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SUMMER IN A NUTSHELL 
It seems like with every newsletter comes the 
statement that this has been the best season but I 
think every year has its own special moments that 
stand out.  I’m sure 2013 will seem like the best 
year too! 
 
The 2012 season marked our 29th year of cetacean 
research in the south eastern portion of the Bay of 
Fundy.  It was indeed our best year as far as 
individual humpback whales are concerned and the 
number of species documented in the Bay but 
there was a down side as well.  Calving numbers for 
the Northern Right Whale were at the lowest since 
2001 when there was only one calf born to the 
entire population.  In 2012, there were 6 
documented right whale calves.  Sightings of this 
species by our research team were minimal.  There 
were species in the Bay of Fundy that should not 
have been here such as a Bowhead whale as 
sighted by our colleagues at New England 
Aquarium and also the Orca that we sighted on 
previous occasions made a return to the Bay of 
Fundy.  We also documented our first occurrence 

of Common Dolphins in the Bay of Fundy.  Other 
species sighted were Fin whales, minke whales, sei 
whales, sperm whales, Atlantic white sided 
dolphins, Atlantic white beaked dolphins and 
harbor porpoises. 
 
During the 2012 season, we documented 184 
individual humpback whales, with 17 of those 
being calves.  There are still unknown individuals 
that have yet to be identified.  All data collected 
including photographs are shared with other 
research organizations such as Provincetown 
Center for Coastal Studies, Allied Whale and New 
England Aquarium.  This data contributes to 
ongoing migration and population studies,  
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ADOPTION UPDATES 
 
Arch was not sighted in 2012. 
 
Baton returned to the Bay of Fundy on July 11, 2012. He 
was sighted alone at that time but in further sightings, 
he was accompanied by Mica and Lagoon.  Our final 
sighting of Baton was on August 18 when he was 
surface feeding with Shuttle and Mocha.  He was using 
his unique technique of creating bubble clouds.  He 
slashed his tail back and forth three times, circles his 
prey and then slashed his tail two more times.  He 
creates his bubble cloud which concentrates the herring 
and then he lunges up through.  Shuttle and Mocha also 
used his cloud and we call this coordinated lunge 
feeding. 

 
Crevasse was not sighted in 2012. 
 
Doublet returned to the Bay of Fundy on August 24, 
2012.  We were very excited to see him as we have not 
sighted him since 2008!  We saw him again on October 
3, 2012 across the Bay near Grand Manan. 
 
Flash made her first appearance in the Bay of Fundy on 
July 9, 2012 and she was accompanied by her eighth 
calf! The calf proved to be entertaining with close 
approaches to our boat as well as displays of acrobatics 
such as breaching, tail breaching and tail lobbing.  She 
was seen throughout the season, up until August 17, 
2012. 
 
Flyer was not seen in 2012. 
 
Foggy, one of our favourites was only sighted on one 
occasion.  She returned to the Bay of Fundy on June 17, 
2012 and she was accompanied by her fifth calf!  We 
are not sure what became of her for the rest of the 
season but we are confident with her track record that 
she will be back in the Bay of Fundy in 2013. 

Mr. Burns (Ibex) was sighted twice during the 2012 
season.  The first sighting was on June 10, 2012 and he 
was sighted about 15 miles northwest of Brier Island.  
He was sighted again a little closer to the island on 
September 13, 2012.   
 
Peajack arrived in the Bay of Fundy on July 10, 2012 
with a surprise for us, her very first calf!  Peajack is one 
of our researchers’ favourites as she tends to approach 
the boat. She and her calf were sighted regularly 
throughout the season up until September 14, 2012.  
She had a number of escorts, including; Triomphe, 
Magpie, Grommet, Pawprint and Badge.   
 
Peedee was not sighted in 2012. 
 
Rooftop appeared in the Bay on July 2, 2012, 
coincidently, the same date as last year!  She was 
sighted on numerous occasions in the month of July, 
the last being on July 21, 2012.    
 
Shuttle was sighted on July 13, 2012 on Moore’s Ledge 
with an adult male named Orion.  She was also sighted 
on August 17 and August 18, 2012.  During her last 
sighting, she was surface feeding with Baton and 
Mocha. 
 
Sockeye, our latest addition to the list was first sighted 
across the Bay on June 10, 2012.  At that time he was 
more interested in the food that was present than our 
boat.  On June 29, we sighted him again and he then 
showed some curiosity toward us, closely approaching 
the boat and flipper slapping, even scooping the water 
to get our passengers wet, a feat  he is well known for 
doing. We saw him throughout July, up until the 28th, 
when he was accompanied by Shark and Lace. 
 

Tab was sighted in the Bay of Fundy on July 10 and 13 
and then not again until September 17, 2012. 

 
To support our research by adopting a Fundy 

humpback whale, please visit our website: 
 

http://www.brierislandwhalewatch.com/adoption.htm 



2012 Humpback Sightings 
 
Agassiz 
Alaska* 
Apostrophe 
Atlas* 
Badge 
Badminton* 
Baton 
Bayou* 
BIWSC 1106 
Blanco 
Bounce* 
Breakers 
Buckle 
Bungee 
Bungee 2012 calf 
Cacophony 
Calanus 
Chablis 
Champagne 
Champagne 2012 calf 
Chorni 
Chorni 2012 calf 
Chromosome 
Churchill 
Circlet 
Cirrus 
Clipper 
Cloud 
Cluster 
Colorado 
Colorado 2012 calf 
Cornucopia 
Cowlick 
Cutlery* 
Doublet 
Downsweep 
Drawbridge 
Drillbit 
Droplet* 
Egreque 
Fenway* 
Filigree 
Filigree 2012 calf 
Flame 
Flamingo 
Flash 

Flash 2012 calf 
Flute* 
Foggy 
Foggy 2012 calf 
Frost 
Froth 
Froth 2012 calf 
Fundy 
Galapagos 
Garden 
Gemini 
Godzilla 
Gondolier 
Gremlin 
Greyhound 
Grommet 
Gymnast 
Handstand 
Hat Trick 
Haze 
Haze 2012 calf 
Highlighter 
Iron 
Isosceles* 
Istar 
Jawa 
Jib 
Jigger 
Jurassic 
Kalimba 
Keyhole 
Kilter 
Lace 
Lacey 
Lacuna 
Lagoon 
Leukos 
Littlespot 
Luna 
Magpie 
Mahjong 
Mallard 
Mets 
Mica 
Mocha 
Monarch 

Motley 
Mouse* 
Mouse 2012 calf 
Mr. Burns 
NAHWC 0034 
NAHWC 0034 2012 calf 
NAHWC 0985 
NAHWC 8173 
NAHWC 8324 
New Moon 
Operands 
Orion 
Paravane 
Partition 
Patches 
Patchwork 
Pawprint 
Peace 
Peajack 
Peajack 2012 calf 
Percent 
Perch* 
Photon 
Photon 2011 calf 
Pierce 
Pierce 2012 calf 
Pinpoint 
Pipette* 
Puppet 
Quarternote 
Quill 
Quixote 
Quote 
Radar 
Raindrop 
Raindrop 2012 calf 
Relampago* 
Rhino 
Rooftop 
Rope 
Sabot 
Scarp 
Scoop 
Scream 
Scythe 
Sedge 

Shark 
Shot Put 
Shuttle 
Sickle 
Sigma 
Skua* 
Slingshot 
Slumber 
Sockeye 
Solo 
Southpaw 
Squalus 
Squiggle 
Stanchions 
Stellar 
Stonewall 
Streetlight 
Sunburst 
Sundog 
Sutures 
Tab 
Teo 
Teo 2012 calf 
Tether 
Three Dots 
Tines 
Tornado 
Tornado 2012 calf 
Touchdown 
Triangle 
Triomphe 
Trowel 
Tumbleweed* 
Tusk 
Vader* 
Vector 
Vector 2012 calf 
Vee 
Vibes 
Victim 2011 calf 
Waterspout 
Whistler 
Willow 
Wish 
Yoo Hoo* 
 

 
 
 

* Indicates first sighting by Brier Island Whale and Seabird Cruises’ Research Division  



HIGHLIGHTS OF 2012 
The Zodiac kicked off the whale watch season on 
May 12, 2012 but unfortunately no whales were 
sighted.  But this didn’t deter Captain Jamie and he 
set off again on May 14th  and did see minke 
whales.  This species is usually the first to arrive in 
the Bay of Fundy, followed by Fin whales.  On May 
18th, the first humpback of the season was spotted.   
On May 20th, all three species were present on 
North West Ledge where there was an abundance 
of krill and herring.  All were lunge feeding at the 
surface. 

Humpback whale surface feeding next to the Zodiac 
 

The Zodiac continued to have good sightings for 
the remainder of May and also in June.  
Humpbacks identified from that vessel were: 
Mallard, Puppet, Skua, Champagne and her 2012 
calf. 
 
The Mega Nova commenced operations on June 
10th by conducting a Research Cruise to well known 
cetacean feeding areas.  That cruise began at 5:14 
AM and covered a distance of almost 160 km.   On 
that cruise we recorded 62 individual humpback 
whales, 10 fin whales, 4 minke whales, Atlantic 
White Sided Dolphins and Harbor Porpoises.  Some 
of the individual humpbacks we sighted that day 
were; Kalimba, Littlespot, Luna, Cacophony, 
Sutures, Vader, Shot Put, Pinpoint, Alaska, Mr. 
Burns, Vector and calf, Raindrop and calf and many 
more! 
 
On June 11th, the zodiac headed to an area called 
the rip which is a ledge area about 6 miles west of 
Brier Island.  It is here that the whales will gather 
because of upwelling, which bring nutrients to the 
surface layer, feeding phytoplankton which then 

nourishes zooplankton, becoming food for small 
schooling fish.  This in turn is food for the whales, 
dolphins, porpoises and seabirds.  As a result these 
ledge areas become prime locations to look for 
whales.  Humpback and fin whales were actively 
feeding on their prey.  Humpback whales sighted 
on that day included Cluster, Sickle, Badminton, 
Flute, Operands and Vader.  Vader was sighted the 
previous day about 15 miles north of this location. 
 
The Mega Nova took its first passengers of 2012 on 
June 14, 2012. The cruise was quite successful with 
sightings of minke whales, fin whales and 
humpback whales.  There were new humpbacks 
identified for 2012 and they were; Stonewall, 
±ƛŎǘƛƳΩǎ нлмм ŎŀƭŦ, Squiggle, Sundog and Three 
Dots. 
 
More humpback whales were arriving everyday 
and we were very excited on June 17th to see Foggy 
and her fifth calf.  She is quite special to us as we 
have watched Foggy herself grow into adult from 
when she was brought here as a calf by her 
mother, Bermuda in 1987. 
 
In the following days, we continued out to the rip 
but we were finding that the sightings were 
dwindling.  From past experiences, we knew where 
they were and on June 22nd, we went 15 miles 
northwest of Brier Island and were delighted that 
our hunch was correct.  Here we sighted Pierce and 
her first calf.  Pierce is well known to us at Brier 
Island as she also is a very friendly individual and at 
times has joined up with Peajack to investigate our 
boat and its occupants. 
 
We continued to travel across the Bay to see 
whales and were able to document many new 
individuals including Haze and her seventh calf, 
Calanus, Sunburst, Luna, Cirrus, Tornado and calf, 
and there were whales that we were unable to 
identify at the time.   
 
On June 28th, we ventured to a different area to 
search for whales.  We headed southwest of Brier 
Island and we saw one whale, a Sei whale.  This 
species is not a fish feeder but prey on copepods, 
the same food as the right whales eat.  It was a 



very clear day, and we were surprised not to see 
more cetaceans in that area. 
The next day, we set off back to the area that was 
15 miles northwest of Brier Island, where we had 
been seeing the majority of the whales.  They 
usually concentrate there prior to moving closer to 
Brier Island.  We were so pleased to find Sockeye, 
who is renowned for approaching boats and seems 
to perform for them.  He is known for flipper 
slapping so close that it sends streams of water 
onto the boat, sometimes getting the passengers 
wet much to their delight.  Sockeye is named after 
a sockeye salmon because his lower jaw protrudes, 
resembling that of the salmon.   

{ƻŎƪŜȅŜΩǎ ǇǊƻǘǊǳŘƛƴƎ ƭƻǿŜǊ Ƨŀǿ 

 
More humpbacks continued to arrive daily and we 
were seeing different individuals each day.  The 
month of July started with a close approach to the 
boat by Jawa, an adult male.  On July 8th, we 
watched two North Atlantic Right whales, deemed 
the rarest large whale in the world.  They are an 
easy species to identify because of the “V” shaped 
spout and the absence of a dorsal fin.  Individuals 
of this species can be identified by a callosity 
pattern on their head which is unique to each 
individual.  Photographs of the pair were obtained 
and submitted to New England Aquarium who has 
been researching Right whales since 1980.  Monica 
Zani identified one of them as # 3770, a 5 year old 
and she has yet to match the juvenile.   

July was an eventful month with lots of activity and 
an abundance of whales, dolphins and porpoises.  
It was already looking like this season was going to 
be the best that we had ever had!  On July 10th, we 
were pleased to see Peajack return to the Bay of 
Fundy and with her was her very first calf!  Peajack 
is a favourite here at Brier Island as she is an 
individual that tends to approach boats.  Another 
whale that we see quite often in the Bay of Fundy 
is Chorni, the 1997 calf of Clipper and she also 
arrived with her first calf.  It’s amazing how we can 
now trace these whales’ maternal lines, creating a 
family tree.  
 
The month of August brought more humpback 
whales into the Bay as well as fin whales.  Fin 
whales are the largest species of cetacean that we 
see here in the Bay of Fundy and are the second 
largest whale in the world.  They are called the 
“Greyhound of the Sea” because of their ability to 
travel at high speeds.  Because of this ability, they 
were able to avoid whaling ships prior to the 
invention of the steam engine when they could go 
a bit faster.   

Common dolphins riding the bow pressure wave 
 of the Mega Nova 

 
On August 16th, we had another surprise in the Bay 
was, when we spotted a large pod of dolphins.  It 
was a mixed pod of Atlantic White Sided Dolphins 
and Common Dolphins, the first time we have 
documented Common Dolphins in the Bay of 
Fundy.   Common Dolphins are usually found where 
surface water temperatures are 10 to 28 degrees 
Celsius.  Water Temperature in the Bay of Fundy 
was warmer this past summer and we saw other 
phenomenon that is typically not sighted here, 
such as Leatherback Turtles, large schools of 



Bluefin tuna, ocean sunfish and   basking sharks.   
The presence of these species indicates warmer 
temperatures of our climate, the reality of global 
warming. 

 
On August 20th, we watched as Gremlin, an adult 
male, breached for us the entire time that we were 
with him.  There was some food present which 
would indicate that maybe he was trying to 
concentrate the herring for feeding.   Our presence 
didn’t deter him at all, as he breached without a 
pause and was still breaching as we left.   
Baton, an individual we have been seeing here in 
the Bay of Fundy since 1985 demonstrated his 
unique technique of creating bubble clouds to 
concentrate prey.  He first circles the fish and then 
slashes his tail back and forth three times.  He 
circles again and does the same with his tail but 
with more force.  This creates a green bubble cloud 
that scares the herring into concentrated schools, 
giving the whale more food at one time.  He then 
emerges through the resulting bubble cloud, with 
mouth agape, feasting on his prey.   

Baton creating a bubble cloud using his unique method 

Another individual who breached continuously was 
an adult male named Egreque.  He is named this 
because on his fluke he has the letter “Y” and his 
name is French for this letter.  It was quite thick fog 
and usually we listen for the whales’ spout in order 
to locate them.  We were watching Triangle and we 
heard some loud splashing which indicated to us 
that a whale was breaching.   
 
All of the 79 species of cetaceans are divided into 
two groups, they are either odonticetes (Toothed) 
or Mysticetes (Baleen) One of the differences 
between baleen whales and the toothed is their 
social structures.  Toothed whales travel in large, 
organized permanent groups, called pods.  Baleen 
whales, however, are solitary by nature and if they 
do group together, it is only temporary.  This is 
called an aggregation, a gathering around a 
common source and in the Bay of Fundy that 
common source is food. On one particular day we 
witnessed one of the largest groups recorded in the 
Bay of Fundy.  There were 13 humpbacks in that 
group and they stayed together for about a half an 
hour.  They were oblivious to our presence and 
continued travelling slowly southwest.  We were 
able to identify the entire group of whales.  In that 
group were; Lagoon, Pawprint, Magpie, Mets, 
Badge, Frost, Photon, Touchdown, Quarternote, 
Peajack and calf, Stellar and Scarp.  It is not often 
we see a group so large but when we do we count 
ourselves lucky. 
 
The month of August ended with many sightings of 
individual humpback whales.  Identified were; 
Baton, Shuttle, Istar, Rope, Greyhound, Frost, 
Badge, Maelstrom, Tether, Magpie, Triangle, 
Egreque and many, many more! 
 
Other species were present in August as well.  On 
two occasions, we documented right whales in the 
Bay of Fundy.  On one of those occasions, one was 
in Grand Passage next to the salmon fish farm.  We 
avoided that whale so it could make its way from 
the nets and not become entangled.  
Entanglements are one of the biggest threats to 
whales today and 87% of the right whale 
population have scarring from past entanglements 
or from boat collisions.  
 



September, our last full month of whale watching, 
brought more surprises to the Bay.  One of those 
surprises was the appearance of a single male orca.  
As it turns out, it was the same individual that we 
saw in 2008 and 2010.  We are currently studying 
photographs from 1999 to determine if he was part 
of a small pod that was here at that time.   

 2010                                                2012 

 
Also in September, we saw Apostrophe, an adult 
female, who had been tagged by our colleagues at 
Provincetown Center for Coastal Studies to track 
her travels throughout the Gulf of Maine.  There 
were several individual humpbacks involved and as 
one drew closer to our area, we were notified to 
watch for the whale and obtain photographs.  
Apostrophe had shed her tag but before she did, 
PCCS gained some useful information of where she 
had been throughout the season.  (See article:  
Satellite Tagging in the Gulf) 

Apostrophe with a small scar in her flank  
where the satellite tag had been 

 
Our last whale watch cruise of the season was on 
September 30th.  We knew the season was coming 
to a close as the whales had started to leave the 
area.  The weather did not cooperate with us that 

day, with heavy rain and fog but we did manage to 
find a fin whale! 
 
Our last research cruise on October 3rd was very 
successful.  We travelled across the Bay to an area 
where humpback whales had been reported.  We 
recorded fin whales, minke whales and 5 different 
humpback whales.  We documented 4 individuals 
that hadn’t been sighted yet this season. One of 
those individuals, Drawbridge, we hadn’t seen 
since 2003!  This whale had a tendency to 
accompany Mr. Burns (Ibex) on a regular basis.  So 
much, that we dubbed him locally as “Smithers” 
until we found out his proper name.  Other 
humpbacks sighted that day were; Percent, 
Doublet, NAHWC 8173, and Squalus.  
 
 
ENTANGLEMENT UPDATE 2012 
 
Entanglements in fishing gear as well as ship strikes 
continue to be the greatest threat to large whales 
today.  In fact, over 65% of humpback whales and 
87% of right whales have scarring as a result of 
such incidents.  Every year in the Gulf of Maine, 
disentanglement teams engage in operations in 
attempt to disentangle large whales. 
 
Here are a few of those incidents pertaining to the 
Bay of Fundy. 
 
× Right whale # 3821 was fisrt reported on 

January 7, 2012 in Cape Cod Bay by an aerial 
survey team.  The team from PCCS responded 
and successfully disentangled this young whale 

 
× Right Whale # 1719 was first reported on 

January 19, 2012 off the coast of Georgia.  
Remains entangled. 

 
× Basmati, an adult female humpback was 

reported on May 18, 2012.  She was not sighted 
again until June 1 and was then successfully 
disentangled. 

 
× Sabot, an adult female who is frequently 

sighted in the Bay of Fundy was reported as 
being entangled on June 18, 2012.  She was 
disentangled by PCCS.  She was sighted in the 



Bay of Fundy on August 19th and she was gear 
free. 

 
× Tornado’s 2012 calf was reported as being 

entangled on October 23, 2012.  The pair was 
located on Jeffrey’s Ledge off the coast of 
Maine.  They were located again on October 27, 
2012 by aerial survey and able to direct the 
surface team to successfully disentangle the 
calf. 

 

There were two humpback whales that were 
entangled in fishing gear in 2011 and 
unfortunately, EKG and Clutter have not been 
sighted again. 
 
RIGHT WHALE NEWS 2012 ς 2013 
 
The North Atlantic Right Whale is still by far the 
rarest large whale in the world, with numbers 
between 400-450.  We normally do not see this 
species that frequently, as the Grand Manan Basin 
where they congregate, is about 25 miles from 
Brier Island, much too far for a regular whale 
watch. 
 
During the 2012 season, we documented 5 
different sightings of individual right whales.  This 
was the first year that we did not see any mother 
and calf pairs.  In the 2012 season there were only 
7 calves born to that entire population, however 
one of those calves died.  This calving season, 2013, 
we have reports of 16 calves from the right whale 
calving ground which is off the coast of Florida and 
Georgia.  Researchers have estimated that the 
population has been increasing by 2% per year.  
Though not a large number and not out of danger 
yet, this still is a great improvement!   
 
One of the biggest stories of the whale world was 
that of Wart, who gave birth to her calf in Cape Cod 
Bay.  Usually Right whales calve in the warmer 
waters off Georgia and Florida.  Water 
temperatures were higher than normal.  What 
makes this even more unusual is that Wart had 
previously been disentangled and studies have 
shown, that whales that have been through such a 
traumatic event, show to have a reduced 
reproductive rate throughout their lives.  But Wart 
wasn’t alone in this   achievement.  Two more right 

whales who had been entangled previously gave 
birth as well!   

 
We will be looking forward to seeing these whales 
in the upcoming season.  Maybe we’ll get to meet 
Wart and her calf! 
 
BIRDS OF FUNDY 
 
On our whale watch cruise, we ask if anyone is 
interested in the seabirds and the response is 
usually nonexistent because people want to see 
whales.  We further explain that these birds are 
only seen on a boat because they spend their 
entire lives at sea, only going to land to nest once a 
year.  These birds are migratory so they do not nest 
on Brier Island or anywhere near but some fly as 
far as the Antarctic to nest, which is amazing in 
itself.  When our passengers realize how interesting 
some of these birds are, they take notice.  There’s 
nothing more exhilarating than watching a 
Northern Gannet plummet 100 ft into the water to 
catch their prey. 

Leucistic Great Shearwater 

 



Typically, in the course of the season, we’ll see the 
usual Great and Sooty Shearwaters, Wilson’s Storm 
Petrels, Atlantic Puffins, Northern Fulmars, 
Northern Gannets, Red Phalaropes and Red Necked 
Phalaropes.  But we always see something out of 
the ordinary.  This season, for the first time in 29 
years of research and whale watching, we saw our 
first Cory’s Shearwater which is usually sighted far 
out in the Atlantic Ocean.  We also captured on 
film, an oddly coloured Shearwater, as seen in 
above photo.  We guessed that it was a Great 
Shearwater from the size of the bird and the cap on 
its head.  Scott Landry, of PCCS, identified the bird 
as a leucistic Great Shearwater, a very rare 
occurrence. 
 
SATELLITE TAGGING OF HUMPBACK WHALES IN 
THE GULF OF MAINE 
 
One of the biggest mysteries of the great whales is 
their migration patterns and it wasn’t until photo 
identification that some species’ journeys were 
discovered.  Because of photo identification, we 
know that humpbacks travel between high latitude 
feeding areas and low latitude breeding and calving 
grounds each year.  We also know that these 
whales are site tenacious and will return to the 
same feeding ground every year.  But what about 
their travels within the feeding grounds? And do 
they stray from their traditional area?  Our 
colleagues at Provincetown Center for Coastal 
Studies (Through a permit from NOAA) began using 
satellite tags to monitor such activity in 2011 and 
continued that research in 2012.  The first year, the 
whales that were tagged did not venture far from 
the New England coast.  In 2012, there were 2 
humpbacks that journeyed off our coast and 2 
others travelled as far north as Newfoundland. 
 
“Satellite-monitored radio tags have yielded 
important information for the conservation and 
management of large whales.  Tags provide far 
greater detail on large whale movements and 
habitat use than more traditional studies, and past 
tagging projects have revealed the existence of 
entirely unknown whale habitats.  It is not 
uncommon for tags to stop transmitting within 
days to month of deployment, and follow up 
studies on the individuals have been limited.”  One 

such individual was Apostrophe, who was tagged 
earlier in the season and the tag stopped 
transmitting on July 31st.  The track line indicated 
that she was headed our way and on September 
21st, we saw her off the coast of Brier Island.  We 
photographed the tag site and submitted those to 
PCCS for further studies. 

 
An interesting track line was that of Mirror and 
Midnight, both travelling further north. 

 
(Used with permission from PCCS) 



WHALES HAVE A SENSORY ORGAN UNLIKE 

ANYTHING EVER SEEN by Robert Gonzalez 

It’s possible that whales can sense things that no 
other living creatures can. Scientists have 
discovered a grapefruit-sized mass of vessels and 
nervous tissues located in the whales’ chins, and 
they believe it’s an entirely new kind of sensory 
organ.  It’s possible the organ is what allows these 
massive creatures to eat using a lightning-fast 
mouth movement called “lunge feeding.” 
 
Animals as large as baleen whales obviously need 
plenty of food to survive.  To acquire that food, 
they rely on their uncommonly large mouths and a 
technique known as lunge feeding.  When lunge 
feeding, a hungry whale will accelerate to great 
speeds and open its mouth wide, allowing its 
pleated throat to expand like a parachute while 
taking in a giant gulp of water.  The mouth then 
swings shut, and the whale begins the process of 
straining its prey through the filter-like “mouth 
hairs” known as baleen.  Fish, krill, and various 
other sea creatures are caught in the baleen, and 

the water is expelled.  A team of researchers 
describes the discovery of an unknown sensory 
organ, located in the chin of rorqual whales, that 
they believe is responsible for coordinating that 
behaviour.  The organ rests inside the whale’s chin, 
in the gap between the whale’s jaws.  The structure 
is pinched by the jaws and compresses through the 
course of the lunge.  The organ also sits atop a 
stem of fibrous cartilage that connects to the 
whale’s pouch.  All this is wired up to the whale’s 
sensory nervous system.  The result is a well placed 
sensory organ to help control both the flexible, 
blubbery tissue of the whale’s throat, and the bony 
tissue of the jaws. 
 
What’s really interesting about this find is that the 
organ appears to be missing from smaller whales.  
“Because the physical features required to carry 
out lunge feeding evolved before the extremely 
large body sizes observed in today’s rorquals, it’s 
likely this sensory organ and its role in coordinating 
successful lunging is responsible for rorquals 
claiming the largest mammals on earth status.
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