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– Tigers, Whales, Bulls, Zebras … and Pajamas? These Sharks and Many More, Including the Fearsome Great White, Lurk in the Waters Off the Tip of Southern Africa –

In 1975, a gigantic great white shark began to terrorize the world. But Hollywood has nothing to compare with the waters off the tip of southern Africa, one of the sharkiest coasts on Earth. Roughly 140 different shark species of all shapes, sizes and dispositions hunt there, brought together by a pattern of warm and cold ocean currents unlike anywhere else on the planet. NATURE swims with leopard cats and coppers, the speedy mako, the great white and many others when “Sharkland” airs Sunday, May 6, 2007, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET on PBS. Academy Award-winning actor F. Murray Abraham narrates.  
The shark gathering includes species that are normally found oceans apart. Some are swept there by a ribbon of warm water, the Agulhas current, snaking down the eastern coast of Africa from the tropical Indian Ocean. Fifteen-foot-long tiger sharks will eat almost anything — they’re garbage disposals incarnate — and are the most aggressive and successful predators in the immediate area. Whale sharks, the largest of all fish, can reach 50 feet in length. 

Pregnant sand tiger sharks swim up to the warmer Agulhas waters from colder climes. Inside each female, a shocking case of preemptive survival of the fittest is taking place — her two largest unborn pups slowly eat their smaller siblings, a rare form of in utero cannibalism. 

The waters along the western coast attract a different set: basking sharks, 30-foot-long toothless hunters that filter plankton through sieves in their gills, and the most powerful predatory shark of all, the great white. They gather there for the Benguela up-welling, where cold water rising from the depths brings plentiful minerals and nutrients. The great white, with its torpedo shape, mighty jaws and awesome muscle power, is a terror to the area’s fur seals. 
Other species seen in “Sharkland” include the short fin mako shark, the cheetah of the sea, which accelerates faster than a sports car and can reach 35 miles per hour. The blue shark, meanwhile, is the bloodhound of the sea. Its amazingly acute sense of smell can detect one drop of blood per 25 million drops of water, which helps it hunt in the inky depths a mile below the ocean surface.

The biggest gathering of jaws in these waters comes once a year. Each June, millions upon millions of sardines follow a current of cold water northward along South Africa’s eastern coast. They are a beacon for marine predators — blacktip, dusky and copper sharks, dolphins, fur seals and gannets from the air — that all take part in a frenzied sardine feast. But none of them can compete with the gaping mouth of the Bryde’s whale. Attracted to the area by dolphins’ clicks and whistles, it shoots for the surface, scooping as many sardines as it can.   

Now in its 25th-anniversary season, NATURE has won nearly 400 honors from the television industry, parent groups, the international wildlife film community, parent groups and environmental organizations, including eight Emmys, two Peabodys and the first award given to a television program by the Sierra Club. 
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■ To celebrate the series’ 25th anniversary, NATURE online (pbs.org/nature) has launched a redesigned and expanded Web site, including such new features as a weekly video podcast and newsletter, streaming video clips, an RSS feed, user bulletin boards and polls, new teacher lesson plans, photo slideshows and more.


