
Saturday, April 9. Day 8 at Sea - by Dr. Wise 

We are now clear that biopsying here in the Gulf of California is quite different than in 

the Gulf of Maine of the Gulf of Mexico. In the Gulf of Mexico, the whales are mostly 

sperm whales, Bryde’s whales and pilot whales, and we are on the Odyssey with 

Captain Bob, a boat and Captain optimized for whale research. The whales are spotted. 

They don’t move very fast and the boat lurches forward to catch up with them. 

In the Gulf of Maine, we’ve used a spectrum of boats from the Odyssey to the boat we 

are on now to a former military, small strike team, incursion boat. There the whales are 

spotted and we quickly catch up to them. The whales there are mostly humpback, fin 

and minke whales. 

Here, in the Gulf of California, however, it is more a slow, deliberate churning forward to 

eventually reach the whales. I think a large part of it here is that the visibility has been 

so remarkably good and the whale blows so strong that we are seeing them from quite 

a distance. So it was with today. 

In the morning, we saw two whales on the horizon. Everyone has blue whales on the 

mind so every whale spotted is first thought to be a blue whale. Upon closer approach 

they turn out to be humpbacks. By mid-morning, we had spotted two whales and we 

headed off after them. About an hour and a half later – we caught up to them and 

biopsied them both. We resumed course. 

A couple of hours later, whales were spotted again. We headed towards them and after 

about an hour and a half, we caught up to them too – only to discover they were the 

same as the first set of whales so we didn’t biopsy them. 

After a while, whales were spotted again – and again same two whales. It seems we 

were all heading in the same direction. Finally, later in the afternoon, we spotted a 

different whale. We knew this because we also same the first two whales further away 

on the port side. After about and an hour and a half – yep, you guessed it – we caught 

up to that whale and took a biopsy. It was a slow grinding day. But, these humpbacks 

had a treat in store for us… 

On most days, we seem to find a whale late in the day about dinner time. I have taken 

to calling then the “dinner” whales. Today was no different. About 5 pm, another “blue” 



whale was spotted. We headed towards it, but of course I asked where those first two 

whales were. They were well behind us on the port side. They were breaching and tail 

lobbing and putting on a spectacular whale “show” for us. It was fantastic. 

Meanwhile, on our bow, we neared the other whale, another humpback not a blue. Mark 

was in the crow’s nest. Johnny and Rick were on the bows. Carlos was in the foredeck 

with the camera and I was with the biopsiers. Suddenly, Mark cried out with excitement 

– “The whale is right there, right there, 3’oclock on the port side”!!! Carlos was on the 

starboard side and he soon joined Mark – “Yes, Yes its right there”!!! 

You may recall what I said earlier, when whales get really close even experienced field 

researchers are at a loss for words on distance. I looked down at port. The whale was 

maybe 10 feet from the boat! It was a humpback with brilliant, bright white, gigantic, 

pectoral fins (the fins off its midsection) that glowed blue-white in the water. 

It was a magnificent massive whale! Breathtakingly big and close to us, we all gasped 

loudly in amazement. What a glorious end to a day of persistence and hard work. A 

fantastic whale show behind us and now an intimate moment with a glorious whale. He 

swam alongside us for quite a while and we treasured every moment. Eventually, he 

surfaced and we collected our sample and headed for our anchorage. 

Our total is now 20 whales biopsied, a successful trip! 

I have attached pictures of the sunrise – an awesome orange start to the day! Attached 

is a picture of that magnificent whale - note the deck rail of the boat in the bottom of the 

picture showing you how close it was to us (it was even closer before the picture). I 

have also attached pictures of a humpback whale blowing, fluking and breaching. The 

breach is a bit hard to see as by the time I thought to take a picture we were some 

distance away. But look at the picture with the splash and then go back to the picture of 

the breach - zoom in- and you will see the whale in the air. 

John 
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