Lit Lagoon
by

Eyes Right

Las Croabas, Puerto Rico – It is sometimes remarked that “Mother Nature has a sense of humor.”  The platypus often comes to mind when hearing this phrase.  This rather strange mammal, found in Australia and Tasmania, seems to be a combination of beaver and duck.  It has venom on his hind feet (like a reptile), lays eggs (like a fowl), but lactates just as other mammals.  Go figure. 

It was this collection of thoughts going through my mind as I paddled in the back of a double ocean kayak away from the pier here in this small fishing village on the northeastern corner of Puerto Rico about an hour after sunset.  My wife was the paddler in the front, and we were headed toward a narrow canal surrounded by mangrove forests.  We were in a procession of perhaps 20 similar kayaks led by our tour leader. Each kayak had a luminous green ring on the front and back so that we could follow the boat ahead in the dark confines of the mangrove forest.  
The canal was narrow, ranging from perhaps 15 to 20 yards across, as it twisted through the mangroves.  Several times we had to stop as kayaks in front of us with novice paddlers had become entangled in the mangroves.  What were we getting into??

Our goal was a large salt water lagoon which is surrounded by the mainland of Puerto Rico on the west and a narrow split of hills separating it on the east from the Atlantic.  We had paid $45 each to be able to visit the lagoon because it is the home of some of the more spectacular bioluminescence in the world.  The moon was in a waning quarter stage, so the sky was perfectly dark to allow optimum viewing.  After nearly 45 minutes in the mangroves we entered into the bay.  Already we were noticing the magnificent sparkle in the lagoon as our paddles moved the water next to our kayaks.
Once in the lagoon, all kayaks rendezvoused with our leader who gave a brief history of the lagoon and an explanation of the phenomenon surrounding us.  Then we were given 30 minutes to enjoy the light show on our own anywhere in the lagoon.

There are scores of animals which produce bioluminescence.  Fireflies (or lightning bugs) come immediately to mind.  In the ocean there are countless varieties of fish which use bioluminescence to attract mates, attract prey, camouflage themselves, or to repel and confuse predators.  In Las Croabas Lagoon, the source of the bioluminescence is the dinoflagellate plankton – millions of them.  It is estimated that each gallon of the lagoon water contains somewhere between 500,000 to 700,000 of these plankton.  They become visible by emitting a tiny amount of light which actually twinkles just as a tiny star.  When you dip your hand into the water, it creates a brightly lit path as you move it back and forth.  As you bring your hand out of the lagoon water, the organisms stream off with as if you had a hand full of 4th of July sparklers.  It is a unique, and fascinating, experience.
Apparently all of this attention does not bother the dinoflagellates, as they are busy feeding off of even smaller blue-green algae which thrive in the salty water of the lagoon.

As we re-grouped for our paddle back through the mangroves, the bioluminescence gradually decreased and we were soon in total darkness.  Occasionally our tour leader would shine her flashlight into the mangroves to show us that we were not alone.  Large iguanas were staring at us, and, I assure you, it makes for a rather disconcerting sight!  I suspect, that on behalf of Mother Nature, they were indeed laughing at us.  
I thought you might like to know.
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