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WELL SCHOOLED: Dolphins often team up
o corral schools of fish, then take turns
swimming through their “catch,” snacking
as they go. Here, a bottlenose sizes up a
myriad of bigeye scad in Roatan, Honduras.




]E) ert Wu's wife doesn't like l'1izir—
&T.' out wi 4an go wrong when ner
sband goes oft to Work. Like e time he ran out
ipagos while orying to photo-
ar, when a critical hose hecame

ofair 100 Feet underwater in the Gal

graph a red-lipped bauish. Or last
detached from his dry suit and frigid Antarctic water began

spilling in against his skin, Or thar fime in Borneo when, trying
to photograph inside a lightless cave known as Turtle Tomb, he
stayed so long that he failed o realize just how low he was on
air. Then his Aashlight batteries hegan ro give out.

For Norb Wu, 83, M5 '8, surviving situations like these has
become almaost commeonplace, He is one of the woeld's foremost
underwater photographers, whose images have appearcd en the
covers of Time Gue, Scivce World) Natural History and many others.
Next fall, ¢ a documentary W has been develop
ing since 1007, will air on the PRS program Nature. It is the Hrse
underwater film ever shot in Antarctica with a high-definion
digital wideo camera.

Despite his many achievements, W recognizes that no one
will ever confuse him with the heroic, butfed, underwarer rype
thar Hollrwaod might imagine. Rather than standing fast at the
helm as the chop splashes past him, W, 39, gees seasick and says
he hates hoats, He wears a hearing aid o counter the deafiness
brought on by years of diving, and he'd need Coke-buttle glasses
except for the powerful conraces he uses. Phas, ar 5 feet 6 inches

and 195 pounds, he is seriously pudgy.

Producer David Meyer, who hired him to be the director of
underwater photography for the National Geographic relevision
program Dezp Flight, likens Wu w an amphibian. I thought he
was like a frog—more comfartable as soon as he fell over the side

than Lie was on the boat,” Meyers says. Wu would probably
apree that the less-than-lattering comparisan is ape. “Every ime
I g eo the water, I experience something new, he says. “At 6o
feet, vou've got a little bit of nitrogen narcosis. You're weightless.
You're feeling great. There's nothing 1 like berter”

Wit has heen fascinated by marine life ever since he saw his

lirst JTacques Coustean television special in sccond prade. He
regularly went exploring in the creeks behind his family's hame
in swhurhan Arlanea. As a high school sophomere, he signed up
for an honors class in marine biology; when it was canceled, he
and a buddy went ahead wnd earned dive cards on thear own.
Wi made ane of his first dives in Georgia’s Lake Lanier, where
he recalls seeing “nothing but a muddy bortom, a cartish and
some golf balls.”

e wanted a carcer somehow involved with marine life but
detoured into electrical engineering as a safer choice, while
studying several quarters at Hopking Marine Stanon, Bachelor's and
master’s degrees eompleted, he was named an Our World Usder-
water Scholar in 1986. The program helps promising studencs tour
the country and muet prominent people of the underwater world.
Midway throngh, he accepted a job as the still photographer

aboard Cousteau’s Calypso during a four-maonth expedidon off

Mew Zealand. Wu couldn't eurn down the chance ro wark wirh
his idal, bur his decision to leave the prestigious fellowship irked
more than a few in the oceanographic estahlishment.

After Calypso, W scttled in San Diego, where he begana Phiy

MOUTHING OFF: Under the ice in Antarctica, a Weddell seal greets
Wu aggressively. The photographer has worked three years on a
PBS documentary about Antarctica’s marine life.

off Monterey, Calif.

progran in applied ocean sciences at UC's Scripps Institution
of Occanography. He spent hundreds of hours photographing
unusual specimens in the mstitate’s vast collecnan and became
sumething of an expert on deepwater life, In 1001, nowhere
near his docearate, he lefr Seripps, decermined co make itas a
professional photographer.

“When 1 met Norb in 1088, he probably had no talent as a
photographer,” says film direcror Howard Hall, the six-time
Emmy-winner whose credits include Into the Deep, the firse

movie Hlmed underwater for large-sereen 1IMAX 3-0.“But the
difference hetween being a professional photographer and an
amateur is whether vou sell your pictures, and Nevberr excelled
at that. He was selling his images before they were any good.
MNow he sells them a lot easier, hecanse he's onc of the mose

prominent underwater phatographers in the world.”

HOMEBODIES: Despite its name, the wolf eel {left)
has one mate for life and stays close to home, but  raphers are "boen” with talent, with *an eye.” “1 hear
its tasth are strong enough to crush clamshells.  that over and over,” he

W disdains the notion that accomplished phorog-

. “It’s all baloney. Anyone

Above, a purple aceanic jellyfish harbars a juvenile  can do ir. You can rram the eye. | jusc h.wppcn w work
crab. Alarge jellyfish may shelter hundreds of young  [ull Line acit*

crabs until they drop off In shallow water to develop
into larger, armored adults, Wu met these denizens  Susan MeclThmney sees thousands of underwarer images

As an lllustrations editor at Nasional Geograp/vic Workd,

every year, She recognizes chat years of experience and
sty have separated Wu from the pack. “Most under-
water photographers are good divers who happen ro have figured

out how to use an underwater camera and stobe.” she says.
“What I enjoy abour Morbert 15 that his background makes
himn considerably more valuable, There are a zillien and one
underwater photographers, especially in Califuruia, but very few
have his knowledge, his hidden insighe.”

Unlike most divers, who simply back-flip off 2 hoat, W rmse
o to extracrdinary kngths just to getin the water, Consider the
logistics of filming heneach che ice in Antarcdica as Wu did in
007, 1089 and again this vear. Firse, there’s the aq-hour trip from
his home in Pacific Grove, Calil,, to Cluistchurch, New Zealand.
(W docsn't like flying, cither) In Christchurch, he and his team
members may have to wait as long as a w
space on the next thight to Antarctics, sing
sears open up. Then its a five-hour, knee-to-knee flighe on a

ek before gerring

Ly al 3 ain, in case
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STARSTRUCK: Beneath
the breathing holes of
8 Weddell seal colony,
Scripps Institution
marine ecologist Dale
Stokes encounters sea
stars blanketing the loor
of an ice cave, The star-
fish feed on seal feces.
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sicuation, because you can harely swim as it 1s,” he explains,
“Your clothes get sodden, and that adds weight.” Hundreds of
yards from the borchele and low on air, Wu realized Le was
beginning to sink. e felt the first ewinge of panic.

Peter Brueggeman, who dived with W in Anraretica in 1907
and 1999, knows thar panic is what often kills divers — no matter

how experienced they may he. He oversees one of the world's

largest marine collections as library direceor at the Seripps Insti-
tution and e himself an accomphished diver and photo

“I've had situations where [ was unnerved,” Bruegpeman says,
“I didn’t think I was going to die, but then the bad movie starts
playing in your head. You've seen Jaws, You start worrying about
sharks that aren't there. Diving is all abour being in conerol of
your thoughts and responding accordingly.”

W, recalling his own narrow escape from Turcle Tomb in
Borneo where he nearly exhausted his air, savs, “I could fecl

pher.

panic coming over me. It could casily overwhelm you. You're
going, “Oh s***, what a stupid way to die. Oh s***, I can't
And you starr breathing faster,” using

believe I'm going to die.
up whar little air may be left,

Beneath the ice in Antarcrica, Wu slashed his finger across
his throat, the universal signal fo
camera in the direction of Dale Stokes, ene of his team members,
and made for the hole. Fortunately, Stokes, a Seripps project
seientist, caught the $150,000 camera package before ir sank ane of
h. And W, now marginally buoyant but getting increasingly
soggy, made it to the hele juse as his oxypen ran out.

Director Howard Hall has seen some of the factage W

low on air” 1le tossed the

re

intends ro use in Under Antarciic Iee. The clarity of the water, the
unique sealife, War's aesthetics and the ineredible resclution of
the camera make Hall believe that the film will be nominated
far one, if nar both, of the prestigious awards given to natural
history filmmakers cach year ar festivalsin Jackson Hole, Wyo.,
and Bristol, England.

Of the hundreds of thousands of dollars Norbert Wu has
invested in his business, camera buffs might he most impressed
by his high-definition cunera, the absolute lavest in digital film-
making, But for most people, no picee of cquipment is more
impressive  and more emblematic of the risks W rakes—chan

his “shark sait.”

W wears the §10,000 custom-made chain-mail suit, fabricated
from countless
he'll be photographing in the company of shatks, The problem
is, the suit weighs 20 pounds and W muse wear icunder his BC,
or buoyaney compensator, the inflatable vest that helps centrol

iy stainless-steel ringlets, anly when he knows

his depth underwater. Should a shark happen to bite through the
BC, W and his suit weuld head straighe for the botrom. And
against large sharks, the tigers and great whires, the suir affers
no protecrion ac all The great ocean predators are “the size of
a minivan,” Wu says, and would "simply grab you and swim
away.” Suit or no suit.

Although he claims it’s another myth that all natural history
photographers are real-world Indiana Joneses, W has a larger-
than-life reputation. Like many highly regarded photographers,
he is known not only for his underwater images but also for his
topside personaliry,
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e thing that characterizes a lot of phatagraphers is inflated
ational Geographic World's McElhinney. “Norbert is
iregory.” Underwater photographer Marty
Snyderman has 1 different view of his friend—although he admirs
thar W was “a brash, cocky little #°*@ %! at vne time.” Says
Styderman: “You ask Norh whar he's doing, and he says, ™Mot
much” $o you ask him what he's done lacely, and your jaw drops.”
And according to Hall, *he’s one of the most sell-deprecating
individuals 1 know. He likes e make fun of himself, and that's
part of what's charming about him.”

Sometimes it seems the only thing people whe have worked
with him agree upon is that Wu is the James Brown of his

egos,” 51y
not deficient in that

x

protession—the hardest working man in underwater photagraphy.
“The main thing that cverybody comments cn is that he's a
worker,” Guy Guthridge says. As the manager of Antarctic
information for the Olfice of Polar Programs, Guthridge has
been averseeing Wu's work. “This guy's in the water two and
three times a day. In water as cold as it gets in this world, he's
just down there, being there, se

“He’s doing this in a fabulous way,” Guthridge adds.
“He's not only got the pictures, he's gor the websire

g thin,

{www.scilibucsdedussio/nst). He's got the high-definition
fili, There are scenes there I've never seen before. Our scentists
are delighted. He's doing things they cannot do. We're gerring
a lot out of it, and T think the nation is getting a lot out it
We're poing ra see the underwater
life of McMurdo Sound in a way  JAWBREAKER: Chain-mail
we've never scen,” suits made of thousands
Part of Wu's success comes from  of steel ringlets protect
his endurance, “He has an abi divers from smaller
stay in the fripid waters far longer than  species such as this blue
we nornal humans find comfortable,”  shark. Wu spent $10,000
says Rob Robbins, scientilic diving — on his 20-pound custom
coordinator for the ULS, Antarcic  armer.

GLACIAL GRACE: The Project. “Itimpresses me that Notb and
huge Antarctic jellyfish, v, Dale Seokes will make multiple go-
Desmonema glociole, has  minute-plus dives in shallow warer
a few cordlike tentacles  around a Weddell seal colony o get
and a “bell” that can  thar perfect shot. Many people want
reach more than ameter  out in 30 minutes, Most are exception-
indiameter. Dale Stokes  ally whiny after an hour in the water,
films one swimmingnear  I've scen Norh injure his neck duc to
the surface. exposure o subfreezing water, I'm roo
old ro keep up with him.”

Despite being away from home as much as six months cach
year, Wu sometimes intentionally projects a persona of studied
diffidence bordering on laziness. Ina Christmas letter co friends,
he claims to have spent most of 1968 eating junk food, watching
eelevision and telling himself he could have done what his fellow
underwarer photographers were doing—if only he could get
someone te hire him, He named his praduetion cempany Ma
¥ung—thar's Chinesc for “worthless.” Wile Deanna, 83, quips
that her hushand's prolenged absences—during which she stays

busy as a dentist—are “the secret to aur marriage.”

At some point, everyane who has worked with Wu has
probably experienced his unusual sense of humor or wimessed
his temper, frequently characterized as volcanic. Leigheon Taylor,
a former deputy direcror of the California Academy of Sdence,
traveled with Wu to Antarcrica in 1907 While planning a dive,
Wi hecame profancly furious with Taylor, potentially jeopardiz
ing a collaboration that has produced seven books, with three
more in the works, People who kiow W well say his oceasional
fury comes from the incredibly high expectations he sets for
himself and everybody else, 1t warks,” Taylor says of Wa's vut-
bursts. “The guy does it once, and you're watching your hehavior
after thar.”

Being on the recerving end of Wu's sharp tonpue hasn't dinin-
ished Taylor's regard for Wu's work, “Norherts stock library is
wonderfully complere,” he says. “His documentary and aesthenc
qualities are wonderful. The value of what Norbert does is worth
enough to me that if sumeone said chat the only way he can ger
these pictures it for me to go again, I'd go again.”

W adimits that his temnper “is prabahly one of my biggese
faules,” though he claims, and Deanna concurs, thar it enprs less
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frequently and  GEARING UP: Logistics for Antarctic dives are like
with less force  no other. Wu, the first underwater photographer
in the Antarctic Artists and Writers Program, has
‘To ger some  made three axpeditions to the frigid continent.

these da

of his astounding
footage, like the video of brittle stars moving across the ocean
floor wirh the antics of the enchanted broomsticks in Fanasia, W
deploys technigues rarely used before, In addiion to the electric
cables and lights required in low-light sitnations, he has placed
cameras on underwater tripods and utilized dme exposures thar
allow wide-angle shots in the relative darkness heneach the ice.
For his still photography, he and his assistants somerimes go below
with as many as seven cameras. (Reloading or changing focal
lengths underwater is not a simple matter of popping in another
rall of film or snapping on a ditferent lens. Multiple cameras help
avoid trips back to the surface.)

W doesn't know exactly how many pictures he’s taken in
his eareer, He estimates that his library includes maore than 150,000
images, He arribures a good part of his success to his abilicy o
build and maintain huge databases of all his
shots, eontaces and sales, The owo-bedroom
hwuse he and Deanna once ealled home
has been given vver entitely to lis produc-
finn campany. (The couple and their two

another near-;

arthuitic dogs live i a-pin
home on a half-acre lota few blocks away.)
Wwath his new hi-def camera, W hopes
o build an equally impressive likeary of
video footage.

Perhaps more incredible than che size
of his stock library is the fact charic repre-
sents only those photos he thought worthy
of keeping. OF the 36,000 or so images he
shuoots every vear, W expects to sell only
1 pereent, On a trip to the Great Dacrier
Keef in 1998, he shat more chan oo rolls
of film buc a

Ided just zo images to his
portfolio,

Last year, W was named a Pew Fellow
in Marine Cons
warer photoprapher so honored sinee the

servation, the first under-

nozouu

program’s inception in 1096, He plans to use the $r50,000, three-
vear award to document marine conservation eHorts around the
workd, from coral reefs to fisheries ra hot spors like the Galipapos,
where “we've gor this treasure that's under siege from fishermen
coming from the mainland.”

In the neacly 25 vears W has been diving, he's personally
witnessed a degree of degradation of populations and habt
Uit ouce might have been thought impossible, Years ago he was
able to phetograph doeens ol 1o- to 12-foor blue sharks swimming
rogether off San Dicga. Now, he says, he's lucky vo find a couple:
the booming econamy has put shark's fin soup within reach of

more people than ever before. A first-generation Chinese-
American, Wu won't touch the stuff, “I've never liked the taste,
o1 the waste, that results from the demand for shark’s fin soup.”

Ner will he eat Chilean sea bass or swordfish, knowing
that taday’s fishing techniques endanger their populations.
“Fishermen are going deeper and deeper. The technology i so
advanced that when they hita shery, it's just nat gomg to come
hack. The white abalone may |soon] be classified as extinet,”
W says. “Think about the vastness of the ocean. Ir's incredible.”
Part of his biggest challenge as 4 Pew fellow is to find a way
to effectively document marine systems that no longer exist as
they once did,

Wu's outspokenness on conservation issues can cause
unwelcame ripple effects within the oceanographic conununity.
Recently, he's been disturbed by what he considers unreasonable
and unscientific cftorts that have stopped the establishment of
new marine conservation areas in Monterey Bay. On the other

side of what lias been a very heated, oceasionally nasty debare,
the Monterey Bay Aquarium says there’s no scientific evidence
that the proposed areas are in distress—or at least not any more
s than the entire California coastline, the prorecrion of which
is currently under review by the state. Wu and others contend
that the aguarium is only looking out for its ability to gather

ON THE WING: Though flightless, emperor
penguins (left) shoot through McMurdo Sound like
torpedoes and are the champlons among diving
birds, able to hold their breath for 22 minutes and
reach depths of 1,800 feet. Above, Adelle penguins
at Cape Bird take to the water like dominoes.

the specimens
that huve helped
arrract 26 muillion
visitors to Maon-
terey since the
facilicy opened,

Srewven We

ster, the aquarium’s senior marine biolegist, says, I wou're

going to educate the next generation of marine hiclogists,

B

you're going to need some critters for them o stady” Websrer,
BT, MA 65, FhID '72, asscres chat the bay's sea otter population

rig

alone consimes many rimes more
specimens than the scientific com
municy will cver collece. Rather than

piccemeal protection of cherished

marine locations, the aquarium supports

acohers

ene staceweide plan, The debace

and the fraved emotions continue.

‘Isit really necessary? Wu
W’Ell s to know ‘when
Jf ed o bf'l "lg A4 CAITera
along on a dive 1m Mon-
terey Bay. tied racher nar spend
the two hours it takes to prep—and
Tarer hreak down—his workhorse Nikon
Foo. Warching hum shoot will be horing,

e savs, There will be nothing o see. I
¥ B

he enld. Finally, he relents and beging
greasing the seals on the honsmg rthar
will keep his camera dry,

& shaw] of fog has draped iosclf across

Point Lobos State Reserve, just sonth of
Menterey. Under an otherwise clear
marning sky, the point itselt begins to
as

low thongh illuminated from
g £

within, From his vantage in an inflatable
dive hoat, W knows ir's a shot Edward
Weston or Ansel Adams could have
made a classic. But having brought along
anly a macrolens thar ean focus no
Earther than a few feet away. he can only
curse as the boat bobs up and down in
an l“]“\'l‘o‘] 6-";:\01' smmmer V\v‘f'l‘l].

The swell has carried thousands
of “egg-yolk” jellytish into Moncerey
Bay from the deep Pacifie. In a eul-
de-sae 8o leet beneath the surface,
perhaps 5o or 1o have s
their final resting place. Their centacles

teled into

shredded by kelp and rocks, they look
like sickly extraterrestrials fallen wo
earth. Or the makings of a giant omeler
only partially stirred.

Along one underwarer wall, Wu

finds something he can focus his lens

on. An anemone has caught a jellylish and is slowly consuming
it. Without disturbing the sealife on rhe wall, Wu somehow

stabilizes himsell against the ocean surge that rises and falls
every few scconds, Looking through his contacts, through his
muask, through the nnderwarer housing, throuph the Niken's

wljusts his lighes and shoats. During

viewtinder, he carelully

rwo 45-minute dives, he fires off g2 lran

es. He hopes to get

one he can use. @

Rorert L. STaavss, MA 8q, MBA 8q, v 0 Sar Framisio ¢
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