnstone Strait, we had already experienced one southeasterly gale. On a calm, almost no-wind day, our big genoa sail was trying to seduce even the hint of a breeze when the gale struck. It built to 45 knots in less time than it took our skipper to decide that we'd better pull down the sails. We nearly capsized. Eight hours later, tired and near mutinous, we limped into port, though by then, the storm had abated.


  We had yet to see a killer whale. In the two weeks since we'd left Victoria harbour, all our whale "sightings" had been verbal accounts from luckier crews. Until we learned more about whale movements and their habits, we would have to keep asking and searching. Johnstone Strait seemed at times a vast area.


  
    JULY 11. The break in the southeasterly weather this morning gave us a lift. The rain was beginning to wear on us, though no one wanted to admit it. Today, each of us finds more pleasure in daily tasks. There is none of the petty squabbling of last week. Vatcher and O'Neill work on a few bugs that have developed in the camera equipment. I work on the hydrophones. We have no choice but to share in O'Neill's obsession with salt air. That archenemy of electrical and mechanical gear is becoming a stern teacher and will make electronic technicians of us all.


    Late afternoon. Bott takes the rowboat and his telescope to scout for whales and to catch dinner. On the way back, he stops to talk to a young couple whose trimaran is anchored at the other end of the bay. The couple saw several orcas in eastern Johnstone Strait yesterday, headed this way. How do they know they were orcas? "By the dorsal fins." The orca's tall dorsal is the creature's most unusual and striking feature. It has no muscle but may serve the whale as a keel does a boat. The couple described one whale as having a dorsal that towered above all the others. A hull's dorsal fin is more than twice as high as a female's or an immature male's.

  


  As an anchorage, Boat Bay left something to be desired, since it was open to the strait. But that meant we could listen for the whales. That night, we were alerted by a faint, yet distinct, high-pitched, reedy sound on the hydrophone. It was a machinelike "bleep" that recurred at eight-second intervals, growing steadily louder. O'Neill could see nothing from on deck. A minute later, a fast-moving Canadian Navy destroyer came into view across the strait. We had been tuning in to its depth sounder, set at about 8 to 10 kHz, within the whales' frequency range. No whales — yet I was encouraged by the fact that the hydrophone was picking up sounds some three miles away.


  
    JULY 12. The sun and the wind come up together. The westerly breeze blows ocean cold in our faces while the sun makes a brave show of strength. We pull anchor at Boat Bay and sail into the strait, the wind catching our sails, the boat and the mast creaking in submission.

  


  "Killer whales!" Bott yelled, pointing toward them and throwing the tiller hard over at the same time.


  I craned my head through the open hatchway for a glimpse. A hundred feet off to starboard, five killer whales blew simultaneously, billowy steam shooting out of huge, glistening, black bodies. Their dorsal fins wavered in the wind. The whales stayed no more than three seconds at the surface — long enough to blow, take a deep breath and dive.


  I cranked up the sound equipment below decks, threw a hydrophone into the water, put on headphones and started recording. Vatcher and O'Neill grabbed movie cameras and braced themselves on deck for action. Bott handled the boat, reefing the sails to try to stay with the whales until we could gauge their direction and speed of travel.


  Twenty seconds passed before they surfaced again. The small orca family included one calf, whose tiny curved fin and less-than-10-foot-long body made it look like a porpoise. The calf's mother and two other whales surrounded the youngster in a protective circle. They hung at the surface for a few seconds, and I was struck by their wild beauty — a quality that I had never observed in the docile aquarium captives. The bull, who had been leading them, angled toward our boat. All the whales sounded.


  "Can you hear them on the hydrophone?" Vatcher shouted.


  I shook my head. I was straining through the ocean roar for some sign of vocalization, but I heard nothing.


  They seemed to stay down for a long time. We kept looking around, wondering where they might surface.


  "That's five minutes now," Vatcher said, looking at his watch.


  "Behind us!" shouted Bott.


  The bull's tall, black dorsal fin, seeming to wobble from its own weight, knifed the water 20 feet from our stem. O'Neill swung his camera around and filmed the bull's fin slicing the water. When the fin had nearly disappeared, the bull rotated a quarter-turn onto his side. His head emerged, revealing a blunt profile, with only a hint of the dolphin snout. Just behind and below his white eye patch was a black, almost invisible, slightly protruding eyeball. For an instant, he looked at us. Then he was gone, his wide flukes pushing off, driving him deep, leaving three rings of water on the surface.


  Two seconds later, I heard the bull's cry, so loud he must have been underneath the boat. "YEEEEEEEEEEEE-oooo-ee!" he sang in his finest boy soprano. It was a three-note two-second-long cry. The sound was almost too loud for the headphones. I watched the tape recorder's needles dancing in the red before I could turn down the volume. Then he repeated himself, and from farther off, with five-second intervals between each vocalization, he intoned two different phrases: first a quick upward glissando, then a long, warbly call. The clean power of his voice filled me with awe. I wanted to communicate with him, to tell him that we meant no harm but were interested in him and wanted to be close. I had no sense that the bull was afraid of us — unlike other animals I'd encountered in the wild — yet I wanted to reassure him of our intentions.


  A minute later, the bull rejoined his pod, and the group surfaced and blew some 50 yards off our bow. They milled together, seeming indecisive, for about 20 seconds. Then they headed east, down the strait.


  As we learned later, this was typical killer whale behaviour toward man. Often, the first thing that the whales did whenever they encountered us was to approach the boat. Sometimes, they would poke their heads out of the water and look at us. Other times, they would not surface near the boat but would use echolocation to find it. I could hear the clicks on the hydrophone. Then, looking over the side, we would often see a whale swim underneath the boat, like a dark shadow, but with the white patches surprisingly visible through the water. Perhaps this whale would then broadcast information about us to the others so they wouldn't need to investigate, since often, as soon as one had made the initial close pass, the pod's curiosity seemed satisfied, and they went about their business. This behaviour was probably normal predator curiosity, for an opportunistic predator like the killer whale needs to be aware of new additions to its environment. Sometimes, it was a bull who conducted the investigation, but more often, we found, it was one or two youngsters, juveniles or cows. The whales' lack of fear undoubtedly stemmed from their position as top predator in the sea, with no natural enemies.


  The whales were moving, and we followed them for almost an hour, staying about 50 yards behind. With the bull leading, they headed due east, parallel to and about 100 yards from the Cracroft Island shore. They came up for air almost simultaneously — three or four times over the space of a minute and a half. Then they submerged for four to five minutes. They travelled about two miles in this pattern. We were getting good at judging where they would come up when they suddenly changed pattern.


  First, the bull turned south and started to cross the strait, then the pod followed. For a while, we kept pace, the wind on our beam, but then the whales started swimming faster and pinching the wind until they were heading directly into it. During the next two hours, the whales steadily moved away from us — from 100 yards to 300 yards to one mile, then several — until, in the binoculars, their dorsal fins became little black dots on the horizon and their blows occasional white geysers against the distant shore of Vancouver Island. Then the black dots disappeared, and the geysers were indistinguishable from whitecaps crashing and spraying against the rocky coastline. They seemed to have entered Robson Bight, a large open bay, so we spent the afternoon tacking across the strait, hoping that they would slow down or perhaps turn around.


  It was early evening when we sighted whales again.
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