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In memory of my mother,  
Donna Kelly,  
who taught me to float.




Shall I part my hair behind? Do I dare to eat a peach?
 I shall wear white flannel trousers, and walk upon the beach.

—T. S. Eliot, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”






Flotsam: n. 1) Wreckage of a ship or its cargo found floating on the surface of the sea. Usually associated with jetsam. 2) Timber, etc., washed down by a stream.

 

 

Jetsam: n. Goods discarded from a ship and washed ashore; material thrown overboard in order to lighten a vessel (also called waveson). Usually associated with flotsam.

 

Lagan: n. Also lig- (lagmar=dragnet). Goods or wreckage lying on the bottom of the sea.
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TIDE LINES: An Introduction




The Nautical Gods Must Be Crazy 

Can a stone float? I plucked it from a rock pile six feet above the tide line. Holding it in the palm of my hand, the apricot-colored stone felt too light for a rock. It was the size of a hen’s egg, or a peach pit on steroids. Its narrowest end was tipped black as if dipped in an inkwell, and pockmarks riddled its surface, the way brick looks after it has lain in saltwater for a while. Yet when I ran a fingernail across its orange surface, it didn’t powder like brick or tint my fingernail orange. I looked around. Why, out of millions of rocks that wash up on this beach, a varietal bazaar of colors, shapes, textures, and striations, had I singled out this particular stone? What had drawn my fickle flotsamist’s eye to a stone I could easily discard as just another boring chunk of baked clay washed up on the tides?

For one thing, the last high tide had shoveled ashore this pile of stones hours ago, and now beneath a burning noon-day sun, the multicolored mountain of rocks had dried to a dull gray, as colorful stones will when coated with saltwater. This orange stone lay on top of the heap. It had not dulled when dried, and it stood out the way an agate, when dry and  salt-coated, still emits a luminescence that separates it from duller opaque stones. This stone wasn’t glowing like an agate, but its vivid color popped despite saltwater and the sun’s heat.

I carried the stone to the water’s edge and placed it on the becalmed ebbing tide. The greater the density of an object in relation to the amount of water it displaces, the deeper it sinks to the bottom. Spheres, like this stone, can be deceptive; the stone seemed too light to sink, yet too heavy to float. I pressed it between thumb and forefinger. It didn’t react to the pressure. I held it against my ear and shook it, but couldn’t tell if it was hollow.

Yet it floated. So, flotsam. That it remained floating on the water’s surface suggested an air pocket inside. Ridiculous, I sneered, and snatched it up off the tide.

Turning it over in my hand, I had to make a decision: My pockets, even the hood of my sweatshirt, were chockablock with flotsam I had scored that morning along a lonely stretch of Alki Beach on the shores of Puget Sound in Washington State. I had no room for another object. If I kept this peculiar stone, I’d have to toss out the little pink plastic propeller, or the white coral, or the Jagermeister screwtop with the Exacto knife inside, or the driftwood knot shaped like a talking duck’s head. No, I couldn’t afford to sacrifice any of my treasures for a mutant peach pit.

Years ago, in Tokyo, I accompanied a Japanese friend to a Shinto temple. The quarter-mile path to the shrine was graveled with tiny gray stones. After posting our petitions, as we returned along the gravel path, I suddenly had an inexplicable urge to lean over and pick up a certain piece of gravel, a specific stone indistinguishable from the millions  of others, except it seemed to scream “Pick me up!” Stooping, I picked up the screamer, about the size of a nickel. Holding the tiny stone in my palm, I turned it over. A human face had been drawn on it.

Why, out of several million gravel rocks, had I chosen the one with a face drawn on the other side? The other possibility was that every stone on the Shinto path had a face drawn on its other side. For years afterward, that image haunted my dreams.

A lifetime of flotsam collecting has invested a certain discernment into my beachcombing practices. I’ve learned to distinguish unusual flotsam from ordinary flotsam, and I’m very picky about what I collect from the world’s beaches. This morning at Alki Point, everything in my pockets and hood had been judiciously selected as a keeper. In the end, I photographed the peculiar stone and left it on the beach near the tide line where I’d found it.

Six hours later, the highest tide of the year washed over the beach. At ebb, its powerful wet fingers clawed and raked and rearranged the rocks and logs, leaving a new wrack line and a completely rearranged beach. Anything that floated had caught the seaward drift, including the mysterious stone.

You’d think after the Japanese gravel experience I would have learned my lesson. I still have that tiny piece of Shinto gravel with the face drawn on it. Alas, like the fool on his journey, I failed to look back into my knapsack of experience, and so years later, I let the special beach stone wash out on the tide.

That evening I studied the picture I’d taken of the stone that floated. Now beyond my grasp, it seemed even more  compelling. Something uneasy in—yes—the pit of my stomach told me I’d made a terrible mistake. After all, I could have carried the stone home in my mouth.

A stone light enough and impermeable enough to float. Or had I simply romanticized a chunk of brick that had been burned on one end? But wait. Check out this cool pink plastic propeller. Where do you suppose it floated in from? I decided it came off a Japanese boy’s toy airplane and had floated across the Pacific Ocean to wash up on a beach in Puget Sound. Now that’s a great flotsam story.




Flotsam Nightmares 

The nightmares changed. Now instead of a million gravel faces, I dreamed oceans of ovoid bricks came floating toward shore. As they washed onto the beach, they self-constructed a Great Wall of America all along the Pacific Coast, an impenetrable barrier whose single purpose was to strand my piscine nature from my spawn mates out at sea. On the beach side, I hammered and chiseled at the growing brick wall; more bricks floated in and reinforced the wall. Then, just before waking in sweat-soaked sheets, I saw the strange stone floating out of reach on the water side of the brick wall, a sacred object mocking my foreshortened graspy fingers.

I have tossed floating objects into the Sound only to find them, several days later, back on the beach in approximately the same spot, give or take a few yards, where I’d thrown them, their traveling speed and distance dependent on the winds and the water’s surface currents. I’ve even experimented with the phenomenon by tossing unusual  flotsam, even rocks, into the water, finding them washed up nearby again the next day, and the next, and the next.

A week after photographing the stone and enduring its taunting nightmares, I returned to the beach in search of it. Starting at the lighthouse, at approximately the same spot where I’d found the stone, I worked methodically along the tide line. If the Coast Guard was watching, they surely marveled over the hooded figure digging madly through heaps of beach rocks in the pouring rain. I’m lucky they didn’t report me to Homeland Security.

It was there somewhere, I could feel it. I dug like a Labrador pawing for a bone. I’d make one hole, fill it back in and dig another, and so on, until the stones themselves began complaining: “What are you? Some kind of cargo cultist who’s mislaid your talisman?”

They were right. In one week I had gone from a simple, devoted collector of tidal gifts to a full-fledged, raving cargo cultist, believing in my heart and soul that this particular stone I’d found and spurned was actually a gift from the nautical gods meant for me alone, my talisman, my own little maritime miracle.

I looked into cargo cults. The more I read, the more I knew I was one with them, a worshiper of exotic phenomena inexplicably materializing in my own private marine world. Only the gods could have sent this mystery flotsam. Like all novice cargo cultists, at first I thought the gods must be crazy. Venerate a floating stone? “Flotsam worshiper!” hissed my inner ear demons. Come on, get a life.

I printed several copies of the photograph, placing the stone’s image all over the house: on the refrigerator in a  magnet frame, in the laundry closet where my husband never went, in my private loo where he wouldn’t see how obsessed I’d become. Again, I reminded myself this was just flotsam. This thing I had so foolishly abandoned yet could not forget had been reclaimed by the sea, and only the gods knew where it was headed now—certainly to someone more worthy. I followed currents up and down the beach, scanning with binoculars. It couldn’t have gone far. Or could it? Days passed, then weeks. I must have pawed through a thousand rock piles, having long ago given up filling in the holes, instead leaving little volcanolike structures as I moved methodically from one section of beach to another.

Other beachcombers began grumbling about my disruption of the strandline’s natural pattern. I began to resent their intrusion into my search. They were only interested in pretty seashells, fully intact—heaven forbid they’d collect a cracked or otherwise deformed oyster shell—or beach glass, preferably violet hued—God, the fights I’ve seen over violet-hued beach glass. They’re the type who snub their noses at the really cool beach finds, walk right past a Japanese flip-flop sandal, or a rusted sign for A&W Root Beer, or a pair of men’s Hanes jockey briefs washed up in a bright navy-blue swirl among the wrack. No, these beachcombers with their little plastic drugstore bags take no interest in barnacle-coated soccer balls, itinerant geoduck harvesting licenses, rusted oil drums, mysterious light bulbs, and little plastic toys. Litter, they label it in their pitiable ignorance. If they resented my hole digging, I sniffed at their competitive head butting over trivial bits of colored glass. Talk about cargo cultists.

For half a millisecond I considered asking one beachcomber if he’d seen my lost stone, and then realized he wouldn’t have noticed it if it had hit him between the eyes; he had no more interest in floating rocks than I had in perfect oyster shells, the latter an object so redundant on this tide line you might as well name it Beach Rockefeller. Anyway, Oyster Shell Man was probably collecting shells for his garden. A lot of people do that; they come to the beach and harvest oyster shells to crush into bone meal and feed to their roses. I don’t know if this practice is legal, or even if it offends the ecological sensibilities of nondiggers. I wonder, though, if Neptune snickers at such minor scrapes on the fringe of his domain.

Weeks of searching the strandline and pawing through stone heaps failed to produce my precious flotsam stone. I made another copy of the photograph for my car and pasted it to the dashboard. I did not yet resort to petitioning the saint of things lost. St. Anthony is a last resort and, besides, I still had a few cards up my sleeve before calling up the Patron Ace of Carelessness. I vowed to reverse my sin of omission, my failure to accept with grace the gift Neptune had offered me to have and to hold, to keep and to worship. No soul-stealing photograph could replace the real thing. I would find it, or I would find its match, and no measure of grumbling about disturbing the natural strandline would deter me. And by the way, flotsam worship is not confined to egg-shaped stones. In fact, the little pink plastic propeller I plucked from the sand enjoys a prime position on my flotsam altar. This is no ordinary gift from the sea. After all, how many pink plastic propellers have the oceans coughed up?




By the Wind Blown 

In a sense, we are all flotsam and jetsam. Created in watery media, we wash up without personal choice on life’s foreign shores, only to navigate unpredictable currents and tides, blown from one circumstance to another, until we land, finally, for the last time, eventually bereft of flesh and humors, a mere carcass whose tactile memory of its adventures has been only partly etched into its hollowed bones. Like so much flotsam, what’s left of us tells some, but not all, of the story. Like flotsam, our personal journeys will never be fully understood or explained. And thank the gods for that, for the journey is who we are; without our personal mystery and its individual transformations and permutations, we’d be as indistinguishable as grains of sand viewed by the naked eye, our legacy unthinkably transparent.




Flotsam of Flotsam 

This much I know about the saltwater in my veins: In 1898, Master Mariner Captain Alfred J. Green, for thirty-five years commander of British sailing ships, saw the inevitable demise of the magnificent masted barques and clippers, those tall ships, those seagoing gems, being rapidly replaced by steam-powered vessels. Captain Green saw the future and it wasn’t made of canvas sheets. Bowing to modern technology, which he knew included the dumbing down of all aspects of sailing, from relationships among crew members to the formal traditions and pristine conditions of these vessels, Captain Green didn’t exactly abandon the sea; he decided to view it from a rocky beach. That year, with his wife and six children, he departed England’s port city of Liverpool  aboard a steamer and crossed the Atlantic to Montreal, Canada. The family traveled by train to British Columbia, eventually sailing southward into Puget Sound, by then officially located in the United States of America. Captain Green had visited this part of the world during his many sea voyages and had determined that no place on the globe could match the natural beauty of the U.S. Northwest. Rather quickly the family settled on ten acres, including six hundred feet of shoreline, on Vashon-Maury Island at Quartermaster Harbor. They had a house built and named the family settlement Stillhaven, perhaps because this marked the location on the globe where the Green family set aside navigational charts as stillness replaced moving with the tides.

Captain Green was my great-grandfather, the fifth generation of English sea captains who skippered British sailing ships. My grandfather Alan was just a boy of six when the family settled on this American beach, but he had already traveled the world aboard the British barque Wilhelm Tell, his father at the helm. In his book Jottings from a Cruise, a collection of his father’s ships’ logs and a personal memoir, Alan recalled that Stillhaven had “a nice gravel beach, where Indian arrows were frequently found, and where every tide brought in an interesting assortment of flotsam, the greatest portion being driftwood.”

On that same island, more than fifty years later, I too beachcombed, and there, my feet in Keds to protect them from barnacles, I learned to swim. Bouyant saltwater lends a sense of security; surely a body will float to the surface every time. I could lie on my back, arms and legs outstretched, and float, it seemed, forever, until something distracted me  and I disturbed the balance between my body and the water it displaced. If I didn’t start swimming, I’d sink. I was proud of my ability to float, bobbing on the waves, drifting with the currents. I suppose this is when I first recognized my flotsam heritage, and first became fascinated with the odd bits of flotsam and jetsam washing up on the beach.

On idyllic summer days, I’d awake to the low burr of the foghorn at Point Robinson lighthouse. I couldn’t wait to hit the tide line, and I ran without caution along a nettled path leading to the beach because I knew some great new discovery washed up with each new tide. We found life rings on the beach, pieces of boats, discarded boating supplies, whiskey bottles, fishermen’s nets, cork floats, barnacle-coated glass fishing floats from Japan, and once my brother, Rob, found a live octopus, weighing around twenty pounds, beached on sun-toasted rocks. He fetched a wheelbarrow, plopped the octopus into it, and wheeled it up a steep hill to show our grandmother; then he rolled the wheelbarrow back to the beach and set the octopus afloat. I’ve often wondered what the octopus thought about his brief landlubbing adventure.

My older sister, Suzie, was enamored of sand-frosted bottles and frosty glass shards that washed up. She collected her sea jewels in a clear glass jar, submerging them in freshwater to show them to best advantage. Some white glass pieces that had over time developed a purple cast were her favorites even before she learned the explanation for their distinctive violet hue.

The Romans collected beach glass, as did other ancient Mediterranean cultures. Tumbled by the action of water  and sand, broken glass over time washes up on beaches, transformed into uniquely frosted translucent shards. Artists have found innumerable uses for beach glass, from mosaics to jewelry to leaded glass windows and lamps, picture frames, mobiles, and more abstract creations. Probably the most desirable sea glass, or beach glass, is the lavender glass my sister preferred. It originated in the United States during World War I, when U.S. manufacturers were unable to figure out the correct chemicals for making a type of glass they had previously purchased from Germany. The glass version they did manufacture, based on a slightly altered formula, turned lavender, or light violet, with age. This purple or lavender glass is easily distinguishable and can be dated. Because glass is biodegradable, its presence in the ocean does not generally harm the marine environment. I suppose a fish might swallow a sharp piece of glass to disastrous effect. Beyond that, glass returns eventually to its original form: sand.

More plastic than glass now washes up along the world’s beaches; still, glass shards etched over time by contact with underwater rocks and sand wash up on beaches everywhere. Fully intact glass bottles, these days, are indeed a rare treasure. Beach glass has become so scarce that glassmakers now manufacture a product called beach glass, meant to substitute for the real thing. Glass flotsamists shun the fakes.

Rocks, their shapes and striations, fascinated me in my early flotsaming days. Warmed dry by the sun or still cold and coated with seaweed slime, the rocks on my childhood beach were of many colors, some bright red or green, some translucent yellow, some sparkling with fool’s gold or silver, and others simply smooth gray, green, or black spheres. At  four years old, I had no idea that many of these rocks had originated high in the Olympic and Cascade mountains, had tumbled downstream on fresh mountain rivers that poured into the ocean, and had then been shoveled ashore by powerful incoming tides. The best rocks went into my sunsuit’s pockets, and I filled them until their weight forced me to hunch over and almost crawl—still, each was a keeper. Imagine my disappointment when, once I’d hauled them up the hill to my grandparents’ summer house and set them on the porch to dry, most of the keepers turned dull and uninteresting; shape shifters of the mineral world. If they didn’t pass the dry test, I’d toss them back into the Sound, and if they skipped, I counted them worthwhile.

Riding incoming tides, seashells got tossed up to form a delicate white necklace on the beach, each shell also a keeper. Once again my sunsuit pockets filled until I could barely walk. Each shell had a story. Some still housed tenants, and these also went immediately back into the Sound, a reprieve from death by beaching, at least in my imagination. The best shells were lined with mother-of-pearl—oyster shells or deep blue mussels—or were clam shells larger than my father’s hand, bleached chalky white, deep ridged semi-spheres, best when discovered with joints intact, two shells forming a nautical castanet.

And bones—fish bones, whale bones, seal bones, maybe even human bones—the remains of living creatures thrilled a four-year-old’s soul. I created a life-and-death history for each bone I collected off the tide. A pirate’s finger. A sea lion’s claw. Once, in Canada, on a low tide off Point Roberts, I found an entire horse’s skull. Sand crabs had moved in.

Having traveled the world on Great Britain’s last great tall ship, my grandfather taught us to respect everything that came from the sea. This included the masses of driftwood flotsam that washed ashore to decorate the high tide line along the beach. Huge logs of old growth trees, uprooted or sawed down, made barefoot walking less daunting than on the rocky beach, if you didn’t count splinters. When high tide hit and the waves chased us up the beach, we’d scramble onto the highest logs, timing our escape just right for maximum risk and thrill. Some logs still had root systems and branches intact; standing on end as they had in the ancient evergreen forests, they would have dwarfed the nearby lighthouse. Driftwood came in many shapes and sizes, often bleached and weathered to a fine silver sheen. Every day new logs washed up, some so gnarled they looked like sea monsters rising from the deep.

Whenever my grandfather walked on the beach, he would have, besides his pipe and his panama hat, a walking stick—always chosen from a driftwood pile at the beginning of his walk and always returned to the pile at walk’s end. He had learned as a young boy aboard ship that everything must have a purpose; it was either ballast or had some other practical application, with a few exceptions for aesthetic necessities—the piano in the captain’s quarters, for example. But everything that came from the sea must be returned to the sea; everything that the tide tossed onto land must either be used for good purpose or placed back on the beach where it had washed ashore, until another wave raked it adrift once more.

Like my ancestors, I have spent nearly a lifetime traveling the world relentlessly, have washed up at many exotic  ports and gone adrift again in search of new adventure. Throughout my travels I’ve collected flotsam, jetsam, and lagan from the world’s beaches, often provoking startled reactions from customs officials. Why would anyone want five kilos of seashells from the Black Sea? What kind of contraband is an old Coke bottle with Russian labeling sealed with a note inside written in Chinese characters? And what are these tiny bones here in your cosmetic bag?

Yet even while I acknowledge my flotsam origins and lifestyle, constantly washing up and going adrift again, I had to ask myself, when all is said and done, am I simply a beachcomber? Or amIatrue-blue flotsamist? The mysterious, befuddling floating stone had triggered this question, launching me on a quest to discover its origins, and the difference between a mere beachcomber and a flotsamist. This called for plunging into the very essence of flotsam and jetsam.





I. FLOTSAM’S NOBLE ORIGINS

Little by little, when the tide receded, we made our way down among the crags until we came to a strip of seashore, and from this point we could see that the island was of large size, its interior being sheltered from storms by the front of the mountain. But what took our wonder was this: on the seashore was amassed the wealth of a thousand wrecks. Scattered here, there, and everywhere, in foam and high and dry, were flotsam and jetsam of richest merchandise, much of it spoiled by the sea, but much more cast high up and still of great value.

SINBAD THE SAILOR
 THE SIXTH VOYAGE
 One Thousand and One Nights




Ancient Flotsam 

Who knows what the earliest sailors jettisoned from their outriggers and canoes? Surely anything that impeded forward motion in an emergency was tossed overboard to sink, swim, or bob off on a passing current. In fact, before the concept of synthetics took hold, everything that went into the sea consisted of organic matter, and much of it floated. Surely ancient mariners jettisoned their spoiling dinner  leftovers, emptied snuff spittoons, and so forth—offal to the gods. When sailors figured out that ballast made for a safer, steadier, and more balanced ride, they used rocks to weigh down their boats. Eventually rocks were replaced with lead, and then manufactured goods. In a pinch, when the ship’s hull was hit by hostile gunfire and a hole resulted, or stormy weather threatened to sink the ship, some or all of the ballast was jettisoned in order to raise the hull high enough to keep the hole out of tempestuous seas. Under the most treacherous circumstances, they jettisoned precious cargo, chests of gold and jewels, even, I dare say, human cargo—which did not usually go willingly into the big drink.

Most ballast sank, but some, such as bloated corpses, if not gobbled up by scavengers, or snagged and entangled in Davy Jones’s graspy fingers, eventually washed ashore. And so jetsam became flotsam for a time, until it beached—or until it sank and became lagan. Over the eons since Poseidon first thrust his furious trident into solid land, flotsam and jetsam have gained generic status in the vernacular, yet its origins are maritime in nature: Flotsam refers to articles found floating on or slightly beneath the ocean’s surface, some of it washing ashore along the tide line. Flotsam can be human, arriving via the oceans in boats, or washing up as corpses drowned at sea. Or flotsam can be drifting wood, or Nike athletic shoes, refrigerators, television sets, rubber ducks, or any object the sea churns to the surface. What’s important about flotsam is that, at least for a part of its life journey, it floats. Jetsam is whatever is jettisoned into the water, including ballast, cargo, plastic soda bottles, glass  fishing net floats, bales of marijuana, soccer balls, hockey gloves, plastic ducks, or dead bodies. If it floats, jetsam then becomes flotsam. If it sinks to the ocean floor, it becomes lagan, such as the remains of ancient shipwrecks littering that watery grave mariners dread: Davy Jones’s locker.

Little is known about man-made flotsam and jetsam before the era of Europe’s tall ships, but the earliest beachcombers were at least as curious as today’s strandliners and certainly paid heed to what washed up on their beaches. Eskimos dwelling on remote, treeless Arctic islands for centuries constructed their homes entirely from flotsam driftwood, some arriving from as far away as Polynesia. Kayaks, too, were fashioned from driftwood frames upon which sea otter, or seal, hide was stretched taut. One-hundred-percent organic ocean material went into the ancients’ homes and conveyances. Coastal natives throughout the world depended upon this early form of Home Depot delivered via Federal Express—in this case, drifting currents—and so invested the oceans with a powerful “gifting” reputation, though the early gods of the sea weren’t always in a benevolent mood: The sea could turn against a sailor, even against whole coastal communities, its ferocious, often hair-trigger temper attributed to powerful gods dwelling within the rogue waves blown out of proportion by Triton’s fickle conch.

Ancient Greece identified Poseidon as the temperamental god ruling the watery realm, but then the Romans, who had to own everything, changed Poseidon’s name to Neptune; still the same god with the same surly temper. This is not important, except to point out that a god by any name never deserts his realm.

Whether pirates’ treasure, a ship’s hull, or a human skeleton, lagan often finds a new purpose as aquatic shelters for sea creatures, at least until an enterprising diver discovers it and hauls the treasure up into a boat. Now it’s loot. Most undersea treasure hunters let old bones alone, either in respect for the dead or because they aren’t worth salvaging. Human bones don’t bring much on the market. Some lagan rests buried beneath ocean sediments until Neptune pitches a tantrum and shoves his little finger into the soup, generating massive undercurrents that rip up sediment and send lagan afloat, tumbling into a shallower current, where the stuff might travel for centuries before sinking again, or breaking up, hurling treasures like pieces of eight tumbling ashore. Flotsam of the gods. Which, naturally, leads to cargo cults.

The concept of cargo cults was popularized in the film  The Gods Must be Crazy, in which an isolated African tribe discovered a Coke bottle that fell from the sky, and believing it had come from the gods, treated it as an object of worship. What Karl Marx called “commodity fetishism” was called “cargo cults” by social anthropologists. Both labels described the nineteenth-century phenomenon of European explorers and missionaries along with their ships and cargo washing up on the shores of Melanesia. Melanesians believed the marvelous Western goods arriving on tall ships were created by their ancestors and sent from the sea, where white people hijacked what rightfully belonged to the Melanesian descendants. The natives reacted by performing rituals including imitating the behavior of the white people in the belief that this mimicry would attract more cargo from their ancestors. They constructed elaborate miniature artifacts of  European ships and their inhabitants (and after World War II, when cargo was dropped from aircraft via parachutes, they made miniature planes and airports), believing that new cargo would land on the replicas. They set the miniatures, like shrines, along the tide line and waited for treasures to wash up. And they did. Only problem was that white folk, with their nasty habits and queer religious rites, accompanied the goods.

Such respect for flotsam is not necessarily infused with religious or apocalyptic inferences. Yet, unlike the Melanesian cargo cults whose interpretation of Europeans washing up in huge boats epitomizes the flotsam fetish, Pacific Islanders believed the Europeans who made sudden appearances on their beaches were actually ghostly spirits of their ancestors returning from their ritual burial grounds at sea. Others thought the pale-skinned beings unloading the gods’ wonderful cargo were at worst hijackers, at best merely the gods’ delivery vehicle—not really humans, more like UPS delivery agents, aliens from the Brown Planet—who had no value beyond delivering the goods. So they killed them.

Flotsam not only changes lives, but it can also transform an entire community’s world view. Imagine beachcombing on the island where you had lived all your life and finding a stranded crate containing a refrigerator. But you’ve never seen a refrigerator before, don’t understand its purpose, or even why the sea gods sent it to you. But they did, and what the gods send is either good or evil, depending on which god dispatched the item. In your spiritual eschatology, all sea gods are venerable; therefore, what is delivered up from the sea is good, and meant to serve as food, shelter,  clothing, tools, art, or even an object worthy of worship. In this case, the refrigerator isn’t applicable to any of your day-to-day needs, and as you caress its smooth finish, its curves and its corners, you perceive it as more than aesthetically pleasing; indeed, you experience a heightened state of mind, a spiritual rush, and recognize that the sea gods have sent you a religious artifact meant to be worshipped. Welcome to the cargo cults.




God as Flotsam 

As recently as August 2000, a millenarian, or apocalyptic, form of cargo cult sparked to life on a beach in Indonesia’s Moluccas Islands. This one involved God as flotsam, and he seemed to have arrived on the last tide. In his first appearance, God suffered from kasado, a terrible skin condition, and performed humanly impossible feats such as piercing a coconut with a grass straw. In the second instance, when God washed up on the beach, he was apparently suffering from latah, a speech condition similar to Tourette’s syndrome. Cursing, he chased a young boy, threatening him with a knife. Both cases of God as flotsam are hotly debated today, although the second washed-up God may have been a Bugis from Sulawesi. The Bugis tribe, native to Sulawesi, operate a commercial sailing fleet, are Muslim, and are religious and tribal enemies of the minority Christian Moluccans, who discovered the latah-stricken apparition on their beach.

Oceania in particular, because of its many islands and therefore many beaches, embraces what washes in from the seas as spiritually infused. Usually these beliefs are tied to  powerful supernatural beings and to dead ancestors or rulers. Micronesian and Polynesian spiritual beliefs involve cults of gods and heroes. When early Europeans overlaid the natives’ pagan mystical animism with Christianity, the two melded into a sort of polytheistic magical Jesus and Mary cult, all this being window dressing for the natives’ deepest spiritual connection—with the gods of the sea. In Oceanic and Arctic societies, rituals exhort intervention of sea spirits to clear stormy weather, deliver whales, perk up the fishing and life in general. In the Coral Islands, natives believe two sea spirits, Soalal and Mar, capture the souls of the dying and take them to the bottom of the sea to live. Mar is a good spirit who communicates with the living. Soalal is evil and causes illness and sometimes misfortune at sea. When people died from accidents or childbirth, they were buried at sea to minimize their spiritual influence on land. Their bodies were wrapped in mats, weighted, and offered adrift to Soalal. Some sank; others bobbed and floated along on currents that carried their bloating, gaseous corpses to distant beaches where they were hailed by total strangers as the returning bodies of long-lost ancestors. They were prayed over, sometimes lavish parties were thrown for them, and once again they were set adrift until, at long last, they sank for good.

The lesson here is that proper weights are extremely important, as is knowledge of winds and currents. Every flotsamist knows this. You only want to launch a dead body once.

This reminds me of a wake I once attended in Finland. It was winter solstice. Snow carpeted the ground. We’d been drinking Finlandia since 11 a.m. in a narrow bar on a Helsinki mews just off a small public park. We were holding  a wake for the departed summer. My friend Alpo Suhonen was at the time coach of the Finnish national hockey team. On the third or fourth round, Alpo brought up the subject of burial at sea. This led to my remark on the cultural value of flotsam. The very subject of flotsam so electrified Alpo that he nearly levitated off the bar stool, and we passed two forgettable hours reminiscing over what we’ve plucked off ocean beaches.

Around 3 p.m., as Alpo gradually disintegrated into his glass, Anttii, a grandson of Sibelius, joined us. Anttii is a filmmaker, so gorgeous he wears permanent clutch marks from the women he constantly fends off. Anttii, too, was enthralled with the subject of flotsam. And so the wake for summer turned into a flotsam fest, each of us swapping our best flotsam stories, much like fishermen swap tales. It was nearing midnight when we were startled out of our pseudo-philosophical doldrums by a certain Finnish rock star, who shall go without a name because I’ve forgotten it. A tall drink of water, livelier on his feet than most Finns in winter, he announced that he was shortly departing for an African tour. Alpo mumbled something sacastic like, “I hope you get malaria.” The rock star slid up to my side. “All the snow got you down?” he asked.

“Not at all,” I said. “There’s something very spiritually cleansing about snow.” I was drunk.

The rock star sucked his cheeks. “Oh yeah? Why don’t we go outside and you can show me what’s so holy about snow.”

Never one to reject a challenge, especially after a few drinks, I second-lined out into the dark mews where a single  lantern cast our shadows across the small park. I scoured the scene for a clean patch of snow. “Over there,” I said. “I’ll make an angel appear in the snow.”

String Bean howled. “You remind me of that Afro-Brazilian touching cult,” he said. “You know the one. They believe if you touch something a spirit will appear.”

He was confusing the Umbandan flotsam cults with the Bugis from Sulawesi, but I didn’t contradict him. I lay down on my back in the snow. Spread my arms and legs. I’d show him how to make an angel appear. I flapped my limbs. And then I started sinking. Two, three inches at first, and as the ice cracked and separated, my feather down coat and sheepskin boots took in water and suddenly, I was floating—yes, floating on water.

“Oh God,” the rock star cried. “You are—how do you say it?”

“Drowning ...”

But no. I floated, until a gentle wave stirred up by breaking ice pushed me ashore. There is, after all, a god of flotsam in city ponds.

Within the Arctic Circle, thirteen distinct groups known collectively as the Inuit, scattered across Russia, Alaska, northern Canada, and Greenland, have for five thousand years worshiped sea spirits, as well they should, living in such a split-personality climate. I don’t know why anyone would want to live four months a year in total darkness with plunging temperatures. And I suspect if the ancient Inuit had known about Hawaii, they would have risked death on grueling seas to get there. Forget whale blubber and reindeer aortal blood; anyone can live on coconuts and sunshine. As  it was, the Inuit depended upon their honored spirits for the strength to endure such harsh conditions. Animism played a role in their belief systems: The offer of a drink to a dead seal pleased its spirit. Drink, because the seal’s soul lived in its bladder; the drink would expedite the soul’s return to the seas from which most of the Inuits’ material possessions came. An important Inuit goddess was Sedna, who lived at the bottom of the sea and controlled whales, seals, and other sea life critical to survival. Coastal Native Americans, too, worshipped sea spirits and believed they sent the things that washed up on their beaches. Everything that washed up from the oceans was flotsam from the gods. But I’ll bet that didn’t include hula-hula girls.

Tides, currents, and waves are as old as the oceans they travel. Riding them, all manner of organic materials have ventured forth to foreign lands. Tree limbs from Oceania have traveled the Pacific Ocean’s encircling currents some eleven thousand miles to beach in North America and Canada. According to legend and the Vancouver Maritime Museum, the earliest recorded human-made flotsam, a carved totem pole, washed up on North America’s Pacific Coast several thousand years ago, stranding on a beach in Canada’s Queen Charlotte Islands. Cultural anthropologists cite carbon dating and carving patterns as evidence that the Polynesian log inspired the Haidas’ totem-carving culture, arguably an early form of trademark infringement.

In any case, the first Native American beachcomber to stumble upon that carved Polynesian log must surely have been awed and perhaps spiritually stirred, if not terrified, by the strange and wonderful thing.

Even today some beachcombers find personally relevant signs or mystical messages in the whorls of a seashell, or in the shape of a piece of driftwood, or even in the swirling of seaweed in the intertidal zone; like reading tea leaves, seaweed patterns speak to them; they go home filled with a sense of having received new insights into their lives and their raison d’etre. I recently met a woman in Garibaldi, Oregon, who was traveling America’s coastlines on her personal “vision quest” in a belief that the ocean would deliver a critical message providing her with spiritual guidance, said message arriving on the tides and intended specifically for her.

My encounter with the vision-questing lady occurred near the ocean shore, inside a small shop crammed behind hundreds of gnarled and silvery lengths of driftwood flotsam. The shop owner handcrafted birdhouses and sold them, along with driftwood. I had noticed the shop owner’s eyes held a special glint, which at first I attributed to smoking a blunt. Then the vision-questing lady floated into the shop, her eyes equally twinkling, her countenance aglow. She fished a small object from her pocket and held it clasped in her fisted hand. As the shop owner’s eyes met the woman’s eyes, the electricity got too woo-woo for me, so I ducked outside to make pictures of the driftwood.

Moments later the vision-questing lady swept out of the shop and into her vehicle, a dull, dust-sheathed car, and peeled rubber down Highway 101. Then the shop owner came out to show me what the woman had given him: a tiny crystal pyramid. It seems she had been on the beach near his shop the day before and had found some personal  insight or spiritual message washed up especially for her. During her receipt of spiritual flotsam, she had encountered the birdhouse man, whom she immediately linked to her tide-line epiphany. And so the following day she tracked him down at his shop to present her new god with this little crystal offering.

Moments this charged with woo-woo occur all over the world, all the time, yet they seem to occur with frightening frequency in coastal communities where all those negative ions flow in off the spindrift and heighten the senses. By now the vision-questing lady may have reached the Florida Keys. You will know her by her dull, forgettable car, and the unbearable lightness of her gait.

I have often wondered what America’s earliest beachcombers thought when they first tripped over a dead pilgrim washed up on their beach, or a one-hundred-liter jug of Spanish wine impossibly intact lodged between beached driftwood. Imagine, if you will, the French fisherman whose boat drifted into the wrong current, at long last sighting land and bringing his tired vessel ashore only to be met by terrified and perhaps indignant natives. Thus was born Acadia. But even before the newcomers sloshed ashore, beachcombers along the world’s coastlines were discovering amazing natural flotsam; some they used for food, some for decorative jewelry, some for medicine, and some for construction of homes and boats. The abundance of native references to whaling and other nautical pastimes, and to weather conditions over the ocean, indicate the natives, however they interpreted their experiences, knew about shifting currents, tides, and winds, often taking advantage of a particular  current to travel to fishing grounds or to explore potential campsites. Early natives intuitively understood the nature of the great ocean and the winds that blew across it, and depicted its varied temperaments as god spirits. Thus the god Thunderbird, for example, might travel a current’s path straight to shore, embracing in its waves amazing gifts from the sea. Thunderbird beached whales for the sake of the Inuit. Thunderbird brought fallen trees for building shelter, and seals for making oil and clothing, great rafts of seaweed for food and medicine. (Personally, I’ll take the powder-blue convertible with whitewall tires.)

Returning to the cargo cult phenomenon: Among philosophical archaeologists—this hot new subspecialty has recently chipped off from archaeology’s Mycenaean roots—the tired joke about cargo cults is that all coastal natives want a refrigerator to wash up on their beach. The improbable event actually occurred on September 21, 2004, along the Pembrokeshire coast of Wales, where several dozen refrigerators crashed onto the rocks at Precipe Bay. Alas, the rocks smashed the refrigerators to smithereens. It’s believed a storm in the Bristol Channel ejected the cargo off the MV  Ryfgell as it sailed from Dublin bound for Avonmouth. Besides refrigerators, the accidentally jettisoned cargo included some crates of raisins. The raisins washed up at Caldey Island where beachcombers from nearby Tenby reported “sea grapes” appearing on their beaches.




Dragon Spittle Fragrance 

All along the shore were planks and fragments of many vessels that had been wrecked on this inhospitable coast. And this was not all, for when we proceeded through the island, we found a spring of pure ambergris overflowing into the sea; and by this the whales are attracted, but when they have swallowed it and dived to the depths of the sea it turns in their stomachs and they eject it, so that it rises to the surface in solid lumps such as are found by sailors. But the ambergris that is cast about the opening of the spring melts in the heat of the sun, and its perfume is blown about the island, wafted sweet upon the breeze like fragrant musk.

SINBAD THE SAILOR
 THE SIXTH VOYAGE
 One Thousand and One Nights

 

 

When Sinbad discovered ambergris flowing from a spring into the sea, Scheherazade’s sailor almost got it right. Sinbad describes ambergris as a substance that attracts whales, who ingest the stuff and then, finding it disagrees with them, eject it into the ocean, where the malodorous material “rises to the surface in solid lumps.”

In Africa, ambergris was traded as far back as 1000 BC, the mysterious substance coveted for its fragrance. Still, no one seemed quite certain exactly what the substance was, only that it came from the ocean and floated on its surface, sometimes beaching along the African coastline, at other times harvested straight from the sea in great lumps the size of a rich man’s hut. In Egypt, ambergris was burned as incense,  but its origin remained unknown. The Japanese also possessed and traded in ambergris, calling it kunsurano fuu, or “whale feces,” indicating they had at least partly figured out where it came from. But ancient India held that ambergris was derived from whale vomit, coming closest to the true explanation. The Chinese had the most inventive theory on ambergris, calling it lung sien hiang, meaning “dragon spittle fragrance,” because it was believed that the waxy substance drooled into the ocean from the mouths of dragons sleeping on sea rocks. Dragon drool is still sold in Chinese apothecaries as an aphrodisiac, as incense, and as a spice.

The baffling properties of ambergris must have seemed like the ancient version of the magic bullet. Arabs used it to treat diseases of the brain and heart. The Arab trader Ibn Haukal in the tenth century lauded its aphrodisiac quality, suggesting its worth was roughly equal to the price of gold, or the price of African slaves. Meanwhile, the Greeks thought ambergris enhanced the soothing effects of wine, often slipping a little into their guests’ cups. Turkish Muslims carried ambergris along on their pilgrimages to Mecca as the ultimate offering to Allah. During Iran’s Satiric period, Goshtasb “ordered that fires should be lighted and myrrh and ambergris be ignited.” Persians ate ambergris along with hashish “without guilt,” according to the chronicler Ibn Battuta.

In The Travels of Marco Polo, the thirteenth-century explorer refers to the collecting of ambergris on island beaches off the coast of India and Madagascar. By then ambergris enjoyed the distinction of being the world’s most prized and desired flotsam.

Perfumers, herbalists, and shamans through the centuries have claimed that the scent of properly aged ambergris directly interacts with human sexual appetites (pheromones) and have often touted the substance as an aphrodisiac. Europeans once generally agreed that bees living in hives near the seashore produced ambergris, but some argued that it was a form of seabird or sperm whale guano. Louis XV reputedly flavored his favorite meals with ambergris, and Queen Elizabeth I used ambergris to perfume her gloves. In Elizabethan times, ambergris rivaled gold in value.

The word ambergris derives from the Arabic anbar, for a kind of tree, which may have produced resin. Also owing its name to this Arabic word is amber jaune, the yellow fossil resin of 40-million-year-old trees, found along Baltic seashores and prized as jewelry even in ancient times. The equivalent to the word anbar in Greek is elektron, the root of the word electricity. When liquefied into a tincture, ambergris gives off the same warm and energetic light that the fossilized resin—amber—radiates. Interestingly, though fossilized amber and ambergris come from two entirely different sources, both are found on beaches, both float in seawater, and both appear rather innocuous until human hands get hold of them. Still, no one could fully explain the existence of ambergris until some startled sailor apparently witnessed an actual event at sea, and eventually the mystery was solved.

Imagine a seasick Moby Dick.

Ambergris is a waxy substance related to cholesterol, produced in the lower intestinal tract of the sperm whale, forming around accumulated indigestible matter such as octopus remains, cuttlefish bones, and squid beaks. When too  many squid beaks and cuttle bones accumulate in a sperm whale’s digestive tract, a curious chemical process takes place in which the irritating refuse forms into a waxy blob. Eventually the whale’s stomach rumbles and it belches—or retches—a sound often heard far across the ocean. That signals the colicky whale is preparing to reject what cannot be digested, and gift it to the sea. Not whale feces, not dragon spittle, but a lump of vomited-up intestinal refuse.

When first expelled, ambergris has a flabby consistency and a nauseating odor as it floats on the ocean surface. The lump often weighs three hundred to five hundred pounds, and lumps as heavy as a thousand pounds have been recorded. Newly ejected ambergris is a dark blackish color, but interaction with seawater and the atmosphere transforms it gradually to amber, silver-gray, golden yellow, and finally, in its sweetest stage, to a grayish white. At the same time, the stuff’s clarity improves as its texture changes from waxy to pasty.

Over many years of floating on the sea, ambergris acquires a unique fragrance strangely tolerable to the human olfactory senses. Not only tolerable, the fragrance of aged ambergris has seduced millions of unsuspecting men and women whose partners have applied an ambergris-fixed perfume to strategic anatomical pulse points.

As a fixative, especially for flower-based essences, ambergris is said to have no match, its stability preserving fragrances for centuries without evaporation or change in translucence. Today, in Arab nations, ambergris is sold not only as a perfume fixative but also as an aphrodisiac and fertility booster. Some herbalists claim that inhaling the scent  of ambergris offers an “estrogen cure,” presumably intended for menopausal maladies.

In 1883, the New Zealand barque Splendid of Dunedin  came across a 938-pound floating glob of ambergris, the single piece of flotsam valued at the time at about $250,000. In 1908, Norwegian whalers whose business was headed into bankruptcy discovered a glob of ambergris weighing 1,003 pounds, reportedly the largest single chunk of ambergris ever found. The whalers sold the ambergris for 23,000 British pounds and rescued their business. At the turn of the nineteenth century, the value of ambergris outdistanced that of gold; in the mid-twentieth century, it was at one point ounce-for-ounce worth eight times the price of gold.

Ambergris has been recovered from beaches and found floating in the ocean, but it is usually taken from the stomach of dead sperm whales. Once removed from the carcass and exposed to air, the stuff develops a waxlike quality, but it can also develop a pitchlike consistency or even become brittle. Scoundrels have tried passing off other substances as genuine ambergris, so buyers usually test the substance before swiping their credit cards.

The quickest test involves dissolving a small specimen in methyl alcohol (rubbing alcohol won’t work) and then allowing it to cool. If the specimen crystallizes, it’s ambergris. A more complicated test requires a needle or small piece of wire, and a flame. The needle is heated in the flame and then touched to the specimen, pressed into it about an eighth of an inch. A dark resinous liquid should form around the needle and the liquid should bubble as if boiling. Touching the liquid with a finger and pulling the finger away  before the stuff cools should cause stringy bits to stick to the finger. When the needle, now coated with the melted substance, is heated a second time over a flame, the pitch should emit a smoky fume the same odor as the solid stuff, and then burn out with a clean flame. Finally, when the flame is extinguished, the smoke’s odor should turn to that of burning rubber. This second test rarely fails to separate the genuine specimen from the fake. However, the most discerning buyers conduct additional testing, performed in chemical laboratories, looking for cholesterol and benzoic acids. If all goes well, the buyer may be confident it’s the real thing.

John Singer Sargent’s best-known Orientalist painting,  Fume’e d Ambre G, 1880, depicts a woman, either ecstatic or astonished, I’m not certain which, standing over a pot of ambergris, inhaling its fumes. The painting was made during the height of the whaling industry, when every whaler hoped his knife would expose a pot of gold inside the big Moby Dick. Yet ambergris occurs in only about 1 percent of the sperm whale population.

Why, in this age of Swiss-made synthetic ambergris, would anyone covet whale yack?

Simply, because synthesized versions lack unique properties of the genuine article. When a synthetic version was introduced, the price of ambergris plunged, and yet certain perfumers, insisting that genuine ambergris imparts an unmatchable velvetiness to fine and expensive perfumes, still pay top dollar for the best-quality genuine article. Furthermore, perfumers say, its complex olfactory qualities—“amber, musk, animal, sea” and “a tobacco note”—cannot  be reproduced. And ambergris as a fixative, preserving the fragrances of floral-based perfumes, cannot be matched. In fact, ambergris has preserved certain fragrances for centuries. Famous perfumes containing ambergris include Ambre Royale aux Fleurs No. 1114, Shocking by Schiaparelli, Arpege by Lanvin, Clandestine by Laroche, and numerous perfumes created by Chanel, Patou, and Guerlain.

In 2004, Bernard Pathé of the business Cadima Pathé, a purveyor of fragrances, claimed to have found a 130-kilogram lump of ambergris floating in the Pacific, near the Vanuatu atolls. At the time of his reported find, ambergris was selling for between $500 and $15,000 per kilogram, depending on quality. In late January 2006, news came out of Australia that beachcombers Leon and Loralee Wright had plucked a thirty-two-and-change-pound lump of ambergris off the shore. That lump has been valued at $295,000.

The auction Web site eBay lists about a dozen products claiming to be, or to contain, ambergris, including Bonne Bell Body Oil, which “has been the natural way for centuries in making perfume. It has a natural scent and its texture makes it the best in natural beauty enhancements.” An ad from Morocco said: “This is genuine ambergris from Saudi Arabia and is fixes [sic] other scent.” And from Bermuda, this: “Sperm whales frequent the waters around Bermuda and I have a lump of ambergris that is amber-yellowish in color and has a very distinctive pleasant smell. It is about 7.5 oz in weight. Bidding starting at $5.”

The National Maritime Mammal Laboratory in Seattle maintains that ambergris is mainly harvested from whale carcasses, a viewpoint opposed by ambergris purveyors who  sell to industry traditionalists. These ambergris merchants claim their “rare” ambergris is flotsam collected off a beach or found floating in the ocean, and they offer “certification” to that effect. The globs do occasionally wash up along seashores in China, India, Africa, New Zealand, the Bahamas, and Brazil.

While the 1985 Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) protects the sperm whale, and indeed, many nations prohibit trade in ambergris, a controversy rages over technicalities in the CITES law as written. Opponents of the CITES law say it does not apply to the sperm whales’ “urine, feces, and ambergris.” Presently, U.S. commerce laws prohibit purchasing or selling ambergris. Possession of ambergris is prohibited by the Endangered Species Act of 1973, which includes the sperm whale. This means that U.S. manufacturers of fine perfumes today are not allowed to import or export ambergris, nor to sell perfumes containing it. Online purveyors of ambergris may claim the substance they are selling is “gathered, beach-washed product. No harm comes to any animal to obtain it,” and “certified beach collected.” The better side of caution recommends passing up the offer: A five-dollar purchase shipped from Bermuda to the United States could result in a ten-thousand-dollar fine and a holiday in Sing Sing.

But, wait. We’re not through with Moby Dick.

As a child I suffered from anxiety attacks whenever my family went out for dinner. Inevitably I vomited at the table and was instantly removed from the party. Once at the tony Washington Athletic Club, an Easter dinner, I recall, when served ham with pineapple sauce, I immediately vomited  across the white damask tablecloth. My Italian uncle was the only family member who spoke to me the remainder of the afternoon. The part that most mortified my mother was that the actress Vivien Leigh was dining at the next table and saw it all. And so I think I understand how a whale feels when the act of yacking draws attention. But the real case in point here concerns the candles used as decoration for such elegant dining, the Italian uncle who never heard of spermaceti, and how flotsam revolutionized the candle industry.

Candles have always represented class status, serving as a signal to visitors of their host’s financial condition. Disgustingly pungent tallow candles in the eighteenth century decorated tables of lower-class homes and establishments. In literature as in real life, tallow candles reek of poverty and decrepitude.

In 1850, Charles Dickens’s Mr. Booley (Household Words) recounts the Last Lord Mayor’s Show in which a procession of tallow candlemakers was separated deliberately from the elephant, in order to spare the elephant the stink of the tallow makers: “After the Camel of Asia, came the Elephant of Africa. I found this idea, likewise, very pleasant. The exquisite scent possessed by the elephant rendered it out of the question that he could have been produced at an earlier stage of the Procession, or the Tallow-Chandlers, with their under Beadles, Beadles, and Band of Pensioners, might have roused him to a state of fury. Therefore, the Civic Dignitaries and Aldermen (whose noses are not keen) immediately followed that ill-savoured Company, and the Elephant was reserved until now.”

Tallow, a hard form of sheep or cattle fat, was melted and molded into candles, which provided light and heat while the fat emitted its repugnant odor. Beeswax, the preferred material, made fine, sweet smelling candles, but like tallow candles, in the heat of summer, beeswax often turned soft and melted, making a mess of the dinner table.

Nevertheless, beeswax candles, from ancient Egypt to today, have enjoyed a fine reputation among the higher classes and the religious. Because beeswax candles burn cleanly and produce a pleasant odor, with little smoke and virtually no dribbling down a candle’s length, they symbolize purity and are the preferred choice for religious rites of many faiths.

But it was a puzzling flotsam that struck like lightning over the poorly illuminated world. For eons a strange stuff had been spied drifting on the ocean surface and sometimes washed up along the shores. Buoyant, greasy, grayish in color, with a surprisingly pleasant odor, these mysterious globs—no, they weren’t ambergris—fascinated sailors who discovered them bobbing in the sea, and while beachcombers generally found them too disgusting to handle, they nonetheless could not deny the blobs’ attractive olfactory quality. People talked about it, much the way people today talk about mutton tripe—in hushed, cautious tones.

History records that eighteenth-century whalers finally identified the floatable globs as the same substance that they found in a sperm whale’s unique skull cavity, which they called spermaceti. Then someone—I’m betting on a whaler’s wife—discovered the blobs might actually be good for something. Once the blobs had crystallized, they formed  a fragrant wax, not quite suited to the bikini line but fragrant and long-burning, and therefore perfectly suited to candle making.

The sperm whale derives its common name from its spermaceti organ, which comprises the greater mass of matter inside its skull. The organ is a waxy glob that possibly provides some buoyancy control, assisting the whale in diving and ascending. With a change in blood flow, the whale can alter the substance from a solid wax to a liquid state. In this theory, when solid, the organ becomes denser, allowing the whale to sink; when liquid, it is less dense, providing more buoyancy. A second theory suggests the spermaceti organ is used for echolocation, allowing the whale to focus and control sound waves. Both theories may prove correct.

Literature introduced the world to spermaceti in Hermann Melville’s Moby Dick: “Moreover, as that of Heidelburgh was always replenished with the most excellent of the wines of the Rhenish valleys, so the tun of the whale contains by far the most precious of all his oily vintages; namely, the highly-prized spermaceti, in its absolutely pure, limpid, and odoriferous state [my italics]. Nor is this precious substance found unalloyed in any other part of the creature. Though in life it remains perfectly fluid, yet, upon exposure to the air, after death, it soon begins to concrete; sending forth beautiful crystalline shoots, as when the first thin delicate ice is just forming in water. A large whale’s case generally yields about five hundred gallons of sperm, though from unavoidable circumstances, considerable of it is spilled, leaks, and dribbles away, or is otherwise irrevocably lost in the ticklish business of securing what you can.”

And so flotsam blobs transformed candle making. The resulting spermaceti oil, when burned, elicited that pleasant odor and, too, spermaceti wax was harder than tallow or beeswax, producing longer-burning candles. By the late eighteenth century, spermaceti wax had set the standard for candle making. Beeswax remained the candle of choice for religious ceremonies. Tallow was reserved for the lower classes.

Although spermaceti trade is, like ambergris trade, prohibited by CITES, the market for spermaceti is worldwide and healthy. The stuff is as easily purchased as ambergris on eBay, but spermaceti today usually is physically extracted from captured whales, and no captured whale survives the extraction. Anyone offering spermaceti oil for sale likely obtained it from an illegally captured sperm whale. Rarely, anymore, does spermaceti wash up.

One final note on the subject of spermaceti: When I asked my Italian uncle if he had ever heard of spermaceti, he replied, “That’s a Sicilian dish. We northerners aren’t so crude.”




Mrs. Stramanos’s Wonderful Flotsam Jewelry 

I know a woman who covers herself in flotsam jewelry. Her earrings, necklaces, bracelets, and rings are all made from ancient flotsam washed up on beaches in and around Riga, Latvia, where her husband is from. He’s a successful neurologist with what Americans call disposable income. Apparently all of Dr. Stramanos’s disposable income is invested in his wife’s jewelry. She is a tall, broad-beamed, refined Amazon who lopes when she walks, probably a result of the combined  weight of her jewelry. Each time I see her, Mrs. Stramanos has added more flotsam around her neck, her wrists, or on her ears. She is beginning to resemble a glorious noble fir decorated for Christmas. The most amazing thing about Mrs. Stramanos is that she can tell you where each piece of her flotsam jewelry originated before it went afloat on the Baltic Sea eventually to wash up in Latvia.

Mrs. Stramanos wears amber. Some of her necklaces include amber beads the size of golf balls. Translucent and millions of years old, the cognac and honey-colored amber chunks, carefully cut and polished, reveal tiny bits of prehistoric plants and insects, even little hairlike threads inside. One pendant hanging very near her jugular vein contains an ancient mosquito with blood in its stomach. If the mosquito ever escapes, God help Mrs. Stramanos. It looks like it wants to bite Mrs. Stramanos, but she calmly reassures me that creatures trapped in this ancient flotsam will never again fly or crawl or bite. Mrs. Stramanos is a walking textbook on the subject of amber flotsam and its trapped prehistoric flora and fauna.

The poet Alexander Pope in “An Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot” (1735), wrote this:Pretty! In amber to observe the forms  
Of hairs, or straws, or dirt, or grubs, or worms;  
The things, we know, are neither rich nor rare,  
But wonder how the devil they got there.





Fossil amber, Mrs. Stramanos tells me, when it’s rubbed against a cloth, becomes charged with negative electricity. Baltic peoples believe that, like ocean-borne negative ions, this negative electricity is a good thing. Not only Baltic  folk: New Agers, shamans, Wiccans, and soothsayers also ascribe supernatural properties to amber. A recent eBay auctioneer, hawking “Golden Amber Rough Organic Gemstone” from the Baltic Sea under the moniker “Future of Light—Feel Yourself Here and Now,” claims that amber “dissolves negativity and depression,” is a “Disintoxicant and painkiller. Helps us to find greater peace and harmony, transforms negative energies in positive [sic] and develops altruism. It is a symbol of personal power, health, virtue, happiness and joy of living. Purifies the living and working spaces and protects from radiations.” And here is the one and only fact upon which eBay amber merchants and Mrs. Stramanos agree: “In contact with the skin its electromagnetic properties create a field that tends to heal the area around it.”

Snicker if you will, but whenever I approach Mrs. Stramanos at a cocktail party or other social event, I immediately sense an electromagnetic irradiation of all negative aspects of my being, notice increased purification and a harmonious attitude, and if I have a stomachache or similar internal or external malady, it immediately disappears.

Fossil amber is the fossilized resin of plinus succinifera, coniferous trees, from the Eocene period about 40 million to 55 million years ago. Mainly found washed up on beaches of the Baltic Sea or floating upon its surface, amber is also mined in open pits, but it’s the flotsam amber that’s most prized, I suppose because a gift from the sea carries more romance than pit-mined treasure. For thousands of years, Mrs. Stramanos explained to me, collectors have prized chunks of amber whose honey, golden, or cognac  translucence not only emits a warm incandescence but also reveals whole insects, or flower blossoms, or swaths of pollen of prehistoric vintage trapped inside and perfectly preserved. Mrs. Stramanos has an amber bead enfolding a rare intact prehistoric flower blossom, a precursor, I think, to edelweiss. It’s quite a treasure. But it’s rare insects that really excite the cognoscenti. A fossilized rare species of gnat, for example, can send thrills up an entomologist’s spine and trigger instant inflation in the amber market. Mrs. Stramanos has an amber cabochon ring whose stone encases a rare beetle species.

I ask Mrs. Stramanos how the insect got inside her cabochon. “Millions of years ago, when resin dripped down a tree’s bark, insects would get trapped,” she tells me. “When the resin set, the insects became encased for eternity. This has been a boon to entomology. Of course, the same is true for flowers and other plant materials, contributing to the knowledge of botany and other natural sciences.”

One of her favorite subjects is the Victorian fascination with amber. “The Victorians revered amber, not only for its beauty, but for its healing powers,” Mrs. Stramanos informs me. “Especially the Brits. The English bourgeoisie made a sport of acquiring really big chunks of amber with all sorts of interesting stuff trapped inside. They used them as paper-weights, or just as conversation pieces, and they set them on their parlor tables to impress their guests.”

Mrs. Stramanos has made the pursuit and knowledge of amber her life’s work. This may explain why Dr. Stramanos always seems to wear a wistful, slightly wan expression. The poor man has lost his true love to his native land’s most  revered flotsam. He is literally hidden behind her now when they appear at social gatherings, with Mrs. Stramanos bedecked in her wonderful flotsam jewelry.

Amber’s components include approximately 80 percent carbon, 10 percent hydrogen, and small quantities of sulfur. Its hardness registers 2 to 2.5 on Mohs scale. Think of a substance not quite as hard as a pearl. Fossil amber varies in color depending on what materials it contains. Black amber contains tree bark or bits of fossilized plant material from forest floors. Brown and green amber contain moss. The clearer shades of cognac, golden yellow, and even pale ivory contain mostly resin and because of their lightness and translucence, show off the captured detritus. Rare specimens of blue and cherry amber have been plucked off Baltic beaches, and these are highly prized.

I ask Mrs. Stramanos if amber can be found anywhere besides the Baltic region. She sniffs. “People will say so,” she demurs, “but it’s not really amber. The stuff that comes from the Dominican Republic, or from New Jersey? That’s all much younger than Baltic amber, much less interesting to the knowledgeable collector.”

“New Jersey?”

Mrs. Stramanos rolls her eyes. “So they claim.”

When found on the Baltic shore, amber can seem like a lump of plastic with a rough, weather-beaten character, not the purveyor of supernatural golden light that will reveal itself once it is properly cleaned and polished. A good test for amber’s authenticity is to put a lighted match to it. While plastic gives off a putrid chemical odor, amber releases an aromatic resinous perfume. My Scots grandmother used to  wear a perfume called Tabu, which gave off distinctly amber bottom notes. I tell Mrs. Stramanos this.

“Of course,” she starts, “amber essence is somewhat of an aphrodisiac.”

I stop her right there. I can’t bear even an insinuation that my grandmother dabbed aphrodisiacs on her décolletage.

Both ambergris (of whale yack origin) and amber are among the oldest known substances traded between Asian and European merchants. Both substances have for millennia been burned as incense, and applied to the body or swallowed for medicinal reasons. Sailors have made fortunes collecting the sea’s most exotic flotsam.

The demand for amber jewelry is so great that a process called pressed amber was developed to spread the material around. In this process, small bits of true amber otherwise unsuitable as jewelry are heated to nearly 600 degrees Fahrenheit (around 320 degrees Celsius) and pressed together into plate or cylindrical shapes, from which objects are stamped or carved out. Sometimes the jewelry maker will sprinkle gold or silver flecks into the liquid amber before it is pressed. These flecks impart the false impression of captured organic material. Much of the amber jewelry for sale today is manufactured from this pressed amber technique. The Chinese melt honey-colored resin and cleverly insert modern-era bugs whose corpses they have tortured to give a prehistoric appearance. They sell these miniature artifacts on eBay for ninety-nine cents a pop. They are tiny frauds, worth the price. The Chinese, Mrs. Stramanos tells me, sell so many of these fakes that if the Cultural Revolution’s Away With All Pests campaign wasn’t successful the first time  around, surely by now all of Guangzhou’s flies have been captured in amber pendants for sale on eBay.

Chunks of real amber containing insects or flora proliferate on eBay auctions, but these are mostly processed amber or fragments containing boring species of flora and fauna; few measure up to Latvian standards—the highest indicator of quality. None of the amber decorating Mrs. Stramanos would ever be traded online.

I have walked Latvian beaches hoping to find even the tiniest chunk of amber. I don’t care if it holds an insect leg or rare flower petal, or botanically interesting pollen; a tiny speck of prehistoric pollen would suffice. But as Mrs. Stramanos explains to me, amber flotsam has become harder and harder to find. “Most of the really rare stuff,” she says, “has already been snatched up. Sadly, the Baltic has given up most of its amber.”

(But why should she worry? She’s wearing half the world’s amber supply around her neck.)

“But every once in a while,” she adds as if to comfort me, “a beachcomber can find a piece of true amber on the Baltic beaches.”

Yeah, sure, like one day the tide will deliver up my own special chunk of amber here on the shore of this Latvian fishing village, and it will land right at my feet and be mine to treasure or trade.

“Maybe you should try Estonia,” suggests Mrs. Stramanos.

“Already tried,” I say. “Any other ideas?”

Mrs. Stramanos is a patient woman, a good thing considering our size difference. Her broad hand drops onto my shoulder, its pinky finger sporting a new acquisition, a  honey-colored cabochon loaded with exotic prehistoric detritus. “Listen, dear,” she says, the way a pro golfer explains double bogies to a novice, “you need to know what you are looking for. And then you need to know which beaches to search, and how the currents flow, and how to watch the tides, and where to search among the wrack.”

I scratch the side of my face. “Let me ask you this,” I say. “Where did you find all your amber?”

Mrs. Stramanos’s fingers caress her amber-clotted breast. “These? Why, I found them in Riga,” she says, “in a little shop in Priditis Street. They have a marvelous catalog order service, too.”




Shell Lust 

Manhattanite Sarah Soffer collects old bones. Sarah is especially fond of piscine and marine mammal remains washed ashore on coastal beaches. She’s a photographer and enjoys arranging the remains against simple backdrops and taking their pictures, sort of intimate postmortem portraits. I once tried interesting Sarah in seashells but she turned her nose up. “It’s not the same as bones,” she sniffed. “Bones are more personal.” I wonder about that. Seashells are bones worn on the outside.

If humans wore their skeletons on the outside, would they be more enamored of themselves? If, like most mollusks, we went around in bony armor to protect our soft flesh, our tender organs, would we flaunt our bones? Wear them haughtily and be less fearful of predators? What would we look like as exoskeleton creatures?

Clams, scallops, snails, and other marine mollusks have an amazing ability to disguise and protect themselves with  their skeletons, some so intricately constructed, so architecturally ingenious that great architectural projects have been modeled after them. Take the Euplectella aspergillum, for example, better known as the Venus flower basket. If a VFB washed up at Sarah’s pretty feet, I guarantee she wouldn’t spurn it.
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Eco and ecto skeletons.

The Venus flower basket is a sponge with a hollow cylindrical glass skeleton, generally ten to eleven inches long, a fragile phallic scaffolding constructed of intricately latticed woven glass. It attaches itself to the ocean floor with glass fibers that resemble the finest spun angel hair. Its shaft resembles tulle netting surrounded by swirled glass bracings. It is one of the world’s rarest and most prized bits of flotsam, found only occasionally washed up intact on the beaches of Cebu island, in the Philippines, where it lives at depths of  fifteen hundred to fifteen thousand feet in the Western Pacific Ocean. Frequently, a pair of tiny shrimp will enter through the bone-white latticework and grow until they are too big to leave the “bridal chamber”; thus encased, certainly bored, they eventually mate. What else is there to do in jail? When their offspring hatch, the little brine swim through the latticework openings, but the larger parents are trapped for life inside the structure. In parts of Japan, the Venus flower basket is a traditional wedding gift, meant to represent a lifetime commitment. Interpret this as you will.

Western architects have begun studying the design of the Venus flower basket, hoping to translate its inherent strength into the structural design of high-rise towers. Joanna Aizenberg, a researcher at Bell Laboratories/Lucent Technologies in Murray Hill, New Jersey, published a paper in the journal Science, saying the VFB’s elaborate structure represents “major fundamental construction strategies such as laminated structures, fiber-reinforced composites, bundled beams and diagonally reinforced square-grid cells.” In other words, high-rise towers like I. M. Pei’s Hong Kong Bank Building with its diagonally reinforced beams, London’s Swiss Tower, and Paris’s Eiffel Tower all imitate nature, except, unlike the Venus flower basket, they provide exits. Scientists have also discovered that the VFB and other bottom-dwelling sponges in the genus Euplectella possess filaments able to conduct light “as well as or better than the best fiber-optic cable.”

I own two Venus flower baskets. I keep them wrapped in tissue paper inside cylindrical boxes inside an Asian chest. Every once in a while I carefully remove these fragile  skeletons, marvel at their strange beauty, and thank God I’m not a trapped shrimp.
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The Venus flower basket was once a living organism.

My friend Sarah would certainly appreciate the bone-like appearance of the Venus flower basket. As for the sponge’s ability to trap mating pairs, Sarah would sniff and say, “It’s a matter of interpretation.” Which brings us back to the seashell, these beached skeletons of mollusks, sea animals who built their bones for armor.

Think of it: a skeleton worn on the outside. Once the organs fail, once the flesh succumbs, all that’s left is bones, and, frankly, humans have nothing to brag about, being somewhat the cuttlefish of mammals. Compare a typical everyday human skeleton with the shell of a Tahitian heart cockle, or a suggestive violet-lipped Cassidula nucleus from the Philippines, or yellow-lined Strombus fasciatus from the Gulf of Aqaba, in Sinai, Egypt, or the African turbo with its  mahogany veneer over mother-of-pearl, or even the simple abalone, the plate limpet, for criminy sake, or the fighting conch. How dare we humans brag about our bones?

Because most mollusks wear their skeletons on the outside, providing shelter and defense, beachcombers often forget that something might be living inside these shells, which have always enjoyed currency in human cultures. Traded as money, used for medicinal purposes, talismans, as ornaments or objets d’art, seashells have sparked human curiosity ever since Cro-Magnon man stood on the strandline and marveled—if Cro-Magnon was capable of marveling—at them rolling in on the tides.

The tropical marine mollusk Cypraeidae, or cowrie, develops a brightly colored shell with a long central column that works like a human spine. Cro-Magnon man wore the cowrie shell to stave off sterility. Apparently it didn’t work so well. The pit dwellers of prehistoric England used cowries for lucre, as jewelry, and as talismans, as did the Saxons in Germany. In pre-dynastic Egypt, cowries were named for the Latin Cypraea, which has the same root as Cyprus, the birth-place of Venus, or Aphrodite. One look at the entrance to the cowrie shell’s erotically suggestive interior reveals why. Marco Polo, on the other hand, visualized cowries as “little pigs”; thus he dubbed them porcellana, a word eventually used by Europeans to describe Chinese porcelain, the delicate surfaces being reminiscent of the smooth cowrie shell.

In ancient China, cowrie shells were incorporated into burial rites: While a commoner’s corpse had its mouth filled with rice, an emperor was buried with cowries stuffed in his mouth—nine cowries being the maximum, and I suppose it  depended on how big the emperor’s mouth was. Feudal lords merited seven cowries in the mouth, while high officers only got to suck five, and ordinary officers tucked three. An exception was made for commoners of great wealth; a latter-day Donald Trump or Bill Gates, for example, received a small cowrie on the last molar on each side of the mouth to ensure the departed soul had enough to eat and spend in the next life, implying, perhaps, that certain privileged cowrie suckers can take it with them.

In Bengal, cowries were small change, not a king’s ransom. In East Africa, Arabs used cowries both as money and female fertility charms; they were also thought to deflect the evil eye. Burial sites near the Caspian Sea in the Caucasus Mountains reveal the use of various families of mollusk shells as lucre to help transport souls. In Africa, especially in Uganda in the nineteenth century, cowries were traded as currency.

The Old Testament describes Adam and Eve fleeing Paradise, clasping fig leaves to their private parts. I’m not sure why their beaded jewelry wasn’t mentioned. It’s a fact that the beads came first. Even before the first recorded sinners clasped ficus to genitalia, Cro-Magnon was decorating his body with beads made from seashells washed up near his seaside cave. Cro-Magnon males made beaded jewelry from shells of univalves or gastropods—snails, whelks, and conchs-strung on plant vines. The craft of bead making developed parallel to tool fabrication, and eventually these prehistoric hippies figured out how to slice abalones into small pieces that revealed the excellent character of the shell’s mother-of-pearl lining. Cowries, too, were sliced for  their inner beauty. Much later, professional bead makers would agree that the naturally worn surface of an Indonesian blue-backed cowrie shell cannot be matched by artificially induced versions.

Ever wonder what the world’s oldest professionals were paid for their services? Or why Cro-Magnon man traipsed around wearing stacks of beaded necklaces? A simple leap of logic explains why he frequented the strand, beachcombing for cowries.

Even today, Homo sapiens derive pleasure from stringing flotsam around their necks and limbs, hanging it like tree ornaments from their ears. Mrs. Stramanos is just one example of this phenomenon; think of Don Ho and his Hawaiian shell chokers.

Linnaeus, when developing his mollusk classification system, named the quahog Mercenarius (Venus); and America’s first form of exchange for value, wampum, from the Algonquin word wampumpeag, meaning a string of white beads, was made from the quahog shell. While less prized wampum was carved from white shells of whelks and conchs, usually from a shell’s central column, the most valued wampum was fashioned from quahog shells, an Atlantic Ocean native that bears a patch of deep violet on the interior face. “Council wampum” was carved by Native Americans, such as the Wolf Clan of the Mohawk Nation at Akwesasne around Lake Oneida, New York. These were later imitated by European factories, but the production-line versions were not as prized. Among Native Americans, wampum was highly symbolic, offered in kinship affirmation rituals and condolences. French explorer Jacques Cartier, in 1535,  observed an analogy between the uses of wampum by Native Americans and the Europeans’ use of precious metals like gold and silver. Thus, at least to the European mind, wampum developed a reputation as “currency.”

Today, the quahog is less prolific, having been overexploited. Pollution in the near-shore waters where quahog mollusks once thrived has caused the distinctive violet patch to shrink. Still, if you’ve never seen the violet insides of a quahog shell, well, you simply haven’t lived.

Mollusks have been collected off beaches for their colors alone. For more than thirty-five hundred years, humans have squeezed dye from mollusks of the genus Murex, using it to color their bodies and their clothing. Early records date back to Crete, but some historians believe Neolithic man was already using mollusk juice to decorate himself. Because dye making was labor intensive and too costly for the commoner—three hundred pounds of liquid Murex dye for every fifty pounds of wool—the color it produced became associated with royalty. Antony and Cleopatra’s sails were tyrian purple, with dye derived from the same mollusk family mixed with the red dye produced from whelks. During his reign, Nero was the only Roman permitted to wear tyrian purple. Incredibly, mummy wrappings dyed with mollusk purple have retained their color over several thousand years.

Central Americans in the sixteenth century learned to squeeze purple juices from mashed Purpura patula snails they collected on beaches. During the Spanish occupation, the dye derivative was shipped to Spain to dye noblemens’ cloaks and vests. Back in the colonies, the shell mashers eventually figured out that smashing snails endangered the  animal population, so they taught themselves to blow into the snail’s shell, causing the dye to dribble out. The snails were replaced in their habitats, free to reproduce, arguably one of humankind’s first efforts at conserving an endangered species.

Even more fabulous than the whelk and mollusk dye is what ancient Mediterranean divers discovered on the seafloor: the noble pen shell, perhaps the most fascinating article ever brought up from the sea. The noble pen mollusk anchors itself to the seafloor with fine golden threads about two feet long, strong enough to hold the animal steady in the wake of powerful currents and undertow. Jason seeking the Golden Fleece may have been pursuing the noble pen’s threads. From ancient times, these exquisite golden threads have been sewn into the clothing of the wealthy classes.

It’s a fact that fashion designers for millennia have aspired to the shapes, textures, lines, and weave of seashells. Like architects studying the structural design of the Venus flower basket, certain organically oriented clothing designers strive to decorate the human body in Neptune’s colors and patterns. Scientists envy sponges and mollusks, more so because they can’t yet exactly match their designs, but with the advances in 3-D software technology, we may soon crack the code. It is entirely possible in coming epochs that we humans may see the advantages in turning ourselves inside out in order to survive. More fantastic evolutionary moments have occurred.

A seashell is most vibrant when the animal is still living inside it. Once it dies, the shell gradually begins to deteriorate and fade. Exposed to sunlight, seashells lose their  beauty and luster, and caring for them over long periods of time requires a conchologist’s expertise. Seashell guidebooks often warn beachcombers to check federal, state, and local laws protecting marine life before going shelling on a beach. They also, with a straight face, warn against harvesting shells whose animals are still alive and residing within. I have often wondered how this applies to the turbans and the conchs and other architecturally complex shells. Does one knock? Ring a bell? Shout, “Anybody home?”

I remember as a child that a female adult in my family, perhaps an aunt, frequently sported a particular necklace—a spiky fire-orange choker that looked like, if she cocked her head, it would puncture her jugular vein. No one knows how many necklaces, bracelets, hair ornaments, earrings, rings, Bedouin prayer beads, carvings, calcium supplements, and kitschy souvenirs have been created since humans first began mining coral reefs, but over the millennia of human accessorizing, with perhaps the single exception of the Cro-Magnon fetish for shells, coral has enjoyed top billing among fashionistas, even being hailed recently as a summer must-have accessory.

Coral washes up on the strangest beaches. I plucked my first piece of coral off the tide at Myrtle Edwards Park in downtown Seattle. Little white spiky thing, not nearly as lovely as auntie’s jugular wrap, still, coral. Since that first find, I’ve collected small bits of white coral from beaches in California and Oregon. And this is how eBay’s coral hawkers claim they acquired the precious fire-orange and deep red stuff they offer online. Not so. Yet those items of jewelry and souvenir kitsch represent only a tiny fraction of coral reef  demolition. A flotsamist, therefore, who happens upon pieces of coral on a beach should thank the stars for such good luck and treat it kindly, for once it was alive and thriving and serving the kingdom of the sea.
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Some beach shells seem to stare at you.




Barnacles 

The barnacle is a curious bit of organic flotsam, and honestly, one of my favorites. Charles Darwin spent eight years studying barnacles, and his monograph on them is still required reading for marine biologists. The two-volume masterpiece, published in 1851 and 1854, describes the barnacle’s curious physical features, its free-swimming young, and its feeding habits. Whether or not they’ve read Darwin’s masterpiece, accomplished beachcombers know barnacles intimately, either from nasty cuts to bare feet or  from finding the perfect glass ball fishing float washed up and encrusted in hitchhiking barnacles. For centuries barnacles were thought to be mollusks related to oysters, clams, and mussels because they seemed to possess a shell. Darwin and his contemporaries, however, had observed the barnacles’ wandering offspring, placing the animal in the order of crustaceans, like shrimp and lobster. What had   been misnomered “shell” was actually layers of calcareous plates the animal secretes as protection.
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The horseshoe life preserver washed up long ago is now covered with barnacles.

A barnacle’s life is not necessarily boring. True, if you were stuck to a boulder that never moved from its position on the tide line, life might prove a yawn. But imagine being attached to a cargo vessel, traveling across the oceans to exotic ports where you mix and mingle with other barnacles stuck to other cargo vessels. Or how about riding a whale? This is as adventurous as barnacle life gets, but I know humans with duller lives. At least humans can perambulate; barnacles, once attached, are stuck for life. Fused by its own strong glue, to driftwood, or rocks, a crab or whale’s body, or to a ship’s hull, the barnacle goes where its ride goes. Necky goose barnacles are fond of sticking themselves to wood pilings or ships’ hulls from which they dangle headfirst into the water. Their bodies are confined between plates shaped more or less like a goose bill, and legend had it that they would hatch into “barnacle geese,” thus the goose moniker.

The more common acorn barnacle attaches its neckless plated armor directly onto whatever it chooses to ride; cemented headfirst, its feathery feet protrude, waggling for food. Spawn is ejected from the hermaphrodite’s elongated penile tube in hopes of fertilizing its neighbor. Such is barnacle sex.

Barnacles damage hull paint and often clog drainpipes opening into the ocean. They have justly earned the sobriquet “most prolific fouling marine animal.” And all along we thought that title belonged to humans.

Never underestimate the sticking power of a barnacle; cements like Superglue were first developed from studying  barnacle glue. Patent or not, I would personally be loathe to have my glue taken, and, anyway, barnacles deserve far more respect than they currently enjoy. Research has shown that barnacles possess a remarkable ability to accumulate concentrations of poisonous metals, suggesting potential applications for cleaning up pollution. For decades marine biologists have used barnacles as a measure of pollution levels in saltwater. Flotsamists know that barnacles stuck to flotsam indicate the object has spent a long time at sea. This is an important clue when attempting to identify how far and how long a piece of flotsam has traveled on the ocean. And, of course, like every sea animal, the lowly barnacle has found a place in haute cuisine. Next time you see barnacles on the menu, think glue.




Ancient Flotsam Cures and Cosmeceuticals 

Ancient peoples believed that gods sent healing remedies from the sea to those who respected it. A peek into an ancient pharmacopoeia offers examples of medical treatments involving flotsam.

Seahorses, which travel just beneath the water’s surface, have always been collected, both for ornamental and medicinal use and by children for purposes of torture. Ancient Greeks employed seahorses in an attempt to cure cancer, and Europeans believed seahorses cured urinary incontinence and improved the flow of breast milk. Children still collect seahorses to add to their “sea rodeo” collections, and this is where the torture enters. I once witnessed a five-year-old boy playing sea rodeo with freshly harvested seahorses from the Indo-Pacific. The boy had  fashioned a miniature lasso from dental floss. I needn’t elaborate. Pity he didn’t realize that an intact seahorse washed up on the beach is thought to bring great fortune to its finder.

[image: 007]

Limpet shell and gold snuff case from Dover, England.

Pearls are also believed to lure good fortune. Tahitian black pearls are particularly effective in curing female depression, and just now I’m really, really depressed. Pearls also were used to reduce fevers and to treat various organ maladies. Crushed pearl mixed with crushed coral was thought to cure tuberculosis. Today, crushed pearls are used in Chinese and Japanese cosmetics made for improving skin texture and clarity, or at least the manufacturers’ bottom line. Asian women swear by crushed pearls, though, like this writer, they’re fonder of the uncrushed variety. Persians believed pearls cured insanity, and I’ll second that.

On a recent layover in Hong Kong, I devoted an afternoon to pearl creams. My old pal Simon Chu, who manages a pearl export establishment, pointed me to the best apothecaries, and when all was said and done, I came home with a product called Make Best Face for Husband, a rich, thick, pearl-infused emollient produced by a factory in Macau. The instructions advised using only on face and hands, as “ingradients may allergic other body parts.” In the end, Make Best Face for Husband gave me a rash around the hairline and nostrils, but I swear I saw crushed pearls in the formula.

Abalone shell, the English believed, made short shrift of corns. Here’s the recipe: “Squeeze lemon juice over mother-of-pearl buttons 2x a day for one week, until the buttons turn to paste. Spread on corn, cover with bandaging. Repeat once a day until the corn detaches from the foot.” Next time you lose a button try checking your neighbor’s foot.

Seaweed, marine algae, stranded fish, and invertebrates are listed in ancient pharmacopoeias. Egyptian, Chinese, Greek, and Roman physicians combined ministration of organic matter washed up on their beaches with prayer to heal the sick. Brilliant. They actually slopped on the raw, slimy stuff straight off the wrack, and here we discover the origins of La Costa and other spendy spas. Today, native healers and shamans compete elbow-to-elbow with spa owners along the wrack line, collecting medicinal and cosmetic miracles piled up on beaches—jumbles of green and brown seaweed, and kelp so tangled it snags seahorses, mussels, crabs, and other marine life, whose leaves or roots or skins found their way into the apothecaries of every ancient seashore community  in the days when every part of a plant or animal was sacred. But I’ll bet if they had Aleve and Botox back then, the wrack would have languished where the tide left it.

In Europe during Victorian times, seawater treatments became all the rage as thalassotherapy, and spa aestheticians applied seaweed poultices directly to their clients’ skin, then bathed the skin in seawater to help detoxify and nourish the body. Because of its amazing softening properties, seaweed has for centuries been used in traditional Asian pharmacology, applied to tumors and nodules. As an anti-inflammatory, seaweed has been applied to swollen lymph and thyroid glands, and when taken orally seaweed is believed to reduce swelling of lymph nodes and, more recently, to generally help combat symptoms associated with HIV and other autoimmune disorders and certain chronic allergies.

Chondrus chrispus, Irish moss seaweed, traditionally was used to remedy digestive problems like diarrhea, and to treat dysentery, gastric ulcers, and the common cold. Both green and brown seaweed—ubiquitous flotsam debris—contain minerals and other nutritive properties and have for centuries been a dietary staple, as common as lettuce and other land-grown vegetables, and, if possible, less palatable. “Eat your seaweed, young man, or you’ll never make samurai.”

Irish moss is a gloriously versatile flotsam that is also used as bedding. I’ve lain on a moss bed in a hotel in Rome, which shall go unidentified only because it is one of those preciously held secrets one can’t afford to advertise for fear of creating a tourist wave that would spoil its cachet. I can state without hesitation that this hotel’s Irish moss bed is even more comfortable than Leonard Bernstein’s bed.

They say never kiss and tell. I didn’t kiss, but I’ll skip the details other than to report that I spent a night in Mr. Bernstein’s bed, and in that downy nest enjoyed the second-best night’s sleep of my life. In fairness I must divulge that the maestro and I did not share his bed—I had it all to myself. On a scale of 1 to 10½, the maestro’s bed ranks 10, while the Irish moss bed in Rome ranks 10½. But getting back to flotsam, picture this:

A sunny springtime in Connecticut. Midafternoon. The swimming pool at Leonard Bernstein’s country residence. I am lounging poolside, savoring robin song, when I notice a stick adrift in the swimming pool. A whisper of breeze had stirred up a current on the water’s surface, causing the stick to flow in and out of lacy shadows cast by a shade tree. Is that a stick, I asked myself, or ... good heavens, could that be a baton? Was it possible that somehow the maestro’s baton had fallen into the swimming pool, to travel like so much flotsam from the diving board to the stepladder, trapped in heartless currents, its delicate balance thrown off by the aquatic insult? I removed my sunglasses and stood up. Straightening my bikini bottoms, I marched barefoot toward the pool. The melody to “The Rumble” entered my head and I must have been humming out loud because the startled robin stopped singing and flickered off. I dove into the pool and swam for the sacred flotsam. As my fingers grasped the slender stick I at once perceived the flotsam was more suited to the robin than to the maestro. At that moment my host ventured out from the house. “I didn’t know you were quite so compulsively a neat-freak,” he said. “How about another martini?”

Bladderwrack, fucus vesiculosus, a floating seaweed, grew popular in nineteenth-century North Atlantic coastal regions as a treatment for goiter and obesity. Now my interest piques: Did they really distinguish between goiters and obesity, or did they think dad’s pork belly was a goiter? Anyway, the claim itself is suspect—who knew from goiters back then? I think the bladderwrack claim is a bogus attempt to promote sales of fucus vesiculosus by Shopping Channel shamans who adopt transparent Scottish brogues and claim the cure was passed down in family lore. Besides, no wrack I’ve ever seen has a bladder, and I’ve even looked up a kelp’s hose.

Japanese have traditionally embraced—or rather, imbibed—sea vegetable diets for their laxative qualities. Arame, hijiki, kombu (a kelp), and wakame have all been shown to eliminate toxins from the intestines because they contain an alginic acid, which binds to heavy metals in the intestines, making them indigestible; the toxins then glide from the body along with the alginic acid. And today, even Morpheus wears a seaweed cure: a new brand of seaweed fiber pajamas that detoxify while you sleep.




Poseidon’s Drifting Limbs 

Twelve thousand years ago, Iceland’s first settlers chopped down the island’s trees for building material and fuel. So thoroughly did they denude the land of trees that they came to depend on Siberian driftwood for home construction and fuel. I’ve visited Siberia, have personally eyeballed Siberian tree trunks, in fact, stumbled into one, after too much Inupiat white lightning. Siberian trees are not, well, girthy. They are thin as a Finnish rock star, and I venture to say,  were probably no thicker twelve thousand years ago. Siberian driftwood can’t be all that desirable as log cabin material.

Eventually someone in Iceland’s denuded taiga got the eureka of growing, hopefully, fatter trees from seedlings arriving via Siberian driftwood, but in the meantime, sheep-herding was introduced, and the dimwitted ruminants munched out the tree saplings before they could mature. Decades later, still dependent on Siberian flotsam, someone fenced the sheep in, and the tree saplings eventually matured into girthy construction-grade timber. Iceland’s strandliners still covet wood flotsam, though, just in case the sheep get loose.

An amazing quality of driftwood is how far it can travel without deteriorating. Branches of Pacific Northwest Douglas firs have been found on Polynesian beaches. Rare Chinese woods have been collected along the Oregon coast—not only remnants of shipwrecks, but also parts of uprooted trees gone adrift. Hardwoods from the tropics have washed up along Maine’s coast, but to the amateur beachcomber’s eye, the wood is indistinguishable from other driftwood lining the beach. Experts know the difference, and they have made startling discoveries that have led to an understanding of the ocean’s currents and weather patterns.

I met Lonnie Rose in Garibaldi, Oregon. Lonnie is a woodworker. I am not sure if that means a carpenter or a sculptor, and I never had an opportunity to find out because when Lonnie starts talking about driftwood flotsam, he’s a runaway train. He’s a whole-body talker, moving in rhythm to his story, his hands waving, his hips swaying—you’d think he was dancing—his mesmerizing tales of driftwood flotsam  painting a picture of every piece of wood he’s ever claimed off Oregon’s wild beaches. Lonnie Rose has literally fenced himself in with flotsam. A fence he built of driftwood flotsam surrounds his blink-and-miss home on the precipice of U.S. Highway 101 running through Rockaway Beach. But Lonnie’s favorite flotsam is kept indoors because it is too incredible to appreciate in peripheral vision.

It’s a horse’s head formed in the grain of a cedar log. Lonnie rescued it from the tide off Garibaldi. It doesn’t take the haunted eyes of a war veteran like Lonnie to trace the outline of a horse’s head in the cedar grain, and I felt its power in Lonnie’s dance. One of America’s unsung heroes, Lonnie is hippied-out, as honest as an Oregon blueberry. Who knows what Lonnie has seen riding an incoming tide?

While it travels the ocean currents, driftwood provides homes for seabirds as its flora feeds fish and other aquatic species. Meanwhile, gribbles, shipworms, and ocean-friendly bacteria work to decompose the wood, adding unique character to each branch, or limb, or trunk. Washing up onto beaches, driftwood can pile up to form a skeletal structure on which sand dunes may form. Weathered, sun-bleached, gnarled, and riddled with wormholes, driftwood is one of nature’s most eclectic and ubiquitous art forms, most beautiful when left unaltered by human hands. God bless the driftwood crafters, can you please take a hint from Lonnie Rose and let driftwood speak for itself?

Driftwood today is celebrated at fairs in a few beach communities along North America’s coastlines. But its beauty is even more revered as natural sculpture in Japan, in Barcelona, Spain, and in other European cities, where major  driftwood exhibitions bring together flotsamists from around the globe. I’ve never personally attended one of these gatherings, but I can just imagine Lonnie showing up in Barcelona and wowing the crowd with his cedar-grain horse.

Perhaps the most important driftwood log to complete a transoceanic voyage was the tree trunk that reputedly crossed   the Pacific Ocean from Peru to Polynesia, carrying on its back the exotic sweet potato. As far back as 10,000 BC, potato tubers were harvested in Peru. By 2500 BC, South American natives were cultivating potatoes and creating new varieties. The sweet potato varieties were particularly well suited to hot, moist climates. Centuries before Spanish and Portuguese explorers discovered potatoes in the Americas, the tubers were already being cultivated in New Zealand and in the South Pacific Islands. Paleontological evidence suggests that by AD 400, potato tubers had reached eastern Polynesia, and by AD 1300, sweet potatoes were being cultivated in New Zealand. From Polynesia, the tubers traveled northward into Asia, reaching China and Japan, where they became dietary staples. Although no clear evidence has yet definitively proved how the tubers first arrived in Polynesia, many paleontologists believe the sweet potato most likely traveled across the South Pacific as tubers attached to a driftwood log, or as seed capsules that floated. Remember that at Thanksgiving dinner.

[image: 008]

Driftwood connoisseur Lonnie Rose.




The Chilean Blob 

Organic flotsam, as we have come to learn close-up, comes in all species. Los Muermos, Chile, in 2003, received a frightening visitor to its shores. The washed-up thirteen-ton blob of amorphous tissue contained no bones or scales or armor of any sort, and while marine biologists scratched their heads in wonder, some locals speculated the thing from the sea was a giant octopus.

When scientists studied the tissue and found sperm whale DNA and dermal glands, the giant-octopus-monster  buzz suffered a blow, though it didn’t die out. Then biologists checked some preserved samples of other sea monsters that had washed up in other locales, including the Giant Octopus of St. Augustine, Florida, circa 1896; the Tasmanian West Coast Monster, circa 1960; the Bermudan Blob, circa 1992; the Nantucket Blob, 1996; and finally, Bermuda Blob 2, in 1997.

Test results confirmed all these monstrous sci-fi gooey gobs of flotsam were, in reality, ballena restos, or, in French,  vestige baleine, or, in Swahili, nyangumi vipinda; in any case, more than whale yack but less than Moby Dick. Translation: whale remains.




The Drifters 

We already know that Cro-Magnon man wore shell jewelry. Now it comes to light that at least for the past thousand years, Native Americans have made necklaces from seedpod flotsam. Especially along tropical coastlines and subtropical beaches, exotic seedpods wash in off the tides. In 1894,  Garden and Forest magazine published an article by C. H. Coe, a collector of sea beans on Florida’s beaches. Although sea beans had for centuries, possibly millennia, been put to sundry uses by humankind, Coe’s article, which focused on how to polish sea beans, is the first recorded literature in the United States.

Sea beans are seedpods of tropical plants, woody vines, and trees. The sea bean’s exterior pod or outer seed coat is virtually waterproof. Inside, an air pocket, often supporting a fertile kernel, gives the pod buoyancy, making it a great candidate for bobbing along on ocean swells and currents. A  legend from the Azores says Columbus, while searching for the West Indies, learned of seedpods washing ashore on the Azores. Specifically, Columbus learned of a heart-shaped, mahogany-colored pod now named Fava de Colom and commonly called the sea heart because of its vaguely heartlike shape and its deep mahogany-red shade. Columbus, according to this legend, had seen sea hearts in Europe, where the pods were fashioned into snuff boxes. The pods had washed up onto European beaches off the North Atlantic Current. Some collectors refer to this sea bean as a kidney bean, which begs the anatomical question, “Which is the more accurate description of its shape?” I vote for heart, but then I’ve never autopsied anything owning a heart and a kidney. The sea heart comes from Entada gigas, a woody vine that grows in America’s tropical climes. This humble bean had navigated the Atlantic’s Gulf Stream before entering the North American Current. Columbus also identified at least one species of bamboo in the West Indies, which he erroneously thought must have come from the East Indies. Although he got the land mass wrong, Columbus nevertheless understood ocean currents, thanks to such arcane clues as the floating adventures of tropical seedpods. If flotsam can help an explorer navigate alien waters, it must be worth something.

In fact, sea beans of many varieties had been traveling ocean currents for thousands of years, journeying both north and south from their native soil. The northward drifters often float as far as Western Europe before beaching on the shores of England, Scotland, Ireland, and Wales; some few travel even farther north to the Netherlands and Norway. Originating in the Amazon rain forests and on the beaches  of the American tropics, the seedpods are washed by rains and tides into the Gulf Stream current. Their tough outer coats survive thousand of miles of saltwater drifting, though some with weaker exterior shells sink along the way. Once beached in a northern temperate climate, the beans might sprout, but will soon die from the cold temperatures. Scottish folklore tells the story of the Mary bean, actually a washed up morning glory seed, which was used in Scotland to ensure safe childbirth. The woman delivering held the bean while her midwife chanted a Gaelic verse. In Norway, women fought labor pains by sipping a brew of tea or ale, from a cup made of sea heart skin.

Ed Perry IV, a Florida park ranger, and the late John V. Dennis, a botanist, biologist, ornithologist, and writer, studied sea beans for decades. Perry’s initial interest in sea beans and drift seeds came from his grandmother, Helen Wright Risler, who operated the Sea Bean Boutique in Cocoa Beach, Florida. Dennis, who passed away in 2002, and Perry were among the charter members of The Drifters, a seedpod squad that publishes an international sea-bean and drift-seed newsletter appropriately named The Drifting Seed. The Drifters soon initiated a dialogue among botanists, oceanographers, serious sea-bean collectors, and interested beachcombers that has developed into the International Sea Bean Symposium, an annual conference held in Florida aimed at discovering everything there is to know about these marvelous bits of flotsam.

And they are marvelous: One glance at the pages of Sea-Beans from the Tropics, a book by Perry and Dennis, may hook a beachcomber into collecting these often colorful,  sometimes striped or grooved, seedpods. I’ve seen collectors wearing sea-bean necklaces that would absolutely pop from the pages of Vogue magazine, and a revival in sea-bean jewelry hit the summer 2005 fashion runways. Seedpod jewelry is now hawked by street vendors, and my supermarket sells seedpods by the pound to use in flower arranging. Of course, these are harvested at the sourec, not off tide lines.

Atlantic beaches along North and Central America collect thousands of sea beans annually, often found in sargassum weed and floating marine life wrack that the outgoing tides leave behind. Perry and Dennis say nearly two hundred sea-bean species have washed up so far on Florida’s beaches, perhaps the world’s finest sea-bean collection beaches.

A number of factors affect where and when these tropical gems will wash up. In the Atlantic, the Gulf Stream, the world’s strongest current, feeds into the North Atlantic Drift, which carries sea beans from as far south as the Amazon to as far north as Scandinavia. Weather also plays a role; hurricanes in particular can shoot the sea beans off into other surface currents, sending them on a less predictable odyssey than if they remained in the Gulf Stream.

The Drifters of Florida remember fondly the legendary “queen of sea beans,” Cathie Katz. Katz, who grew up in Holland, was in her last years a resident of Melbourne Beach, Florida, was founder and editor of The Drifting Seed, a founder of the International Sea Bean Symposium, and author of several volumes in the Florida Nature series. Katz was known for being the sole beachcomber brave enough and impassioned enough to set out along the beach during a hurricane looking for sea beans and other flotsam. Having  combed beaches in Holland, Spain, Portugal, and New Jersey, Katz often said that Florida’s beaches far exceeded any of those beaches in flotsam yield.

A side note on Katz’s flotsaming: She once found a plastic-wrapped package washed up; inside were identification papers belonging to a Cuban man, including his driver’s license and birth certificate. They had washed ashore during the 1994 Cuban exodus. A year later Katz tracked the man down in Miami and returned the papers to him, relieved to learn he had survived his voyage. Katz also found a porcelain Portuguese fishing float the size of a bowling ball—virtually unheard of in today’s era of proliferating plastic fish-net floats.

But can exotic seedpods germinate once on foreign soil? Although seedpods venturing far north into Scandinavia and the British Isles cannot germinate in those cooler climates, Ed Perry in Florida has managed to sprout a brown hamburger bean and has grown it to maturity. The plant has already produced little hamburgers of its own. Because sea beans are still one of botany’s least-studied subjects, Perry believes Florida’s Brevard beaches receive drifting seeds from plants as yet unknown to botanists.

Sea beans also float across the Pacific Ocean from Southeast Asia. They’ve been found on Pacific Northwest Coast beaches. Some are still able to sprout, although the vines they produce will not withstand frost. Hamburger beans, which resemble Big Macs, have turned up on Washington State beaches. The hamburger bean contains L-dopamine, a natural form of the chemical sometimes used to treat Parkinson’s disease.




Velella velella: Flotsam’s Harbinger 

The first time I consciously encountered Velella velella, I fell to my knees on the tide line and gave my heart to its translucent blue sail as the curious jelly tacked in the shallows and then beached on the sand. I did not know then how critically Velella velella influences a seasoned flotsamist’s harvesting habits. Since then I’ve learned that when an aggregation of Velella velella washes up, flotsam’s on its way. But upon my first encounter, all I saw was its incandescent beauty and its ingeneous design. This remarkable gelatinous hydrozoa with its own sail and the ability to tack is commonly called a By-the-Wind Sailor. No wonder I fell in love at first sight.

The bright, transparent navy-blue animal is an enchanting combination of cartilagelike skeleton and gas-filled pockets. Oval-shaped, about four inches in diameter and two inches high at the vertical triangular crest set diagonally across the top, By-the-Wind Sailors ride warm water currents.

Adrift on open temperate seas, By-the-Wind-Sailors are social to the extreme, voyaging in aggregations of tens of thousands of individuals. The jelly itself is comprised of a colony of zooids, including gastrozooids and gonozooids. The gastrozooids feed on fish eggs, shrimp eggs, and planktons, while the gonozooids perform the reproductive duties, ejecting tiny medusa.

When driven ashore en masse, sometimes in mile-long flotillas, they form great mounds of blue gelatinous goo, and—there’s always a catch to love at first sight—in death emit a ghastly odor detectable half a mile inland.

Some By-the-Winds tack to the right while others tack leftward. Both types apparently mix together in the central oceans, and I rather doubt that any sort of leftward discrimination exists in their world. But when a strong wind whips up the waters, the jellies tack toward one shore or the other, depending on their bent. Along American Atlantic coastlines, the beached jellies are usually lefties, and strong seasonal winds blow them northwesterly toward shore, while on American Pacific coastlines, By-the-Winds tend to tack to the right as prevailing northerlies keep them offshore, until spring and summer, when strong southerly or westerly winds send them tacking to the beach en masse.

By-the-Winds usually mark the imminent arrival of glass floats and other wonderful things washing in on the tides. That’s because Velella velella is driven ashore by storms—the same storms that rake the central oceans of their floating debris and send it careening toward landfall.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_019_r1.gif





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_014_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_021_r1.gif





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_002_r1.gif





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_022_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_018_r1.gif





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_016_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_msr_cvt_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_015_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_msr_cvi_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_020_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/skye_9781570617386_oeb_001_r1.jpg
WASHED UP

The Curious Journeys of Flotsam & Jetsam

SkYE Moopy

E

SASQUATCH BOOKS
SEATTLE






