Sunset in the channel between
Cocos and Manuelita

by Fred Garth | Principal Photography by Bre t Gilliam
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Diving around the world as a job has its
downsides. Some friends get slightly jealous.
Others just hate me. Regardless of their reactions,
I try to remain humble. As they say, somebody
has to have more fun than everybody else.
Good luck has allowed me to ride this groove
for almost 20 years. And now, with the digital
photo revolution in overdrive, my enthusiasm
has been rising like the stock market. However,
after all that diving – more than a hundred trips
to the Caribbean, countless jaunts to the far
Pacific, Costa Rica, Galapagos, the Red Sea and
everything in between – my resume only included
two whale sharks. Not that I pursued them. I
didn’t rush off to Ningaloo Reef in Australia
where spotter planes lead divers to Mr. Big. I
haven’t hung out in Honduras for months
waiting for the feeding and breeding season.
Like most of us, I relied on the happenstance
method. And for two decades that technique
failed miserably. All that changed in June 2003
when the remarkable became routine. Yet, I
must caution readers with a jealous streak: If
you read on, you will surely loathe me.

THE ROCK: COLOMBIA’S MALPELO
I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve been
to Cocos Island, Costa Rica. It’s something like 14
trips ever since my business partner, Bret Gilliam,
dragged me there in 1995 and, against my better
judgment, strapped me into an experimental
rebreather before dropping me into a massive
school of hammerhead sharks. I survived and
was hooked forever. Each time back we’ve had a

The steep cliffs and strong surges make
landing at Malpelo virtually impossible.

Jose Alejandro Alvarez

The Three Musketeers pinnacles at Malpelo

Schooling hammerheads at Malpelo

boat full of rebreathers and incredible diving.
Even during an off year in 1997 when the
normally prolific schools of hammerheads had
dwindled in the approach of El Niño, squadrons
of eagle rays and mantas appeared on almost
every dive. Plus the water was Caribbean-esque,
warm and clear. That’s the way it is at Cocos,
always amazing and surprising.
On many occasions, after a great dinner and
a glass or two of vino, we’d review the nautical
charts and dream of a jaunt down to Malpelo,
Colombia. Bret was one of the first to dive there
back in 1992 and shared some memorable tales
which always intrigued the crowd. The diving
there can be mind-blowing but it’s a raw island,
with nothing but sheer cliffs, no anchorage and
zero protection from the weather. Boats have
tried to dive it only to be chased away after a
day or two by hellish wind and waves. In fact,
when Bret went there in 1993, the vessel he
was on sunk two of their dive pangas in the
rough conditions and then the ship itself nearly
sunk on the return voyage when an engine
through-hull fitting broke loose during the rough
passage. Water was nearly over the diesel
engines before the designated watch-stander
finally awoke to discover the impending disaster
and activated an emergency pump with about a
minute to spare. A handful of other liveaboards
Bret Gilliam
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DIGITAL HAVEN
We’d had a dialogue with our dependable
buddies on the 120-foot Sea Hunter about trying
Malpelo. The Sea Hunter has been our regular
charter to Cocos Island for eight years and
recently scheduled a handful of visits to Malpelo
after striking a deal with Colombian officials that
The rope ladder from a rickety catwalk provides the only access
Colombian soldier scrambles up the ladder
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have had marginal luck but even in success,
Malpelo has become known as a sometimes
brutal journey to a rather inhospitable wasteland.
The only access to the island is a long metal
catwalk jutting nearly 30 feet out from a vertical
cliff face with a rope ladder dangling another 50
feet to the water. Long ago, the tiny Colombian
army detachment based on the island banned
visitors after several near disasters. I was just as
happy to pass on that ride to Rockville. A
decade ago on his last visit, Gilliam braved the
ladder with his camera gear strapped to his
back and visited the contingent of three forlorn
soldiers who had been left there for over five
months with no life support other than fish
hooks and a few hundred pounds of rice. They
were garrisoned in a makeshift wooden shack
structure eking out a subsistence survival fishing
off the cliffs and collecting rainwater in barrels
as it cascaded off the tin roof. No rain: no
drinking water and no bathing.
They welcomed him like Robinson Crusoe
embraced his man Friday. No visitor or vessel
had stopped in well over three months. After
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providing gifts of beer, hamburger meat and an
assortment of candy bars, they were ready to
appoint him King of Malpelo on the spot. He
declined but had them schlep his camera gear
up and down the steep peaks as he captured
some images of the stark desolate landscape
home only to a scattering of reptiles and some
nesting birds. He finally asked what general’s
daughter these idiots must have screwed in
order to get assigned to this granite anvil baked
by the equatorial sun. It turned out they had
volunteered since it beat having the cocaine
cartels shooting at them back on Colombia’s
mainland. How’d you like that for a choice?
Marooned on Malpelo or cannon fodder for
Pablo Escobar’s drug army. There’s got to be a
bad action movie part here for Ben Affleck
somewhere. But underwater, it’s like Capt.
James T. Kirk just shot you into a new universe.

Mauricio Diamant with 40-foot
whale shark at Monster Rock

Bret Gilliam
Jose Alejandro Alvarez
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Barberfish provide cleaning services to hammerheads

the boat as if we were all stoned on whale shark
hormones. We had enough video for a Discovery
Channel special and more photos than both
Fathoms and National Geographic could handle.
Whale sharks are known to cruise Malpelo
but the place is really famous for multitudes of
moray eels and schooling silky sharks, sometimes
in the hundreds. And the eels and silkies were
showing up. But they were playing to an apathetic
crowd because the big, lumbering white-spotted
sharks kept stealing the show. Divers just love
whale sharks, our gentle giants of the ocean –
the poor morays and silkies didn’t have a
chance in the pecking order. We figured we’d
get to those guys when the big dudes stopped
coming around.
Then on my fifth dive, all hell broke loose. I
finally achieved TUVO, better known as Total
Underwater Visual Orgasm. The dive site was
Sahara, a blue-water plunge with one reference
point, a patch of white sand a hundred feet down
that slopes off into infinity. Currents can be tricky
and getting disoriented is more common than
not. After a quick descent, I hung mid-water at 60
feet looking down at a procession of scalloped
hammerhead sharks silhouetted against the sand.
Checking my camera settings while slipping
deeper, I noticed a massive group of silky sharks

Forty-five-foot male whale shark dwarfs divers Jeff Maglidt and Charlie Erickson
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allowed them to go directly there without a stop
for customs clearances on the mainland. The
400-mile trip from the port of Puntarenas,
Costa Rica to Malpelo takes about 40 hours
depending on sea conditions and how many
times we can watch the Guns of Navarone on
DVD. It’s a perfect amount of time to review
rebreather procedures, get camera gear set up,
and eat large quantities of grub expertly
prepared by Chef Luis and his friendly staff.
I was armed with my five-megapixel
Olympus digital camera, a Light & Motion Tetra
housing and dual auto strobes by Sea & Sea. My
“film” took up less space than my diver’s c-card
because it’s just three, wafer-thin, 128-meg Smart
Cards. Total investment: less than $200. I won’t
have any film processing costs because the pixel
gnomes develop each frame I shoot instantly. I’m
in love with the magic. With smug satisfaction I
stowed my small bag with my digital system
and relaxed with a beer as Gilliam and the rest
of the group struggled to drag their overweighted
and bulky film camera gear aboard along with a
duffle full of Kodak and Fuji film products.

with two 26-foot launches (pangas), powered by
twin 70-horsepower outboards. The drill is to
divide the divers equally and send each boat to
different sites. Inevitably, one panga returns to
the mother ship first, hits the hot shower on
deck and munches on platters of fresh fruit and
warm snacks. As the second panga pulls up,
each group eyes the other warily, wondering who
has won ultimate bragging rights. That is, did
anyone see a whale, a whale shark or a giant
squid attacking a sperm whale? Those are pretty
much hands-down winners.
After the first dive at Malpelo, our team got
back first. We couldn’t wait to tell those other
saps we’d seen a whale shark. As their panga
approached we had that fluttering feeling you get
right before you moon the cops as you drive by
in your daddy’s car, (not that I ever did that). But
something was strange. Their faces were painted
in bliss and their thumbs were up. Bragging
rights were still up for grabs: we’d all seen whale
sharks – on our very first dive of the trip. Then
things got freakier. Both groups saw whale sharks
on the next dive, and the next dive and yes, on
the next one too. Each team had made four
dives, with whale sharks each time. Santa Claus
had come early. People developed these silly
grins and were bumping into each other around
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In my world of instant results, there was no
waiting and no expensive processing. Each 128meg card stores about 40 high-resolution images
which means I can take 120 keepers home. If I
get lucky and fill up all three cards with excellent
images (don’t place any bets on that), I can
download the files to my computer, erase the
card and keep on truckin’. In the end, I saved
about 100 images. For backup, I downloaded
the images to my hard drive. Then for extra
safety, I even burned a CD. Triple backup. The
CD got passed around to other laptop travelers
who grocery shopped for the shots they wanted.
We had more fun than a Pamela Anderson
pajama party. Well, almost anyway.
The beauty of digital, as you have
undoubtedly heard over and over, is instant
feedback. You shoot and review through the tiny
television set they’ve crammed into the back of
the camera. If the shot is too dark, you turn up
the strobe. Too light, back off the strobe. But, for
me, that’s just the beginning. The simplicity of
digital has won my heart. Loading a Smart Card
is easier than swiping a credit card. Then to
review the shots, you can just plug into a TV and
run through them. I’m usually still damp from
the last dive when I do my shot review. I’ll
delete 70 or 80 percent of the shots and keep
the cream. By the end of the trip, I’m done. All
that’s left to do is print out the ones I want to
hang on the wall, publish, or share with jealous
diver friends. Even that has also gotten a lot
easier with so many digital photo printers on
the market. Again, for less than $200.
By comparison, the film shooters can only
hope and guess at their results. Gilliam returned
to find out that one of his treasured 30-year-old
Sekonic light meters was faulty and he had
under-exposed all his whale shark images taken
with one camera system. Luckily, his other
worked fine but he still ended up with about 20
rolls of wasted film. Sure, I screwed up a lot of
shots… but no one even knew since I quickly
erased them and only saved my masterpieces.
And my mistakes cost me nothing. Plus I had
instant status as Da Man when I played my stuff
back on the salon TV after each dive.

WHALE SHARK CITY
In addition to the delights from Luis’s galley,
the 120-foot Sea Hunter is a superb support
vessel, stable and roomy with enough space to
let our 20 divers share this universe without
even a hint of crowding. For diving, it’s equipped
Dr. Steve White
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School of hundreds of cruising silky
sharks. This aggregation behavior has
never been observed except at Malpelo

Prof. Chris White
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appearing out of the blue and beelining me. I
made the quick decision to arrest my plunge and
shoot the silkies. After a few good frames, I’d
continue to the sand for the hammers. I sized up
the silkies in the viewfinder waiting for them to fill
the frame, but my plan was interrupted by a new
auditory presence that piped up about then.
As we learned in certification class, sound
travels four times faster underwater. I’d heard
those squeaks many times before. Dolphins!
Hammerheads were scraping the sand 30 feet
below me and a school of 100 silky sharks was
within shooting distance when 15 dolphins
screamed into view, spinning, diving and going
nuts. I looked down at the hammers. To my port,
the silkies advanced. To starboard, dolphins went
berserk. My mind spun like a tornado and my
camera became this metal thingy at the end of
my arm. I had no idea what to shoot.
I was immersed in this maelstrom of a dive
when I heard someone banging their tank. At the
risk of turning my back on 100 silky sharks, I
spun a quick 180. And there he was, off in the
blue and coming right to me, a monster whale
shark gliding along like a slow-moving torpedo.
That’s when TUVO kicked in and my body
quivered uncontrollably. I dropped my camera to
my side and surrendered to Neptune. At that
moment, I was surrounded by hammers, silkies,
dolphins and a whale shark the size of Godzilla.
All I could do was bask in the moment, giggle
uncontrollably and wonder how life got this
good. Then, five minutes later I was staring into
the big blue void. Everything was gone except
the stain on my wetsuit.

MONSTER ROCK
My first trip to Malpelo was not shaping up
at all like I’d planned. Everyone had warned me
about horrendous currents but so far the seas
were calm. The wind and waves were supposed to
be bad enough to make an anchor vomit. But the
Sea Hunter barely swayed. And no one tipped me
off about the whale shark phenomenon. The sun
even shined most of the time. Part of that can be
credited to our decision to visit in mid-June
instead of winter and spring when the handful
of prior voyages had taken place.
Our intrepid dive guides, Mario, Nico and
Miguel, who had brought us good fortune in
years past at Cocos, were working their magic
once again. And since the currents were so calm,
they decided to try Monster Rock, a massive
pinnacle nearly 150 feet across that rises to

within 10 feet of the surface and only a stone’s
throw from our anchorage. It’s easy to swim
around the rocky dome and the crevices are all
jam packed with huge morays doing their best
dancing cobra impersonations. If morays freak
you out, scratch Malpelo off your list. Not only
do six to 10 of these beefy suckers cram
themselves into a single crack but they also
swim about freely in broad daylight like they
own the place. It’s weird and a bit scary but
great for photos. In addition, like wolves, these
morays can attack in packs producing a bonechilling frenzy, (see page 58).
Monster Rock lived up to its name and more.
The dusky creatures were a perfect backdrop to
test my dual digital strobe setup. I lingered at one
crack party for 45 minutes shooting a six-pack of
eels and adjusting the strobes. After reviewing the
images and seeing four or five keepers, I moved
on to the scorpionfish next door. With 15 shots
left on the card and at least another two hours of
breathing gas left, I pondered the advantages of
digital cameras and rebreathers. My contemplation
was cut short when another familiar monster
came a-calling – Mr. Whale Shark. Yep, Monster
Rock added a new monster and became a double
entendre, if you will.
Over the next several dives the pinnacle
became an airstrip the whale sharks circled in
their holding pattern. On one occasion two big
boys followed each other as we trailed them like
a flock of sheep. More video, more photos and
more giddy whale shark hormones. It really
started to become ridiculous. If we didn’t see a
whale shark we were disappointed. How quickly
we are jaded. In just four days, our group made
20 dives. On all but three we had whale sharks,
not to mention plenty of hammers, silkies and
morays along with an assortment of pelagics. It
was so mind-blowing that on the final evening,
we had a vote at dinner to stay or move on to
Cocos. After a brief discussion, incredibly, we
unanimously decided to head for Cocos. I think
the general feeling was that if we tempted the
marine gods even one more day after our
bounty, we’d be turned into pigs like Ulysses’
crew. Anyway, we knew the massive schools of
hammers awaited us off Cocos.

A dense school of hammers fly over
Gretchen Gilliam at Alcyone, Cocos Island

COCO LOCO
Cocos is a breathtaking departure from the
stark barren rock of Malpelo. Characterized by
lush jungle and cascading waterfalls, Cocos was
the original inspiration for Jurassic Park and
Bret Gilliam
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The 120-foot Sea Hunter anchored in Cocos’ calm waters

Gretchen Gilliam hovers over
the deep pinnacle at 135 ft off
Dirty Rock, Cocos Island

Avi Klapfer

rightly so. While it’s often said “don’t go to
Cocos if you’re looking to work on your tan,”
the island’s staggering amount of rainfall is also
balanced by bright sunshine and clear skies. It’s
a nice combination that ensures the verdant
mountain cliffs and foliage will remain a
psychedelic green while providing plenty of
rainbows between drenchings.
Cocos was initially popularized by visiting
buccaneers who used the island as a watering
station and a place to hide the gold, silver and
other riches plundered from merchant vessels of
the era. The pirates of the 18th century were also
responsible for introducing the legions of wild
pigs that now roam the island. Absent a ready
supply of fresh meat on their long voyages and
wary of dropping anchor on the mainland where
patrolling naval frigates might catch them, the
pigs provided a self-sustaining barbeque on the
hoof. Pigs have recently started to overrun other
terrestrial species and threatened the vitality
some of bird populations. This prompted
several well-intended, but largely futile, attempts
to reduce their population. But after ruling the
forests for nearly two centuries, these locals
have resisted every plan to cull their numbers
and have even rudely chased off several teams
sent out to hunt them. I’m betting the resilient
pigs will prevail.

An interesting interlude between dives can be
spent exploring the rocky beach at Chatham Bay
where mariners passed the time carving messages
and artwork into the rocks while their ships provisioned water and pigs. It’s the best anchorage
at Cocos although Wafer Bay affords another
protected harbor if the wind shifts. Unpopulated
except for a contingent of park officials in Wafer
Bay and a small interpretive station at Chatham,
Cocos remains deliciously mired in a time warp
of unequaled tropical lushness.
Legends still abound about undiscovered
treasure troves, although divers would agree
that the obvious real mother lode is the plethora
of staggering abundance beneath its surrounding
waters. There’s no disputing the fact that Cocos
Chatham Bay rocks bear inscriptions dating back to the mid-1700s

Bret Gilliam
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Of course, the real attraction for most divers
is the infamous schools of scalloped hammerheads
Numbering in the thousands, this majestic
species cruises the adjacent pinnacles, rocks and
sea mounts in a procession that is simultaneously
breathtaking and daunting. Try to imagine what
it would have been like to be the first diver to
round the corner at Manuelita or Dirty Rock and
come face to face with such a spectacle back in
the days when sharks were misconceived to be
perpetually on the verge of attack. That must

Whitetips pursue octopus
during night dive frenzy

Large Silvertip sharks congregate
around Silverado site, Cocos Island

David Connel

most divers will initially keep their distance at
the spectacle of such large and frequently
aggressive sharks circling in the reduced
visibility and low afternoon twilight. As one
who has grown quite fond of my extremities, I
was astounded to watch Bret, Mario and Miguel
position themselves immediately underneath the
cleaning station while the sharks swarmed just
inches over their heads. It makes for wonderful
video footage and exciting photo images but Bret
had to fend off two sharks with his camera one
day to avoid what probably would have been a
bite. Unfazed, he never stopped shooting until
all four cameras were out of film. I, and most
others, subscribe to the “discretion being the
better part of valor” theory… but then again he
gets better photos than we do.
Another recent phenomenon and a prime
example of how nature adapts to outside
influences is the night behavior of the usually
mellow whitetip sharks that are seemingly
everywhere. These are the Rodney Dangerfields
of sharks since they get no respect from divers
who tend to regard them as so much stove
wood littered about the ocean floor. They are
frequently kicked out of the way as divers search
for the perfect vantage point to observe and
film their large and more dramatic brethren.
But nobody kicks them around at night
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have been a very soiled wet suit.
Nowadays a lucky handful of divers visit
Cocos’ bounty and bask in the spectacle of the
dramatic marine life. Rebreathers were a perfect
match here as it allows our divers the type of
“up close and personal” encounters that were
previously impossible. The hammerheads
particularly don’t appreciate bubbles and would
disappear after short inspections of bubbleblowing scuba divers. Bret Gilliam used Cocos
as a proving ground for rebreathers beginning in
1995 when he was CEO of UWATEC and the
company handled worldwide distribution of the
Dräger units. The rebreathers were such a perfect
match that the liveaboards all provide training
and rentals to their guests. All of our Fathoms
trips are done with everyone on rebreathers to
maximize the shark encounters and our luck has
been nothing short of phenomenal over the years.
On the east side of Cocos, a cleaning station
for big silvertip sharks was discovered by accident
and now has become a major afternoon dive
attraction. As many as ten of these beautiful
sharks congregate over a shallow coral buttress
and endlessly circle the site for the attention of
the barberfish that remove parasites. Some of
these females are over ten feet in length and
probably weigh in at more than four hundred
pounds. It’s not a site for the faint hearted and
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deserves its reputation as the apex “Big Animal”
diving destination in the world. It has it all… in
spades. And sometimes all in the same day.
We’ve had times when sailfish, wahoo, tuna,
whale sharks, hammerhead sharks, silky sharks,
silvertip sharks, marble rays, manta rays, and
even humpback whales have been encountered
in the space of one sunrise to sunset. I’ve given
up being surprised at Cocos. If it’s in the ocean
and comes in size “large,” you may very well
see it on any dive here.

Bret Gilliam
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Lina Hitchcock in Bigeye Jack
school by Manuelita, Cocos Island

Diving from one of the 26-ft pangas

Bret Gilliam

around the pinnacle is common. But, if you do
make it into the pin-cushion farm of black sea
urchins on the rocks, the reward is hundreds of
hammerheads passing crew-cut close.
By the time we made it back to Puntarenas,
Mario and passenger Susan Galli, who brought
down a DVD burner and portable hard drive for
the onboard computer studio, had assembled an
incredible 40-minute video of our monumental
whale shark experiences. They even put music
to it and burned DVDs for everyone on board.
The final production could have fit seamlessly
into the Blue Planet series. I knew it would turn
out well when I saw the countless hours Mario
and Susan put in. One late night as I walked
past the studio, I heard Susan say, “I’m not sure
that music is whale sharky enough.”
I brought them another glass of wine and
advised them to take the rest of the night off. It’s
not that I want jealousy thrown at me. I just love
this diving gig and like to share it with others.
That’s why I’ve spent a month each summer in
Costa Rica since the mid 1990s and have trips
planned through 2006 – oh yeah, with a jaunt
or two down to Malpelo mixed in. It’s not my
fault that I can now say, “I’d really like to tell you
how many whale sharks I’ve encountered but
I’ve honestly lost count.” Please don’t hate me.
Bret Gilliam

All dives are conducted on rebreathers

Cocos is a dive destination that defies
appropriate superlatives. So I’ll just conclude
by directing your attention to the fine visuals
contained in this article and my firm recommendation to all readers to visit at some time in
their lives. This is no orchestrated shark feed or
contrived petting zoo. It’s the real deal and you
will never be the same once you’ve experienced it.
It’s quite simply the most exciting diving you’ll
ever experience. I’m hooked, I’m an addict, and
no rehab program can help me!
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about 12 inches below my fin tips as I give
religious attention to my buoyancy control to
stay just above the fray.
The action is so violent and so fast moving
that it’s almost surreal. We rarely see any
sharks feeding during the day but at night the
carnage is non-stop. Surfacing from a one-hour
night dive I find myself completely exhausted
simply from adrenaline overload.
But we only saw one whale shark here. Ho
hum. And even though I’ve been to Cocos many
times, I’ll never tire of it. As always, the same sites
were smoking. Alcyone, the deep-water plateau
off the south shore, was buzzing with hundreds,
maybe thousands, of hammerheads. Dirty Rock
and Manuelita had white tips, hammers, marble
rays as well as bigeye jack schools in the
thousands. Thousand-pound tuna cruised by on
occasion along with eagle-ray fly-bys now and
then. Even after so many trips, my adrenaline
still churns on every dive at Cocos, especially
Dos Amigos Pequeños where the current and
surge are so strong that making it to the bottom
is a complete roll of the dice and getting swept
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anymore. Call it Revenge of the Nerds.
Because the whitetips have learned to hunt
in the stream of light cast by divers’ lamps at
night. And it’s a frenzy right out of Dante’s Inferno
or some other suitable nightmare. Descending at
dusk, our lights pick up the mad schooling of
hundreds of whitetips as they stream among the
coral heads in search of food. If a parrotfish or
some other unfortunate critter such as an octopus
is captured by our light path, well, it ain’t pretty.
Scores of sharks converge instantly and the prey is
simply extinguished. All this activity is happening

Bret Gilliam
>>> ° Don’t miss Fathoms’ return trip to Malpelo & Cocos in 2005. Space limited, see page 107 for details ° <<<
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