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There are officially five oceans—Atlantic, Pacific, Indian, Arctic, 
and Southern—though it is easy to see by looking at the map 
that a strong argument could be made that there is just 
one big and connected ocean, covering 70 percent 
of the planet. Labeled are many of the locations 
visited by our authors in the course 
of various explorations and in 
their writings.
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INTRODUCTION

Where Blue Meets Blue: Trouble on the Horizon

Jon Bowermaster

 

 

 

 

Who isn’t made blissful sitting at water’s edge, staring at the horizon, hypnotized by that delicate, nearly imperceptible yet somehow distinct line where blue meets blue? Who among us doesn’t count those solitary, sun-washed moments—whether afloat on a boat or feet dug deep into the sand—as among the favorites of a lifetime?

Cliché? Perhaps. But if the views off land’s edges are not the most soothing, the most renewing on the planet, why do so many of us flock there to live, to work, to rejuvenate? Which raises the issue of why we call this Planet Earth when 71 percent of it is ocean. That this is not known as Planet Ocean speaks only to the ego of man because it has nothing to do with reality. It also raises the question of exactly how many oceans there are. Go get your atlas. Inside, you’ll find five mildly distinct bodies with labels (Pacific, Atlantic, Indian, Arctic, and Southern). I, like most  whose writing graces these pages, believe there are no real distinctions, that this big body of water encircling the planet is just one ocean.

For the past twenty years a variety of explorations have given me a unique perspective on both the health of the ocean and the lives of people who depend on it. I’ve followed a meandering route leading me from remote Bering Sea and Pacific islands; down the coasts of Vietnam and all of South America; around the various seas that surround Europe; parallel along sandy beaches in Peru and India; and along rocky ones in Croatia, Tasmania, and Kamchatka. At each stop, I have spent time with the people whose days are most defined and shaped by the ocean.

For all the differences each place offers—from browsing forest elephants and surfing hippos along the beaches of Gabon to eighty-mile-an-hour winds raking the Aleutian Islands, from horrifically polluted bays off the South China Sea to centuries-old ritual celebrations still practiced on remote South Pacific atolls—similarities link them all. The same is true for ocean people. Although their cultures may differ in dress, food, religion, and more, the people who live along coastlines have far more in common than they have differences. Instinctively, the very first thing each does in the morning is scan the horizon line, the seascape, checking the morning sky and what it might portend. Increasingly, too, each is affected by a similar handful of environmental risks now exerting impacts on the ocean, its coastlines, and both its marine and human populations.

As the human population grows, headed fast toward 9 billion, the planet’s coastlines grow ever more crowded. Fourteen of the seventeen largest cities are built on the edge of the ocean. Nearly half the world’s population, more than 3 billion, lives within an hour’s drive of a coast. The rich go for the views and refreshing salt air, the poor for jobs and big dreams, holiday-goers for a brief respite. But we humans are a rapacious species, seemingly incapable of taking good care of any place; over the past five centuries or so, we’ve done a very good job of taking from the ocean without pause to consider its fragility and the damage we’ve done to it by our indifference.

How many of those billions who glimpse a sea with frequency wonder about how this big, beautiful ocean of ours is doing? Although it has long seemed limitless, its resources infinite, there are myriad signs that we’ve  now abused the ocean to the point of almost no return. The list of harms is long. Acidification, global warming’s evil twin, threatens to make all life in the ocean impossible for many species. Plastic waste is now so pervasive that on many beaches around the world, washed-up flip-flops and bottles are more prevalent than seashells; remote parts of the ocean are choking on it, and it is so dense that it has invaded the very pores and guts of many fishes and seabirds. Warming air and sea temperatures have put the planet’s ice at great risk, threatening an unprecedented sea level rise, with severe implications for the 145 million of us who live just a few feet above sea level. Various pollutions, especially fertilizers and runoff from industry and development, threaten our estuaries and gulfs, creating dead zones that kill everything. The reefs that circle the globe, the ocean’s warning canaries, are dying from a variety of ills. Eat fish? If so, you have  to be concerned; experts predict that by 2050, all the fish species we currently survive on will be gone. Do you like tuna sashimi? Get it now because all of the world’s bluefin is anticipated to be gone by 2012. Forever. Freshwater supplies are endangered globally; new reports suggest that even in the wealthiest nation (the United States), 20 million people drink polluted water every day.

The bottom line is that what happens to the ocean affects each of us, whether we know it or not. As so many of the writers in the pages that follow suggest, as goes the ocean, so goes the human race. There is some hope for optimism, with marine reserves and both national and international laws in the works that may help make a difference. Let’s hope they are enacted and enforced quickly enough to have an effect rather than just preceding an inevitable demise. Around the globe, for example, far too often marine reserves have been set up only after the last fish was taken.

Our book, with writings from some of the most thoughtful and committed protectors, explorers, and interpreters of the ocean, is not intended to scare but to inspire. Now is not a time for complacency regarding any environmental concern; it is not a time for modest steps. Rather, now is the time for action. We hope you will find some clues in these pages for how you might change your individual life to help keep the ocean both viable and welcoming for centuries to come.






 PART I

 LOVING IT
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On Making Oceans

 An Interview with Filmmaker Jacques Perrin

Veteran filmmaker Jacques Perrin is best known outside of his native France for his bold, technology-pushing wildlife films,  Microcosmos and Winged Migration. His latest film, Oceans—eight years in the making—breaks new ground in terms of both the story it tells and the incredible beauty of its subject matter. I spoke with Perrin on a sunny, early winter day in Paris, two months before the film’s release in the U.S.


It started with a simple dream: to swim with the fish and the dolphins, to accompany them underwater and as they crossed the oceans. The desire to forget the little we do know in order to rediscover it and see and hear it anew. To invent a camera as fast and nimble as the sea lion, a camera made for the big screen but using short focal lengths so we can get up close and personal with the animals, sparking new relationships and emotions. To stop watching the spectacle and be a part of it. To never slow down—the sensation of speed and vitality is far too precious. That’s what we wanted: a living camera dancing with the whales, leaping with the dolphins, bursting forth with the tuna, and gliding with the manta rays.”

That was Jacques Perrin’s goal for his new film, Oceans. Aided by a cast of many hundreds—including the top echelon of his team: the film’s  co-producer Jacques Cluzaud, executive producer Jake Eberts, and biologist and writer Francoise Sarano—he managed to pull it off, creating a jaw-droppingly beautiful and powerful film.

Conceived in Perrin’s head a decade ago, the filmmaking required to match his vision had been a monumental project, taking the mostly underwater camera crews to fifty-four locations around the globe. (At one point, twenty-six location managers and nineteen cameras were in the field on a single day.) Perrin’s films have always been major events.  Oceans, funded by a long and varied list including the expected (film companies and television channels) and the unexpected (NGOs and philanthropic foundations, banks, businesses, and regional councils) is no different.

His team built thirteen specially modified digital camera systems and sophisticated waterproof housings for each. The camera operators had to be able to use rebreathers to allow them to stay down for long periods and dive without bubbles; each cameraperson was assigned a security diver-rebreather instructor who shadowed his every flipper-stroke and was responsible for managing and maintaining the dive equipment so the cameraperson could focus solely on the pictures. When the diving site was more than two hours from the closest first aid center specializing in diving accidents, the expedition traveled with a pressurized stretcher and an emergency doctor trained in hyperbaric medicine. They built a high-tech crane dubbed Thetys, using military secrets; a remotely controlled helicopter camera they called Birdy Fly; a torpedo-cam that could be dragged 300 feet behind the boat; and a pole-cam for getting up close to the fishes from above sea level. All that time, energy, and money is apparent on the screen.

They were after something bigger than a nature film or documentary. In the words of the film’s co-producer, Jacques Cluzaud, “To tell the story of the oceans, we had to go beyond statistics, following avenues that opened on a magical and fantastic world, revealing the wonders of the microcosm of the coral reef, the heroism of charging dolphins, the graceful dances of the humpback whales and giant cuttlefish, the horrors of the assault on the ocean and its inhabitants, the incredible spectacle of the raging sea in a storm, the silence of a museum of extinct species, and the questioning gaze of a grouper or a sea elephant.  Oceans was not intended to explain behavior patterns and provide information about species. It was not designed to teach, but to make the audience feel.”
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Jon Bowermaster: What was the inspiration for this new film?

Jacques Perrin: The idea for Oceans came to me about ten years ago when we were finishing Winged Migration. Still vague, it was an idea for a fiction film about a defender of whales and oceans based on the story of Captain Paul Watson. Then the sea animals grew increasingly important. Of course, the story continued to fill out, getting richer with more and more characters and points of view—that of the sailor, the diver, the oceanographer, the fisherman, the judge, the polluter, and the ocean traveler—to represent every aspect of the ocean. But it was never enough; the ocean has too many faces. And, more and more, the sea creatures were taking over our script, ever more discon - certing. Clearly, there wasn’t just one ocean but thousands of them, making up the great global ocean we couldn’t ignore. It filled us with enthusiasm over the days and nights and years that we worked on the script. Jacques Cluzaud and I surrounded ourselves with an indispensable, unbeatable team who helped us develop an intimate understanding of the oceans.

 

JB: How did the project evolve from there?

JP: After three years of collaborative work, we realized the script we had finally finished was a dead end; at three and a half hours, the film wove the stories of human characters and sea creatures into the greatest impressionistic vision of the ocean—and was way too long. We came to an abrupt, painful stop.

We had to start over, build it from the ground up, using only what was essential: the marine creatures, the best advocates there are for the ocean. As long as you’re not just in it to film pretty pictures or vent your pessimism, this kind of filmmaking is the best weapon you have to testify, take a stand, denounce, and convey your indignation, no matter how complex the subject. The evocative power of cinema could truly resonate with that of the ocean.

JB: What were your biggest challenges?

JP: Of course, we’re not the first to make a movie about the sea. But we wanted something else. Wasn’t it possible to make something different and innovative using images we might have seen before? Naturally, it wasn’t easy. The breadth of the ocean cannot be defined from a single point of view. It took a long time: three years of writing and pre-production, nearly four years in production, endless trial and error that allowed us to pinpoint our desires and better define our intentions as we went along.

 

JB: How did the making of Oceans compare to that of Winged Migration?

  JP: Though Winged Migration was a challenge, Oceans was incredibly more complicated. Underwater, our cameramen were physically and visually handicapped, too slow to swim as fast as fish and in an environment where visibility is rarely greater than fifty feet. Yet we wanted to express the life and movements of sea animals as different as the cuttlefish and the sailfish. Oceans isn’t a documentary; it’s a wildlife opera, and each animal played its part, contributing a few notes to the score.

The essence of a documentary is that you start off with a theory that you wish to explain using pictures or images. In a way, it becomes an illustrated text. Our case was a bit different because we spent a long time listening to scientists, learning from them, digesting that information, and re-expressing it by giving full throttle to nature itself, allowing nature to express itself fully, getting really into the heart of what nature could show us, which is a very emotional way of expressing it, and the viewer should feel that emotion.

It’s a bit like the end-of-the-nineteenth-century painters doing seascapes, for example. They would show you colors of the sea and colors of the sky and would perhaps describe scientifically what was happening at a particular point of time. What I hoped to do was convey that expression and that emotion in a similar way.

 

JB: Filming birds in the air versus fish in the sea requires very different techniques. What were your biggest challenges?

JP: With Winged Migration, we were trying to see things that we know, animals that we know, but see them differently and therefore discover new  things about them. We’ve done that in this film in different ways, first in the way in which we filmed and then in the way it’s been edited. It’s presented to give you that very close feel to the animals, especially by filming them extremely fast, in the speed of their movement. For example, if you are following a dolphin at 10 knots in the water, or 22 knots outside water, you see things differently, in a new light, and that’s exactly what we’re trying to do. So we’re very close to them.

We had all sorts of advisors, but scientists were not dictating to us to do certain things. We just followed the animals; they guided us, kind of telling us what to film, what not to film, and how we should feel. We might be right in the middle of them, but their behavior didn’t change with our presence, which is what makes it so special, the fact that we are there, we observe them, but they continue to behave in a completely natural way without being modified in any way.

 

JB: What do you hope viewers will take away from Oceans? What has been your experience so far?

JP: We have heard several times, after private viewings of Oceans, people coming out of the theater saying, “We didn’t realize the diversity that we talk about so much is an expression of life and movement.” To us, that is what is important to show. We are not just talking about ordinary fishes; we are talking about predators and prey, about innate and acquired behavior. We’re not just talking about fish that are going to be eaten or displayed in a store or a market but about beautiful, graceful animals moving in a natural, balletic way. What we are trying to do is show that this diversity is something that we belong to as well, that we are not more than these animals, that we are not in any way better or greater but just another species, part of the huge diversity that exists on the planet. We are not just showing them a gallery of pretty animal pictures but all of life’s theater, which we hope is going to move them, blow them away.

 

JB: After all these years of such intense filming, do you find you are more concerned about the ocean and its creatures?

JP: Absolutely. During these eight years, several species of fish have disappeared forever.

JB: What can be done to save the rest?

JP: I truly think individuals can change things. Otherwise, it’s just like going to church and lighting a candle and hoping that something is going to happen. We need to do more than that. We need to have tighter regulations, a United Nations of the Sea so to speak, and it should no longer be mere rhetoric for conferences and discussions. We’ve got to go much further and really have an armed sense of protection of the sea and its nature. I think, however, that more people are becoming aware of these issues and that they are going to put real pressure on governments to take action along these lines.

The ocean is really quite strong and capable of regenerating itself if it is allowed to do so. I think our film is an ode to the ocean, and I think if we sing from the same hymn sheet, so to speak, and we sing in tune, we can make a difference.
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The World Is Blue

Sylvia Earle

Known around the world as “Her Deepness,” Sylvia has ocean experiences that span seven decades and that have taken her to every corner of the ocean planet. She is the first to remind us that we know very little about 95 percent of the ocean, its undersea world. When she talks, all of the world’s ocean lovers listen.


Standing on the shore and looking out to sea, the boy said, “There’s a lot of water out there.” And the wise old oceanographer responded, “And that’s only the top of it.”

Richard Ellis, Singing Whales and Flying Squid

 

 

One hundred miles south of the mouth of the Mississippi River, where green inshore water gives way to the ethereal indigo of the open sea, I was lowered over the side of the NOAA research vessel, Gordon Gunter, in a one-person submersible. According to old records, deep coral reefs should be somewhere nearby on the seafloor 1,800 feet below, and I hoped to document them with the camera mounted on the outside of the little sub.

Water swirled over the clear dome covering my head, and free of the deployment hook and cable, I touched the sub’s foot pedals and began to descend. Shafts of bright sunlight illuminated the surface waters, a vast arena of pale blue shading downward to deepening shades of sapphire. I powered down slowly, passing through a mass of plum-sized comb jellies, translucent animals with eight bands of iridescent cilia rippling  with rainbows as light struck them at certain angles. Minute flecks of life and small clumps of organic “snow” were barely visible as I passed one hundred feet, about as deep as scuba divers usually go. I was aware at two hundred feet of how nitrogen muddles a diver’s mind and how increasing pressure decreases the time allowed without incurring long decompression penalties. Inside the sub, I was protected from the pressure imposed by the weight of the water and had hours, not minutes, of time to explore and no need for decompression.

At four hundred feet, I was at the edge of the almost-light, almost-dark “twilight zone,” where the deepening blue fades into a continuous velvety darkness. Sparks of light appeared, the living fire of deep-sea animals whose bodies contain bioluminescent bacteria or the basic chemicals needed to create the flash, sparkle, and glow deep-sea creatures use to signal one another, attract prey, or confuse would-be predators.

At one thousand feet, more than halfway to the bottom, I was keenly aware of how few humans had been privileged to be immersed deep in the heart of the ocean and how much of the planet’s liquid space remains unknown, unexplored. The average depth is two-and-a-half miles, the maximum, seven miles, and less than 5 percent has been seen, let alone mapped with the accuracy of what has been charted of the surface of the moon or Mars. I thought how easy it is to go to a place on Earth no one had ever been to before. All you need is a little submarine!

As I approached the seafloor, a scattering of shrimp-like creatures and small fish appeared, then shadowy mounds of what looked like waist-high shrubs. Not coral but, rather, the closely intertwined branches of a very different kind of animal, bearded tube worms, each pale, slim body crowned with a tuft of bright red plumes. Discovered late in the twentieth century, these creatures helped transform concepts about how energy is fixed and passed along by pathways other than those originating with photosynthesis. Here, beyond the reach of sunlight, chemosynthetic bacteria within the worm’s tissues and in the surrounding water generate food for themselves, the worms, and a rich assemblage of fish, crabs, starfish, shrimp, anemones, and many others whose history precedes that of humankind by hundreds of millions of years. I felt like a time traveler with a passport to glimpse life on Earth as it existed long before dinosaurs, birds, trees, and flowers appeared.

Diving into the ocean is rather like diving into the history of life on Earth. Nearly all of the major divisions of plants, animals, protists, and other forms that have ever existed have at least some representation there, whereas only about half occur on the land. In a single gulp of plankton-filled water, a whale shark may swallow fifteen or so of the great wedges of animal life, fish, copepods, arrow worms, flatworms, jellyfish, comb jellies, salps, the larval stages of starfish, sponges, polychaete worms, peanut worms, ribbon worms, mollusks, brachiopods, and more. Some think of the ocean as a great basin of sand, rocks, and water, but it is really more like an enormous bowl of blue minestrone where all of the bits and pieces are alive. During thousands of hours suspended in the ocean’s embrace, I have glided side by side with dozens of dolphins; been nose to nose with humpback whales, wreathed with jewel-like chains of luminous jellies and followed around coral reefs by large inquisitive groupers; and had close encounters with curious squids.

I have come to understand that every drop of ocean has carbon-based life in abundance, although most is too small to be seen without powerful magnification. Thousands of new kinds of microbes recently have been discovered thriving in each spoonful sampled of what appears to be clear, lifeless seawater. Some miniscule blue-green bacteria are so abundant and productive that they generate the oxygen in one of every five breaths we take, but their existence was not detected until the 1990s.

More has been learned about the nature of the ocean—and its importance to all that we care about—in the past half century than during all preceding human history. A turning point came with the view, first seen by astronauts, of Earth as a blue sphere gleaming against the vastness of space. With increasing urgency, people wondered, “Are we alone? Is there life elsewhere in the universe?”

The quest begins by asking, “Where is the water?”

That’s the first question astrobiologist Chris McKay poses in his ongoing search for life on Mars, the moons of Jupiter, and beyond. “Water,” he says, “is the single nonnegotiable thing life requires. There is plenty of water without life . . . but nowhere is there life without water.”

No water, no life; no blue, no green; or, as poet W. H. Auden points out, “Thousands have lived without love, not one without water.”

Earth is blessed with abundant water, and most of it, 97 percent, is ocean. It follows that 97 percent of the biosphere is thus ocean space. Yet, far into the twentieth century, basic knowledge about the scope and scale of even basic features of the sea was unknown. Discovery of the tallest peaks, deepest canyons, broadest plains, and longest mountain ranges on Earth awaited technologies that did not exist prior to the 1950s. Some questioned the existence of life in the deepest parts of the ocean until 1960 when two men confirmed the presence of numerous creatures, including a flounder-like fish, seven miles down in the Mariana Trench. A new kingdom of life, the Archie, microbial forms that synthesize sustenance and provide the basis of rich communities of life in the absence of sunlight, was not discovered until the late 1970s.

What else is out there, down there, that we need to understand?

As a child, it did not occur to me that life as we know it is utterly dependent on the presence of the ocean. I was unaware that the ocean drives climate and weather; that rain, sleet, and snow are mostly derived from clouds formed from water in the sea or that 70 percent of the oxygen in the atmosphere is generated by ocean-dwelling organisms. I did not know about the abundance of microbes in the ocean that shape planetary chemistry, driving the carbon cycle, the nitrogen cycle, the oxygen cycle, and much more. I was not alone. No one knew because they were among the discoveries yet to be made. New technologies, from sonar and global positioning systems to supercomputers and satellites, greatly increased the pace of gathering, analyzing, and communicating information. Most important, perhaps, we learned that there are limits to what we can take out of the sea and what we can put into it without dire consequences to us and the world as we know it. We now know we have the power to change the nature of nature. It is a concept contrary to the way people have heretofore regarded the natural world, especially the ocean.

Half a century ago, the ocean seemed so vast, so resilient, that nothing we do could cause harm. With this perspective in mind, Rachel Carson, famous for her 1962 classic, Silent Spring, wrote in her 1951 opus, The Sea Around Us: Eventually man . . . found his way back to the sea. . . . And yet he has returned to his mother sea only on her own terms. He cannot control or change the ocean as, in his brief tenancy on earth, he has subdued and plundered the continents.




Ironically, since the 1950s, new technologies and growing industrial demands for marine life, oil, gas, and minerals have caused unprecedented “plundering” that more than matches human impacts on the land. Hundreds of millions of tons of ocean wildlife have been extracted from the sea, including 90 percent of most large fish and many small species as well. Dredges have leveled thousands of miles of ocean floor and trawls have scraped it like monstrous bulldozers. Billions of tons of garbage, sewage, trash, and toxic chemicals have been deliberately dumped or inadvertently washed into the ocean. About half of the coastal mangrove forests, marshes, kelp forests, and sea grass meadows that bordered islands and continents in the 1950s have been destroyed by human activities. More than half of the shallow coral reefs have been “subdued,” either destroyed or reduced to a state of serious decline. More than 400 low-oxygen dead zones have formed in coastal waters, and excess carbon dioxide discharged into the atmosphere is being absorbed by the sea and transformed into carbonic acid. A growing trend toward acidification of the planet’s blue heart is the “terrible twin” of CO2-induced global warming with consequences that will ultimately affect all life on Earth.

Although we may not have the power to control the ocean, there is no doubt that we are changing its basic nature.

We are not the only creatures to live through this exceptional era. Sea turtles can live for many decades, some for a century or more. Dolphins, manatees, walruses, grouper, lobsters, sturgeon, and sharks alive today may have been youngsters when the Beatles began serenading the world. Individual bowhead whales may have had their first glimpse of the ocean before the existence of motor-powered land, sea, air, and space craft. Fish sold in markets and restaurants as orange roughy could have hatched at about the same time that the great-great-great-great-great grandparents of today’s children were born. Deep-sea corals dragged up  from two thousand feet by those fishing for orange roughy began life when Egypt’s pyramids were being built.

Even the youngest of these creatures may sense that the world has changed significantly during their lifetime, but they do not know why, and they do not know what to do about it. We do know why, and we do know what to do to reverse the alarming declines of the natural systems that keep us alive.

At a 2009 conference in Mexico, primatologist Jane Goodall explained that the DNA of humans and chimpanzees differs only slightly, and there is clear evidence that we share many physical, intellectual, and emotional attributes. But chimpanzees do not write books or gather in conferences to try to figure out what to do about global warming, or build rockets to travel into space, or travel deep in the sea to explore forms of life prospering far beyond the edge of their home territories. Dolphins don’t either, nor do tunas or turtles or sharks.
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WE ARE THE ONLY CREATURES on the planet with the power to alter the way the world works, and we are the only ones able to understand and solve the problems we have caused. Now, as never before, we are learning how dependent we are on the rest of the living world; as never again, we may have a chance to secure an enduring place for ourselves within the natural systems that sustain us.

One of the simplest and most important actions we can take is to restore and protect the living ocean.

Early in the twentieth century, concerns about the loss of wildlife and areas of natural, historic, and cultural significance on the land led to the development of a system of national parks in the United States. Some say it is the best idea America ever had and, fortunately, it was an idea that caught on. Nearly every country has protected at least some of its ancient natural heritage, now encompassing about 12 percent of the land globally. A fraction of 1 percent of the ocean has experienced similar care. But there is reason for hope.

Since the 1970s, many countries have established small but promising marine sanctuaries and reserves, more than 4,500 in all, and serious efforts are underway to declare large areas within national waters where  even fish, lobsters, oysters, and other sea creatures will be safe. Depleted areas can never again be what they once were—or would have been without us in the mix. But in repeated studies, protected areas have greater diversity, the large animals achieve greater size than outside the reserves, and there is more biomass overall than in nearby exploited areas.

Some are aiming for protection of 12 percent of the ocean by 2012; others believe at least half of the ocean needs to be protected within areas of national jurisdiction and a comparable amount in international waters, the high seas, by 2020, to provide resilience and stabilize the effects of climate change. Whatever the numbers, it makes sense to do everything possible to avoid further degradation of the planet’s blue heart. We should take care of the ocean as if our lives depend on it—because they do.
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Caught in the Same Net

 The Ocean and Us

Carl Safina

A lifelong and impassioned fisherman who grew up on Long Island, environmentalist Carl writes beautifully told stories—in his prizewinning books, Voyage of the Turtle, Eye of the Albatross, and  Song for the Blue Ocean—that have taken readers around the ocean world. The following journey is adapted from his 2010 book, The View from Lazy Point.


LONG ISLAND, NEW YORK. When the tide pours from the bay into the Sound like this, fish—if there are any—concentrate in the narrow channel, waiting for smaller fish being swept into striking range. I choose a small lure that sinks rapidly and resembles a little fish swimming. I cast it out, reel it back.

Fishing is a meditation on the rhythm of a tide, a season, the arc of a year, and the seasons of a life. But what I most like about fishing is understanding a place well enough to find the fish. And how else would you know what’s in all that deep, dark water?

The lure comes wiggling to my rod; I cast again. For those who don’t fish, the ocean is just scenery. The beauty in fishing comes to the senses as a search for connection with deep-dwelling mysteries. I fish for nearness to the mysteries, and to reassure myself that the world remains. I fish  to wash off some of my grief for the peace we’ve so squandered. I fish to dip into that great and awesome pool of power that propels these epic migrations. I fish to feel—and steal—a little of that energy.

You look out at that infinite span of water that gift wraps the planet and you say, “Catch dinner.” The true act of fishing is attaining some sense of where, when, and how to begin searching for a fish. Weather, tides, moon phases, and seasons—in a circular, self-reinforcing way, fishing provides, and requires, a sense of place. As the years layer up, your mind sees all those adventures, friends, and meals. A string of notes on the strand of time makes life’s music.

For all I appreciate about fishing, it’s not much fun for the fish. One autumn I lost my appetite for the killing. I was on a friend’s boat and we were jigging bluefish from a deep rip, and my heart just went out of it. This had been building for months. Then I looked over the side and saw thousands upon thousands of glittering anchovy scales drifting loose in the tidal current, mute evidence of the violent siege and chaos beneath our hull. I realized that if the bluefish and I could converse about appetites and predatory urges, we’d understand each other well. The anchovies would certainly have urged me back into the fray, since every bluefish I took meant dozens of anchovies rescued for the day.

I continue casting and reeling back. In my kind of fishing, there are two kinds of disappointments. One makes a hole in dinner plans. For that, vegetables suffice. The other punctures your heart. Many of the creatures that should be in a place at an appointed time and season come no longer. Menu substitutions might work for dinner, but not for the future of the world. I have watched animals that once thrilled me—like bluefin tuna and big sharks—struck to such staggering scarcity that, in my own time, fishing for them has transformed from celebration to transgression.

In 1985, my friends and I ventured my little eighteen-foot outboard boat fifteen miles south of Montauk, New York, at the easternmost tip of Long Island, to an area called the Butterfish Hole, and anchored in 150 feet of water. When I was sure the anchor had caught, I secured the line and glanced at my watch. Six a.m.

My friend John started throwing pieces of fish into the tide. I put a piece on a hook and instructed John’s wife, Nancy, to strip sixteen arm-lengths of line from the reel, letting the bait drift out of sight, before  applying the reel’s brake. I began baiting a second line. At the instant I heard her click the brake into position, the rod bent double and line started shrieking off the reel while Nancy gamely hung on. We all looked wild-eyed into each other’s youthful faces. Could there really be that many tuna here? Yes, there could.

By 8 a.m., nine tuna ranging from thirty to one hundred pounds jammed our big coolers. Other tuna were coursing awesomely through the blue water behind the boat, eating every piece of fish we threw. Back then it never occurred to us we’d ever need to go more than fifteen miles from shore. We thought that’s where tuna lived because, well, that’s where they lived. We had no way to foresee how much the world would change.

A year later, Japanese buyers arrived on the docks, and the globalized market hit home and ate our ocean empty. One morning offshore amidst a dense fleet of boats slaughtering large numbers of bluefin tuna, I heard someone get on the radio to suggest that maybe we all should leave a few for tomorrow. Crackling through the speaker came this reply from a sport fisherman: “Hey, nobody left any buffalo for me.” Now, the great tuna runs off Long Island are in the past.

I keep casting for about half an hour. Nothing. Sunset yields to sun-down. I’m about to quit when on a whim I try changing lures. I’ve been using a deep runner, so I switch to a surface lure.

I watch the lure sail into the deep dusk, plop down, and spread dark ripples in the flowing tide. I start retrieving, and since there’s not quite enough light to see it, I listen as I begin chugging it across the surface. Chug . . . chug . . . poosh! I see a black splash. The line stretches taut and the rod dips as a fish—a good one—thrashes furiously to shake the lure loose. Still attached, it catches the current and frantically beelines away. I reel it closer, and it runs again. In a few minutes a bluefish is splashing at my feet, and I grab the line and slide it ashore.

This early in May, this bluefish comes as a surprise. It seems early by a couple of weeks. In two more casts, I catch two more bluefish and then stop fishing. An ample sufficiency is enough. Peepers are still calling into the spring air as I string the fish and begin walking home in dense fog.
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THE GRAPEVINE REPORTS that to the springtime beach has come a remarkable castaway: a dead whale. I go to the beach and look up and down the surf line. About a mile away, I see what looks like a black-hulled trawler wrecked on the beach.

In the sea, such a creature is impressive. But up close, this sixty-foot fin whale seems surreal. The whale’s hulk lies marooned on its port side. Under the wide sky and with the backdrop and sound track of the immense sea whence it has just come, it is both in and out of its element.

Its tar-black skin is calico patched with pink sand abrasions from the surf swells that pushed it aground. Its mouth bites a bulldozer’s wedge of beach sandwich. In life, the huge pleats of its distensible, Jonah-gulping throat ballooned like a pelican’s pouch, engulfing a swimming pool of water, fishes, and krill. The tail flukes, pitched at a 45-degree angle, span about twice my body length. The tailstock connecting the body with the massive blades of its propelling tail seems sturdy as a tree trunk, but it also bears the sleekness of motion, attenuating to a wedge above and a wedge below, a double-edged splitting maul for shattering water as the whale swims. Or swam. The sun throws a lifelike highlight onto its open eye.

Blood and fluid ooze from a wound near the base of its pectoral fin, as though the percolating corpse is just another leaking tanker. Formerly, whales were the world’s wells, civilization’s chief source of oil, and we pumped the sea nearly dry of them. We appear to have learned little of whales and nothing of oil. Japan cannot get beyond their blood thirst for killing whales, nor we our oil addiction. The average American uses twice as much fossil fuel as the average Brit. Compared to 1970, we in the United States use half again as much energy; we’ve upped our vehicle miles driven by more than 175 percent and increased the size of our average new homes by half again. The United States burns more than 20 million barrels of oil a day, about the same as the industrial behemoths Japan, Germany, Russia, China, and India—combined.

I notice the whale’s got a bruise across its back and a gash near its eye. And when the whale biologist arrives, she examines the oozing bruise and pronounces trauma; a ship has done this. We stand here encountering this ancient being simply because it encountered us first and tragically.

Indeed, the entire world has encountered us. Geologists place time on Earth into great bins and drawers called eons, eras, epochs, and so forth. These mark times when the planet changed its marquee. Each time the theater of life has opened the curtain on a new act—such as the first appearance of cells, the first multicelled organisms, the first animals with shells—and each time it has brought down the house with mass extinctions, catastrophic meteors, and cycles of ice ages, it has left a playbill in the rocks. All these ages later, geologists have named and labeled the boundaries of these nested bins and boxes of time. They name the last ice ages as the Pleistocene epoch. They call the time after them, starting roughly 12,000 years ago, the Holocene, meaning “whole new time.” It includes all of civilization. And “whole new time” may be an understatement.

And in just this way, a funny thing has happened on the way to the future. In the year 2000, Nobel laureate Paul Crutzen suggested that the Holocene is—finished. Human domination has so changed the world as to constitute a new epoch: the Anthropocene, “the new time of humans.” Can it be so? Has the time really come when people are  the dominant force on the planetary surface? Although the idea of the Anthropocene remains debated by geologists, to this whale, it might have seemed obvious.

Scanning with my binoculars, I see that half a dozen net-dragging trawlers are giving early-arriving fish and squid a working over. Dozens of diving northern gannets are cratering the water behind the boats as much of the catch—fish that are too small or unwanted species—is shoveled overboard. The abundant waste seems at least a boon to birds.

But in the pretzel-textured logic of the Anthropocene, even the conclusion that food nourishes doesn’t always hold. The easy bottom-fish junk food from the trawlers packs only half the calories of the herring gannets normally catch. Chicks need high-calorie food. Result: Due to abundant food from fishing boats, gannet chicks are starving. Scientists have also linked breeding collapses of various seabirds to fisheries depleting their normal prey. I’ve seen the gargantuan herring trawlers that rake the very same New England waters where gannets, whales, other seabirds, and tuna need those herring.

In a world of starving people, people still discard food. In a time dominated by people, seabirds starve by eating the fish people throw away. Waste like this, the inequity of haves and have-nots, overpopulation, and a world more tightly networked than it first appears all conspire to keep many poor, people and seabirds alike. Can we distinguish natural from artificial in the Anthropocene world? The migrations, the climate—when we look closely, all bear our thumbprint. People are using the world’s fishes, forests, soils, freshwater, and other resources about 25 percent faster than the world can replace them. It means, basically, that the world would be broke if we weren’t borrowing so heavily from the future.

 

 

MESO-AMERICAN REEF, BELIZE. Looking like a helium-filled peach, the moon floats free of the horizon. I slip into warm black water and begin swimming. When the ocean’s motion begins massaging my progress and a swell rolls over my snorkel, I know I’ve reached the channel slope. I flick on my light. Its halo ushers me among the hulking shapes and shadows of massive elkhorn corals.

The seafloor is a field of their broken skeletons overgrown with seaweeds. But many living, or partly alive, coral colonies also stand here. The hope: These survivors might be disease resistant, signaling possible recovery from the epidemics.

Squid jet past my light beam; night is their time, too. As porch lights attract moths, my beam soon swarms with frenzied mysids and polychaetes and glass-clear larval fishes that whirl and spin too fast for me to examine closely.

I’m actually searching for something I’ve never seen. I’m examining the corals’ tiny polyps for signs of pregnant swellings. My light beam begins filling with minute pink balls wafting from the polyps. Suddenly the reef is a fantasy ballroom, a blizzard. This blizzard falls upward.  Dazzling fertility, magic clockwork. Soon the sea’s underside is coated with drifting pink grains of bundled eggs and sperm. At the dark surface, the smell of them is thick and erotic, the smells of oils and sex.

In the morning, a couple of very tired scientists are still poring over microscopic new corals. Wiry and athletic and native-born to  things aquatic, Susie Arnold grew up on Cape Cod. Her PhD advisor is Bob Steneck.

They show me how, almost as soon as a coral larva settles, its pill-shaped body flattens. Within hours calcium carbonate forms around the soft parts. What seemed wondrous in the night sea becomes miraculous by noon.

In the afternoon, we drop anchor in forty feet of water, an easy dive to the reef. Susie is counting baby corals. Bob points to his eye, meaning, “I want to show you something.” He indicates several young corals a few inches across. On my pad, he writes, “Little seaweed here—more nursery habitat.” Then just a few feet away, he pushes his fingers into a deep cushion of weeds, writing: “Lots seaweed—few nooks for baby corals.” He pushes away weeds at the base of several young fist-sized corals, revealing white, dead coral skeleton.

In the airy lab, Susie examines fifty six-by-six-inch terracotta tiles she’s brought up temporarily from the reef. The tiles are her research. Coral larvae settle on a tile and start growing. The tiles act like blank diary pages, letting the reef write its story.

On the table, the tiles display an astonishing community of baby sponges, bryozoans, baby urchins, minute snapping shrimp living inside  minute sponges, copepods, amphipods, baby brittle stars—all battling for real estate. Suddenly Susie says, “Here’s a great example of a young coral; take a look.”

A small coral about half an inch across comes into focus. She adds, “All these colorful little sheet-like sponges, see them? All this fleshy seaweed on the side of the tile? This little coral’s gotta deal with all this. To make it, it’ll have to outgrow all this stuff.” She’s finding high mortality; over 90 percent of baby corals die.

Susie muses, “When you look at a reef and see a lot of seaweed and it’s kind of dark? That’s, like, the last thing a baby coral sees before it dies.”

Seaweeds create deadly shade. Seaweeds can carry infectious bacteria to corals or irritate coral polyps so they close—and starve. “The ways seaweeds affect corals turn out to be complicated,” Bob informs. “But none of them are good; they’re all different variations of bad.”

Susie, gazing into the microscope, adds, “It’s a tough time to be a baby coral.”

Corals probably don’t care whether seaweed gets removed by fish, urchins, or a guy with a brush. What matters is that the reef must be frequently scrubbed.

By the early 1980s, with seaweed-eating fish depleted, the Caribbean’s long-spined sea urchin, Diadema antillarum, assumed the role of major seaweed-grazer. In 1983, an urchin-killing epidemic appeared off Panama and, in just months, the Caribbean’s urchins were devastated. “The reefs needed either grazing fish or urchins,” Bob explains. “They could not withstand losing both.” What had been high-rise coral reefs became seaweed rubble mounds.

There are other problems, Bob adds. Spiking water temperatures in the 1990s caused corals to lose their sugar-making algal partners, turn a bleached white, and die over large areas. Can corals adapt to warming seas, continually adapting their temperature tolerance? Life often finds ways of coping.

But even if corals outran warming, they’d still run into the pH problem. In seawater, carbon dioxide from burning oil and coal immediately forms carbonic acid by binding to, and locking up, carbonate molecules. This deprives animals like hard corals, clams, snails, and various plankton of the building material needed for making their calcium carbonate skeletons and shells. Their growth slows. Carbonate concentrations in the upper few hundred feet of the ocean have already declined about 10 percent compared to seawater just before steam engine times. “Already,” Bob adds, “some corals are growing thinner, weaker walls.”

And I’ve already talked to shellfish growers who are seeing their larval oysters dying when lower-pH seawater reaches their hatcheries.

Although some people still argue over whether warming will generally be good or bad (though it will generally be bad), there is no argument that acidification will be anything but bad for the things people care about, like shellfish and coral reefs and all the associated fish, turtles, seafood, tourism, and so on.

Corals have been through a high carbon dioxide world before. “But,” Bob says, “it caused mass extinctions, and it took, I mean, millions of years for hard corals to reappear.”

What has not been through these changes at all is civilization. Civilization arose as climate stabilized. We are saying farewell to that time.

As the sun sinks, the plump moon again rises, spreading its silver cloak upon the sea and the shadowed clouds, the sandy curve of shore, and the white gleam of surf on the reef edge. And I decide not to think and to just feel the night sea breeze.

 

 

SHISHMAREF, ALASKA. Belying its ferocious reputation as a deadly body of water, the Chuckchi Sea is laid down flat like a lion among lambs, gently licking the shoreline. The air feels thin, the sun direct. I push up my sleeves, enjoying beach weather a stone’s throw from the Arctic Circle.

The Inupiat Eskimo community of Shishmaref (population 600) stands upon a sandy island, three miles long but just a quarter mile wide. Stanley Tocktoo, a man of medium build and copper skin, is the town’s mayor. On a small bluff overlooking the sea, we talk over the growls of huge balloon-tired trucks delivering massive boulders to a crane; the crane is arranging the boulders into defensive beach armoring.

Earlier defenses—caged rocks and seawalls—the sea demolished. Now they’re ratcheting up with boulders barged from elsewhere. I’m told this will cost $36 million. Thing is, nobody believes this can fix the problem. Everyone understands this fact: Shishmaref is doomed.

“Our people have lived right here for centuries,” Tocktoo relays. “Now we’re told this place has nine to fifteen years left.”

In times past, a natural armor of sea ice extending from the shoreline prevented ferocious autumn storm waves from approaching town. Now, there’s often no ice at all.

Tocktoo says, “Without ice, we lose land. One storm, northwest, seventy-miles-an-hour wind, we lost fifty feet of land. Never been like this before. Man, it’s weird.”

A few paces away, a house lies newly shattered on the beach, toppled just days ago from the crumbling bluff. “There was eighteen homes here.” Only this toppled one remains visible. “My house washed away. It can do that.”

And beyond Eskimos, beyond the Arctic, when millions of people living along the continental coasts start moving to higher ground as melting glaciers continue raising sea level worldwide, they’ll crowd right  on top of poor, already-crowded people, already clinging to wafer-thin margins of life. At risk from rising sea level: nearly 30 million in Bangladesh, more than 70 million in China, 12 million in Egypt, another 20 million in India, and more than 30 million others elsewhere, including the small island states.

It won’t be pretty. Australia’s Defense Ministry warns that although Australia should ease suffering caused by global warming, if conflict erupts, the country should use its military “to deal with any threats.” National Defense University, an educational institute overseen by the U.S. military in Washington DC, explored the potential impact of a destructive flood in Bangladesh that would send hundreds of thousands of refugees streaming into neighboring India. In real life, India is already racing to build a 2,100-mile fence. Said Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense Amanda J. Dory, while helping the Pentagon try to incorporate climate change into national security planning, “It gets real complicated real quickly.”

 

 

KING GEORGE ISLAND, ANTARCTICA. Researchers Wayne and Sue Trivelpiece need to get food samples from chinstrap penguins nesting across the island near a place called Paradise Cove. They warn me it can be a challenging hike.

The first leg is a long coast walk. About a mile and a half later, we round a headland. Pushed here by an ice sheet not long ago, the ground stretches desolate to the distant hills. It’s the moon with wind. Fierce gusts greet us, snapping our hoods against our heads. Ice is what Antarctica uses to freeze you; wind is what it uses to burn you.

“This landscape has changed so much,” Wayne says. “When I first came here, that one peak was already sticking out of the glacier, but now you see about a hundred feet more of it. That’s how much the ice has thinned.”

We’ve been walking about three and a half hours when we crest a saddle across a ridgeline, earning the commanding brink of cliffs whose ledges fall away to pounding green sea foam. The scale is enormous in a way that landscape in peopled areas never seems. It’s a Refresh button for the spirit, a place to feel wild in.

We stroll to a higher spot so Sue can show me the chinstrap colony. Suddenly, she says, “Wow. That’s unbelievable. They’re gone!” On several flat-topped ledges, there’s a lot of guano and the ground is well trod—but without penguins.

From down to the right, around a little bend, we hear the remnants of this colony and find some chinstrap penguins upon a rock.

Sue, still flabbergasted, says, “Fifteen years ago, chinstraps nested all along these rocks, all the way down and all the way across.”

Penguins eat the little shrimp-like animals called krill. And young krill, in their first couple of years of life, eat by grazing algae from the underside of sea ice. And the sea ice they need is shrinking.

“Air temperatures here,” Wayne explains, “have risen about 10 degrees Fahrenheit (6 degrees Celsius) in the last forty years. Starting a few years ago, daily high temperatures in winter began averaging above freezing. As it’s gotten warmer, it’s been, like, two good years of ice; three years of almost no ice; two good years of ice; three, four, five years of almost no ice.”

“Adult krill can live up to around seven years,” Sue says, “so it took a while for them to really crash.” That starves penguins. Chinstrap and Adélie penguins are both down by more than half in this region since the 1970s.

“The drop in penguin numbers coincided with very dramatic krill declines,” Sue explains. In earlier years of their studies, about 40 percent of young chinstrap and Adélie penguins survived long enough to return as adults to breed. Recently, it’s 10 percent.

“After hunting reduced whales by 90 percent,” adds Wayne, “people in the fishing industry were saying, ‘There’s enough krill out here to double the total output of the world’s fisheries.’ Well, things have cer - tainly changed.”

Things have always changed. But now we’re changing the world. Is rushing penguins off the stage something we want on humanity’s résumé? About a dozen of the world’s dozen and a half penguin species are declining sharply. Northern rockhopper penguins have declined 90 percent since the 1950s, a loss of a couple of million birds, equivalent to losing one hundred birds daily for the past half century. African penguins have declined from about 150,000 pairs around 1960 to  25,000 pairs today. Magellanic penguins are declining 1 percent per year. Even the magnificent emperor penguins are down by perhaps as much as half in the past fifty years, with extinction in this century a possibility.

I’d like to think that the bottom of the world is far enough from tailpipes and smokestacks that the animals can live unbothered by us. But I know better. And tonight’s radio call with Palmer Station brings news from a Russian oceanographic ship: An iceberg estimated at a staggering 170 miles long by 25 miles wide—nearly the size of Connecticut—is breaking free and will soon be adrift.
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WE MAKE OUR LIVES in a world not of our making. We feel in a world that does not feel. Yet it’s become a world in which our presence is felt. What attitude might confront such a world? An attitude of curiosity for the complex world? An attitude of admiration for the beautiful world? An attitude of gratitude for the improbable world? Of respect for the elder world? Of awe for the mystery? Of concern for consequences? If these attitudes guide action, we may not always be certain which choice is right, but we may travel a path that is wise.

We have made Earth ours. We are no longer voyagers. We are proprietors. We have put our name on time itself, changed the marquee, and declared in lights: The Anthropocene Era, Starring Homo sapiens.  There’s a lot at stake now.

Straining the cables of our planet’s life-support systems despite clear warnings may be mere foolishness. But the unborn, who did not choose this path, will arrive saddled with all conceivable consequences. The poor likewise did not choose it, nor the other living creatures that, like us, strive to live and raise their young yet find their world besieged. And because we’ve created a situation that is not merely unsustainable but unjust, it crosses a line; it becomes a matter of right and wrong, a moral matter.

Albert Einstein said our task is to “widen our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.” And so all paths converge: What serves the continuity of life is sacred. What serves the future serves us, too.

LONG ISLAND, NEW YORK. As I walk onto the beach just after dawn, I’m startled to see dozens of foot-long fish called bunkers flipping around on the wet beach. Something just drove them ashore. And I just missed a spectacular attack.

A big bluefish glides by over the sand in the surf’s green water. I unfurl a long cast. Hardly has my lure splashed in when a fish grabs it and yanks my rod down hard while running seaward. It comes up frothing the surface, and when I see its wide broom of tail, I know I’ve got my keeper striped bass. Following their deep crash from overfishing in the 1980s, the striped bass’s subsequent recovery is perhaps the world’s best fisheries management success, a triumph of political discipline, a lesson in healing, and a great solace in a world so full of holes. That we could regain what we have abused is a story that not only instructs; it inspires. But it’s no small matter, indeed, to go from letting bass or birds recover to taking the giant steps required to re-chill the poles, refill the seas with fish, save the tropics’ forests and reefs, stabilize the ocean’s chemistry, and secure agriculture against warming and drought. Nations must act, and soon. Time grows short at an accelerating pace.

Inspired by it all, I walk off the beach anticipating a delicious meal and a good day of work ahead, feeling this morning’s espresso of adrenaline more pleasantly than any caffeine. Seeing that the oceans can still surge with abundance is what makes me happy.
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Remembering the Ocean

Céline Cousteau

Céline is one of four grandchildren of Jacques-Yves Cousteau. Her family name in the ocean community—as well as in the outside world—denotes a legacy. Even with her love for and lifelong familiarity with the ocean, she finds herself sometimes needing to maintain a constant link, returning to the sea often for revitalization.


BROOKLYN, 2009. I urgently needed to reconnect with the ocean.

City-bound for too long, I grabbed my voice recorder and sunglasses and hopped the Q train from Carrol Gardens to Brighton Beach, my quickest access to a small escape. I needed to see and hear the ocean.

When I arrived, elderly couples quietly strolled along the boardwalk or sat on scattered benches facing the ocean. The beach was otherwise deserted on a cool early winter afternoon. Walking through the damp sand, I made my way to the shore and sat on a post a few feet from the wintry Atlantic. Narrowing my eyes to slits behind my sunglasses, I took myself back to a sunny day on the Mediterranean. I could smell the drying algae washed up on shore and hear the mourning doves in the pine trees behind me. Closing my eyes even more tightly, completely blocking out the people around me wrapped in layers, I imagined a sun-warmed  breeze blowing off the Caribbean, bringing with it the familiar smell of salt and sun.

The rushing of the gazelle-like limbs of a local running club bolting past brought me back to the reality that although I was on the edge of the ocean, I was still in New York and that the warm breeze was in fact a chilly wind. But the brief visit to the ocean side did what I hoped it would; like taking a deep breath of oxygen-rich air, it jump-started my thoughts and feelings. The ocean. I can remember now.

 

 

MONACO, 1980. The rocking boat is small and crowded. Rarely quiet, I am not asking questions now, simply waiting to be given more information. I’m excited by the idea of what’s to come and a bit nervous about how well I will do. My long hair whips my face as I turn toward the wind. At my grandiose age of eight, I am already stubborn and have refused to let my mother cut more than a few millimeters of split ends, the result being that the wind now weaves my hair into a bird’s nest. I look back at the tightly knit city riding the waves of the mountains. This is usually where I visit my grandparents during my summer holiday, which of course depends on where in the world they were that summer.

A few years before, we had lived a short distance away from them, my family—mom and brother—settling for a while in the south of France. From our home’s terrace, we could survey the shimmering Mediterranean and watch the fishermen return to port from their pre-dawn excursions. Every day, I would walk from our cliff-side house down the winding path to school. On weekends, I would go down to the market to help choose our evening meal from the plethora of fresh catches laid out by all the smiling men smelling of fish. Twenty years later, I still occasionally visit our home here, grabbing short respites from the world. The same fishermen now display only a few scaly creatures, seemingly scattered as mere adornments on the little stands lining the port. Behind them, paint peels from the hulls of their once-proud wooden fishing vessels, looking weary much like the faces of the ships’ captains. Instead of the local families with panniers who used to visit the market, it is now filled mostly with tourists crowding the small port, the bright  colors of their new summer clothes contrasting incongruously against the peeling, weathered boats.

The small dive boat comes to a stop and I am brought back to the day’s events when the anchor is thrown overboard. I listen attentively to my five-minute lesson before the cumbersome metal tanks are placed on my back, my mask fitted to my face, and the regulator placed into my mouth. I respond by nodding, “Yes, I can breathe, yes, the mask fits well, yes, I am okay, yes, I am ready!” A voice in my head echoes those last words, but they end with a question mark. I tell myself that all I need to do is stick close by and follow his lead.

My grandfather takes me by the hand and in a giant stride we step off the stern, fins momentarily slowing my entrance into the calm sea. Bobbing at the surface, trying to look and feel calm, my eyes bulge under my mask as I keep them fixed on his face. My index finger and thumb come together mirroring his okay sign and I point my head down, plunging through the surface, my hand still grasping his, my heart beating to a new rhythm.

I don’t know when I let go of his hand. Maybe it was to point at one of the many purple and blue sea urchins dotting the rocks below, which mesmerize me and make me want to see them up close. On land I moved quickly, but here beneath the surface of the sea, the elements distort that intention. Like a clumsy firefly, I zigzag back and forth, wanting to see it all, wanting to touch it all. The dive gear on my back molds to my small frame as naturally as the backpack I wear to class.

That day the ocean welcomed me like a mother waiting for her child to come home from her first day of school. She was nurturing, patient, giving. She indulged me in my childlike enthusiasm and with gentle waves rocked me back and forth as I tried to prove that I had listened, that I knew how to suspend myself between the drops of water. New to the game, I would sink quickly and scramble back up toward the sky. But she did not mock me for doing it wrong; she simply held me up until I was ready to try again. When I turned to make sure I was not alone, he was always there, an arm’s length away, watching and smiling behind his own mask, his familiar nose pressed against the glass.

This new world made its imprint on me immediately, engraving memories in each of my senses that would live quietly within me until  I was ready to come back for a next visit. She would always greet me with open arms, welcoming me home.

 

 

FIJI, 1998. While everyone else is napping, hanging out on the beach, hiking the trails, I sit in my lounge chair outside my cabin, hunched over my book, pencil suspended, eyebrows scrunched in the hope that my memory will store the words in their rightful place. I had dipped my toes in the sea earlier and knew how easy it would be to just jump in, to play. I look up at the glistening water, inviting me to come in, and let out a self-pitying sigh. I hear the waves gently lapping at the rocks on the shore. Like a sibling, the water is taunting me, knowing I still have homework to do. Even the birds seem to be laughing at me.

My mind drifts back to that first dive so many years ago. Much time has passed since, and I’ve come to this beach to make it official, to finally get the piece of paper that says I am qualified to float amongst drops of water. I wish he could be with me now, but my first guide to the ocean can no longer grasp my hand or smile at me as I glide through the water. It has only been a year since he left, and there is still so much we could have experienced together.

Five days later, when all the tests are passed, salt water having invaded my eyes and turned them red and dry, having proved that I understood and had control underwater, I dive in, official for the first time. Not far below the surface, I stop to relish just being there, suspended. I rediscover what had created such a sense of wonder so many years ago, and a smile distorts the seal of my mask.

During the afternoon drift dive, the current sweeps me past a magnificent wall heavily laden with coral, swarming with fish, colorful from every angle. In an attempt to find the little nudibranchs1 amongst this panoply of decorative cover, I work hard against the current to stay in one place, holding on to a bare patch of rock with two fingers. The sense of wonder and excitement I feel is the same as it was over a decade ago when those colorful sea urchins beckoned me.

Like looking for hidden treats on Easter Sunday, I search behind the fans, peer into every little crevice, and peek behind darting fish. When I find one, I stare unabashedly at the bright colors, the stripes, the spots, and their sometimes frilly fringes. It’s like playing a game of hide-and-seek with a sibling, except it’s always my turn to seek. The ocean plays tricks on me, jokes with me, teases me, much like a sibling. This time, however, no one will jump out from behind the curtains to scare me.

I could keep playing this underwater game for hours, but when I look up, my fellow divers are riding the current, sweeping by me toward an unknown destination. I unclamp my two-finger hold and get swept back into the swift-moving waterway. The drift dive reminds me of life, full of determined moments of intense focus followed by times when going with the flow is the only way to go. There will always be surprises down current, things just as wonderful and awe-inspiring as the ones left behind—which is confirmed when we head to Shark Alley for our next dive.

 

 

CALANQUES, 2006. Every time I saw my grandmother, I knew fun was on the horizon. She had a mischievous twinkle in her eyes, as if she had her own little secrets in life and couldn’t wait to bring me into the privileged circle of those who shared them. She would give me ten francs and send me to the port to buy myself an ice cream cone and then request a full report upon my return. Who had I seen? Were the boys handsome? What ships were coming in? And, most important, had I enjoyed myself? She used to tell me that a girl my age shouldn’t spend all her time with an old lady, but I preferred her company to that of all others.

Sixteen years have passed since her ashes were thrown into the same waters I first submerged myself in. Years have gone by since this small girl held those ice cream cones tightly and watched the world go by, carefully transcribing each fresh memory so that I could recount every last detail for her about my afternoon at the port. The place I used to quietly sit and observe has today become a yacht-riddled parking zone.

I now step into the crystal blue waters dancing between the stark white cliffs of the Calanques near Marseille. I walk in to my knees and try  to remain still, smiling, eyes open, attentive to what the photographer is asking me to do. But I cannot resist any longer and, despite the carefully applied makeup and only giving him a ten-second warning, I dive in headfirst. As I surface, the makeup runs down my cheeks, creating little black streams winding around like veins on my tanned skin. Gel and hairspray mix with salt water, turning my hair into a plastered mess. Everything feels normal again.

I dive down a few feet to the bottom to feel the smooth rocks. I absorb the salty water through my pores. The ocean is cold but invigorating, waking me up from a low hum of routine. I come back up, grinning, and quickly apologize to the photographer. He smiles, understandingly. His assistant walks toward me, not quite as pleased as I am with the moment, and wipes my face of the evidence of my sudden impulse. We work until the sun drops behind the cliff and my body starts to shiver. The wide, late-afternoon smile I’ve been wearing has not been forced for the camera but comes from a moment of peaceful contentment.

It struck me at that moment, when I listened to my instinct to dive into the sea, that I truly need the ocean. Not like one needs food or shelter, but more like one needs love. When I ravenously eat a slice of my mother’s tarte tatin,2 indulge myself in a far niente holiday, or share a precious moment with a loved one, there is a similar sense of contentment. Filling myself to the brim with this feeling is not an everyday occurrence. Perhaps I did not want to remember what it felt like to immerse myself in the salty waters because I was protecting myself from feeling its absence.

Sometimes I visit the ocean in my dreams, and sometimes I see my grandmother. Sometimes I forget them both so that I don’t miss them. But they are always there. They won’t let me forget. I peek at the memories hiding inside the crevices of my mind. Other moments are captured in the stillness of black-and-white photos or told through people who have shared the moments with me. Sometimes I visit the ocean in the day and float on her waters, lungs full of air, as I watch the clouds go by. On other days, I dive deeper and submerge myself, the sun’s rays   shining through the blue water, the dancing streams creating fairytale creatures. I try to remember every detail in case anyone should ask me to recount what I have seen.

 

 

UGANDA, 2009. Sitting in a doorway in the heart of Africa, I watch the rain cascade down onto the thirsty Ugandan soil. As I wait for it to pass so that I can join the farmers in their fields to record their story in words and pictures, I daydream about the ocean. To tell her story I must remember it first, which requires an exercise of memory, pulling on the senses the ocean has created through the moments I have shared with her.

The ocean has many personalities. She is welcoming, kind, and nurturing. She can also be angry, sad, rebellious, mischievous, and playful. She suffers, gives, takes, rejects, and fights back, and then gently rocks you to sleep. She takes care of us and, in return, we must protect her when she is vulnerable.

The ocean is part of a bigger story whose woven threads connect us all. Like individual members of a family, the ocean is something different for each of us. Like a unified family, we face the same future, for ocean is life, breathing with every tide. Ocean is home, and though we might not be there with her all the time, she is always there when you need her. She will never let you forget.
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Avoid
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