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Introduction

This world that we call Earth is a water planet. Seven-tenths of the surface is covered in a vast, deep ocean. More than 90 per cent of the Earth’s biosphere – the space where life dwells – is ocean. So, what better way to travel around the world than by following the animals that roam the coasts and open seas, into the greatest depths? That’s more or less what I’ve been doing throughout my time as a marine biologist, a diver and an oceanographer in a quite literal sense: I write about the ocean (the word oceanography derives from ancient Greek words meaning ocean and writing). The very first time I jumped in with an air tank fixed to my back and saw a single, small, unassuming silvery fish right in front of me, my perspective on the world suddenly shifted. Since then, I’ve followed any fish I can find and a myriad of their aquatic companions, driven by an urge to know more about them, to find ways of protecting them from human-caused harm, and simply to watch them going about their liquid lives.

The ocean is full of wonders and surprises. All through this enormous, three-dimensional realm, organisms have taken on colours, shapes and behaviours that we just don’t see here on land. The ocean has much to tell us about our biodiverse planet and how it thrives in many ways far beyond our own experiences as earth-walking, air-breathing mammals. There’s a kaleidoscope of life waiting to be explored.

Selecting just 80 species for this aquatic tour of our planet was not an easy task. There are hundreds of thousands of known ocean-going animals to pick from, and many that I’m incredibly fond of. I could easily have filled the book just with species that scientists discovered in the ocean while I was writing it. Instead, I’ve done my best to curate a collection of animals that embody my ideas of what ocean life is really like. I want to show you the strange, hidden and beguiling things that go on beneath the waves, and occasionally above and beyond them, and even introduce some life forms that you might never have heard about. I also want to show you some of the more surprising aspects of well-known species, and to reflect on how scientists are constantly learning more about the living ocean’s inner workings and how everything fits together.

All the animals in this book share a common habit of living in saltwater. Many of them we can legitimately call fish because they all belong to the same sprawling branches of the evolutionary tree; they have backbones and fins, most of them breathe water through gills and a lot of them have bodies covered in scales. They’re joined by all sorts of animals that at one time or another people have called fish – a catch-all term for things that live in the sea, from whales and dolphins to jellyfish, starfish and cuttlefish.

I present them to you as occupants of a set of ocean basins: the Pacific, Indian and Atlantic Oceans, and the Mediterranean and polar seas. In reality, these are not separate spaces set apart by physical boundaries, but rather components of an interconnected global ocean that’s mixed by restless currents and great underwater rivers. It takes a water molecule a thousand years on average to circumnavigate the entire globe. Many of the animals you’re about to meet go on their own global journeys, migrating thousands of miles between breeding and feeding grounds, to find the resources and conditions they need to survive. To those I have allocated an ocean with which they are most strongly associated and in which they spend most time. Others stay put and can be seen only in particular places.

In this book, I’ve brought together animals that also reflect how human cultures have always been connected to ocean life in enduring and often unexpected ways. This is a part of our world that humans can still visit only briefly. Mostly, we stand at the edges of the sea and gaze over the waves, pondering and dreaming about what lies below. We catch glimpses of animals that live between the tides and others whose remains wash up on the drift line. Everything else lies hidden out of sight and out of mind, yet there are critical links between ocean life and our lives on land.

The ocean has fed people for millennia. Remains of 23,000-year-old fishhooks and piles of preserved fish bones dating back 42,000 years provide the oldest known evidence that humans were not only eating seafood easily gleaned along shorelines but also fishing far from shore, catching pelagic fish such as tuna. As well as extracting food, people have explored the ocean, discovered all manner of aquatic products and materials, and found for them great use and value. The seas have provided endless unique and strange substances, from shark fins and fake unicorn horns to silk woven from the golden threads of seashells and wave-worn lumps of sperm-whale poo.

Right now, people are increasingly looking to the ocean and ocean life for new ideas to solve human problems. Glowing jellyfish have revolutionized the way scientists study genes, cells, bodies and diseases. Deadly seashells produce a mind-numbing array of powerful chemicals that are tweaked and tamed to make new medicines. Engineers are seeking inspiration for the next generations of materials among animals that thrive in extreme conditions in the ocean’s greatest depths.

As scientists find out ever more about the ocean and what lives there, it’s also becoming increasingly clear that all life on Earth depends on a healthy ocean. The ocean provides countless critical but unseen services. Half the oxygen we breathe comes from plankton and algae in the surface seas that are fed by the deep ocean and nutrients sweeping up from below. The ocean plays a huge role in the global climate, soaking up vast quantities of heat and carbon and making the planet habitable. But all of that, and so much more in the ocean, is at risk.

There is a long history of people treating the ocean as if it were an infinite store cupboard. At the same time, the ocean is seen as a bottomless repository that will swallow all of humanity’s unwanted waste. Now we know that neither is true. So many human impacts mingle in the ocean: industrial fishing, the flood of plastics and other persistent pollutants, habitats destroyed thoughtlessly or on purpose, and the problems of warming, rising, stormier seas.

The hopeful news is that gradually more people are shifting their mindset and realizing that the ocean is not too big to break. We must do whatever we can to make it as healthy, intact and diverse as possible, and we have better ideas than ever about how to do that. There is no single solution that will save the ocean, no silver bullet that will work everywhere. Ultimately, it will come down to people grasping the reality that the ocean is finite, precious and irreplaceable, and taking all sorts of action around the world. A crucial part of that is simply to know more, to be interested and to care more about ocean life, and that is how I hope this book will help.

Here is my selection of 80 fish and other marine animals, a gathering of envoys from the ocean that have their own stories to tell of life underwater and why the ocean matters. I hope you enjoy getting to know them.
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