
ACTIVITY: Scuba diving 
CASE: 1973.00.00.c 
DATE: 1973 
LOCATION: Aulong Channel, Palau 
 
NAME: Mitchell P. Warner 
DESCRIPTION: He is a professional 
photographer, the recipient of numerous 
photography and art awards for excellence and 
owns In-Depth Photography, the only multi-
photographer stock Photo Agency on Guam, 
specializing in Micronesia. He resides in Malojloj, 
Guam. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: “Baby blue sky with just a few puffy 
white clouds to produce drifting reflections on the 
blue ocean.” 
SEA CONDITIONS: “The tide was high and 
visibility was so good that we could easily see the 
sun sparkle off the sinuous strips of sand in the 
middle of the channel's bottom.” 
 
NARRATIVE: It was a perfect day. … Palau's 
Rock Islands shimmered in the distance as we 
anchored along the side of Aulong Channel. … What a DAY! 
 
“I joined Palauan friends who eagerly donned rudimentary scuba gear. Broken mask straps 
had been replaced by custom cut inner tubes. Split and broken fins were tied together with 
nylon fishing line. There was a conspicuous absence of Buoyancy Compensators, alternate 
air sources, and depth gauges. Some divers lacked pressure gauges or even snorkels. But 
what they had was more important than what was missing: That elusive quality known as 
Water-Man-Ship; The ability to control depth by sensing minute pressure change in your 
ears, attentiveness to the slightest eddy or whirl of current signifying the beginning of a tidal 
change. Most of all Palauan's possessed a feel of belonging in the ocean, not just a passing 
observer, but being at home. 
 
“From the earliest age, Palauan's learn how to bend the ocean's ways to their own wills. 
Several years ago a very young boy (about 5 years old) fell off the back of a large diesel 
boat, at night, as it slowly chugged across the massive Palauan lagoon. He wasn't missed 
until the next morning. The concerned family back-tracked in search for the missing boy 
(note that they were not looking for, nor expecting a body, but a boy!). The child was found 
sitting on the beach of a small Rock Island. He had 'found' a floating coconut and used it to 
hold him up while he rode the current and swam to the island. Not unexpected. 
 
“The Palauan's were going spear-fishing while I would shoot with my camera. I'd always 
wanted to get some up-close and personal shots of sharks and what better time than when 
they were occupied with the activities of the spear-fishermen. Or so I assumed. 
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“Underwater the situation was crazy. At the time, with over 500 dives in Palau, I thought I 
had a handle on the diving conditions. I was even to the point where I felt, well, not 
comfortable, but at least confidant in the presence of sharks. But the scene below 
presented so many inputs that I felt totally out of control. Hunting Palauans and cruising 
Black Tip, White Tip and Gray Reef sharks were more than enough, but thrown into the 
blend were HUGE groupers, which had come to the channel to mate. The Grouper's superb 
camouflage was an endless surprise to me as I would watch what looked like a coral head 
suddenly erupt into a thrashing mound of mortally wounded fish-flesh when a Palauan 
speared it. 
 
“Individual frothing maelstroms of men and fish twisted through the water as the Palauan's 
attempted to subdue the wounded Groupers. Sharks, which had been casually cruising 
along the bottom, darted in to join the melee, some bumping into my body and casually 
brushing me aside in their eagerness to get at the wounded fish. I watched in a combination 
of horror, admiration and relief as the fisherman closest to me calmly used the butt of his 
spear-gun to push away a shark which had darted in with the apparent intent to bite 
whatever it could, fishermen included. 
 
“Not far away a Grouper won its individual battle with a spear fisherman by shaking lose the 
impaling shaft, only to be immediately attacked by several sharks. Blood billowed from the 
ripped body as the sounds of bones being crushed and torn apart overwhelmed the sound 
of bubbles in my ears. 
 
“I was caught completely unprepared for the raw force of the life and death struggle 
surrounding me, and was more than just a little concerned by the Palauan's cavalier attitude 
towards his sudden popularity with the sharks. 
 
“Not wanting to miss good photos, I maneuvered to get as close as possible, while at the 
same time trying to pull in my arms and legs like a frightened turtle. I had just set up for a 
first photo when the flash went off. But wait, I hadn't pressed the shutter! 
 
“Flash!, Flash!, Flash! The strobe started going off like a disco light gone wild. I knew the 
symptoms meant that water had gotten into the flash, so I quickly headed for the surface, 
more than slightly relieved to get a breather from the deadly brawl going on below. 
 
“MISTAKE #1. 
At the surface I shouted for the boat, which pulled anchor and joined me as I drifted in the 
channel with the now falling tide. Rather than take off all my scuba gear and climb into the 
boat to work on the flooded flash, I lifted the flash and camera into the boat and, with my 
legs hanging over the side, opened the flash, dumped out the water and asked the boat 
driver to dry it off. 
 
“MISTAKE #2. 
After a few moments of attention to the flash I decided to rejoin the fishermen and continue 
photographing without the flash. Any picture of this action would be better than no pictures. 
 
“MISTAKE #3. 
I dropped back into the water and began to drift downward. Looking down I saw that while I 
was hanging over the side of the boat, working on the flash, the boat had drifted out the 
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mouth of the channel. The steep downward slope of the sandy bottom was fading from view 
as I continued to drift towards the open ocean with the rapidly falling tide. A quick pressure 
gauge check showed nearly 2000psi. The bottom of the channel was only about 70 feet 
and, while it was already hundreds of feet deep where I was, I knew that if I could get below 
70f eet there would be a counter current which would allow me to re-enter the channel. I'd 
been dropping feet first while evaluating the situation and was about fifteen feet deep when 
I heard the boat motor start on the surface. Unconcerned about the boat, I turned head 
down and began to drop, thinking about the activity in the channel and hoping there would 
still be some action when I got there. The next twenty to thirty seconds made the sharks in 
the channel seem like a Sunday school lesson. 
 
“Suddenly, something seemingly heavy and massive hit my tank from behind and began to 
mercilessly bear me downwards. My first thought was that the motor had somehow fallen off 
the home-made wooden boat, hitting me on the tank as it plunged into the depths of Aulong 
channel. Whatever it was, I was heading down, and at a terrifying pace! 
 
The force of the water was so great against my chest that my arms and legs forced to bend 
backwards into a painfully arched, sky-diver position. But this was no controlled ride to a 
gentle landing. The bottom was hundreds, if not thousands of feet below and the ride was 
anything but smooth as I seemed to be being twisted and jerked through the water by the 
strange eddies and folds in the currents. Rats suddenly had my sympathies, as I gained a 
brief insight of what one must feel like when grabbed and shaken by a huge dog. 
 
“My ears were screaming in protest as I frantically wiggled my jaws to equalize the rapidly 
increasing pressure. Thank God for open Eustachian tubes. I tried to turn over to let 
whatever had hit me fall away (at this point I hadn't even begun to imagine the worst 
possibilities) or at least allow me to ditch my scuba tank and free ascend to the surface 
before it got to deep to do so. 
 
“Despite twisting strongly from side to side I was held face downwards, as if by an iron grip. 
Whatever was on my back had hit me directly on the tank and seemed to be stuck there. 
Next I tried to turn my head to see what was on my tank but, the force of the descent 
through the water nearly ripped my mask off, half flooding it in the process. Even with one 
eye covered by salt water, in the brief moment my head was turned, I glimpsed a shape 
which sent ice water through my veins, terrified and simultaneously galvanized me into a 
frenzy of action... 
 
“Sharks all seem to look the same to the novice diver. Big, Brutal, Unknown and Frightening 
Eating Machines. But, like people, upon closer examinations it is easy to discern different 
types, Genus and species, by the shapes of their bodies and fins. 
 
“Many divers focus on dorsal fins for identification of sharks, but I find them confusing in 
their similarity. For me it seems to make more sense to use tail fins to identify sharks, as 
that is the part I usually see in the majority of my shark encounters. Over the years I 
became intimately familiar with several of the silhouettes and felt confident in identifying 
most common sharks. Of course the best way to I.D. a shark is by the shape of its teeth, but 
getting a close-up look was not one of my fondest wishes. 
 
“At the moment I didn't feel the slightest bit confident, at least not in any sense of longevity, 
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as an unmistakable member of the Requiem sharks, specifically a Tiger Shark, Galeocerdo 
cuvier, was attached to the distinctly characteristic tail I'd glimpsed. 
 
“Palauan friends had taught me to "bark" at Grey Reef sharks, effectively sending them 
packing with their figurative tails tucked in, but Tigers' hadn't been covered in shark 
management class. Perhaps with good reason. 
 
“Lacking other information I screamed, or at least I think I tried to. It surely couldn't make the 
situation much worse. In the end, whether or not I screamed, it seemed to make no 
difference. If a scream had had a telling effect I might have a vivid recall, but cataloging 
failures for later analysis wasn't a priority at the moment. 
 
“Somehow I'd managed to maintain a grip on my camera, so I tried to reach back and hit the 
shark with it. No luck. My arms just didn't bend that way, at least not yet. 
 
“I was in desperate trouble. I knew it was deep because I wasn't having to equalize my ears 
as often and, despite the clear water, the quality of the light had changed dramatically. I 
expected the shark to change its bite at any moment to something more satisfying than my 
steel tank, and I didn't have the faintest idea how to defend myself. Then suddenly the wild, 
shaking descent stopped as quickly and unexpectedly as it had begun. Released from the 
imprisoning grip of the flow of water over my body, I jerked my arms and legs in against my 
torso as tightly as possible and whirled about in the water looking for the Tiger while trying 
to clear the water from my mask at the same time. Up, down, left, right, behind- behind-
behind! I was beginning to get dizzy when it finally hit me that I was alone. A quick 
assessment found all four major appendages still firmly attached, ringing ears and a bloody 
nose but no other apparent permanent damage seemed to have been done, yet. My depth 
gauge showed 110 feet (34m) and my pressure gauge reading seemed identical to what it 
had been when I left the surface. 
 
“Suddenly, terrified that I'd spent seconds looking at gauges instead of scanning for the 
shark, I whirled about several times in the water nearly flooding my mask again. Left, right, 
up, down, behind, behind, behind. Nothing. At least nothing where I was looking at the 
moment. With gasping breaths and pounding heart I began as rapid an ascent as I could 
manage. By the time I'd ascended to 70 feet (21.5m) the shark had not reappeared. I 
regained some control and enough confidence to slow my ascent. Looking upward I could 
see several white objects drifting, jerkily, down through the water. Swimming up I reached 
out my hand and, hypnotized by the tumbling and twisting of the pearl-white object, let one 
fall into my palm. It was a shark's tooth. Looking down I could see more white specks 
spiraling into the darkness below. An uncontrollable shudder ripped through my body as 
every hair stood on end and my bladder let loose. One look at the razor sharp, triangular, 
serrated tooth resting in my palm and reasoning gave way to total, complete and 
overwhelming terror. Once again I bolted upwards, swimming as fast as I could. Fortunately 
the distance to the surface was great enough to allow me to regain a small semblance of 
control before I rocketed through the surface and into the air like a missile from a 
submarine. 
 
“Even though I knew that my silhouette, as seen from below, would really stand, out I 
stopped about 10 feet below the surface and carefully scanned the cobalt blue water below. 
Nothing, not even a bait fish. Seconds stretched into minutes while my respiratory and heart 
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rates descended from panic to simple fear. Still, nothing swam into view. Slowly I gained 
enough confidence to put a single breath in my B.C. and slowly drift the final few feet to the 
top. 
 
“Floating at the surface I was torn between watching for the terror below and looking for 
help above. Help won out. I quickly lifted my head and was greeted by the startling site of 
the boat driver, not a hundred feet (30 meters) away just finishing relieving himself over the 
side. Could the time have really been so short? 
 
“I shouted, "Hey," and startled him so badly he almost fell from his precarious perch and 
into the water. 
 
“I ducked my head back into the water and watched for the shark while the driver restarted 
the boat and approached me in the water. Without looking up I handed in my camera, 
weight belt and then tank. A quick kick with my fins and I was lying in the bottom of the boat 
with the sun shining in my eyes. 
 
“We anchored in the channel near the spear fishermen. I sat and thought about how sweet 
life is, and if I wanted to get in the water again. After a few minutes I shrugged my 
shoulders, put on my gear and jumped in. 
 
“Tiger sharks grow to the daunting length of 18 feet (5.5m). I have tried to calculate the 
length of the one that grabbed my tank but, lacking information on just how limber a Tiger is, 
and given my survival, the effort seemed meaningless. What did I care how big it was? That 
particular Tiger had poor vision, bad judgement, or just plain bad luck. 
 
“And I was alive.” 
 
INJURY: No injury 
 
DAMAGE TO EQUIPMENT: “As we drove back into the channel I examined the scuba tank 
with it's old style stainless and plastic back-pack. There were some scratches on the ancient 
steel tank and a small ding on the stainless band, but nothing to indicate the ferocity of what 
had just happened.” 
 
SPECIES INVOLVED: Tiger Shark  
 
SOURCE: Mitchell P. Warner, http://www.mpwarner.com/never/3.html 
 
NOTE: Text & Images Copyright © Mitchell P. Warner/In-Depth Photography: 
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