NORTHWEST DIVE NEWS

Dark phantom
of the Pacific
Northwest - the

sixgill shark

By John Rawlings

few years back during the end of summer,

my dive buddy, John “Sparky” Campbell,
and | traveled north to British Columbia’s Bar-
kley Sound, on the western coast of Vancouver
Island. Our goal was to find and photograph
sixgill sharks during their seasonal migration
into shallower waters. Unlike Puget Sound
and Hood Canal in Washington, the vis-
ibility in Barkley Sound generally remains
outstanding at depth despite the heavy layer
of plankton at the surface, so the opportunities
for successfully photographing these sharks
would be far greater. Also, a major salmon
run was underway within the sound and the
attached Alberni Inlet — orcas, sea lions, bald
eagles and bears all arriving in swarms for the
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feast, along with, hopefully, large numbers of
sixgill sharks.

We dived with several Canadian divers
from the boat of our friends, Dave and Renate
Christie of Rendezvous Dive Ventures. After
several frustrating days of beautiful dives
and outstanding photography but no sharks,
Dave decided to take us to dive the spot. He
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has fondly named this particular site “Shark
Alley,” telling me that “It ain’t good for much
else, John, but there’s usually a few big ol
sharks down there! Don’t know why, but that’s
just the way it is.”

Unlike me, Sparky had never seen a
sixgill, and he listened intensely as I told him
once again, for the umpteenth time, what 1
would need him to do if we were to find one.
[ told him that | would need him to get on one
side of it while | swam on the other with me
just slightly ahead of its snout. In this man-
ner I hoped that I would be able to get both
the shark and the Spark in my viewfinder. It
would be important to get him into the shot
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longevity, but most researchers agree that the
species is slow-growing and probably has a
long life-span—perhaps much more than a
century, (the spiny dogfish, a smaller shark
species inhabiting similar waters, is known to
live at least 70 years). This lack of solid data
may change soon, however, as recent studies
on aging of the species have been conducted
by the Department of Fish and Oceans Canada
that appear to be extremely promising.
Some researches believe that the spe-
cies comes into shallower waters to both pup
and breed, and in fact newborn sixgills are

often found in shallow waters in the Pacific
Northwest in the summer and early fall. This
corresponds with the time frame in which
adults of the species are regularly found by
divers in shallow depths in both Washington
and British Columbia waters. Females are
also often observed during this time bearing
scars similar to other shark species in which
amorous males nip at the gill area, pectoral
fins and sides of praspective mates prior to
mating. Virtually nothing is known regarding
the gestation period for this species, but the
assumption commonly held is that it must be

at least 12 months, and possibly up to two
years, to coincide with the annual migration to
shallower waters in the Pacific Narthwest.

Being ovoviviparous, the sixgills give
birth to live young, which, when born, are
approximately 27 to 28 inches in length. The
sixgill is one of the most fecund of shark spe-
cies, second only to the blue shark in terms
of the potential size of its litters. In fact. one
female has been documented as having 108
embryos in her uterus.







