. seal, a species hes grown to admire and respect. For me, howeven
- thisis my introduction to leopard seals, and L am thankfui tobe

. ‘af us. While its hard to watch the 1eopard seal kill

| ‘TEXT AND PHOTOGRAPHS BY PAUL NICKLEN

eopard seals have a reputatmn for bemg vicious beasts
That’s how they're portrayed in movies such as Happy
_ Feet and March of the Penguins. As a wildlife photogra-
pher, I set out to prove that these animals are actuaﬂy
S misunderstood predators.
 With this as our mission, my friend Goran Ehlme and I head for
Antarctica, where leopard seals live and hunt penguins. When we
. spot a massive female leopard seal, I quickly launch our Zodlac :
- (aninflatable boat) and set outto get a doser Iook

Almost immediately the seal :m*tiates

" an encounter, swimming over to our 13-foot- long Zodlac )
~ and ducking underneath. She is as long as the boat and threefeet = |8
- wide—massive for her species. While I try to cometotermswith
. her size, she swims off, grabs a chinstrap penguin that was swim- =
- ming out to sea, and comes back with the penguin in her jaws. She_ Cada
starts ramming the bird against the underside of the boat with
suich force that she lifts the bow out of the water. We s1t on the
' pontoons to brace ourselves.
 Goran is comfortable with this level of activity ina ?enpard

safely in the boat and not in the water. After she kills the pengum o
against the hull of the boat, the seal swims to within




'SMACKDOWN

. force the snorkel into my mouth.I pick up
. my underwater camera and slip over the
side of the little rubber dinghy into the
cold 30 F Antarchc water.

ii@gﬁ} ear 3&3 perce

ger %ﬂ”:ﬁ rwater, soas b1g a5
the female leopard seal had Iooked from = °
above, she seems incomprehensibly huge o
underwater, Her head is much larger than
that of a grizzly bear, I remain motionless
on the surface, p}anmng to slowly intro-
duce: my vilnerable self. She immediately |
swims in my direction and, without slowing
down, comes right up to me. She opens her
_huge mouth and lunges at me so that t
.- front of my camera lens is almost at the
- back of her throat, her teeth virtu
quifing my camera and my head. He up
teeth are just inches ahov '
head, and her bottom cani
to the bottom of my chin.
She maintains this pose for a fe

30 DE“CEIM-B-E.R 201 _s._i.!_ J




“Hg _;Mheniggn ttouah her oﬂ‘e ng she
* looks frustrated and blows bubbles :
face, grabs the penguin, and devours
- it. T keep following her around trying
til

down the ﬂeemg pengum.
feéiﬁkgie;h  flashes me a. hok-]

.-for_mbly placesdeadp nguinson
ey head and myuﬂderwater

o _”’CPM%I m gmng stawe to death if. I
 don’t receive hﬁ-,r help. " so hard that water tnckles
s e O in the sides. ' o
L : . Over-the course of our
She ca ;i’tures an@thax‘ lwe o s et o to fesd
. pengum and slowly brmgs * me penguin after penguin,
it OV&T, When she’s just inches away, :."d ; IE:)EEP sélhogtm?hthe_vfwho}e :
she lets it go, and it immediately takes off. di-me'I Ece_ S toe d”“l:
She quickly catches it and eats it right in ,23.’ S DA cantenned tit
 front of me. She then captures anather Tdoverstayed my welcames
...... she seems to have tired of my .
then aftrs ot to mie in this exhaysted presence. uddenly, during one
state. Of course, I do not accept these of our _normal” feeding sessions,
erings but keep photographing, tears she visibly tenses and makes a deep

guttural jackhammer-like sound—
; wellmg e ey ey e ﬁem Crirenil a threat display that I feel reverber-

ate through my entire body. I sense that
she is about to attack, but the moment
- quickly passes. What actually happens is i 5
that another leopard seal has sneaked Up s muariime
- behind me. Her threat display is intended KHOWIHQ
_ toprotect me, and clearly it works. Asifto that | will soon

_ prove her point, as soon as the marauding leave | feel heavyhearted
~ seal turns away, she gives chase, takes that o< 1444 her in the nater one last time, My
seal s penguin, and brings it to me. . relationship with this magnificent seal,so
) 'approachable so tender; and yet so fierce,
is something that will stay with me forever.
I don’t know if she ever quite figures out
who or what I am, or whether some part *
_of her memory retains the experience of
- _my visit. What I do know is that I will never
forget her. Sometimes as I'm falling asleep
- at night I remember this astonishing gift
from the sea, These were indeed the five g
_greatest days of my photographic career. =~

rings me a dead penguin and - '-
oating in front of my mask. She
raws a few feet Bl watches '
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