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nized individuals. We can now identify
more: than 1200 individoals, Some we
have seen hundreds of lmes; others we
have never seen again because they were
either passing through or have subse-
guently died.

Nothing is more exciting than seeing
the first whales arrive at Peninsula Valdés
for the winter. Each wear these whales
make the long migration lrom the cold,
subpolar waters of Antarctica to winter in
Patagonia’s warmer waters. Their enor-
mous size and thick blubber are adapta-
tons enabling them to keep warm enough
anid swim far enough o gain access to the
most enormoens blooms of food on the
plangt—the annual swarms of krill in the
iey Antarctic Ocean—as well as to return
to their warmer wintering grounds o mate
and give hirth to young,

The pregnant females in our Argentine

The right whale's baleen, left, allows it to

Siter copepads and krill front the sea.

Here the whale is probably not feeding

hut skiruming along the surface to cool aff

i the warm winter waters.
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population probably mike the [H00-mile
swim withoul eating, They linger in the
bays of Peninsula Valdés for up to four
menths, during which time they give hirth
to a call. Although a mother may get an
occasional snack, she is basically fasting,
(Wormally, right whales catch their prey
by skim feeding; we've recently discov-
ered, however, that the whales of Penin-
sula Valdés are not feeding when they
swim along with their mouths open but arc
probably cooling off in the warm waters
through a heat-exchange mechanism
along the roof of the mouth.)

For months after her calf is born, a
mother pumps massive quantities of rich,
creamy milk into the calf, which may gain
as much as 125 pounds a day—at least in
the first few weeks—while also putling on
a thick blubber coat. At the end of this pe-
riod, the mother—still fasting—leaves the
wintering grounds with her calf and swims
all 1400 miles back to the feeding
grounds. We are stll not certain that we
have found the main summer copepod and
krill basket For Peninsula Valdéss right
whales {although South Georgia does look
like a good bet, as do the waters around
Tristan da Cunha).

We can watch the mothers and calves
closely [rom our observation hut (called
the ¢hift hut), located above the only place
for miles where the cliffs plunge siraight
into the water. When the tide is halfway up
the cliff or higher, the water is just deep
encugh for whiles to swim directly below
the hat, Mothers with calves faithfully fol-
I the 16.5-foot-depth contowr at Penin-
sula Valdés, (just deep enough for a large
muother 1o be clear of the bottorm but not
enough to allow attacks on her calf from
below by killer whales and sharks). They
are creatures of habit and will swim 1o ex-
actly the same area—even the same
rock—year after vear. Once they start hav-
ing calves, they return to the bays of
Peninsula Valdés once every three years,
So while following the 16.5-foot conlour,
they swim along almost touching the
cliffs. Hundreds of whale-sized underwa-
ter niches in the eroded hardpan along the
shore provide shelter,

Satelfite photagrapins of Cape Cod, 1op,
and Penfnsula Valdes show siriking

simitarities i landfoms,
Flagar Pavae

The places chosen by mother whales to
defend their calves, unlike the niches
where they hide, are open areas with soft,
sandy bottoms and plenty of room on
every side from which 1o launch cata-
clysmic haymakers. Right whales defend
themselves with their tails, which they
sweep sidewavs with stunning effect. {In
this sense they are like the “undefended™
apatosaurus now belicved 1o have foughe
off attackers by sweeping them off their
feet with its massive lail, perhaps even
breaking or disjeinting limbs in the proc-
ess ) I suspect that if a person were struck
by a right whale's tail, the blow might well
be deadly.

[once watched a pack of killer whales
mave along a line of female right whales
and their calves. As the arcas approached
a mather and call, the mother would fiex
her body, cocking her tail for a blow -
wird the closest killer whale. They never
attacked. From the cliff hut, Katy observed
4 nearby group of mothers form a ring
around the calves as killer whiales passed
nearby, With their heads directed toward
the center of the circle, they thrashed the
witter [rantically with their flukes, Had
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Old-time whalers referred to the eallosities on the right whale's snowt
ay the "bonnet.” below, The unigue patterns of these callosities
iddentify individual whales. Right: Usually most of the individuals in a
mating group, life the one here, are males in pursnit of a single

Jemale that s the center of attention,
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any orca tried to get at the calves in the
middle of the ring, it would probably have
been killed outright.

Fernales with calves appear to form the
center of the hend in our corner of the bay,
but over the years—through observations
from the cliffs, boats, and the air—we
have been able to piece together other in-
formation about the herd’s overall struc-
ture and movements. Joining the primeary
mother-call unit are subadult males and
females, whose mothers have given birth
to new calves. After a few years ol ravel-
ing with this group, however, young males
disappear, perhaps going ofT 1o live with
other males. while the females remain
with the group until the vear they give
birth o their first calf, when they are be-
tween five and nine years of age. We don't
knows where the females go between calv-
g years: we only know that they subse-
quently reappear every three years on av-
erage with a new calf.

Covering up to twelve miles in a day,
the herd doesn't take up o station al just
any point along the shore, but moves back
and forth along a fixed and relatively small
stretch of the coastline. Onee established,
the beat remains the same Tor years, usi-
ally between headlands projecting out
from the general contour of the coast. This
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behavior makes sense given the underly-
ing acoustics, as points of land cast under-
waler acoustic shadows, and we suspect
that right whales use sound as a means of
staving |ogether in herds,

Along the most extensive sandy
beaches of the peninsula, the mothers
streteh out across the water each day like
beads on a chain, Look at them in the
morning. and the whole group appears sta-
tionary, a mother every half-mile or so.
Look again at lunch lime, and sometimes
the entire herd has moved as much as six
miles, but their spacing is still more or less
intact. Fernales appear 10 help themselves
tor the best arcas—a long beach, protected
from the full force of wind and storm
waves, with a gently sloping sand bot-
tom—and 1o push everyone else out,
which is just what secms 1o happen.

We have learned (o identify individuals
by callosities—patches of thickenad skin
distributed on the top, fron, and sides of a
whale's head—uwhich make a whale rec-
ognizable from all dircctions except from
helow. Callosities end to be more devel-
oped in males than females, and males
seem to use their callosities for fightimg,
the way bulls use their horms—only not for
gouging but for scraping opponents.
Thousands of external parasites, called

cyamids, or whale lice. cover the naturally
gray callous tissue so thoroughly they
miake it look white. As the cyamids feed
on the thickened, dead skin of the callosi-
ties, they sculpt the tissue into distinctive
[orms. Another way to identify individual
whales is by their distinctive white belly
markings, I we are diving in murky water,
these bright white markings look almost
lumineus and are ¢learly visible long be-
fore the rest of the whale looms into view,
Callosities and belly patches probably also
enable the whales to identify and recog-
nize one another,

Although the whales of Peninsula
Yaldés appear to be active day and night,
mormings are their favored time o sleep-
ing, and when the morning is cspecially
calm and sunny, they are scattered
throughout the bay like drifting logs, with
the sounds of their snores illing the air.
Whern their nostrils don’l open and close
cleanly, the snores sound like deep growls,
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