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Pearls to remember

1t was in [ate 1958, while T was working as an Assistant Research
Officev (Molluscs) at the Madvas Research Centre of CMIFR], that 1 got
an official letter from the Clief Research Officer, CMFRS, Mandapam
Camp, asking wie to proceed o tour to Tuticorin at a very early date. It
was to join Dr. Salvadori, an EA.O. Fishery Scientist who had specialized
iin SCUBA (Self contained underwater breathing appavatus) diving as an
understudy. The pearl oyster fishery off the coast of Tuticorin had becowe
very evratic and for a number of years no fishery was possible due to the
unproductive nature of the pearl oyster beds. Hence the Central
Government requested the Food and Agricultural Organisation at Rowe
to depute a fishery scientist who was well versed in SCUBA diving to
Tuticorin for a few wonths to dive and study the actual status of the
pearl oyster beds and their distribution and also to train personmel for
SCUBA diving. As the pearl oysters in the State was under the jurisdiction
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of the Tamilnadu Fisbew’es, Dr. Salvadori was sent to Tuticorin with
instructions to the Asst. Divector of Fisheries, to ook after his
accommodation and other facilities for carrying out underwater
explovations. The work assigned to wie was to work as an understudy to
him in all his underwater studies. This work involved carrying out
extensive underwater 0iving operations using SCUBA 0iving to study
the distribution pattern of pearl oysters, its density and its populations in
the pearl banks which are mainly located in the Gulf of Mannar off
Tuticorin at about 15-25 kw away) fvom the shore.

Earlier only the ndian Navy had a team of SCUBA divers to carry
out their underwater work. Some of my colleagues persuaded wie not to
get tnvolved in this hazardous and dangevous type of work. 1 was able to
lay wiy hands on a few underwater books and read and understood about
SCUBA 0iving. 1 sew'ous[;g tboug[at about this type of work which was
carried out extensively in different parts of the world, T decided to accept
the offer and take up this challenging assignment. 1immediately proceeded
to Tuticorin and joined theve to carry out this project.

At that time there was only one counterpart from the State
Government. Tn addition to the two of us, Dr. Salvadori vequested the
State Governmient to spare the vegular skin divers working in the
Department also to undergo the SCUBA diving training. All the formalities
were comp{eteb within a few 0ays time and the expert started the
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umderwater diving training wovk for all of us in the open sea. Within a
couple of weeks, all of us learnt SCUBA diving. Diving in the open sea
was a fascinating experience. When T veached the sea bottow to a depth of
about 20 m T found a variety of marine [ife all avound me. The number
of different types of small beautifully coloured fishes all around we and
the number of [ive covals with theiv polyps fully opened surrounded with
numierous fishes was beantiful. With great delight we caught lobsters and
brought thew up. 1was able to photograph the underwater animals with
the latest underwater cameras. 1 felt 1 was altogether in a fascinating
work and enjoyed the experience tremendously. On alternate days we
set sail in the em'{;g morning ano reached the 0iving station fov the 0ay’s
work, usually more than 20 m off the shore. We veturned back after the
diving session invariably between 3 pm and 4 pm. Tnitially two of us
used to dive at one single place and thus we started the survey operations.
After a couple of wonths excperience, we all started diving independently
at different stations. Tn the meanwhile a few wove counterparts from the
State and also from the Centre joined the team and started their training.

Dr. Salvadori's nitial assignwent was for a period of three months, but
before the period was over his assignment was esxtended for a further
period of three months. 1 was also given to understand omﬂy in the
beginning of the assignment itself that after the excpert left Tndia, 1 would
be sent back to Madras. When Dr. Salvadori left Tuticorin after completion
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of his assignment, 1 got an office ovder stating that a new Centre is to be
started at Tuticorin and 1 had been posted as the Officer-in-Charge of
that Centre. This came to me as a rude shock, since 1 was amcious[;g
waiting at that time to go back to Madras. This office order posting me at
Tuticorin continued for a period of over two and a half decades of my life
| This however enabled me to work without mterruption on pem[ oysters

and edible oysters.




