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Swimming with the Dolphins

	This bucket list item appeared when I was young, growing up in the era of television and movies like Flipper and Free Willy.  Marine life has fascinated me, making interaction look so natural and accessible. 
During a vacation to Puerta Vallarta in 2013, my husband, Don, and I agreed on an excursion to swim with the dolphins at a nearby Vallarta Adventures location.  Apprehension filled my mind, wondering how safe it was to interact with the mammals. Would it be enjoyable?  It was expensive, so would we regret the activity?
After arriving at the facility, instructors guided us to be seated on the bleachers so they could explain everything that was going to happen.  They also alerted us that photographers would take both video and still shots during the adventure.  We would then have the option to purchase after the session.
Instructors took groups of four participants to a specific part of the pool.  As we approached the pool and slowly entered the water, our instructor, Janice, told us that Henry, the dolphin to be a part of our adventure, would be swimming over to us.  Henry quickly joined us.
Janice said, “Each of you can pet Henry.  Feel how soft and smooth his skin is.”
After rubbing Henry repeatedly on his head, I replied, “It feels silky.”
She explained how a dolphin’s skin feels rubbery and has no hair or sweat glands.  The outer layer of skin, the epidermis, is 15-20 times thicker than that of a human.
She had us lean over as if we were kissing Henry.  Henry then swam up to each of us and gave us a nudge, like a kiss on the cheek.  It was a great photo opportunity.
Janice then had Henry roll over, fins up, and instruct us to take a ride.  “Hold on to his fins as he swims around the pool’s circumference and returns.”  
Don questioned, “Really?  You want me to do that?”
Janice explained that Henry would use his tail flipper for swimming, which he was accustomed to.
The look on Don’s face was priceless.  He thoroughly enjoyed the swim. It was then my turn, and I replied, “the skin on Henry’s underside was just as smooth and sleek as on top.”
Janice explained, “dolphins are insulated by a layer of blubber beneath the skin and are colored in mixtures of gray, white, and black.”
The next part of the show included several dolphins simultaneously swimming around the edge of the pool, building up speed, and then jumping above the water through hoops in the center of the pool.  Janice informed us that dolphins could swim up to eighteen miles per hour in short bursts.
After finishing the fabulous adventure, Janice informed us that the largest dolphin was the orca (killer whale).  I can now check off this item on my bucket list.  Time to tackle one of the other 20 items!
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