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Chapter One:

Contact
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Three-banded butterfly fish, with a school of Pacific creolefish above.



FORTY-FIVE FEET (14 M) below the ocean’s surface, we clutch at underwater rocks to avoid being swept away. The force of the Humboldt Current—the swift, cold, nutrient-rich underwater stream that flows north from Antarctica along the west coast of South America—is blasting us like a fire hose. Inches from our scuba masks, purple-and-orange striped starfish cling to the rock with thousands of suction-cupped tube feet. The faces of blennies, small fish with big eyes, pop from holes, gape at us, then dive back down. Bright fishes flash by—streaks of yellow, blue, orange, red, and black—and then disappear into a cloudy haze.

We can see only a few yards around us. Our vision is obscured by a blizzard of miniature algae and tiny animals: shrimplike krill, shorter than pencil erasers; see-through baby jellyfish; Jell-O-like salps; and creatures smaller than motes of dust. These are the floating plankton that nourish everyone from half-inch anchovies to forty-ton humpback whales. We are literally immersed in a sea of life. The conditions that make scuba diving here so challenging—the cold, the murk, the current—are what draw to these waters some of the most extraordinary creatures on the planet.

Even in our neoprene hoods, gloves, and seven-millimeter-thick wet suits, we are starting to get cold. Yet still, we wait. I look for one of the scientists to signal us. But even though they are only a dozen yards away, I can’t see them through the plankton soup.
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Oceanic manta.



[image: ]

A bigeye trevally checks out the manta’s tail, while other fish investigate the belly.




And then, above me and to my left, somehow I feel it before I see it. From the edge of my vision, in the liquid fog, a dark shadow gathers itself into the flattened shape of a giant flying carpet. It’s bigger than our boat is wide. It weighs thousands of pounds. As it approaches, it looks like an alien spacecraft about to make a landing. With impossible grace, it seems to fly toward us in slow motion on triangular wings spanning maybe fifteen, maybe eighteen, maybe twenty feet. We gaze up at a white belly, flecked with dark spots and scored with the gill slits of a fish. A long, whiplike tail trails behind. The creature turns and disappears back into the watery mist.

But a moment later, the animal circles back. It flies in closer this time—close enough for me to observe that the strange paddle-like fins at the front of the head are furled, like a towel you twist to wring dry; close enough to spot two large, dark remoras—hitchhiker fish—attached by their suckers to the creature’s bright belly; close enough to see the two long, tubular structures near the tail called claspers, marking him as a male. And then something even more extraordinary happens. As he passes overhead I see, at the base of his head fins, his big, dark eyes. I can see the eye closest to me swivel in its socket and lock on to my face.

Contact—with an oceanic manta ray: one of the largest, most mysterious, and most endangered creatures in the ocean. Once you meet one, the scientists who know them say that your life will never be the same.
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An oceanic manta looks at us. A remora fish perches over his eye.








Chapter Two:

The Adventure Begins
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The crucial importance of fishing to the community of Puerto López is commemorated with this 12-foot-tall (3.5-m) statue.




WE MIGHT NOT HAVE been able to sleep anyway. But the roosters didn’t help.

Our first night in Puerto López—a pretty fishing village of twelve thousand people, set in a palm-fringed bay on the Pacific coast of Ecuador—the roosters started up around four a.m. One seemed to be crowing from somewhere in the flower-filled courtyard of our hotel. A more distant rooster answered. But then a third bird, with a discordant crow, like a teenage boy whose voice was cracking, began to utter a strangulated, four-note cry. I thought he might be on our very doorstep. But I and my companions next door—Patrick Joyce, the photographer of this book, and his wife, Deb Joyce, our logistics coordinator—were too tired to get up to check.

Why, we wondered, would a rooster crow so early—two and a half hours before the sun rises here, one and a half degrees south of the equator? Some legends say that when a rooster crows, it means he has seen an angel.

That bodes well for us. For we have come all the way from New England to Ecuador, leaving our North American summer for South America’s winter, hoping to see a winged being from another realm: a creature most people never see, someone who flies through the water like an angel through heaven, gifted with unearthly powers and grace. For the next two weeks, we’ll be part of a scuba diving team that will be photographing, videotaping, identifying, tagging, and taking small samples of the skin of oceanic manta rays—all in an effort to learn more about the enormous and enigmatic fish and to better protect them.

The day before, we’d met Ecuadorian marine scientist Michel Guerrero in the much bigger seaport of Manta. The word means “blanket” or “cloak” in both Portuguese and Spanish. When Europeans arrived centuries ago, they used that word for many things they saw in the new place—the local people, their fishing traps, and even the large rays. This kind of renaming happened often: outsiders applied their own words instead of learning the names already used by the Indigenous people who lived here.
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Puerto López harbor dock and tile mural.
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Michel Guerrero.
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Machalilla National Park administrative offices.




In a van loaded with our scuba, photography, and scientific gear, we’d traveled south for two hours, over winding roads through dry tropical forest and cloud forest, past seaside mansions overlooking sandy beaches and shacks selling fresh fish and coconuts.

Puerto López will be our home base for the next two weeks. With Michel and two other research scientists soon to join us from Costa Rica, we’ll be scuba diving among the largest aggregation of oceanic manta rays in the world—a gathering that was completely unknown to divers and scientists until Michel, then working as a divemaster and dive instructor, discovered it in 1996.

“It’s clear that something different is happening here,” says Joshua Stewart, an assistant professor at Oregon State University, who has studied these mantas with Michel. The number of the mysterious giant rays who gather here may be ten times that of any other place in the world. Though these mantas can be found in all but the coldest of the world’s seas, they are sparsely distributed in remote, offshore areas—and their populations are crashing. They are endangered throughout their range because of overfishing. People eat them. People also catch them in their nets by mistake, and they drown. But also, there is a largely illegal fishery targeting these giants for their gill plates—feathery structures inside the gill slits that strain their plankton food. In Asian markets, these plates are sold for up to $250 per pound to be used in soups or ground up into a powder and taken as pills. Why? The people selling these products claim eating them makes you stronger. There is no evidence for this. But there is plenty of evidence that the practice could wipe out oceanic mantas throughout the world, if something isn’t done soon.

That’s what makes this site, and Michel’s work here, so crucial. “This discovery is so important because it gives us a rare chance to study these animals in one of the few areas we can actually find and study them,” explains Guy Stevens, founder of the
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What’s in a Name?
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