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Tonga is not the easiest destination
in the world to reach for dedicated
photographers hoping to record their
first encounter with the region’s
legendary humpback whales.
Accommodation is basic and there
are weight restrictions that can make
air travel with camera equipment
problematic. However the journey
merits the effort, for a face-to-face
meeting with a whale and its calf
rivals the first sighting of a wild lion
on a big cat safari in East Africa, or an
expedition to an emperor penguin
colony in Antarctica.
We’d been invited to the Polynesian
archipelago to join our great friend
Griet van Malderen on her quest to
photograph humpbacks during the
calving season. We had seen plenty
of these wondrous creatures cruising
the waters of South Georgia and the
Antarctic Peninsula in the austral
summer, when they migrate south to
feast on shrimp-like krill, but calving
season was a first.
The plan was to help Griet with her
photographic endeavours, though
since both Angie and I are novices
when it comes to underwater
photography this promised to be a
learning adventure for all of us.
We spent a week in Tonga at the end
of July, and to our delight, on our very
first day at sea, Griet captured this
surreal and emotional portrait of
Angie’s face-to-face encounter with a
mother humpback and her two-weekold calf as it gallivanted about above
her in the shallows.
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As the dark shape of the great
leviathan rose from the sunlit depths
to breathe, it emerged like a steam
train towards the tiny human speck
staring down in amazement. It was a
joyous and heart-stopping experience
for all of us.
The blue-green water was so clear and
sparkling in the mid-morning sunlight
that we could almost sense the texture
of the whale’s barnacled head and
radiant white throat pleats, exalting
at the massive exhalation of air and
spume that announced its arrival at
the surface.
The following day we watched
and listened spellbound as a male
humpback caressed the water with
the rhythmic undulations of his tail as
he sang his unique song of stuttering
squeaks, trills, blips and whistles,
combining them in a spine-tingling
melody that pulsed through our bodies
with a universal energy that held us
spellbound in its thrall. It reminded
us of a meeting with elephants at
home in Kenya while filming the TV
series Elephant Diaries, providing us
with the chance to get up close and
personal with a herd of orphans in
Tsavo National Park, home to more
than 10,000 wild elephants. As we
and the elephants stood in a tight
huddle, solemn and motionless, it
was a moment of the deepest reverie.
We think of elephants and whales as
sentient beings, intelligent creatures
that seem so aware and capable of
communicating over vast distances,
emitting and receiving sounds
at wavelengths we are unable to
hear. Though humans are unable
to communicate verbally with
other life there was no doubting
the sense of wonder that Angie,
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Griet and I experienced so palpably
that day in the startling blue waters
around Tonga.
When the ‘elephant whisperer’
Randall Moore transported wildborn ex-captive elephants back to
Africa by sea he recounted how
excited the elephants became when
whales surfaced at a distance from
the ship. What might they have
been saying, Randall wondered.
It reminded me of the sentiments
expressed so beautifully by the
writer Henry Beston:
We need another and a wiser and
perhaps a more mystical concept
of animals. Remote from universal
nature and living by complicated
artifice, man in civilisation surveys
the creature through the glass of
his knowledge and sees thereby
a feather magnified and the whole
image in distortion. We patronise
them for their incompleteness, for
their tragic fate for having taken
form so far below ourselves. And
therein do we err. For the animal
shall not be measured by man. In
a world older and more complete
than ours, they move finished and
complete, gifted with the extension
of the senses we have lost or never
attained, living by voices we shall
never hear. They are not brethren,
they are not underlings: they
are other nations, caught with
ourselves in the net of life and time,
fellow prisoners of the splendour
and travail of the earth.
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