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In 1984 I was working for the Environment Protection Authority, Victoria. I worked out of the EPA 
office in Victoria Parade, near the Fitzroy Gardens. I was working with a good team in the area 
of air pollution control, and I enjoyed my work immensely. But my annual holidays were due, and 
I was looking forward to a break from the office routine. 
 
I had become interested in a very large natural embayment on the central west coast of Western 
Australia, called Shark Bay.  The area had (and still has) outstanding biological, geological and 
archaeological values. It was clear to me that Shark Bay met the criteria for listing on the World 
Heritage Register (WHR) of the United Nations. While listing on the WHR carries no protective 
controls in itself, it places an obligation on both the Commonwealth and the WA State 
Government to develop planning controls to protect the area’s special values. That seemed to 
me to be a good idea. 
 
The Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF, a Non-Government Organization) agreed with 
me. After some discussion, they committed to provide me with funding to enable the preparation 
of a preliminary report, assessing the area against the formal WHR criteria. This funding laid the 
foundation for what was to be one of the best “holidays” of my life.  
 
Of course, before leaving, I read up on the area, using what scientific reports I could find. Shark 
Bay is an amazing place, and any holiday there for me would have been exciting. But it was the 
hospitality and generosity of the people I met which made the trip so special.  
 

 
 
Before leaving, it was clear that, in order to get the photographs and site information I wanted, I 
would need to hire a dinghy (known locally as a ‘tinny’), a larger boat suitable for multi-day trips, 
a small aircraft, and a four-wheel drive vehicle. Luckily, I thought to myself, the ACF is paying for 
all this!  I picked up the phone to make arrangements prior to my arrival. I was a little 
disconcerted to find that NONE of those could be hired from Shark Bay. I had not understood 
how small the local population was. Undeterred, I booked my flights from Melbourne to Perth, 
then from Perth to Denham in Shark Bay. 
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The flight from Melbourne to Perth was, of course, in a standard passenger jet. The plane to 
Denham, however, was a comparatively tiny twin-prop aircraft. There were only six passengers, 
including myself. After a long flight, the plane touched down on a dirt runway.  
 
There was nothing at the air-strip except one large shed. There were no taxis in sight, so I asked 
a woman who was loading boxes into a van “how do I get a taxi to Denham?”.  She laughed. 
“There are no taxis in Denham. I drive the mail van. If you help me load these boxes, I’ll drive 
you to Denham”. 
 
On the way to Denham I explained I needed access to a dinghy, a boat and a local aircraft. And 
a four-wheel-drive vehicle. “You’ll just have to ask around” she said “there’s nothing like that for 
hire here, but you might be lucky”. As it turned out, luck was running my way. 
 
I reached the Denham caravan park. I had not, as I should have done, booked ahead. All the 
cabins, and even the tent sites, were booked out. It was school holidays. However the park 
managers, Ted and Maureen, gave me a space to spread out my ‘swag’ under a tarpaulin 
attached to their caravan. I was most grateful.  
 
The next day I asked Ted and Maureen how I could get to Monkey Mia, to see the dolphins 
being fed. These dolphins were the second biggest tourist attraction of the area. The main 
attraction was recreational fishing (most holiday-makers had brought their own tinnies). Maureen 
suggested that I take the Toyota Landcruiser belonging to the park; she said it wasn’t in use this 
morning. Ted agreed, and mentioned that the park also had a tinny on a trailer: I was welcome 
to borrow that if I needed it. Of course I accepted. I never expected such generosity, and in fact 
felt uncomfortable. But when I offered payment, the offer was brushed aside. 
 
Back in those days, Monkey Mia was really small, just a beach and a boat ramp and a small 
caravan park; nothing else. The park office sold “bait-fish” to tourists to feed to the dolphins. At 
the beach there was quite a queue, mostly small children, holding their bait-fish, waiting to feed 
the dolphins. The dolphins were simply waiting their turn too, then eating the fish the children 
offered. There were lots of smiles and a little squealing (from the children, not the dolphins!) The 
water was shallow, just deep enough to cover the dolphins, who were not moving much. Just 
looking around and eating. 
 
On the beach I found two PhD students, Jane and Helen, from an American university. They 
were studying dolphin behaviour. They had taken a lot of photographs, and were able to 
differentiate the individual dolphins. Apparently they had stayed at the Monkey Mia caravan park 
for four months the year before, and were here again for another four month study period. They 
told me that the dolphins came freely to be fed at the beach, but did not like being approached 
by boats or swimmers.  
 
I thought I would check this out for myself. In the afternoon, I returned to Monkey Mia with the 
tinny. Jane and Helen were right. As soon as I approached the dolphins, who were not at the 
beach but about 400 m offshore, they vanished. Even if I left the tinny on the beach, and swam 
slowly out to the dolphin pod, the result was the same. They vanished long before I got close 
enough to see them. 
 
The locals told me that Shark Bay was so named because, in days gone by, there used to be 
many tiger sharks here. Apparently the main diet of the sharks was small turtles and cormorants. 
The sharks apparently did not harass the Bay’s dugong population. I wondered why. Dugongs 
are slow-moving, with little apparent defense against predation by sharks.  
 
Both sharks and dugongs have been heavily harvested by humans in recent decades. At the 
time of my visit to Shark Bay, the area’s dugong population was, apparently, the largest in the 
world. The second largest was the population in the Persian Gulf.  Sharks in Shark Bay have 
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suffered many decades of over-fishing. I did not see a single one on my visit. I guess that’s good 
from the point of view of a turtle or a cormorant. 
 
After my unsuccessful attempt to approach the off-shore dolphins, I used the tinny to do a little 
exploring. There is a substantial island to the east of Monkey Mia, Faure Island. Along the west 
coast of this island, I found a huge fish trap, consisting of a line of what appear to be carefully-
placed large rocks, off the island’s western beach. The fascinating part was that, at the time I 
was there, the top of these rocks was more than a meter below the sea surface. I snorkeled the 
rock line, which strengthened my view that it was a man-made construction. Given that the 
current sea level stabilized about 10,000 years ago, and that 100,000 years ago it was much 
lower, it would appear that the fish trap was built before the sea reached its current level.  
 
I stayed around Denham for several days, then made an expedition to Hamelin Pool.  
The Pool, visible in the satellite image above, is separated from the rest of Shark Bay by a series 
of large sand-banks, cut by tidal channels. Of course, with the rising and falling of the tides, 
water flows in and out of the Pool. However, due to the high evaporation rate, more water flows 
in than flows out. This has led to the salinity of the Pool being much above the salinity of the 
ocean in general. A particular algae, and a small bi-valve which feeds on this algae, are much 
advantaged by the high level of salinity, as few other organisms survive. So they have the place 
to themselves. 
 
The algae, combined with suspended sediments caused by wave action, have led to the growth 
of spectacular stromatolites.  
 

 
 
Stromatolites are found in many areas around the world, but these ones, in the hyper-saline 
waters of Hamelin Pool, are amongst the best developed and best protected. I had borrowed a 
small Nikon underwater camera from a friend. 
 
Ted and Maureen introduced me to a friend of theirs, Peter. He was a retired property investor. 
He had a motor yacht with accommodation for six, and an eight-seater Beachcraft. It wasn’t hard 
for me to persuade him to take me where I wanted to go. In fact, I think he was just waiting for 
an excuse. All he wanted from me was the cost of the fuel, and I was happy with that. Mind you, 
even back then the fuel (for the plane and boat) cost me over $500, so it would be much more 
than that in today’s money.  
 
We flew over the Bay looking for large animals… whales, sharks, rays, dugongs…  We found 
dugongs and rays.  The dugongs were few and hard to spot, in shallow water on the east side of 
the Bay.  The rays were much easier to find, in deeper water on the Bay’s western side. Manta 
rays are big animals, and when they are swimming near the water’s surface, with each wing-
beat the tips of their wings come out of the water and curl back, exposing their white under-
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surface. So from the air they present a large dark body, with two white ‘flashes’ intermittently on 
each side. Fantastic! I suppose they lie so close to the surface to get some of the sun’s warmth.  
 

 
 
A few days later Peter took me out in his launch, with a young friend of his, Stephen.  We 
packed provisions for several days, although we only planned on being out for three. The most 
notable part of the trip (and the most painful to me!) was our encounter with a “king wave”. I 
have roamed a lot of beaches and headlands on Australia’s east coast, but I’m not all that 
familiar with Western Australia’s coast. In all my experience, before and since, I have never seen 
anything like the wave we saw that day. Talking afterwards, Peter thought the wave was 
probably caused by a submarine landslide, but who knows? 
 
We were in Blind Strait, the water which separates Dirk Hartog Island from the mainland. Dirk 
Hartog Island is visible in the satellite image above as the ‘finger’ reaching up on the extreme 
west of the second embayment. We were looking for turtles in the clear, shallow water of the 
Strait. Stephen and I were wearing light wetsuits, and we had our snorkeling gear and camera at 
the ready. I was at the bow, leaning over the bowsprit, gazing into the water below. Peter and 
Stephen were at the stern, equally absorbed in looking down.  
 
We were on the ocean side (to the west) of Dirk Hartog Island, in about 8 m of water. The water 
was so clear we could make out a lot of detail. The bottom was a mixture of coral bommies and 
sand patches. We could see groups of small fish moving about. Out to the west lay the Indian 
Ocean, but we were protected by the extensive shallow water of the Strait. Or so we thought. 
There was no wind. There were no breaking waves in sight, even in the distance, and our boat 
was rising and falling with a gentle swell of only about 40 cm.  
 
I chanced to look up. Towards the west, perhaps 300 m away, there was a wall of water 
approaching us. When I say “wall” that’s exactly what it looked like, except it looked more like a 
wall of glass than water. It was so large and so steep, and so clear the sunlight shone through it. 
The highest part of our launch was about 4 m above sea level, and the wall was twice as high as 
that. It was gigantic. And our launch was beam on to it (in other words, the wall and the launch 
were parallel). There was no doubt at all that if it hit us beam on, it would roll us over.  
 
“Peter”  I yelled. There must have been panic in my voice, as Peter looked up immediately. He 
pushed the gearbox into ‘forward’ and hit the throttle. Thank goodness he had left the engine 
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idling. The boat surged forward and swung sharply around, facing into the wave, which now was 
much closer and had started to break, right along its length as far as we could see. 
 
The wave hit the boat. It was so steep the bow pierced the wave, but at the same time the bow 
was jerked violently upwards.  I was expecting I might be washed off the boat, so I was hanging 
on to the bowsprit rail with all my strength. I took a deep breath and held it. Sea water drenched 
me. Then, no sooner had the bow jerked skywards, but it then plunged down, as the wave 
moved to the stern and jerked it violently up, creating a see-saw effect. The speed with which 
the bowsprit moved down threw me into the air. I was now doing a hand-stand, with my body 
vertically above my head, and my hands still hanging on to the stainless steel rails. The bow 
bounced upwards again, and my chest came down hard on the rails. Ouch!  
 
And that was it. All over in a few seconds, and the boat was none the worse except for water 
inside the cabin. The wave traveled on, and we could see it smashing against the shore of the 
island. There was just one single wave, with nothing following. Calm was restored across the 
landscape. Peter and Stephen were unharmed. I had a couple of broken ribs. But we were lucky. 
It could have been much worse but for those few seconds Peter had to bring the boat around. As 
far as we could see, we were the only humans in the landscape. No-one was there either to 
witness what happened, or to help. 
 
As a post-script, the Australian Conservation Foundation published my report in very limited 
numbers. Our target ‘audience’ at that stage was the Commonwealth Government and the WA 
State Government. Looking back, I can see we made a mistake. We should have backed up our 
approach to Government with some sort of media coverage in Western Australia. If we had done 
this I think we could have generated wide public support. With the lack of manifest public 
support, the report sat with the Commonwealth and State Governments for many years before 
action was finally taken. Large areas of Shark Bay were eventually placed on the World Heritage 
List. The subsequent planning controls however are rather disappointing… but that is, 
unfortunately, often the case with government environment protection measures. 
 
Years later, I traveled further north with my friend Ros White. We spent several happy days 
snorkeling from the beach at Ningaloo Reef.  At our Eco-resort, there were six staff and only 10 
guests, including us. Of the remaining eight, I found that six were ‘friends of friends’. Strange 
coincidences… 
 
Due to the dry climate, very little freshwater enters the sea here, with the result that the sea 
water is clear, and healthy coral can be found only a few meters out from the sandy beach. We 
also did a tourist dive on the Exmouth Navy Pier. This dive has been listed as one of the best 
commercial tourist dives in Australia. Because the area has been protected from fishing for so 
long (under Navy security procedures) the pier, and its surrounds, are simply packed with fish. 
Octopus too. 
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