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For Beth, 
and for my father, 
and for my sons.
  




Facing west from California鈥檚 shores,

Inquiring, tireless, seeking what is yet unfound,

I, a child, very old, over waves, towards the house of maternity,

the land of migrations, look afar . . .


鈥擶alt Whitman
 

聽


There are more consequences to a shipwreck than the underwriters notice.



鈥擧enry D. Thoreau
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PROLOGUE
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At the outset, I felt no need to acquaint myself with the six degrees of freedom. I鈥檇 never heard of the Great North Pacific Garbage Patch. I liked my job and loved my wife and was inclined to agree with Emerson that travel is a fool鈥檚 paradise. I just wanted to learn what had really happened, where the toys had drifted and why. I loved the part about containers falling off a ship, the part about the oceanographers tracking the castaways with the help of far-flung beachcombers. I especially loved the part about the rubber duckies crossing the Arctic, going cheerfully where explorers had gone boldly and disastrously before.

At the outset, I had no intention of doing what I eventually did: quit my job, kiss my wife farewell, and ramble about the Northern Hemisphere aboard all manner of watercraft. I certainly never expected to join the crew of a fifty-one-foot catamaran captained by a charismatic environmentalist, the Ahab of plastic hunters, who had the charming habit of exterminating the fruit flies clouding around his stash of organic fruit by hoovering them out of the air with a vacuum cleaner.

Certainly I never expected to transit the Northwest Passage aboard a Canadian icebreaker in the company of scientists investigating the Arctic鈥檚 changing climate and polar bears lunching on seals. Or to cross the Graveyard of the Pacific on a container ship at the height of the winter storm season. Or to ride a high-speed ferry through the smoggy, industrial backwaters of China鈥檚 Pearl River Delta, where, inside the Po Sing plastic factory, I would witness yellow pellets of polyethylene resin transmogrify into icons of childhood.

I鈥檇 never given the plight of the Laysan albatross a moment鈥檚 thought. Having never taken organic chemistry, I didn鈥檛 know and therefore didn鈥檛 care that pelagic plastic has the peculiar propensity to adsorb hydrophobic, lipophilic, polysyllabic toxins such as dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (a.k.a. DDT) and polychlorinated biphenyls (a.k.a. PCBs). Nor did I know or care that such toxins are surprisingly abundant at the ocean鈥檚 surface, or that they bioaccumulate as they move up the food chain. Honestly, I didn鈥檛 know what 鈥減elagic鈥?or 鈥渁dsorb鈥?meant, and if asked to use 鈥渓ipophilic鈥?and 鈥渉ydrophobic鈥?in a sentence I鈥檇 have applied them to someone with a weight problem and a debilitating fear of drowning.

If asked to define the 鈥渟ix degrees of freedom,鈥?I would have assumed they had something to do with existential philosophy or constitutional law. Now, years later, I know: the six degrees of freedom鈥攄elicious phrase!鈥攁re what naval architects call the six different motions floating vessels make. Now, not only can I name and define them, I鈥檝e experienced them firsthand. One night, sleep-deprived and nearly broken, in thirty-five-knot winds and twelve-foot seas, I would overindulge all six鈥攔olling, pitching, yawing, heaving, swaying, and surging like a drunken libertine鈥攁nd, after buckling myself into an emergency harness and helping to lower the mainsail, I would sway and surge and pitch as if drunkenly into the head, where, heaving, I would liberate my dinner into a bucket.

At the outset, I figured I鈥檇 interview a few oceanographers, talk to a few beachcombers, read up on ocean currents and Arctic geography, and then write an account of the incredible journey of the bath toys lost at sea, an account more detailed and whimsical than the tantalizingly brief summaries that had previously appeared in news stories. And all this I would do, I hoped, without leaving my desk, so that I could be sure to be present at the birth of my first child.

聽

聽

But questions, I鈥檝e learned since, can be like ocean currents. Wade in a little too far and they can carry you away. Follow one line of inquiry and it will lead you to another, and another. Spot a yellow duck dropped atop the seaweed at the tide line, ask yourself where it came from, and the next thing you know you鈥檙e way out at sea, no land in sight, dog-paddling around in mysteries four miles deep. You鈥檙e wondering when and why yellow ducks became icons of childhood. You want to know what it鈥檚 like inside the toy factories of Guangdong. You鈥檙e marveling at the scale of humanity鈥檚 impact on this terraqueous globe and at the oceanic magnitude of your own ignorance. You鈥檙e giving the plight of the Laysan albatross many moments of thought.

The next thing you know, it鈥檚 the middle of the night and you鈥檙e on the outer decks of a post-Panamax freighter due south of the Aleutian island where, in 1741, shipwrecked, Vitus Bering perished from scurvy and hunger. The winds are gale force. The water is deep and black, and so is the sky. It鈥檚 snowing. The decks are slick. Your ears ache, your fingers are numb. Solitary, nocturnal circumambulations of the outer decks by supernumerary passengers are strictly forbidden, for good reason. Fall overboard and no one would miss you. You鈥檇 inhale the ocean and go down, alone. Nevertheless, there you are, not a goner yet, gazing up at the shipping containers stacked six-high overhead, and from them cataracts of snowmelt and rain are spattering on your head. There you are, listening to the stacked containers strain against their lashings, creaking and groaning and cataracting with every roll, and with every roll you are wondering what in the name of Neptune it would take to make stacks of steel鈥攐r for that matter aluminum鈥攃ontainers fall. Or you鈥檙e learning how to tie a bowline knot and say thank you in both Inuktitut and Cantonese.

Or you鈥檙e spending three days and nights in a shabby hotel room in Pusan, South Korea, waiting for your ship to come in, and you鈥檙e wondering what you could possibly have been thinking when you embarked on this harebrained journey, this wild duckie chase, and you鈥檙e drinking Scotch, and looking sentimentally at photos of your wife and son on your laptop, your wife and son who, on the other side of the planet, on the far side of the international date line, are doing and feeling and drinking God knows what. Probably not Scotch. And you鈥檙e remembering the scene near the end of Moby-Dick when Starbuck, family man, first officer of the Pequod, tries in vain to convince mad Ahab to abandon his doomed hunt. 鈥淎way with me!鈥?Starbuck pleads, 鈥渓et us fly these deadly waters! let us home!鈥?/div>
And you鈥檙e dreaming nostalgically of your former life of chalkboards and Emily Dickinson and parent-teacher conferences, and wishing you could go back to it, wishing you鈥檇 never contacted the heavyset Dr. E., or learned of the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, or met the Ahab of plastic hunters, or the heartsick conservationist or the foulmouthed beachcomber or the blind oceanographer, any of them. You鈥檙e wishing you鈥檇 never given Big Poppa the chance to write about Luck Duck, because if you hadn鈥檛 you鈥檇 never have heard the fable of the rubber ducks lost at sea. You鈥檇 still be teaching Moby-Dick to American teenagers. But that鈥檚 the thing about strong currents: there鈥檚 no swimming against them.

聽

聽

The next thing you know years have passed, and you鈥檙e still adrift, still waiting to see where the questions take you. At least that鈥檚 what happens if you鈥檙e a nearsighted, school-teaching, would-be archaeologist of the ordinary, with an indulgent, long-suffering wife and a juvenile imagination, and you receive in the mail a manila envelope, and inside this envelope you find a dozen back issues of a cheaply produced newsletter, and in one of those newsletters you discover a wonderful map鈥攊f, in other words, you鈥檙e me.
  








GOING OVERBOARD
 

[T]he great flood-gates of the wonder-world swung open.


鈥擧erman Melville, Moby-Dick
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A RIDDLE ON THE SAND

 

We know where the spill occurred: 44.7掳N, 178.1掳E, south of the Aleutians, near the international date line, in the stormy latitudes renowned in the age of sail as the Graveyard of the Pacific, just north of what oceanographers, who are, on the whole, less poetic than mariners of the age of sail, call the subarctic front. We know the date鈥擩anuary 10, 1992鈥攂ut not the hour.

For years the identity of the ship was a well-kept secret, but by consulting old shipping schedules published in the Journal of Commerce and preserved on scratched spools of microfiche in a library basement, I, by process of elimination, solved this particular riddle: the ship was the Evergreen Ever Laurel, owned by a Greek company called Technomar Shipping and operated by the Taiwanese Evergreen Marine Corporation, whose fir-green containers, with the company鈥檚 curiously sylvan name emblazoned across them in white block letters, can be seen around harbors all over the world. No spools of microfiche have preserved the identities of the officers and crew, however, let alone their memories of what happened that stormy day or night, and if the logbook from the voyage still exists, it has been secreted away to some corporate archive, consigned, for all intents and purposes, to oblivion.

We know that the ship departed Hong Kong on January 6, that it arrived in the Port of Tacoma on January 16, a day behind schedule, and that the likely cause for this delay was rough weather. How rough exactly remains unclear. Although it did so on other days, on January 10, the Ever Laurel did not fax a weather report to the National Weather Service in Washington, D.C., but the following morning a ship in its vicinity did, describing hurricane-force winds and waves thirty-six feet high. If the Ever Laurel had encountered similarly tempestuous conditions, we can imagine, if only vaguely, what might have transpired: despite its grandeur, rocked by waves as tall as brownstones, the colossal vessel鈥攁 floating warehouse weighing 28,904 deadweight tons and powered by a diesel engine the size of a barn鈥攚ould have rolled and pitched and yawed about like a toy in a Jacuzzi.

At some point, on a steep roll, two columns of containers stacked six high above deck snapped loose from their steel lashings and tumbled overboard. We can safely assume that the subsequent splash was terrific, like the splash a train would make were you to drive it off a seaside cliff. We know that each of the twelve containers measured eight feet wide and either twenty or forty feet long, and that at least one of them鈥攑erhaps when it careened into another container, perhaps when it struck the ship鈥檚 rails鈥攂urst or buckled open as it fell.

We know that as the water gushed in and the container sank, dozens of cardboard boxes would have come bobbing to the surface; that one by one, they too would have come apart, discharging thousands of little packages onto the sea; that every package comprised a plastic shell and a cardboard back; that every shell housed four hollow plastic animals鈥攁 red beaver, a blue turtle, a green frog, and a yellow duck鈥攅ach about three inches long; and that printed on the cardboard in colorful letters in a bubbly, childlike font were the following words: THE FIRST YEARS. FLOATEES. THEY FLOAT IN TUB OR POOL. PLAY & DISCOVER. MADE IN CHINA. DISHWASHER SAFE.

From a low-flying plane on a clear day, the packages would have looked like confetti, a great drift of colorful squares, exploding in slow motion across the waves. Within twenty-four hours, the water would have dissolved the glue. The action of the waves would have separated the plastic shell from the cardboard back. There, in seas almost four miles deep, more than five hundred miles south of Attu Island at the western tip of the Aleutian tail, more than a thousand miles east of Hokkaido, the northern extreme of Japan, and more than two thousand miles west of the insular Alaskan city of Sitka, 28,800 plastic animals produced in Chinese factories for the bathtubs of America鈥?,200 red beavers, 7,200 green frogs, 7,200 blue turtles, and 7,200 yellow ducks鈥攈atched from their plastic shells and drifted free.

聽

聽

Eleven years later, ten thousand circuitous miles to the east, a beachcomber named Bethe Hagens and her boyfriend, Waynn Welton, spotted something small and bright perched atop the seaweed at the southwest end of Gooch鈥檚 Beach near the entrance to Kennebunk Harbor in Maine. Its body was approximately the size and shape of a bar of soap, its head the size of a Ping-Pong ball. Welton bent down and picked it up. A brand name, The First Years, was embossed on its belly. The plastic was 鈥渨hite, incredibly weathered, and very worn,鈥?Hagens would later recall. Welton remembered it differently. The duck had been, he insisted, still yellow. 鈥淧arts of it had started to fade,鈥?he says. 鈥淏ut not a great deal. Whatever they鈥檇 used for the dye of the plastic had held up pretty well.鈥?/div>
Much depends on this disagreement. If white, the duck Hagens and Welton saw could well have been one of the 7,200 let loose on the North Pacific. If yellow, it was nothing but a figment, a phantom, a will-o鈥?thewisp. To complicate matters, The First Years had by then discontinued the Floatees, replacing them with a single yellow Floaty Ducky that also bore the company鈥檚 logo. Yellow or white, the thing did look as though it had crossed the ocean; on that Hagens and Welton agreed. It was fun to imagine: a lone duck, drifting across the Atlantic, like something out of a fairy tale or a children鈥檚 book鈥攆un but also preposterous. 鈥淭here were still kids playing on the beach,鈥?Welton remembered. 鈥淚 thought, okay, some kid lost his toy and would come back for it.鈥?Sensibly, he and Hagens left the toy where they found it and walked on.













METAMORPHOSIS

 

The classified ads in the July 14, 1993, edition of the Daily Sitka Sentinel do not make for exciting reading, though they do convey something of what summertime in Alaska鈥檚 maritime provinces is like. That week, the Tenakee Tavern, 鈥渋n Tenakee,鈥?was accepting applications 鈥渇or cheerful bartenders.鈥?The Baranof Berry Patch was buying berries鈥斺€渉uckleberries, blueberries, strawberries, raspberries.鈥?The National Marine Fisheries Service hereby gave notice that the winners of the 1992 Sablefish Tag Recovery Drawing, an annual event held to encourage the reporting of tagged sablefish, would be selected at 1 P.M. on July 19 at the Auke Bay Laboratory. 鈥淭ired of shaving, tweezing, waxing?!鈥?asked Jolene Gerard, R.N., R.E., enticing the hirsute citizens of the Alaska Panhandle (a region known to the people who live there as 鈥淪outheast鈥? with the promise of 鈥淧ermanent hair removel [sic].鈥?Then, under the catchall heading of 鈥淎nnouncements,鈥?between 鈥淏usiness Services鈥?and 鈥淏oats for Sale,鈥?an unusual listing appeared.

ANYONE WHO has found plastic toy animals on beaches in Southeast please call the Sentinel at 747-3219.




 

The author of the ad was Eben Punderson, then a high school English teacher who moonlighted as a journalist, now a lawyer in rural Vermont. On Thanksgiving Day 1992, a party of beachcombers strolling along Chichagof Island had discovered several dozen hollow plastic animals amid the usual wrack of bottle caps, fishing tackle, and driftwood deposited at the tide line by a recent storm. After ten months at sea, the ducks had whitened, and the beavers had yellowed, but the frogs were still green as ever, and the turtles, still blue.

Now that summer had returned, the beachcombers were out in force, and on the windward side of Chichagof, as on other islands in the vicinity of Sitka, they found toys, hundreds of them鈥攆rogs half-buried under pebbles, beavers poised atop driftwood, turtles tangled in derelict fishing nets, ducks blown past the tide line into the purple fireweed. Beachcombing in the Alaskan wilderness had suddenly come to resemble an Easter egg hunt. A party game for children. Four animals, each one a different color, delivered as if supernaturally by the waves: collect them all!

Laurie Lee of South Baranof Island filled an unused skiff with the hoard of toys she scavenged. Signe Wilson filled a hot tub. Betsy Knudson had so many to spare she started giving them to her dog. It appeared that even the wild animals of Sitka Sound were collecting them: one toy had been plucked from a river otter鈥檚 nest. On a single beachcombing excursion with friends, Mary Stensvold, a botanist with the Tongass National Forest who normally spent her days hunting rare specimens of liverwort, gathered forty of the animals. Word of the invasion spread. Dozens of correspondents answered the Sentinel鈥?/i>s ad. Toys had been found as far north as Kayak Island, as far south as Coronation Island, a range extending hundreds of miles. Where had they come from?

Eben Punderson was pretty sure he knew. Three years earlier, in May of 1990, an eastbound freighter, the Hansa Carrier, had collided with a storm five hundred miles south of the Alaskan Peninsula. Several containers had gone overboard, including a shipment of eighty thousand Nikes. Five months later, sneakers began washing up along Vancouver Island. The story had received national attention after a pair of oceanographers in Seattle鈥擩ames Ingraham of the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and Curtis Ebbesmeyer, a scientist with a private consulting firm that assessed the environmental risks and impacts of engineering projects (sewage outflows, oil rigs)鈥攖urned the sneaker spill into an accidental oceanographic experiment. By feeding coordinates collected from beachcombers into NOAA鈥檚 Ocean Surface Current Simulator, or OSCURS, a computer modeling system built from a century鈥檚 worth of U.S. Navy weather data, Ebbesmeyer and Ingraham had reconstructed the drift routes of some two hundred shoes. In the process, the basement of Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 bungalow had become the central intelligence agency of what would eventually grow into a global network of coastal informants. If anyone knew anything about the plague of plastic animals, it would be Ebbesmeyer, but when the Sentinel鈥檚 moonlighting reporter contacted him in the summer of 1993, it was the first the oceanographer had heard of the toys.

Punderson still had another lead. The ducks鈥攁nd for some reason only the ducks鈥攈ad been embossed with the logo of their manufacturer, The First Years. A local toy store was unable to find the logo in its merchandise catalogs, but the director of the Sheldon Jackson College library traced the brand back to its parent company, Kiddie Products, based in Avon, Massachusetts. Punderson spoke to the company鈥檚 marketing manager, who somewhat reluctantly confirmed the reporter鈥檚 speculations. Yes, indeed, a shipment of Floatees had been lost at sea. 鈥淪olved: Mystery of the Wandering Bathtub Toys,鈥?ran the lead headline in the Sentinel鈥檚 Weekend section a month after Punderson鈥檚 ad first appeared. And that is where the story should have ended鈥攁s an entertaining anecdote in the back pages of a provincial newspaper. Mystery solved. Case closed. But then something else unexpected happened. The story kept going.

The story kept going in part because Ebbesmeyer and his beachcombers joined the hunt, in part because the toys themselves kept going. Years later, new specimens and new mysteries were still turning up. In the autumn of 1993, Floatees suddenly began sprinkling the shores of Shemya, a tiny Aleutian island that lies about 1,500 miles closer to Siberia than to Sitka, not far from the site of the spill. In 1995, beachcombers in Washington State found a blue turtle and a sun-bleached duck. Dean and Tyler Orbison, a father-son beachcombing team who annually scour uninhabited islands along the Alaskan coast, added more toys to their growing collection every summer鈥攄ozens in 1992, three in 1993, twenty-five in 1994, until, in 1995, they found none. The slump continued in 1996, and the Orbisons assumed they鈥檇 seen the last of the plastic animals. Then, in 1997, the toys suddenly returned in large numbers.

Thousands more were yet to be accounted for. Where had they gone? Into the Arctic? Around the globe? Were they still out there, traveling the currents of the North Pacific? Or did they lie buried under wrack and sand along Alaska鈥檚 wild, sparsely populated shores? Or, succumbing to the elements鈥攆reezing temperatures, the endless battering of the waves, prolonged exposure to the sun鈥攈ad they cracked, filled with water, gone under? All 28,800 toys had emerged from that sinking container into the same acre of water. Each member of the four species was all but identical to the others鈥攅ach duck was just as light as the other ducks, each frog as thick as the other frogs, each beaver as aerodynamic as the next. And yet one turtle had ended up in Signe Wilson鈥檚 hot tub, another in the jaws of Betsy Knudson鈥檚 Labrador, another in an otter鈥檚 nest, while a fourth had floated almost all the way to Russia, and a fifth traveled south of Puget Sound. Why? What tangled calculus of causes and effects could explain鈥攐r predict鈥攕uch disparate fates?

There were still other reasons why the story of the toys kept going, reasons that had nothing to do with oceanography and everything to do with the human imagination, which can be as powerful and as inscrutable as the sea. In making sense of chaotic data, in following a slightly tangled thread of narrative to its source, Eben Punderson had set the plastic animals adrift all over again鈥攏ot upon the waters of the North Pacific, but upon currents of information. The Associated Press picked up the Daily Sitka Sentinel鈥檚 story and far more swiftly than the ocean currents carried the castaway toys around the globe.

The Floatees made brief appearances in the Guardian and the New York Times Magazine, and a considerably longer appearance in the Smithsonian. Like migrating salmon, they returned almost seasonally to the pages of Scholastic News, the magazine for kids, which has reported on the story seven times. They were spotted in the shallows of People and MSNBC, and in the tide pools of All Things Considered. They swirled through the sewers of the Internet and bobbed up in such exotic lagoons as a newsletter for the collectors of duck-themed stamps, an oceanography textbook for undergraduates, and a trade magazine for the builders of swimming pools.

These travels wrought strange changes. Dishwasher safe the toys may have been, but news-media safe they were not. By the time they drifted into my own imagination late one winter night several years ago, the plastic animals that had fallen into the Pacific in 1992 were scarcely recognizable. For one thing, the plastic had turned into rubber. For another thing, the beavers, frogs, and turtles had all turned into ducks. The day Eben Punderson published an unusual ad in the pages of the Sitka Sentinel a metamorphosis had begun, the metamorphosis of happenstance into narrative and narrative into fable鈥攖he Fable of the Rubber Ducks Lost at Sea.

聽

聽

Far across the ocean, in a toy factory made of red brick, a pinkly Caucasian woman in a brick-red dress and a racially ambiguous brown man in a sky-blue shirt work side by side at an assembly line. From a gray machine, yellow-billed and lacking irises in the whites of their eyes, rubber ducks emerge, one by one, onto a conveyor belt. Chuckedy-chuckedy-chuck goes the rubber duck machine. As the ducks roll past, the woman in the brick-red dress paints their bills brick red with a little brush. The man in the sky-blue shirt paints their irises sky blue. It is beautiful, this unnamed country across the sea. Green grass grows around the factory. A grass-green truck carries the ducks to a waiting ship named the Bobbie. Away the Bobbie chugs, carrying five cardboard boxes across a blue-green sea, a white streamer of smoke trailing behind it. Smiling overhead is an enormous sun the color of a rubber duck. Then a storm blows up. Waves leap. The Bobbie tosses about. The white-bearded captain cries and throws his hands out a porthole. Down goes a cardboard box. Ducks spill like candy from a pi帽ata. Slowly, they drift apart. One frolics with a spotted dolphin. A second receives a come-hither look from a blueberry seal in a lime-green sea. A polar bear standing on an ice floe ogles a third. And so their journeys go, each duck encountering a different picturesque animal鈥攁 flamingo, a pelican, a sea turtle, an octopus, a gull, a whale. Finally, who should the tenth rubber duck meet but a brood of real ducks. 鈥淨uack!鈥?says the mother duck. 鈥淨uack! Quack! Quack!鈥?say the ducklings. 鈥淪queak,鈥?says the rubber duck. So ends Eric Carle鈥檚 Ten Little Rubber Ducks.

Carle鈥檚 picture book was, perhaps inevitably, inspired by one of the many newspaper articles that appeared after Ebbesmeyer put the beachcombers of New England on alert. Having crossed the Arctic, having drifted south on the Labrador Current, along the wild coast of Newfoundland, past Nova Scotia and the Grand Banks, some of the Floatees would reach the Eastern Seaboard of the United States in the summer of 2003, the clairvoyant oceanographer predicted. A savvy publicist at The First Years, smelling a marketing opportunity, sent out a press release advertising a bounty: Kiddie Products would give a U.S. savings bond worth $100 to any beachcomber who found one of the castaway toys on an East Coast beach. All along the coasts of Massachusetts and Maine, people began to hunt. There was, as there usually is, a catch鈥攖wo catches, actually: (1) to claim the reward, the lucky beachcombers would have to surrender the evidence, and (2) Ebbesmeyer would have to confirm a positive match. As intended, the press release provoked a flurry of coverage. Once again, news organizations large and small recounted the 鈥渞ubber duck saga,鈥?as the Montreal Gazette dubbed it that summer.

A scrap of the article that Carle happened on, torn from an uncredited source, accompanies his author鈥檚 note:RUBBER DUCKS LOST AT SEA
 

In 1992, a shipment of 29,000 rubber bathtub toys including ducks, beavers, turtles and frogs, fell overboard from a container ship.

Some of these rubber toys have washed up on the shores of Alaska, while others have made their way through the Bering Strait, past icebergs, around the northern coast of Greenland and into the Atlantic Ocean.




 




鈥淚 could not resist making a story out of this newspaper report,鈥?Carle鈥檚 note explains. 鈥淚 hope you like my story.鈥?Beautifully illustrated with Carle鈥檚 signature mix of paint and paper tearings, Ten Little Rubber Ducks is hard not to like. Studies have shown that the primary colors, smiling faces, and cute animals in which Carle鈥檚 book abounds鈥攁nd of which the rubber duck may well be the consummate embodiment鈥攈ave the almost narcotic power to induce feelings of happiness in the human brain. The metamorphosis that had begun in the pages of the Daily Sitka Sentinel was complete: in Carle, the fable had finally found its Aesop.

It鈥檚 easy to see why Carle found the story irresistible. It was an incredible story, a fabulous story; the sort of head-shaking, who鈥檇-a-thunk anecdote suited to an entry in Ripley鈥檚 Believe It or Not, perhaps, or to cocktail party banter, or to a lighthearted closing segment on the evening news, or most of all to a picture book for children.

Visit the kids section of your local public library and you鈥檒l find dozens or possibly even hundreds of stories about inanimate objects that come magically to life or go on incredible journeys. Such stories are so common, in fact, that they constitute a genre鈥攖he 鈥渋t-narrative,鈥?literary scholars have called it. Think of Pinocchio. Or The Velveteen Rabbit. Or Winnie-the-Pooh. Or the improbable eighteenth-century bestseller The Adventures of a Pincushion. The it-narrative that the legend of the castaway ducks most resembles surely must be Holling Clancy Holling鈥檚 Paddle-to-the-Sea, the 1941 Caldecott winner in which a boy in the Canadian wilderness carves a wooden Indian man in a wooden canoe, carries his creation up a nearby mountain, and sets it atop a bank of snow. 鈥淭he Sun Spirit will look down at the snow,鈥?the boy says. 鈥淭he snow will melt and the water will run downhill to the river, on down to the Great Lakes, down again and on at last to the sea. You will go with the water and you will have adventures that I would like to have.鈥?/div>
What distinguishes Paddle-to-the-Sea from most other it-narratives is its painstaking realism鈥攔ealism so painstaking that the book feels like nonfiction. Carle, by contrast, has always preferred allegory to realism. Think of The Very Hungry Caterpillar, his best-known book, the protagonist of which, a glutinous larva with eyes like lemon-lime lollipops, is an entomological embodiment of childish appetites. He鈥檚 born on a Sunday, binges for a week, and then the following Sunday nibbles contritely on a leaf, in reward for which penance, he pupates, abracadabra, into a butterfly, an angelic butterfly. It鈥檚 a Christian allegory with which any American child can identify, an allegory about conspicuous consumption: The Prodigal Caterpillar, Carle might have called that book, or The Caterpillar鈥檚 Progress.

In Ten Little Rubber Ducks, on the other hand, there are no choices, no consequences. There is only chance. The human imagination is by nature animistic. It can even bring a pincushion to life. But Carle鈥檚 ten identical rubber ducks remain inanimate鈥攑sychologically empty, devoid of distinguishing characteristics, appetite, emotion, or charm. Carried along by ocean currents rather than by the lineaments of desire, they drift passively about, facial expressions never changing.

















BIG POPPA

 

A few months before Carle鈥檚 book hit bookstore shelves, I likewise happened on the legend of the rubber ducks lost at sea, not in a newspaper report but in an essay by one of my students. Late one night, after my wife, Beth, had gone to sleep, when few windows remained lit in the building across the street, I stayed up as usual to grade papers. Mostly I taught the sorts of poems and novels and plays typically prescribed to American teenagers as remedies for short attention spans and atrophied vocabularies鈥?i>Hamlet, for instance, or Their Eyes Were Watching God, or Leaves of Grass. And mostly the papers I graded were the sorts of essays English teachers typically ask American teenagers to write鈥攆ive or six paragraphs on the role of prophecy in Macbeth or the motif of walls in 鈥淏artleby, the Scrivener,鈥?that sort of thing. But every spring I also taught a journalism course.

One of my favorite assignments I鈥檇 devised asked students to practice what James Agee called the archaeology of the ordinary. In Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, of the overalls that Depression-era sharecroppers wore, Agee writes, 鈥淚 saw no two which did not hold some world of exquisiteness of its own.鈥?Everywhere Agee went during his Alabaman travels, he found exquisite worlds, doing for the material lives of sharecroppers what Thoreau did for Walden Pond, or Melville for whaling. If like Agee my students could learn to study a thing鈥攁ny particular thing鈥斺€渁lmost illimitably long,鈥?as Agee recommended, they too might begin to perceive 鈥渢he cruel radiance of what is鈥?rather than the narcotic shimmer of what isn鈥檛. Or so my hopeful thinking went.

One year one student chose to write about a venerable brand of shoe polish, discovering therein the lost world of the New York City shoe-shine boy, who in most instances wasn鈥檛 a boy at all. Another chose a taxidermy crocodile. Another a charm bracelet her mother had given her. Another a baseball he鈥檇 caught in the stands of Yankee Stadium. This last student had studied his subject matter so illimitably he鈥檇 sawed the damn thing in half. And one student, a pudgy, myopic kid who鈥檇 given himself the nickname 鈥淏ig Poppa,鈥?chose to write about the rubber duckie he carried around in his pocket for good luck. Luck Duck, he called it. It was his mojo, his talisman, his totem, his charm.

I myself was a struggling, part-time archaeologist of the ordinary. Like Professor Indiana Jones鈥攐r so I sometimes fancied鈥擨 lived a double life. Summers, after classes had ended, on a magazine assignment, I would hang up my olive-green corduroy blazer with the torn lining and the baggy pockets full of chalk nubbins, pull on my hiking boots, pick up my notebook and voice recorder, and head off in search of exquisite worlds. The worlds I tended to seek and find were those on the borderlands between the natural and the man-made, the civilized and the wild. I liked such borderlands because within them interesting questions and contradictions tended to flourish, like wildflowers on a vacant city lot. I also liked them because I have since childhood found natural history more enchanting than nature, whatever that was. I鈥檝e never heard the howl of a wolf or felt a strong desire to answer its wild call, but I have often found myself entranced before the diorama at the American Museum of Natural History in which taxidermy wolves, though suspended from wires, appear to be racing over the Alaskan tundra under a black-light moon, leaving footprints in the plaster-of-paris snow.

More than most of the students at the private Quaker school in Manhattan where I taught, Big Poppa could have used a little luck. The only child of divorced parents, he was forever shuttling back and forth between his mom鈥檚 apartment and his father鈥檚 studio, leaving behind a trail of unfinished homework and misplaced books. His backpack was an experiment in chaos. When he was supposed to be studying, he instead stayed up all night playing fantasy sports games on the Internet. He loved playing real sports too, baseball especially, and he was by reputation a good infielder, and the team鈥檚 best batter, but he was chronically late to class, and his attendance record was so poor that midway through the baseball season during the spring of his senior year, he had to be temporarily benched, per school policy. Most of his classmates were Yankee fans, whereas Big Poppa rooted avidly, hopelessly, for the underdog Mets, whose paraphernalia constituted a large portion of his wardrobe.

A class clown of the masochistic rather than the sadistic variety, he liked to amuse his peers at his own expense鈥攆or instance, by announcing one day that he wished henceforth to be known by the nickname Big Poppa (a self-deprecating reference to the babyish pudge that was for him a source of shame, but also to the rapper Notorious B.I.G., a.k.a. Biggie Smalls, a.k.a. Big Poppa); or, for instance, by rooting too avidly for the Mets; or by arriving late to class prematurely suited up in his baseball uniform (the cleats, the red stirrups, the white tights), fielding imaginary grounders and swinging at imaginary pitches as he crossed the room, before dropping himself into a chair, looking about at his smirking classmates, and inquiring, with an interrogative shrug, 鈥淲hat?鈥?He鈥檇 once asked a French teacher for permission to go home sick because he鈥檇 eaten 鈥渁 bad knish.鈥?It had become an inside joke. 鈥淲hat鈥檚a matter?鈥?his friends liked to ask him. 鈥淏ad knish?鈥?/div>
He could also be poignantly emotional. He felt strongly about bicycle helmets and upbraided teachers who biked to school without them. The degradation of the environment upset him, sometimes almost to tears. Once, when another of my students discarded her water bottle in the trash can, Big Poppa made a great fuss, rescuing it and depositing it in a recycling bin intended鈥攖he bottle鈥檚 owner wryly observed鈥攆or paper products only.

He dreamed of becoming a sportswriter someday, and I, faculty adviser to the student newspaper, had encouraged him in this dream. I encouraged him because he could turn a phrase and because when it came to baseball, he knew his stuff, and because I sympathized with him (I, too, had been a pudgy, myopic, late-to-pubesce child of divorce), but also because Big Poppa was charming, and bright, and kind鈥攋ust a little rudderless, a little juvenile, a little lost. Old enough to carry a rifle in Afghanistan or Iraq, he instead carried a rubber duckie for good luck. Earlier that winter, during a snowball fight in a classmate鈥檚 backyard, his glasses had disappeared into a snowdrift. This wasn鈥檛 the first time they鈥檇 gone missing. Afraid to ask his parents to buy a new pair, he鈥檇 decided to wait for the snow to melt and his glasses to resurface, which they eventually did. In the meantime, he鈥檇 spent three weeks stumbling through the halls, his face contorted into a squint. He lost Luck Duck for a while too, and the loss inspired what appeared to be genuine distress.

While researching his essay, Big Poppa had happened on a newspaper report, perhaps the very same one that Eric Carle had happened on. In a paragraph cataloging rubber duck trivia, he鈥檇 included a four-sentence synopsis鈥攖he container spill, the oceanographers in Seattle, the journey through the Arctic. The toys were supposed to have reached the coast of New England by the summer of 2003. It was now March 2005. Had they made it? Big Poppa didn鈥檛 say. Neither did he mention anything about beavers, turtles, or frogs.

聽

聽

It was well after midnight by the time I finished marking his essay, and because I am prone to nocturnal flights of fancy, I sat there for a while at my desk thinking about those ducks. I tried to imagine their journey from beginning to end. I pictured the container falling鈥?i>splash!鈥攊nto the sea. I pictured the ducks afloat like yellow pixels on the vast, gray acreage of the waves, or skiing down the glassy slopes of fifty-foot swells, or coasting through the Arctic on floes of ice. I imagined standing on a beach somewhere in Newfoundland or Maine鈥攑laces I had never visited or given much thought. I imagined looking out and seeing a thousand tiny nodding yellow faces, white triangles glinting in their cartoon eyes, insipid smiles molded into the orange rubber of their clownish bills. I imagined a bobbing armada so huge it stretched to the horizon, and possibly beyond. I imagined them washing ashore, littering the sand, a yellow tide of ducks.

Getting ready for bed that night, I noticed anew the rubber ducks roosting on our bathroom shelf. For years they鈥檇 perched there, between a jar of cotton balls and a bottle of facial cleanser, two yellow ducks of the classic variety and one red duck with horns. I couldn鈥檛 remember when or why we鈥檇 acquired them. I picked one of the yellow ones up and gave it a squeeze. Air hissed from an abdominal hole. 鈥淨uack,鈥?I said, and returned it to its shelf.

At work the next day, I noticed as if for the first time the several yellow ducks of diminishing sizes processing single file across a colleague鈥檚 desk鈥攇ifts from students, she explained when I asked. I began seeing them everywhere. In the course of a single afternoon, I came upon a great, neon rubber duck aglow in the window of an Old Navy store and a mother-duckling pair afloat in the margins of a brochure on vaccinations that our health insurance provider sent. My wife and I that spring were, as the euphemism has it, 鈥渆xpecting,鈥?and the baby outfitter where we鈥檇 registered for shower gifts鈥攁cross the blue awning of which yet another duck swam, a pacifier abob like a fishing float beside it鈥攁ppeared to be the epicenter of this avian plague. In addition to rubber ducks themselves, the store sold yellow towels and sweatshirts with orange bills for hoods, yellow rubber rain boots with beaks for toes, yellow pajamas with orange, webbed feet. There was the Diaper Duck, a duck-shaped dispenser of odor-proof trash bags, as well as numerous other implements鈥攂rushes, soap dishes, etc.鈥攖hat incorporated the likeness and the yellowness of the duck.

Elsewhere, in drugstores and catalogs and the bathrooms of friends, I spotted exotic varieties in which strange, often ironical mutations had occurred鈥攎omma ducks with ducklings nested on their backs; black ducks, sparkly ducks, ducks with the face of Moses or Allen Iverson or Betty Boop; ducks sporting sunglasses or eyelashes or lipstick or black leather; ducks playing golf. Every powerful icon invites both idolatry and iconoclasm, and in the bestiary of American childhood, there is now no creature more iconic than the rubber duck. The more I thought about its golden, graven image, the more it seemed to me a kind of animistic god鈥攂ut of what? Of happiness? Of nostalgia? Of innocence never lost?





















THE MAP

 

鈥淪o,鈥?I asked the retired oceanographer when I reached him at his Seattle home, 鈥渄id any of the toys make it through the Arctic?鈥?I had by then read every article about the incredible journey I could find. As of October 2003, according to the news archives, not one of the 28,800 castaway toys had been discovered on the Atlantic Seaboard, not one savings bond had been handed out. Bounty-hunting beachcombers had found plenty of toy ducks, just not of the right species. After October 2003 the news archives fell silent.

Oh, yes, Curtis Ebbesmeyer assured me, yes, they鈥檇 made it. Right on schedule, in the summer of 2003, he鈥檇 received a highly credible eyewitness report from an anthropologist in Maine, which he鈥檇 published in his quarterly newsletter, Beachcombers鈥?Alert! He promised to send me a copy. But before we hung up he dangled before my ears a tantalizing lure: if I really wanted to learn about things that float, then I should join him in Sitka that July. 鈥淵ou can鈥檛 go beachcombing by phone,鈥?he said. 鈥淵ou have to get out there and look.鈥?/div>
Since the summer of 2001, Sitka had played host to an annual Beachcombers鈥?Fair, over which Ebbesmeyer鈥攑art guru, part impresario鈥攑resided. Beachcombers would bring him things they鈥檇 scavenged from the sand, and Ebbesmeyer, like some scientific psychic, would illuminate these discoveries as best he could. 鈥淓verything has a story,鈥?he likes to say. When a beachcomber presented Ebbesmeyer with flotsam of mysterious provenance, he鈥檇 investigate. At that year鈥檚 fair in Sitka, a local fisherman named Larry Calvin would be ferrying a select group of beachcombers to the wild shores of Kruzof Island, where some of the toys had washed up. Ebbesmeyer, who would be leading the expedition, offered me a spot aboard Calvin鈥檚 boat, the Morning Mist.

Alaska鈥攕nowcapped mountains, icebergs, breaching whales, wild beaches strewn with yellow ducks. How could I say no? There was only one problem. The Beachcombers鈥?Fair ended July 24, and Beth鈥檚 due date was August 1, which was cutting it pretty close. I told Ebbesmeyer I鈥檇 get back to him.

Soon thereafter an envelope with a Seattle postmark arrived. Inside, printed on blue paper, were a half-dozen issues of Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 newsletter, Beachcombers鈥?Alert! Thumbing through this digest of the miscellaneous and arcane was a bit like beachcombing amid the wreckage of a storm. Alongside stories about derelict vessels and messages in bottles, the oceanographer had arrayed a photographic scrapbook of strange, sea-battered oddities, natural and man-made鈥擩apanese birch-bark fishing floats, the heart-shaped seed of a baobab tree, land mines, televisions, a torn wet suit, a 350-pound safe. Many of these artifacts had accumulated colonies of gooseneck barnacles. Some were so encrusted they seemed to be made of the creatures: a derelict skiff of barnacles, a hockey glove of barnacles.

At the end of an article titled 鈥淲here the Toys Are,鈥?Ebbesmeyer had published the letter from that anthropologist in Maine. Bethe Hagens was her name. 鈥淵ou won鈥檛 believe this,鈥?she鈥檇 written after hearing about the castaway toys on NPR, 鈥渂ut two weeks ago, I found one of your ducks.鈥?In fact, Ebbesmeyer had believed her, or wanted to. She hadn鈥檛 kept the evidence, so there was, she鈥檇 written, 鈥渘o science, no proof. But they鈥檙e here!鈥?Was there proof or wasn鈥檛 there? Were they here or weren鈥檛 they? Accompanying the article was a world map indicating where and when the toys had been recovered by beachcombers. Off the coast of Kennebunkport, Ebbesmeyer had printed a pair of question marks the size of barrier reefs.

From a dusty bookshelf I fetched down our Atlas of the World, a neglected wedding gift, opened it to the Atlantic, and found Kennebunkport. Then I traced my finger out across the Gulf of Maine, around Newfoundland and Labrador and鈥攆lipping to the map of the Arctic鈥攁cross Baffin Bay, westward past the pole, all the while pronouncing the unfamiliar syllables (Point Hope, Spitsbergen Bank) as if the names of these places could conjure up visions of their shores. What does the air smell like in the Arctic? I wondered. Can you hear the creeping progress of the ice?

鈥淭he loss of fantasy is the price we have paid for precision,鈥?I鈥檇 read late one night in an outdated Ocean Almanac, 鈥渁nd today we have navigation maps based on an accurate 1:1,000,000 scale of the entire world.鈥?Surveying the colorful, oversize landscape of my atlas, a cartographic wonder made鈥攊ts dust jacket boasted鈥攆rom high-resolution satellite photographs and 鈥渟ophisticated computer algorithms,鈥?I was unconvinced; fantasy did not strike me as extinct, or remotely endangered. The ocean was far less fathomable to my generation of Americans than it was when Melville explored that 鈥渨atery wilderness鈥?a century and a half ago. Most of us were better acquainted with cloud tops than with waves. What our migrant ancestors thought of as the winds, we thought of as turbulence, and fastened our seat belts when the orange light came on. Gale force, hurricane force鈥攅ncountering such terms we comprehended only that the weather was really, really bad, and in our minds replayed the special-effects sequences of disaster films or news footage of palm trees blown inside out like cheap umbrellas. In growing more precise, humanity鈥檚 knowledge had also grown more specialized, and more imaginary: unlike that of my unborn child, the seas of my consciousness teemed with images and symbols and half-remembered trivia as fabulous as those chimerical beasts cavorting at the edges of ancient charts. Not even satellite photographs and computer algorithms could burn away the mystifying fogs of ambient information and fantasy through which from birth I had sailed.

Not long ago on the Op-Ed page of the New York Times, the novelist Julia Glass worried that her fellow Americans, 鈥渋mpatient with flights of fancy,鈥?had lost the ability to be carried away by the 鈥渋llusory adventure鈥?of fiction, preferring the tabloid titillation of the 鈥渟o-called truth.鈥?Perhaps, concluded Glass, 鈥渢here is a growing consensus, however sad, that the wayward realm of make-believe belongs only to our children.鈥?I鈥檇 reached different conclusions. Hadn鈥檛 we adults, like the imaginative preschoolers Glass admires, also been 鈥渆ncouraged 鈥濃€攂y our government, by advertisers, by the fabulists of the cable news鈥斺€渢o mingle fact with fiction鈥?

鈥淚f men would steadily observe realities only, and not allow themselves to be deluded, life, to compare it to such things as we know, would be like a fairy tale.鈥?So wrote Thoreau, and for a number of years I鈥檇 been inclined to agree with him. I鈥檇 been inclined to agree, but despite my experiments in the archaeology of the ordinary, I鈥檇 also been more inclined to be deluded than to steadily observe realities only. Ask me where plastic came from and I鈥檇 have pictured Day-Glo fluids bubbling in vats, or doing loop-the-loops through glass tubes curly as Krazy Straws. If you鈥檇 asked me how rubber ducks were made, I might well have pictured them emerging onto a conveyor belt鈥?i>chuckedy-chuckedy-chuck 鈥攐ut of a gray machine.

Looking at the face of my unborn daughter or son adrift on a sonogram screen, I hadn鈥檛 felt the sorts of emotions expecting parents are supposed to feel鈥攋oy, giddiness, pride, all that. Instead I鈥檇 felt a fatalistic conviction that either I or the world and probably both would let down that little big-headed alien wriggling around in those uterine grottoes. How safe and snug he or she looked in there. How peacefully oblivious, no doubts and vanities bubbling through his or her gray matter, no advertising jingles or licensed characters or boogeymen, no fantasies, not even dreams鈥攁t least none of the sort that would animate his or her postpartum inner life. It seemed cruel somehow, this conjuring act of incarnation, this impulse to summon out of one鈥檚 DNA a person who鈥檇 had no choice in the matter. I鈥檇 had a choice, and I鈥檇 enthusiastically chosen to become a father. Now that the deed was done, I found my own paternity difficult to believe in. I could no more imagine being somebody鈥檚 father than I could imagine performing the Eucharist or surgery.

Truth be told, it wasn鈥檛 only my unborn child whom I was worried for. For months, a quote from one of Hawthorne鈥檚 letters had been bothering me. It came to mind at unexpected moments鈥攄uring faculty meetings, or as I trudged home beneath the fruitless pear trees and proprietary brownstones of Greenwich Village, or browsed among aisles of Bugaboos and Gymborees at BuyBuy Baby. It had drifted there, upon my inward seas, like a message in a bottle, a warning cast overboard by a shipwrecked seafarer years ago: 鈥淲hen a man has taken upon himself to beget children,鈥?Nathaniel Hawthorne wrote to Sophia Peabody, his fianc茅e, in 1841, 鈥渉e has no longer any right to a life of his own.鈥?/div>
At the hospital, Beth hadn鈥檛 seemed to share my gloomy presentiments. Supine on the examination table beside me, gazing beatifically at the sonogram screen while a sullen West Indian nurse prodded her ballooning abdomen with a wand, Beth kept giving my hand little squeezes of motherly delight, squeezes that had the peculiar effect of making me gloomier still. Why? Guilt had something to do with it, no doubt. Self-loathing, perhaps. I think also that there exists a kind of chiaroscuro of the human heart whereby the light that another鈥檚 joy gives off, instead of shining brightly upon us, casts us more deeply into shadow.

Riffling the pages of my atlas, I turned to the North Pacific, found the coordinates鈥?4.7掳N, 178.1掳E鈥攁t which, on that January day or night in 1992, the toys became castaways, and marked the spot with a yellow shred of Post-it. How placid鈥攈ow truly pacific鈥攖hat vaguely triangular ocean seemed in the cartographer鈥檚 abstract rendering. Its waters were so transparent, as though the basin had been drained and its mountainous floor painted various shades of swimming-pool blue. Way over there, to the east, afloat on its green speck of land like a bug on a leaf, was Sitka. And way over there, huge as a continent, was China, where, odds were, someone in some factory was at that very moment bringing new rubber ducks into the world. It was then, as I studied my map, trying in vain to imagine the journey of the toys, that there swam into my mind the most bewitching question I know of鈥?i>What if?

What if I followed the trail of the toys wherever it led, from that factory in China, across the Pacific, into the Arctic? I wouldn鈥檛 be able to do it in a single summer. It would require many months, maybe an entire year. I might have to take a leave of absence, or quit teaching altogether. I wasn鈥檛 sure how or if I鈥檇 manage to get to all the places on my map, but perhaps that would be the point. The toys had gone adrift. I鈥檇 go adrift, too. The winds and currents would chart my course. Happenstance would be my travel agent. If nothing else, it would be an adventure, and adventures are hard to come by these days. And if I were lucky it might be a genuine voyage of discovery. Medieval Europeans divided the human lifetime into five ages, the first of which was known as the Age of Toys. It seemed to me that in twenty-first-century America, the Age of Toys never ends. Yes, stories fictional and otherwise can take us on illusory odysseys, but they can also take us on disillusory ones, and it was the latter sort of journey that I craved. It wasn鈥檛 that I wanted, like Cook and Amundsen and Vancouver and Bering and all those other dead explorers, to turn terra incognita into terra cognita, the world into a map. Quite the opposite. I wanted to turn a map into a world.
  




























THE FIRST CHASE
 

One day Mr. Mallard decided he鈥檇 like to take a trip to see what the rest of the river was like, further on. So off he set.


鈥擱obert McCloskey, Make Way for Ducklings
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THE HEAVYSET DR. E.

 

There are two ways to get to the insular city of Sitka鈥攂y air and by sea. In my dreams, I would have picked up the frayed end of that imaginary, ten-thousand-mile-long trail that led from Sitka to Kennebunkport and followed it backward, Theseus style, to its source鈥攂ackward across the Gulf of Maine, backward through the Northwest Passage, that legendary waterway which the historian Pierre Berton has described as a 鈥渕aze of drifting, misshapen bergs,鈥?a 鈥渃rystalline world of azure and emerald, indigo and alabaster鈥攄azzling to the eye, disturbing to the soul,鈥?a 鈥済littering metropolis of moving ice.鈥?To Lieutenant William Edward Parry of the Royal Navy, who captained the Alexander into the maze in 1818, the slabs of ice looked like the pillars of Stonehenge.

By that summer, the summer of 2005, global warming had gone a long way toward turning Berton鈥檚 maze of bergs into the open shipping channel of which Victorian imperialists dreamed. The following September, climatologists would announce that the annual summer melt had reduced the floating ice cap to its smallest size in a century of record keeping. Nevertheless, a transarctic journey, even aboard an icebreaker, was out of the question if I wanted to make it to and from Sitka by the first of August.

Instead I鈥檇 booked passage on the M/V Malaspina, part of the Alaskan Marine Highway, which is in fact not a highway at all but a state-operated fleet of ferries. Sailing from Bellingham, Washington, the Malaspina would reach Sitka five days before the Beachcombers鈥?Fair began. If I flew home as soon as the fair ended, I would be in Manhattan a week before the baby arrived鈥攁ssuming he or she did not arrive early, which, my wife鈥檚 obstetrician warned us, was altogether possible. Although not at all happy about my plan, Beth had consented, on two conditions: one, that if she felt a contraction or her water broke, I would catch the next flight to New York, no matter the cost; and two, that I would call her by cell phone at least once a day.
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Although I would soon be joining up with him in Sitka, I was eager to meet the gumshoe oceanographer in whose footsteps I was following. On my way to Bellingham I made time for a stopover in Seattle. A reporter for the Oregonian once referred to Curtis Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 beachcombing correspondents as 鈥渄isciples,鈥?and he is an unlikely prophet figure of sorts, mailing out his epistles to the faithful, preaching the circuit of beachcombers鈥?fairs, making oracular pronouncements in the press, pronouncements like, 鈥淚 think the ocean is writing to us. And I鈥檓 trying to figure out what it all means.鈥?Or, 鈥淲hy do we like to walk on the beach? . . . All the cells inside our bodies realize they鈥檙e close to their mom.鈥?Or, my personal favorite: 鈥淭he literature of things that float from here to there is so scattered, it makes no sense until you compress it. Then it begins to take on a glow, like radium.鈥?When you鈥檝e read too many issues of Beachcombers鈥?Alert! back to back, as I had, a faint, sickly glow did seem to radiate from the newsletter鈥檚 pages. Even its exclamatory title conveys a hint of apocalyptic alarm, and there are troubling ecological portents strewn among all the ruins and marvels.

But Ebbesmeyer is a conflicted prophet. He prefers the role of entertainer, taking corny, avuncular delight in his fabulous stories of messages in bottles and derelict boats. He enjoys the nicknames people have given him over the years, names that make him sound like a character from a comic book鈥擠r. Curt, Dr. Duck, Dr. Froggie. Jacques Cousteau鈥檚 movie Sea Hunt made Ebbesmeyer first consider a career in oceanography, and he shares with Cousteau a self-dramatizing flair. Every oceanographic study Cousteau conducted was an adventure. Ebbesmeyer, on the other hand, prefers the genre of mystery. He is a great fan of Arthur Conan Doyle, whose rationalistic, Victorian version of the gothic has exerted an obvious influence on the oceanographer鈥檚 imagination. When bodies or body parts wash up on the shores of the Pacific Northwest, detectives often give Ebbesmeyer a call, and he seems to take macabre delight in investigating these mysteries, mysteries like the case of the dismembered feet, or of the corpse packed into a suitcase.

鈥淪hrill violin sounded from the second-story window at 221B Baker Street,鈥?he begins one dispatch in Beachcombers鈥?Alert! written in the form of a lost Sherlock Holmes story, 鈥淭he Case of the Baobab and the Bottle.鈥?Ebbesmeyer appears in this fictional parody as the 鈥渉eavyset鈥?Dr. E., driftological specialist in messages in bottles (or MIBs, as he likes to call them), summoned by Holmes and Watson to Baker Street to provide expert testimony. But the oceanographer鈥檚 real alter ego in the parody is Holmes himself. 鈥淗e desperately required a puzzle to occupy his mind which saw universes in the most trivial fact,鈥?Ebbesmeyer says of the detective. The same could be said of him.

His own Baker Street is a quiet block in a quiet neighborhood near the main campus of the University of Washington, where back in the sixties he earned his Ph.D. Smaller than the adjacent houses, his bungalow, purchased from the fisherman who built it, exhibits a kind of cultivated slovenliness. Its peaked roof rests atop two squat brick columns. On the day I visited, a white rose trellis, bare and slightly askew, leaned against one of these columns as if left there by a distracted gardener. In the middle of the front lawn, inside a concrete planter box almost as big as the lawn itself, Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 wife was growing a miscellaneous assortment of vegetables and flowers鈥攍avender, agapanthus, squash鈥攁bove which the purple pom-poms of onion blossoms swayed atop their stalks. Navy-blue awnings overshadowed the porch, and peering into the semidarkness I could see four matching forest-green Adirondack chairs, lined up, side by side, as if to behold the vista of the lawn. Next to the front steps, a small American flag protruded from a terra-cotta pot. (It had been only a week since Independence Day.) At the top of the steps, a cat dish sat on a ledge beneath a little bell. Ebbesmeyer himself greeted me at the door. 鈥淐ome in, come in,鈥?he said.

His face was familiar to me from photographs I鈥檇 seen in the press and in the pages of Beachcombers鈥?Alert! where he makes frequent cameo appearances, displaying a water-stained basketball, hoisting a plastic canister that was supposed to have delivered Taiwanese propaganda to the Chinese mainland, gazing down deifically at the four Floatees perched on his furry forearm. He has a white beard, a Cheshire grin, and close-set eyes that together make his face a bit triangular. In the portrait that decorates the masthead of Beachcombers Alert!鈥攕mall as Washington鈥檚 on a dollar bill鈥攍ittle pennants of light fly across the lenses of his glasses, which are large and square. Since Ebbesmeyer likes to wear Hawaiian shirts and a necklace of what appear to be roasted chestnuts but which are in fact sea beans, the waterborne seeds of tropical trees that ocean currents disseminate to distant shores, pictures of him often bring to mind cartoons of Santa Claus on vacation.

He brewed us each a cup of coffee and suggested we adjourn to the backyard, which he refers to as his 鈥渙ffice.鈥?Passing through his basement, I saw many of the objects I鈥檇 read about in Beachcombers鈥?Alert! Piled high on a bookshelf were dozens of Nikes. Some of them had survived the 1990 container spill鈥攖he first Ebbesmeyer ever investigated鈥攊n which 80,000 shoes had gone adrift. Others came from later accidents: 18,000 Nike sneakers fell overboard in 1999; 33,000 more in December of 2002. In January of 2000, some 26,000 Nike sandals鈥攁long with 10,000 children鈥檚 shoes and 3,000 computer monitors, which float screen up and are popular with barnacles鈥攑lunged into the drink.

Nike鈥檚 maritime fortunes are not unusually calamitous; thousands of containers spill from cargo ships every year, exactly how many no one knows, perhaps 2,000, perhaps as many as 10,000. No one knows because shipping lines and their lawyers, fearing bad publicity or liability, like to keep container spills hush-hush. But few commodities are both as seaworthy and as traceable as a pair of Air Jordans, each shoe of which conveniently comes with a numerical record of its provenance stitched to the underside of its tongue, and which鈥攕oles up, ankles down, laces aswirl鈥攚ill drift for years. It helped, too, that Nike had thus far been cooperative. A lawyer gave Ebbesmeyer the serial numbers for all the shoes in the 1990 spill and then taught him how to 鈥渞ead the tongue.鈥?/div>
Now, in his basement, Ebbesmeyer selected a high-top at random. 鈥淪ee the ID?鈥?he asked. 鈥?鈥?21012.鈥?The 鈥?2鈥?is the year. 鈥?0鈥?is October. 鈥?2鈥?is December. Nike ordered these from Indonesia in October of 鈥?2 for delivery in December.鈥?/div>
Next he pulled down a black flip-flop, and then a matching one that he鈥檇 sliced in half. Inside the black rubber was a jagged yellow core resembling a lightning bolt鈥攁 perfect identifying characteristic. If Ebbesmeyer had discovered the coordinates of this particular spill, the sandals would have provided a windfall of data. Unfortunately, the shipping company had 鈥渟tonewalled鈥?him 鈥渓ike usual.鈥?He didn鈥檛 really hold it against them, he said. For a container ship鈥檚 crew鈥攁n 鈥淥riental鈥?crew especially鈥攁 spill incurred a 鈥渓oss of face鈥?that could easily lead to a loss of job, a price the oceanographer considered too steep, no matter how precious the data.

It took Ebbesmeyer a year of diplomacy and detective work to find out when and where the Floatees fell overboard. Initially, the shipping company stonewalled him like usual. Then one day he received a phone call. The container ship in question was at port in Tacoma. Ebbesmeyer was welcome to come aboard, on one condition: he had to swear to keep secret the names of both the ship and its owner.

For four hours, Ebbesmeyer sat in the ship鈥檚 bridge interviewing the captain, a 鈥渧ery gracious鈥?Chinese man who had a Ph.D. in meteorology and spoke fluent English. The day of the spill, the ship had encountered a severe winter storm and heavy seas, the captain said. The readings on the clinometer told the story best. When a ship is perfectly level in the water, its clinometer reads 0 degrees. If a ship were keeled on its side, the clinometer would read 90 degrees. When this particular spill occurred, the clinometer had registered a roll of 55 degrees to port, then a roll of 55 degrees to starboard. At that inclination, the stacks of containers, each one six containers tall, tall as a four-story townhouse, would have been more horizontal than vertical. Perhaps Dr. Ebbesmeyer would like to have a peek at the logbook, the captain discreetly suggested. He鈥檇 already opened it to January 10, 1992. There were the coordinates, the magic coordinates.





































THE GREAT PACIFIC GARBAGE PATCH

 

OSCURS could now reconstruct, or 鈥渉indcast,鈥?the routes the toys had traveled, producing a map of erratic trajectories that appeared to have been hand-drawn by a cartographer with palsy. Beginning at the scattered coordinates where beachcombers had reported finding toys, the lines wiggled west, converging at the point of origin: 44.7掳N, 178.1掳E, south of the Aleutians, near the international date line, where farthest west and farthest east meet. The data that Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 beachcombers had gathered also allowed NOAA鈥檚 James Ingraham to fine-tune the computer model, adjusting for such coefficients as 鈥渨indage鈥?(an object with a tall profile will sail before the wind as well as drift on a current).

At first, before they鈥檇 sprung leaks and taken on water, the toys rode high, skating across the Gulf of Alaska at an average rate of seven miles per day, almost twice as fast as the currents they were traveling. Among other things, the simulation revealed that in 1992 those currents had shifted to the north as a consequence of El Ni帽o. If the toys had fallen overboard at the exact same spot just two years earlier, according to OSCURS, they would have taken a southerly route instead of a northerly one, ending up in the vicinity of Hawaii. In 1961, they would have drifted along the California coast.

Though with far less certainty, OSCURS could forecast as well as hindcast, and in this respect, Ebbesmeyer and Ingraham were like meteorologists of the waves. Because the weather of the ocean usually changes more slowly than the weather of the skies, they were also like clairvoyants. OSCURS was their crystal ball.

By simulating long-term mean surface geostrophic currents (those surface currents that flow steadily and enduringly, though not immutably, like rivers in the sea) as well as surface-mixed-layer currents that are functions of wind speed and direction (those currents that change almost as quickly as the skies), OSCURS could project the trajectories of the toys well into the future. According to the simulator鈥檚 predictions, some of the animals that remained afloat would eventually drift south, where they would either collide with the coast of Hawaii in March of 1997 or, more likely, get sucked into the North Pacific Subtropical Gyre.

鈥?i>Gyre is a fancy word for a current in a bowl of soup,鈥?Ebbesmeyer likes to say. 鈥淵ou stir your soup, it goes around a few seconds.鈥?The thermodynamic circulation of air, which we experience as wind, is like a giant spoon that never stops stirring. To make Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 analogy more accurate still, you鈥檇 have to set that bowl of soup aspin on a lazy Susan, since the earth鈥檚 rotation exerts a subtle yet profound influence on the movements of both water and air, an influence known to physical oceanographers as the Coriolis force. The Coriolis force explains why currents on the western edges of ocean basins are stronger than those along their eastern edges鈥攚hy the Gulf Stream, for instance, is so much stronger than the Canary Current that flows south along Africa鈥檚 Atlantic coast.

Comprising four separate arcs鈥攖he easterly North Pacific Drift, the southerly California Current, the westerly North Equatorial Current, and the northerly Kuroshio (the Pacific鈥檚 equivalent of the Gulf Stream)鈥攖he North Pacific Subtropical Gyre revolves between the coasts of North America and Asia, from Washington State to Mexico to Japan and back again.1 Some of the toys, OSCURS predicted, would eventually escape the gyre鈥檚 orbit, spin off toward the Indian Ocean, and circumnavigate the globe.

Others would drift into the gyre鈥檚 becalmed heart where the prevailing atmospheric high has created what Ebbesmeyer christened 鈥渢he Garbage Patch鈥濃€攁 purgatorial eddy in the waste stream that covers, Ebbesmeyer told me, as much of the earth鈥檚 surface as Texas. When he is being fastidious, Ebbesmeyer will point out that there are in fact many garbage patches in the world, the one in the North Pacific being simply the largest, so far as we know. For that reason he sometimes refers to it as the Great North Pacific Garbage Patch. Other times, in Beachcombers鈥?Alert! and elsewhere, he鈥檒l distinguish between an Eastern Garbage Patch lying midway, roughly, between Hawaii and California, and a Western Garbage Patch, lying midway, roughly, between Hawaii and Japan. In fact, both patches are part of what most oceanographers call the North Pacific Subtropical Convergence Zone鈥攁 bland term of art made blander still by its initials, STCZ. The scientific community鈥檚 love for acronyms and abbreviations, rivaled only by that of government bureaucrats, helps explain why Ebbesmeyer has enjoyed much more celebrity in the popular press than he has influence in the scientific community. He possesses a showman鈥檚 gift for folky coinages, but also, perhaps, a showman鈥檚 tendency to sensationalize. 鈥淚t鈥檚 like Jupiter鈥檚 red spot,鈥?he said. 鈥淚t鈥檚 one of the great features of the planet Earth but you can鈥檛 see it.鈥?/div>
He鈥檇 never visited the Garbage Patch himself, but he had received eyewitness reports from sailors. 鈥淭hey鈥檇 be sailing through there with their motors on鈥攏ot sailing, motors on,鈥?he said. 鈥淣o wind, glassy calm water, and they start spotting refrigerators and tires, and glass balls as far as you could see.鈥?/div>
Anecdotal evidence suggested that similar atmospheric highs had created garbage patches in the five other subtropical gyres churning the world鈥檚 oceans鈥攊ncluding the North Atlantic Subtropical Gyre, which circumscribes the Sargasso Sea, so named because of the free-floating wilderness of sargasso seaweed that the currents have accumulated there. Later, skimming through Jules Verne鈥檚 Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea, in a chapter about the Sargasso Sea, I鈥檇 come upon a helpful explanation for patches of garbage like the one at the heart of the North Pacific Subtropical Gyre. 鈥淭he only explanation which can be given,鈥?Captain Nemo says of the seaweed engulfing the Nautilus, 鈥渟eems to me to result from the experience known to all the world. Place in a vase some fragments of cork or other floating body, and give to the water in the vase a circular movement, the scattered fragments will unite in a group in the centre of the liquid surface, that is to say, in the part least agitated. In the phenomenon we are considering, the Atlantic is the vase, the Gulf Stream the circular current, and the Sargasso Sea the central point at which the floating bodies unite.鈥?Nemo鈥檚 explanation is mostly accurate, with this one correction: the circular current is the North Atlantic Subtropical Gyre, of which the Gulf Stream describes only the north-by-northwesterly arc. A Sargasso of the Imagination, I thought as I listened to Ebbesmeyer describe the Garbage Patch. The phrase comes from a scene in The Day of the Locust, in which Nathanael West is describing a Hollywood backlot jumbled with miscellaneous properties and disassembled stage sets.2

There is no wilderness of seaweed at the center of the North Pacific Subtropical Gyre, which circles around the deepest waters on the planet, which are therefore among the least fertile. It is a kind of marine desert. If you went fishing in the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, all you鈥檇 likely catch aside from garbage is plankton, a class of creatures that includes both flora (phytoplankton, tiny floating plants that photosynthesize sunlight at the water鈥檚 surface) and fauna (zooplankton, tiny floating animals that live off the tiny floating plants or each other). My Ocean Almanac calls phytoplankton 鈥渢he pasture of the sea鈥?because it is 鈥渢he first link in the sea鈥檚 food chain.鈥?Ten thousand pounds of phytoplankton will ultimately produce a single pound of tuna. The word plankton comes from the Greek planktos, meaning 鈥渨ander鈥?or 鈥渄rift,鈥?because that is how they get about, going wherever the currents carry them. In going adrift the castaway toys had become a species of giant ersatz plankton. So, in a way, had I.

OSCURS鈥檚 simulations predicted that relatively few of the bathtub toys would have ended up in the Great Pacific Garbage Patch. The majority would have stayed well to the north, closer to the site of the spill, caught in the North Pacific Subpolar Gyre, which travels counterclockwise beneath a low-pressure system between the coasts of Alaska and Siberia. Smaller and stormier than the North Pacific Subtropical Gyre, the Subpolar Gyre does not collect vast quantities of trash at its center. In counterclockwise gyres of the Northern Hemisphere, the currents don鈥檛 spiral inward to create convergence zones. They spiral divergently outward, toward shore. Convergence zones tend to collect flotsam. Divergence zones tend to expel it. Floatees trapped in the Subpolar Gyre, Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 research showed, would have remained in orbit, completing a lap around the Gulf of Alaska and the Bering Sea once every three years, until a winter storm blew them ashore or they strayed through the Aleutians onto one of the northerly currents flowing through the Bering Strait.

There, OSCURS lost them.

Ingraham had not programmed his model to simulate the Arctic. To follow the animals into the ice, Ebbesmeyer had to rely on more primitive oceanographic methods. He went to a toy store and purchased a few dozen brand-new Floatees to use as lab animals in various experiments. Several specimens he subjected to the frigid conditions inside his kitchen freezer in order to find out whether cold would make them crack (it didn鈥檛). Others he bludgeoned with a hammer to see what it would take to make them sink (a lot). Even breached and taking on water, they remained semibuoyant.

The toys, Ebbesmeyer concluded, could survive a voyage through the ice. Once beset, they would creep along at a rate of a mile or so per day. How long would it take them to reach the Atlantic? That was hard to say, impossible to say, perhaps. It depends which route they took. Data from other drift experiments, both intentional and disastrous, suggest that flotsam can cross the Arctic in three years, or in six years, or eight, or ten, or more.

Gazing into the indeterminate mists of his climatological crystal ball, Ebbesmeyer nevertheless hazarded an augury, one in which he鈥檇 had enough confidence, back in 2003, to put the beachcombers of New England on alert: seven or eight years after the day or night they fell overboard, five or six years after entering the ice pack, some of the toys would escape through Fram Strait and find themselves abob again, this time among icebergs and melting floes. In the North Atlantic some would catch an offshoot of the Gulf Stream and ride it to Northern Europe. Those that strayed west into the Labrador Current would begin the long, two-thousand-mile journey south toward Kennebunkport.

Before flying to Seattle, I鈥檇 made a day trip to Maine to visit that beachcombing couple who thought they鈥檇 seen a Floatee. Bethe Hagens and her boyfriend Waynn Welton鈥攄rawn to each other, perhaps, by the unusual spellings of their first names鈥攈ad taken me to the southeast end of Gooch鈥檚 Beach, the scene of their discovery. On that afternoon in 2003, the sun had been shining and the tide had been out. There had been sailboats on the blue water. The day I visited, by contrast, was damp and drizzly. The tide was at full flood. All that remained between the stone seawall and the surf was a narrow runner of sand. A lit Marlboro in one hand and his sandals in the other, rain beading on the lenses of his glasses and in his beard, Waynn Welton strode knee-deep into the sea and sloshed around until, phantasmal in the drizzle, he found what he鈥檇 gone wading for. 鈥淚t was right there!鈥?he hollered, a wave darkening the hem of his shorts. 鈥淩ight around where that sippy cup is!鈥?I followed his pointed finger. Where at low tide one sunny afternoon a duck鈥攎aybe yellow, maybe white鈥攈ad perched atop the seaweed, a blue sippy cup with a pink lid now floated alone inside a corral of rocks. A wave came in and the cup rolled and bumped around.

I鈥檇 assumed that Ebbesmeyer shared my doubts about Hagens and Welton鈥檚 alleged discovery. The question marks he鈥檇 printed on his map suggested as much. Now, however, he told me that there was 鈥渘o question鈥?in his mind that the couple had indeed seen one of the 7,200 ducks lost at sea. Hagens was a trained anthropologist, after all, with a Ph.D. from the University of Chicago. He drew a courtroom analogy: 鈥淚t鈥檚 sort of like, you have an accident at a stoplight. What did you see? Well, there are some good observers and there are some bad observers. Somebody who details what they saw precisely, the jury will listen to that.鈥?Besides, Hagens wasn鈥檛 his only eyewitness. He鈥檇 received one other credible report, from 鈥渁 lady in Scotland鈥?who鈥檇 happened on a frog: 鈥淎gain she didn鈥檛 pick it up. I said, 鈥榃hat did it look like?鈥?She said, 鈥榃ell, it was kind of buried in the sand.鈥?I sent her a picture, and she said, 鈥楾hat鈥檚 it.鈥?鈥?/div>
Hagens had described her duck after hearing Ebbesmeyer describe one on the radio; instead of asking his witness in Scotland to pick her partially buried frog from a lineup of frogs, Ebbesmeyer had sent her a mug shot of the suspect. Objection! I thought, but didn鈥檛 say. Who was I to accuse the learned oceanographer of leading a witness? Of confabulating facts? Of making believe? Besides, like him, like the subscribers to Beachcomber鈥檚 Alert! and to newspapers and magazines the world over, like Eric Carle and his juvenile readers, like Bethe Hagens and Waynn Welton and Big Poppa, I wanted to believe.

聽

聽

Although his library of shoes may suggest otherwise, Ebbesmeyer has not amassed a museum of flotsam in his basement. He collects stories and data, not things. Fat three-ring binders occupy most of the shelf space. They contain 鈥渁 small portion鈥?of the studies he has conducted over the years. Reading the handwritten labels masking-taped to their spines, I wondered how many of these studies had scientific value and how many were merely the glorified puzzles with which the heavyset Dr. E. had desperately occupied his mind.

I saw binders labeled 鈥淔ishing Floats鈥?and 鈥淰ikings,鈥?鈥淧hytoplankton鈥?and 鈥淒rifting Coffins,鈥?鈥淓ddies鈥?and 鈥淚cebergs.鈥?Beside a paperback copy of The Egyptian Book of the Dead was an entire binder devoted to Isis and Osiris, the star-crossed Egyptian gods. Ebbesmeyer told me the tragic ending of their tale: 鈥淥siris鈥檚 brother killed him, put his body in a coffin, put the coffin in the Nile River, and it washed up three hundred miles to the north of Lebanon. His wife, Isis, went to find it, and she did. That鈥檚 the first documented drift of an object between point A and point B that I know of.鈥?It was self-evident to me why oil companies had commissioned Ebbesmeyer to study the eddies swirling unpredictably through the Gulf of Mexico, knocking oil rigs from their moorings, and I knew that peer-reviewed oceanographic journals had published his studies of flotsam. But Isis and Osiris seemed more like armchair archaeology than hard science.

Ebbesmeyer must have sensed my doubts, or else he鈥檇 heard them from other skeptics before. In the backyard, seated on the patio, where a string of rubber duckie Christmas lights festooned a grape arbor and wind chimes made mournful noises on the breeze, he waxed ecclesiastical. 鈥淭here鈥檚 nothing new around,鈥?he said. Take Osiris. Even today, when the Nile floods, flotsam follows that same route. Not even pollution is new. He told me to think of volcanic eruptions, of the tons of pumice and toxic ash an eruption throws into the sea. No, when you studied the history of flotsam long enough you realized that only one thing was fundamentally different about the ocean now, only one thing since the time of the ancient Egyptians had changed. He took a sip of coffee from his mug, which was decorated with a painting of a cat. 鈥淪ee, pumice will absorb water and sink,鈥?he said. 鈥淏ut 60 percent of plastic will float, and the 60 percent that does float will never sink because it doesn鈥檛 absorb water; it fractures into ever smaller pieces. That鈥檚 the difference. There are things afloat now that will never sink.鈥?/div>
Ebbesmeyer went inside and returned a moment later carrying what at first glance appeared to be exotic produce鈥攁 new, flatter variety of plantain or summer squash, perhaps. He spread these yellowy lozenges out on the patio table. 鈥淩emnants of high-seas drift-net floats,鈥?he said. There were four of them, in varying stages of decay. The best-preserved specimens had the hard sheen of polished bone. The worst was pocked and textured like a desiccated sponge that had been attacked with a chisel. Ebbesmeyer picked the latter float up. 鈥淭his is a pretty cool old one,鈥?he said. By 鈥渃ool,鈥?he meant that it told the story of drift-net floats particularly well.

鈥淗igh-seas drift nets were banned by the United Nations in 1992,鈥?his version of this story began. 鈥淭hey were nets with a mesh size of about four inches, but they were, like, fifty miles long. The Japanese would sit there and interweave these for fifty miles. There were something like a thousand drift nets being used every night in the 1980s, and if you do the math they were filtering all the water in the upper fifty feet every year. Well, they were catching all the large animals, and it clearly could not go on.鈥?/div>
(I鈥檇 heard this part before. As a kid, I鈥檇 made my parents buy certified catch-free tuna after reading about how dolphins would get tangled in the nets and drown. The idea of dolphins drowning鈥攄olphins, which spent most of their time swimming around with curvy little smiles on their faces鈥攈ad made a big impression on me. But then lots of things made big impressions on me as a kid: bloody harp seal pups; the scene in Close Encounters of the Third Kind where something you can鈥檛 see tugs the little boy out the doggy door; a picture in a book of a saber-toothed tiger thrashing in vain as it sank into the La Brea tar; the biography of the psychopathic Reverend Jim Jones that I for possibly worrisome reasons chose to write a book report about when I was twelve, reading therein that in his youth Jones had cut the leg off one chicken and stapled it onto another. My mind was like the moon, cratered with all the big impressions things had made.)

According to Ebbesmeyer, those high-seas drift nets had not gone away, and not only because pirate drift netting still takes place. Before the ban, fishermen had lost about half their nets every year, and because the nets are made of nylon, which can last at sea for as long as half a century, those lost nets were still out there, still fishing. 鈥淕host nets,鈥?they鈥檙e called.

When he tells stories like these, Ebbesmeyer will sometimes pause dramatically, or whisper dramatically, or punctuate particularly astonishing facts with his eyebrows. He鈥檒l say something like, 鈥淲hat happens is, the nets keep catching animals, and then the animals die, and then after a while, the nets get old, and they roll up on a coral reef, and the waves roll it along鈥濃€攈e pauses, leans forward, continues in a stage whisper鈥斺€渓ike a big avalanche ball, killing everything in its path.鈥?Then his bushy white eyebrows will spring up above his glasses and stay there while he looks at you, wide-eyed with autodumbfoundment.

And killer drift-net balls are genuinely dumbfounding, like something from a B horror movie鈥攕o dumbfounding that, smelling a hyperbole, I later checked Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 facts. A ghost net may not kill everything that crosses its path, but it sure can kill a lot. News reports describe nets dripping with putrefying wildlife. Just three months before I showed up on Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 doorstep, NOAA scientists scanning the ocean with a digital imaging system from the air had spotted a flock of a hundred or so ghost nets drifting through the North Pacific Garbage Patch. When they returned to fetch them, they found balls of net measuring thirty feet across. 鈥淭here is a lot more trash out there than I expected,鈥?one of the researchers, James Churnside, told the Associated Press. A few years earlier, Coast Guard divers had spent a month picking 25.5 tons of netting and debris鈥攊ncluding two four-thousand-pound, fifteen-mile-long high-seas drift nets鈥攐ut of reefs around Lisianski Island in the Northwestern Hawaiian Archipelago. They estimated that there were six thousand more tons of netting and debris still tangled in the reefs when they left.

In Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 opinion ghost nets may pose a still greater danger once they disintegrate. While we were conversing on his patio, he handed me the oldest of the drift-net floats. 鈥淗old this a minute,鈥?he said. It weighed almost nothing. 鈥淣ow put it down and look.鈥?On the palm of my hand, the float had left a sprinkling of yellow dust, plastic particles as small as pollen grains in which, Ebbesmeyer believed, the destiny of both the Floatees and of the ocean could be read.

聽

聽

Sitting on his patio, I mentioned to Ebbesmeyer my dream of following the trail of the toys from beginning to end.

鈥淚t鈥檚 an expensive thing to do the kind of traveling you want,鈥?he said.

I told him I鈥檇 travel on a shoestring, roughing it, freeloading, hitchhiking, crewing on boats, whatever. I was convinced it could be done. Perhaps a shipping line would let me earn my passage to China as a cabin boy. Perhaps a magazine would send me to the Arctic on assignment.

Still skeptical, Ebbesmeyer nevertheless gave me a lead. 鈥淧robably you鈥檒l want to go with Charlie out on his boat,鈥?he said.

Charlie was Charles Moore, captain of a fifty-one-foot catamaran, the oceanographic research vessel Alguita. In August of 1997, after competing in the Transpac, an annual Los Angeles-to-Hawaii sailboat race, Moore had for no particular reason motored north into the Subtropical Convergence Zone, known to sailors as the doldrums. In a 2003 article for Natural History magazine, Moore described what he discovered during his detour. Approximately eight hundred miles from California, the wind speed fell below ten knots, the water turned glassy calm, and drifts of garbage began to appear. 鈥淎s I gazed from the deck at the surface of what ought to have been a pristine ocean,鈥?Moore wrote, 鈥淚 was confronted, as far as the eye could see, with the sight of plastic. It seemed unbelievable, but I never found a clear spot. In the week it took to cross the subtropical high, no matter what time of day I looked, plastic debris was floating everywhere: bottles, bottle caps, wrappers, fragments.鈥?/div>
A year later, Moore, a furniture repairman turned organic farmer turned charter boat captain turned self-trained oceanographer, turned himself into a plastic hunter, sailing back out to the Subtropical Convergence Zone, this time equipped with a trawl net and a volunteer crew. They began collecting water samples from the eastern edge of the Subtropical Gyre, trawling along a 564-mile loop encompassing exactly one million square miles of ocean. The larger items that Moore and his crew retrieved included polypropylene fishing nets, 鈥渁 drum of hazardous chemicals,鈥?a volleyball 鈥渉alf-covered in barnacles,鈥?a cathode-ray television tube, and a gallon bleach bottle 鈥渢hat was so brittle it crumbled in our hands.鈥?Most of the debris that Moore found had already disintegrated. Every time he lowered his net he caught in its fine mesh 鈥渁 rich broth of minute sea creatures mixed with hundreds of colored plastic fragments.鈥?/div>
Moore didn鈥檛 discover this 鈥減lastic-plankton soup,鈥?as he called it; since before Jules Verne invented Captain Nemo, oceanographers have known that convergence zones collect debris, and since the 1960s they鈥檝e been worried about the persistence of 鈥減elagic plastic,鈥?which they鈥檝e found in all the oceans of the world, including the Arctic. What Moore did discover were greater quantities of pelagic plastic than anyone suspected were out there. In 2001, he published a paper about his research in a scientific journal called the Marine Pollution Bulletin. The undramatic title, 鈥淎 Comparison of Plastic and Plankton in the North Pacific Central Gyre,鈥?belied its dramatic findings. The total dry weight of plastic Moore鈥檚 samples contained鈥?24 grams鈥攚as six times greater than the total dry weight of plankton and half again as much as any similar study had previously found. Moore and his coauthors proposed two hypotheses to explain these results: either the concentrations of plastic in this part of the ocean are aberrantly high, or else 鈥渢he amount of plastic material in the ocean is increasing over time.鈥?Subsequent research has shown that both hypotheses are likely correct: the amount of plastic material in the ocean is increasing, in convergence zones especially.

Out on his front lawn, as I was leaving, I asked the heavyset Dr. E. what he thought of Ten Little Rubber Ducks. Despite the ominous future he鈥檇 augured in that handful of plastic dust, he thought Carle鈥檚 cheerful picture book was 鈥渄elightful,鈥?and he hoped that it would 鈥渕ake the ocean fun to kids.鈥?He did have one criticism. He couldn鈥檛 figure out why Carle along with just about everyone else seemed compelled to turn the four Floatees into rubber ducks. Coverage of the story in newspapers and magazines almost always showed a picture of a solitary rubber duck, and usually not even the right kind of duck. What was wrong with the three other animals? 鈥淢aybe it鈥檚 a kind of bigotry,鈥?Ebbesmeyer speculated. 鈥淪peciesism.鈥?/div>
Ebbesmeyer loaned me a set of the toys that had survived his experiments, to be returned when I was done with them. I have been carrying them around with me ever since, and they are at present perched before me on my desk as I write. Monochromatic and polygonal in a Bauhaus sort of way, they bear little resemblance to the rubber ducks in Carle鈥檚 book or, for that matter, to any other toy animal I鈥檝e seen. Though blow-molded out of a rigid plastic (low-density polyethylene, I would eventually learn), they look whittled from wax by some tribal artisan.

The frog鈥檚 four-fingered hands (the left smaller than the right) seem folded in prayer. The limbs of the turtle are triangular stubs, its shell a domed puzzle of hexagons and pentagons. The duck鈥檚 head, too large for the flat-bottomed puck of a body it sits on, is imperfectly spherical, the flat plane of its beak continuing like a crew-cut mohawk over the top of the skull. Poke an axle through the duck鈥檚 puffed cheeks and its head would make a good wheel. Wildly out of scale and dyed a lurid, maraschino red, the beaver seems altogether out of place in this menagerie, a mammalian interloper from somebody鈥檚 acid trip. A seam left by the split mold bisects all four animals asymmetrically, and there鈥檚 a little anal button of scarred plastic where the blow pin, that steel umbilicus, withdrew.





































































CUTE NEIGHBORS

 

鈥淲hy do precisely these objects we behold make a world?鈥?Thoreau wonders in Walden. 鈥淲hy has man just these species of animals for his neighbors; as if nothing but a mouse could have filled this crevice?鈥?Since Thoreau鈥檚 time ecologists have explained why that mouse filled that crevice, and since then Walden Woods has grown far less bewildering. For Thoreau the distinction between the natural world and the man-made one matters less than that between the subjective experience within and the objective world without. For him, both rocks and mice are objects that he perceives as shadows flickering on the walls of his mind. For him, anthropomorphism is inescapable. All animals, he writes, are 鈥渂easts of burden, in a sense, made to carry some portion of our thoughts.鈥?/div>
The word synthetic in its current sense of 鈥渃hemically unnatural鈥? would not appear in print until 1874, twenty years after the publication of Walden and three years after the invention of celluloid, the first industrial synthetic polymer. In its 140-year history, the synthetic world has itself grown into a kind of wilderness. With the exceptions of our fellow human beings and our domestic pets, the objects that make the worlds we behold today are almost entirely man-made.

Consider the following: In nature, there are 142 known species of Anseriformes, the order to which ducks, swans, and geese belong. Of those species only one, the white Pekin duck, a domesticated breed of mallard, produces spotless yellow ducklings. Since the invention of plastic, four known species of Anseriformes have gone extinct; several others survive only in sanctuaries created to save them. Meanwhile, by the estimates of an American sociologist of Chinese descent named Charlotte Lee, who owns the largest duckie collection in the world, the makers of novelties and toys have concocted around ten thousand varieties of rubber duck, nearly all of which are yellow, and most of which are not made in fact from rubber, nor like the Floatees from polyethylene, but from plasticized polyvinyl chloride, a derivative of coal. Why has man just these species of things for his neighbors, a latter-day Thoreau might ask; as if nothing but a yellow duck could perch on the rim of a tub?

Let鈥檚 draw a bath. Let鈥檚 set a rubber duck afloat. Look at it wobbling there. What misanthrope, what damp, drizzly November of a sourpuss, upon beholding a rubber duck afloat, does not feel a Crayola ray of sunshine brightening his gloomy heart? Graphically, the rubber duck鈥檚 closest relative is not a bird or a toy but the yellow happy face of Wal-Mart commercials. A rubber duck is in effect a happy face with a body and lips鈥攚hich is what the beak of the rubber duck has become: great, lipsticky, bee-stung lips. Both the happy face and the rubber duck reduce facial expressions to a kind of pictogram. They are both emoticons. And they are, of course, the same color鈥攖he yellow of an egg yolk or the eye of a daisy, a shade darker than a yellow raincoat, a shade lighter than a taxicab.

Like the eyes of other prey (rabbits, for example, or deer) and unlike the eyes of a happy face, the rubber duck鈥檚 eyes peer helplessly from the sides of its spherical head. Its movement is also expressive鈥攋oyously erratic, like that of a bouncing ball, or a dancing drunk. So long, that is, as it doesn鈥檛 keel over and float around like a dead fish, as rubber ducks of recent manufacture are prone to do. It鈥檚 arguable whether such tipsy ducks deserve to be called toys. They have retained the form and lost the function. Their value is wholly symbolic. They are not so much rubber ducks as plastic representations of rubber ducks. They are creatures of the lab, chimeras synthesized from whimsy and desire in the petri dish of commerce.

Apologists for plastics will on occasion blur the semantic lines between the antonyms 鈥渟ynthetic鈥?and 鈥渘atural.鈥?Everything is chemical, they rightly say, even water, even us, and plastic, like every living creature great and small, is carbon-based and therefore 鈥渙rganic.鈥?But to my mind the only meaningful difference between the synthetic and the natural is more philosophical than chemical. A loon can symbolize madness or mystery, and a waddling duck can make us laugh. But the duck and the loon exist outside the meanings with which we burden them. A loon is not really mad or, so far as it鈥檚 concerned, mysterious. A duck is not really a clown; it waddles inelegantly because its body has evolved to dabble and dive and swim. A rubber duck, by comparison, is not burdened with thought. It is thought, the immaterial made material, a subjective object, a fantasy in 3-D.









































































INSIDE PASSAGE

 

One night, during the twenty-ninth week of her pregnancy, my wife and I attended a practicum in infant CPR. With the other expecting parents, we鈥檇 sat around a conference table set with babies鈥攊dentical, life-size, polyethylene babies, lying there on the Formica like lobsters. The skin of these infantile mannequins was the color of graphite. Even their eyeballs were shiny and gray. Their mouths had been molded agape, so that they seemed to be gasping for air. To dislodge an imaginary choking hazard, you were supposed to lay the baby facedown over your left forearm and strike its back with the heel of your right hand. If you struck too hard, its hollow head would pop from its neck and go skittering across the linoleum. The morning after my visit with Ebbesmeyer, hurtling up the eastern shore of Puget Sound aboard the Amtrak Cascades bound for Bellingham, it occurs to me that 鈥済arbage patch鈥? sounds like 鈥渃abbage patch,鈥?and for a moment I am picturing a thousand silvery, gape-mouthed heads bobbing on the open sea.

The old woman across the aisle, a retired high school chemistry teacher from Montana, tells me that she and her husband are traveling the globe. All they do is travel. She loves every minute of it. They have been to every continent but Antarctica. She teaches me how to say, 鈥淚 don鈥檛 have any money鈥?in Norwegian. She tells me about the mural she saw in Belfast depicting a masked man and a Kalashnikov. She tells me about her grandson, who has in fact been to Antarctica. He spent a night dangling from the ice shelf in something like a hammock. National Geographic named him one of the top rock climbers in the world, she says. Then he died in an avalanche in Tibet. Left three little boys. She smiles as she says this. In the window behind her, the blue waters of Puget Sound flash through the green blur of trees.

A few seats away, facing me, riding backward, there鈥檚 a young couple dressed in matching khaki shorts. She is holding an infant. He has a toddler in his lap. A bubble balloons from the toddler鈥檚 right nostril and pops. She laughs deliriously and slaps the window, leaving snotty little handprints on the glass. 鈥淐hoo-choo!鈥?she exclaims. 鈥淏ye-bye! Woowoo! I see cows!鈥?/div>
The train groans into a curve. Suddenly there are green and orange and blue containers stacked atop flatbed train cars parked on a neighboring track. The polyglot names of shipping companies speed by: Evergreen, Uniglory, Hanjin, Maersk. Then, at a clearing in the trees, the great brontosaural works of a gantry crane loom up above a Russian freighter loaded with what looks like modular housing. PORT OF SEATTLE , a sign on the crane reads.

We are somewhere east of the Strait of Juan de Fuca鈥擩uan de Fuca, whom I read about in one of the many books I packed into my wheeling suitcase. He was a Greek sailor in the Spanish navy whose real name was Apostolos Valerianos. He claimed to have discovered the entrance to the Northwest Passage at the 48th parallel in 1592. The transit from the Pacific to the Atlantic had taken a mere twenty days, he reported, and the northern lands between these oceans were rich in silver and gold. Despite how familiar this tale must have sounded, for centuries people actually believed him. Although no one knows for certain whether the Greek sailor ever even visited the North Pacific, his description of the entrance to the passage, then known as the Strait of Anian, bears a superficial resemblance to the entrance of Puget Sound, and so the Strait of Juan de Fuca memorializes the pseudonymous perpetrator of a hoax, and so even our most accurate maps are imaginary. Looking out at the flashing waters of Puget Sound, I am filled with the desire to sail out across them, through Juan de Fuca鈥檚 fanciful strait, down across the currents of the North Pacific Subtropical Gyre, into its crowded, lovely heart, the heart of garbage. But I鈥檓 short on time. A ferry ride to Sitka will have to suffice.

At the Bellingham ferry terminal, I find a caf茅 table overlooking the harbor and spend the day reading about the science of hydrography and the history of the North Pacific. Beside me a bronze seagull the size of a condor points a wing at the sky, while beneath it a real gull hops around eyeing my sandwich. Although we are scheduled to embark a little before dusk, the M/V Malaspina is already waiting at its dock. Viewed from shore, it is a splendid sight, its white decks gleaming, a yellow stripe running the length of its navy-blue hull, its single smokestack painted in the motif of the Alaskan state flag鈥攇old stars of the big dipper against a navy-blue sky. All the motor vessels in the Alaska Marine Highway system are named for Alaskan glaciers, and the Malaspina is named for the largest, a 1,500-square-mile slow-moving mesa of ice, which is in turn named for an eighteenth-century Italian navigator, Alessandro Malaspina, whose search for the Northwest Passage ended in 1791 at the 60th parallel, in an icy inlet that he christened bah铆a del desenga帽o , Disappointment Bay.

When I wheel my suitcase down the gangway that evening, the splendor of the M/V Malaspina diminishes with every step. The ferry is, I see upon boarding it, an aging, rust-stained hulk, repainted many times. Posted in a display case of documents near the cocktail lounge one can read a disconcerting open letter in which 鈥減ast and present crew members . . . bid farewell to this proud ship.鈥?Queen of the fleet when it was first launched in 1962, the Malaspina, the letter explains, 鈥渨ill cease scheduled runs of Alaska鈥檚 Inside Passage on October 27, 1997.鈥?Why the old ferry is still in service eight years later the documents in the display case do not say.

The solarium on the sundeck, where I will sleep for free in a plastic chaise longue, is a kind of semitranslucent cave, glazed in panes of scratched Plexiglas that admit a yellowy view. Electric heaters hang from the solarium鈥檚 ceiling, their elements already glowing orange, like those inside of toasters. By the time I drag a plastic chaise to a spot near the back and lock my suitcase to a rail, I am dripping in sweat.

Outside the solarium, in the open air, backpackers are pitching their tents, duct-taping them down so that the wind won鈥檛 toss them overboard. Soon a rustling nylon village of colorful domes has sprung up. 鈥淭ent city,鈥?the veteran ferry riders call it. The evening is cool and exhilarating, the sky clear save for a distant, flat-bottomed macaroon of a cloud from which a tendril of vapor rises and coils. The wavelets on Bellingham Bay are intricate as houndstooth, complicated by cross-breezes and by ripples radiating from the hulls of anchored boats.

At last the ferry鈥檚 diesel engines rumble to life. I am going to sea! Who can resist an embarkation? The thrill of watery beginnings? The dock falls away. On the forested hills of Bellingham, the houses face the harbor. How festive the ferry must look from up there! As the ship turns and slithers toward the horizon, the low sun moves across the windows of the town, igniting them one by one. I stand at the taffrail and think to myself taffrail, enjoying the reunion of a thing and its word.

聽

聽

There is something quaintly democratic about the Alaska Marine Highway. Cheap and utilitarian, it exudes a faith in government that, like the Malaspina itself, was supposed to have been decommissioned years ago, around the same time that Amtrak went quasi-private and the U.S. Postal Service became a trademarked brand and PBS started licensing Big Bird to toymakers. The ferries have survived, I suspect, because there is no money to be made from what is essentially a maritime municipal bus system connecting the isolated fishing villages and resort towns that dot the islands of the Alaska Panhandle. For most of those towns, the Inside Passage is the only thoroughfare that leads to the outside world, and there are many locals as well as many tourists aboard the Malaspina today. The Marine Highway鈥檚 misleading name suggests what its creators had in mind鈥攁 public works project in the spirit of Eisenhower鈥檚 interstates. And yet travel by ferry no more resembles the solitary confinement of the automobile than these coastal waters resemble a four-lane road.

For one thing, travel by ferry is slow going; the cruising speed of the Malaspina is sixteen knots, or approximately twenty miles per hour. You can if you are so inclined, as I am, draw pictures of a mountain or an island before it disappears from view, and after several hours, the drone of the engines and the sameness of the scenery induce either boredom or peace of mind, or possibly both. It will take us three days and three nights to travel the 952 nautical miles between Bellingham and Sitka, a distance planes fly in less than two hours.

And then, for another thing, life aboard the public ferry is inescapably communal. It鈥檚 true that the passengers in the tiny staterooms belowdecks have purchased some privacy, but since staterooms are cheap and the most desirable spaces on the ship are public, there鈥檚 little sense of economic segregation. We squatters on the sundeck prefer the open air. Everyone eats in the same cafeteria, where the plebeian menu of grayish Salisbury steak and scrambled eggs matches the Cold War-era decor鈥攕eats upholstered in vinyl, tables enameled in sparkly Formica. In an America increasingly devoted to the service economy, even the relationship between the paying passengers and the crew feels atypically egalitarian. The crew keeps the Malaspina shipshape, but it does not serve. There are no chambermaids or stewards aboard.

If anything divides the ferry鈥檚 passengers, it鈥檚 age. Tent city has the feel of a floating youth hostel, or even a floating campground鈥攈ence the stenciled sign that prohibits campfires and cookouts (but not, alas, folksy sing-alongs). The retirees tend to congregate on the boat deck in the observation lounge, a sightseeing theater overlooking the bow. Sitting there in the anchored, amply cushioned chairs, it鈥檚 hard not to feel as though the wraparound windows are movie screens on which footage of the passing scenery plays, though every now and then a passenger outside will walk through the foreground and break the spell. Often as not the passenger in the foreground is a dude in orange-tinted sunglasses and a cowboy hat who seems to be intent on walking a marathon before we make Sitka.

The main source of onboard entertainment is Ed White, a bespectacled 鈥渋nterpreter鈥?employed by the National Forest Service. 鈥淚nterpreter鈥?is what the Forest Service calls a ranger who is also a tour guide, and I love what the title implies: that a place is like a language. In this case, though, I can鈥檛 help feeling that something has been lost in translation. Once or twice a day, in the observation lounge, White delivers presentations on topics such as commercial fishing and local wildlife. He informs his audience, for instance, that there are 300,000 hairs on every square inch of a sea otter鈥檚 pelt. Then he puts his charts and markers away, and the spectators go back to looking at the mountains and the trees, or reading their Carl Hiaasen novels.

For the kiddies, there are daily screenings of family-friendly films on the senescent television in the recliner lounge. My favorite is Alaska鈥檚 Coolest Animals, which features video footage of Alaska鈥檚 鈥渃oolest flyers,鈥?鈥渃oolest walkers,鈥?and 鈥渃oolest swimmers,鈥?accompanied by the voices of children reading from a script. All their lines seem to end in exclamation points. 鈥淚f a moose doesn鈥檛 get enough food, it might get starved and covered in snow!鈥?one child says. 鈥淗ey, that鈥檚 a big bear!鈥?says another. Sometimes the narrators use the first person. 鈥淚鈥檓 sleepy,鈥?one says when a bear puts its head on its paws. 鈥淚 want to go to bed. Bed!鈥?/div>
During the middle of the first night, off the eastern shore of Vancouver Island, the temperature drops, a fog shuts down, and my cell phone loses reception. So much for daily phone calls home. A plastic deck chair, it turns out, makes for a miserable mattress. Cold air seeps between the slats. The government-issue cotton blanket I rented from the ship鈥檚 purser for a dollar is far too thin. Some of my neighbors in the solarium move inside to sleep like refugees on the carpeted floor of the recliner lounge. I rent a second blanket for the second night, but it hardly makes a difference. The space heaters, too, have little sensible effect. Shivering in a fetal position, I think about that rock climber dangling from the Antarctic ice shelf in a hammock and feel faintly ridiculous. After two nights in the solarium of a cruise ship鈥攁 state-operated, poor man鈥檚 cruise ship, but a cruise ship nonetheless鈥擨 have already had my fill of adventuring.

聽

聽

The Alaskan stretch of the Inside Passage snakes through the Alexander Archipelago, a chain of one thousand or so thickly forested islands, some small as tablecloths, some large as Hawaii. These are, in fact, the tops of underwater mountains, part of the same snowcapped range visible on the mainland to the east. Most rise steeply from the water and soar to cloudy heights. Before going there I expected Southeast Alaska to feel like a giant outdoor theme park鈥擣rontierland鈥攁nd the shopping districts of the resort towns where the gargantuan cruise ships dock confirm my worst expectations. Cruise ship companies now own many of the businesses in those districts and may soon be able to 鈥渋magineer鈥?(as the folks at Disney call it) every aspect of your vacation experience. But the backwaters of the Inside Passage, too narrow and shallow for the superliners to enter, are something else. They contain lost worlds.

In the narrowest of the narrows, it feels as though we are motoring down an inland river鈥攕ome Amazon of the north鈥攔ather than along the ocean鈥檚 edge. Although this is the Pacific, the water doesn鈥檛 look, smell, or sound like the sea. Neither waves nor flotsam gets past the outer islands to the placid interior. In the summer, the rain and the streams of glacial melt together make the channels so brackish they seem fresh enough to drink, and in places the minerals those streams carry turn the channels a strangely luminous shade of jade. The forested banks sometimes loom so close you could play Frisbee with a person standing on shore. Hours go by when we see no other ships, or any sign of civilization besides the buoys that mark the way among the shoals.

Early in the morning, fog rises here and there from the forests of hemlock, cedar, and spruce. It is as if certain stands are burning, except that the fog moves much more slowly than smoke. In some places it forms tall, ghostly figures, and in others, it spreads out horizontally like wings. On the far side of one mountain, a dense white column billows forth like a slow-motion geyser that levels off into an airborne river that flows into a sea of clouds. I鈥檝e begun to notice currents everywhere, a universe of eddies and gyres. Phytoplankton ride the same ocean currents that carried the Floatees to Sitka. Zooplankton follow the phytoplankton. Fish follow the zooplankton. Sea lions, whales, and people follow the fish. When, at the end of their upriver journey, salmon spawn and die en masse, their carcasses鈥攄istributed by bears, eagles, and other scavengers鈥攆ertilize the forests that make the fog, which falls as rain, which changes the ocean鈥檚 salinity. All deep water travels along what oceanographers, when speaking to laymen, call the 鈥渃onveyor belt,鈥?which begins in the North Atlantic, where surface currents, warmed by the tropical sun, made salty by evaporation, carried north by the Gulf Stream and the North Atlantic Drift, upon arriving in these cold latitudes, chill enough to sink below the comparatively fresh water spilling from the Arctic.

There, off both the east and west coasts of Greenland, the sunken Atlantic water creeps slowly south, through the abyss, beneath the Gulf Stream, over the equator, into the Antarctic Circumpolar current, which carries it to the South Pacific, where it begins creeping north. After a thousand years鈥攁 millennium!鈥攕ome of that deep water conveyed by the conveyor ends here, in the North Pacific, where the ancient, life-giving element wells up, carrying nutrients with it, nutrients that fertilize the Alaskan fisheries. Much of what oceanographers know about where deep water goes they learned studying radioactive isotopes released into the sea as fallout from nuclear tests. I鈥檓 becoming a devout driftologist. The only essential difference between rock, water, air, life, galaxies, economies, civilizations, plastics鈥擨 decide, standing on the Malaspina鈥檚 deck, totally sober, watching the fog make pretty shapes above the trees鈥攊s the rate of flow.

聽

聽

We round a bend, and an inlet comes into view. Protruding from the forested banks beside a waterfall is an abandoned sawmill. The windows are shattered and one corner of the building has collapsed. Any second the whole structure might tumble into the sea. The trees on these islands are part of the seventeen-million-acre Tongass National Forest. Fifty years ago, the timber industry was booming here, but in the last twenty years nearly all the sawmills and pulp mills have shut down.

There are ghost towns and ruins all over the islands of the Inside Passage, vestiges of its long history of extractive industries gone bust. In the 1800s the Russian fur trade made Sitka, then the capital of Russian Alaska, the largest city on the entire west coast until San Francisco eclipsed it in 1849鈥攖he Paris of the Pacific, some hyperbolist dubbed it. Then sea otters and fur seals grew unprofitably scarce. In the 1870s, after the Russians had sold off their exhausted North American hunting grounds, the world acquired a taste for canned Alaskan salmon, which in the age of refrigeration it has largely lost, though there are a few canneries left.

Today the only thriving industry here besides fishing is tourism. In towns that the cruise ship lines have not yet tarted up, you can sense what the local economy would be like if the cruise ships left. By the docks at the gold rush town of Wrangell, for instance, one wall of a wooden fishing shack has been shingled with old drift-net floats, and three school-age girls sit at card tables in a parking lot selling garnets chiseled from nearby Garnet Ledge. They appear to be competitors, not friends, each sitting stoically behind her outspread wares, the prices handwritten on tags of masking tape. They go to sleep, perhaps, reading Milton Friedman鈥檚 Free to Choose under their covers with flashlights. I buy a five-dollar rock from a girl named Tiffany, who has punctuated her xeroxed sales brochure with smiley faces and illustrated it with a hand-drawn geological diagram of strata, beginning at ground level (there鈥檚 a little house) and descending sixty feet to a lopsided circle labeled 鈥淓arths core.鈥?Dots at ten feet represent garnets. Tiffany has also drawn a maze, at the entrance to which stand two stick figures with lanterns on their heads, rays of light emanating like tentacles. 鈥淗elp the Miners find Their way to Garnet Ledge,鈥?her instructions read.

Fifteen minutes from the ferry dock are Wrangell鈥檚 most famous treasures, a collection of petroglyphs depicting birds, fish, and sea mammals carved in the same geometric style as the Tlingit and Haida totem poles, thickets of which can be found all along this coast. The petroglyphs are only visible at low tides and in certain casts of light. I want badly to go see them, but the Malaspina is making a brief stop. Late passengers will be left behind.

聽

聽

Everywhere they look, archaeologists find them鈥攂uffalo sprayed with pigments onto the walls of caves, killer whales cut from cedar or stone, horses molded from gutta-percha or plaited out of straw. Our primal fear of predators and our hunger for prey cannot alone account for this menagerie. Three thousand years ago in Persia, someone carved a porcupine out of limestone and attached it to a little chassis on wheels. Four thousand years ago in Egypt, someone sculpted a mouse and glazed it blue. Why blue? Who ever heard of a blue mouse? Is this the forebear of the red beaver and the yellow duck?

In fact, many of the figurines that look to us like toys turn out to have been totemic gods or demigods, used in religious ceremonies or funerary rites. To make the archaeological record all the blurrier, some totems in some cultures were given to children as playthings once the festivities had ended. One thing in the archaeological record is clear: animals held an exalted position in the lives of both children and adults. Even after the missionaries came and cleansed them from the temples, the animistic gods survived, adapting to the altered cultural landscape. In Europe of the Middle Ages, the most popular book after the Bible was the bestiary, a kind of illustrated field guide to the medieval imagination, wherein the animals of fable and myth were reborn as vehicles of Christian allegory. From the bestiary came the idea that after three days a pelican could resurrect a dead hatchling with her blood, and from the bestiary we learned that only a virgin girl can tame a unicorn. Even Aesop, that pagan, remained a favorite with old and young alike well into the seventeenth century.

Gradually, as allegory gave way to zoology, we decided that animals鈥攁s the children in the old Trix commercial inform the envious, sugar-addicted rabbit鈥攚ere for kids. 鈥淐hildren in the industrialised world are surrounded by animal imagery,鈥?John Berger notes in his essay 鈥淲hy Look at Animals?鈥?Despite the antiquity of zoomorphic toys and the 鈥渁pparently spontaneous interest that children have in animals,鈥?it was not until the nineteenth century that 鈥渞eproductions of animals became a regular part of the decor of middle class childhoods鈥攁nd then, in [the twentieth] century, with the advent of vast display and selling systems like Disney鈥檚鈥攐f all childhoods.鈥?Berger traces this phenomenon to the marginalization of animals, which the age of industrialism incarcerated as living spectacles at the public zoo, treated as raw material to be exploited, processed as commodities on factory farms, or domesticated as family pets. Meanwhile, 鈥渁nimals of the mind鈥濃€攚hich since the dawn of human consciousness had been central to our cosmologies鈥攚ere sent without supper to the nursery. Animals both living and imaginary no longer seemed like mysterious gods. They seemed like toys.

Go bird-watching in the preindustrial libraries of literature and myth and you will find few ducks, which is puzzling, considering how popular with the authors of children鈥檚 books ducks have since become. Search, for instance, the fields and forests of Aesop, whose talking beasts are the ancestors of both Chanticleer the Rooster and Walter the Farting Dog, and you will meet ten cocks, a cote of doves, several partridges, a caged songbird, ten crows, two ravens (one portentous, the other self-loathing), a dozen or so eagles, four jackdaws (one of whom wishes he were an eagle), many kites, flocks of cranes, two storks, three hawks, a cote of pigeons, three hens, a sparrow with a bad case of schadenfreude, four swallows, many peacocks, a jay who wishes he were a peacock, many swans, two nightingales, two larks, an owl, a glutinous seagull, a thrush ensnared in birdlime, and nary a single duck.

Aesop鈥檚 fables exhibit considerable ornithological knowledge, but their primary aim is to transmute animal behavior into human meaning鈥攖o burden them, as Thoreau would say, with some portion of our thought. The closest thing to a duck in Aesop鈥檚 fables is the famous goose, the one who lays the golden egg and then succumbs to the carving knife. In a Kashmiri version of the same tale, Aesop鈥檚 barnyard-variety waterfowl becomes the Lucky Bird Huma, a visitor from the magical avian kingdom of Koh-i-Qaf. A Buddhist version of the tale replaces the egg-laying goose with one of the only mythical ducks I have found, a mallard plumed in gold, which turns out to be a reincarnation of the Bodhisattva. (The birds of myth, as Leda learned, are often divinity in disguise.)

In all three versions of the fable, the human beneficiaries sacrifice their magically profitable waterfowl on the altar of their greed. The farmer kills the goose, cuts it open, and finds no eggs. Dreaming of rupees, a Kashmiri woodcutter accidentally asphyxiates the Lucky Bird Huma while carrying him to market in a sack. A family of Brahmin women decide to pluck out all of the Bodhisattva鈥檚 golden feathers at once; they turn into the worthless feathers of a crane. Unlike the others, the Buddhist version tells the fable from the bird鈥檚 point of view, and for that reason it is peculiarly affecting. Both Aesop鈥檚 fable and the Kashmiri one show us the folly of human desire, and it is satisfying, reading them, to watch our wicked, bumbling protagonists endure dramatically ironic reversals of fortune. The Buddhist fable shows us the folly of human desire, but it also makes us experience that folly鈥檚 cost, the debt of suffering our appetites can incur. The tone of the final sentences is more sorrowful than ironic. Trying to escape, the once golden mallard stretches his plucked wings but, featherless, finds he cannot fly. His captors throw him into a barrel. With time, his feathers grow back, but they are plain white ones now. He flies home, never to return.

聽

Not all the passengers aboard the Malaspina are transported, or even entertained, by the Alaskan scenery. There is, for instance, a teenager vacationing with his parents鈥攙acationing, I鈥檓 inclined to guess, against his wishes. He is almost always alone, wandering or sitting around, lost in adolescent thought. He wears the same outfit every day, jeans and a black T-shirt on which appears the cryptic, presumably ironical phrase IRON CHEFS ARISE.

When the rain lets up, which it rarely does, he adjourns to the outer deck to practice martial arts. On the last night of my passage to Sitka, I watch him one deck below striking poses of graceful ferocity in the shadowy deck light. He kicks his leg out high and holds it there an impressively long time. He stiff-arms an imaginary foe. The clouds have blotted out the stars and moon. No lamps burn onshore. Beyond the Malaspina鈥?/i>s rails, the only light is the shine the ferry casts on the black water鈥攖hat and the green and red twinkling of the buoys.

More than the sublime scenery we鈥檝e passed through, more than the charismatic megafauna we鈥檝e seen both on-screen in the recliner lounge and live, this is the scene I will remember best from my ferry ride, I feel certain鈥攖his karate kid with his black ponytail and his ironical shirt, out there shadow dancing in the deck light as we thread our way brightly and noisily among green and red beacons, past quiet islands we sense but cannot see.

















































































BEACHCOMBING THE PACIFIC

 

On the morning I disembark, Tyler and Dean Orbison are just returning from a two-week, three-hundred-mile beachcombing expedition to Lituya Bay and back. They go on such expeditions every summer, traveling farther and farther afield every year, poking around in bunkers abandoned at the end of World War II, walking beaches where the only footprints in the sand are animal tracks. They have a cabin cruiser big enough to sleep in and an aluminum skiff for going ashore. From the cruiser, they look for V-shaped coastlines that funnel the tides, and they look for 鈥渏ackstraw鈥濃€攄riftwood logs jumbled like a pile of pick-up sticks鈥攁nd, most important of all, like prospectors panning in the tailings, they look for 鈥済ood color,鈥?their term for plastic debris visible from afar. Where there鈥檚 some color, there鈥檚 sure to be more. Their style of beachcombing is by necessity a tag-team affair. One person has to stay in the skiff to keep it from foundering on the rocks while the other person wades in and combs. They take turns. Dean prefers to hunt high up, in the purple fireweed, where storms will throw objects out of the reach of tides. Tyler, Dean鈥檚 son, is 鈥渁 digger.鈥?Like a human metal detector, he鈥檚 learned to divine the location of buried objects by reading the terrain.

This year for the first time Tyler and Dean started combing in seaside caves where tangled driftwood will form a kind of flotsam trap. It鈥檚 dark in the caves. You have to beachcomb with a flashlight. It鈥檚 also cold, but the labor of log-lifting keeps you warm. The effort鈥檚 worth it. Every cave the Orbisons search contains a farrago of wrack鈥攁 Dawn dish detergent bottle, glass fishing floats, Floatees. Half a water pistol turned up in one cave, the other half in another. By far the most common objects the Orbisons find are polyethylene water bottles. They have begun keeping the screw tops, cataloging the varieties. On this last trip they identified seventy-five brands, many of them foreign in origin. Up in Lituya Bay they saw a live black wolf and the bones of a whale, and they picked wild strawberries, and when their cooler ran out of ice they floated alongside a glacier and broke off a chunk.

Now, at the end of my first day ashore, they鈥檝e fetched me from my hotel. 鈥淕rowing up here, I mean, there鈥檚 nothing,鈥?Tyler tells me from the backseat of his father鈥檚 truck while we鈥檙e waiting for his parents to emerge from Sitka鈥檚 only supermarket. 鈥淚 mean we don鈥檛 even have a mall. So I took to the outdoors pretty hard.鈥?/div>
It is clear that Tyler has never given much thought to the marginalization of animals. You wouldn鈥檛 either if you鈥檇 grown up in Southeast Alaska, where bears make off with household pets, and ravens alighting on transformers cause power outages, and bald eagles sometimes come crashing through dining room windows. If anything, it鈥檚 the people who occupy the margins here. Just look at a map: Sitka perches on the coastal brink of Baranof Island, wedged between mountainous wilderness to the east and watery wilderness to the west. Sitkans share their island with an estimated 1,200 grizzly bears鈥攎ore than are found in all the lower forty-eight states combined. In May and June, eagles and ravens鈥攖he supreme deities in the pantheon of the native Tlingit鈥攚heel overhead. In July and August, the creeks grow dark with spawning sockeye and chum. In November, the whales and the whale watchers arrive. People like me may feel sorry for the 1.2 million sea otters that the Russian American Company parted from their pelts in the early 1800s, but since the Endangered Species Act protected them in the early seventies, otters have repopulated Sitka Sound with such procreative gusto that local fishermen now regard them as pests鈥攃rop-thieving, net-wrecking vermin of the sea.

Tyler鈥檚 arms and face are partly tanned, partly sunburned, and like the karate kid of the M/V Malaspina, he is wearing jeans and a black T-shirt, only his T-shirt is not in the least cryptic or ironic. Decorated with bicycles and boats, it commemorates Sitka鈥檚 annual triathlon. Twenty-three years old, he is currently earning his teaching credentials at the University of Alaska in Fairbanks, a city of fifty thousand. More than five times the size of Sitka, Fairbanks is too urban and too populous for Tyler鈥檚 taste. 鈥淚 don鈥檛 do cities very well,鈥?he says. As soon as classes let out, he hurries home. This summer, he鈥檚 been working part-time on commercial fishing boats and part-time teaching a summer school class on mammals to middle schoolers. With what time remains, he goes hunting and beachcombing with his father, whom he calls by his first name.

Dean used to be an engineer at the pulp mill. After it shut down, he started working for the power company, running the hydroelectric plants that electrify all Sitka. He鈥檚 semiretired now, which means he has plenty of time to play outside with his son. They are, by all appearances, best friends. They are also two of Curtis Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 most devoted disciples.

When Tyler鈥檚 parents finish their grocery shopping, we drive off to have a look at the salvaged flotsam piled on their front porch. Tyler rummages around, pulling out item after item and keeping up a running curatorial commentary. There are plastic buoys; a tightly sealed tin can of air; something that looks like the lid of a blender; a plastic housing with Russian characters on it. About one object on their porch Tyler and his father disagree. Tyler thinks it鈥檚 a boat muffler. Dean thinks it鈥檚 the cover off an underwater cable. 鈥淲e鈥檙e not sure what that is,鈥?Tyler concludes, 鈥渂ut it鈥檚 pretty skookum.鈥?The haul also includes a message in a plastic bottle.

Even the most skeptical of travelers, upon discovering a message in a bottle, must experience a frisson of wonder. Fishing the scrolled parchment out, you can鈥檛 help but hope that the words scrawled across it will spell something disastrous or mysterious, like, 鈥淥f my country and of my family I have little to say. Ill usage and length of years have driven me from the one, and estranged me from the other鈥?(the opening sentences of Poe鈥檚 鈥淢s. Found in a Bottle鈥?3).

These days messages in bottles seem to be sent mainly by schoolchildren or by drunken tourists, which would explain their characteristic style鈥攎ore like seaborne graffiti than poetry. Among drunken tourists, the shopworn SOS-from-a-deserted-island-or-sinking-ship conceit is a perennial favorite. Schoolchildren tend to be more matter-of-fact. In 2003 an octogenarian beachcomber in Australia found a bottle. 鈥淢y name is Harmony,鈥?the message inside read. 鈥淚t鈥檚 my birthday. I am nine years old today. If anyone finds this, please ring me.鈥?From a bottle they dug up on a New Zealand beach in 2002, two boys withdrew the following memorial, dated December 2, 1912: 鈥淭his note is to commemorate the enjoyable experience by two Nelson College boys, and also in memorance of our notable land-mark.鈥?When his ship, the USS Beatty, was torpedoed off Gibraltar in 1943, all a sailor鈥攚ho actually was gazing into the mortal abyss鈥攃ould think to say was, 鈥淥ur ship is hit and sinking. Maybe this message will reach the U.S. someday.鈥?In a sense, mortality is the theme of all messages in bottles, which are addressed to distant times as well as distant shores. They are little time capsules, escape pods, sea beans of memory, loosed on the waters of oblivion.

Like most beachcombers of the Pacific Rim, the Orbisons started out collecting Japanese fishing floats, the glass balls that you sometimes see hanging in nets from the ceilings of seafood restaurants, or decorating the window displays of maritime boutiques. The popularity of glass floats owes partly to their delicate, soap-bubble beauty, partly to the Kuroshio Current that sweeps them across the Pacific and bowls them up the beaches of the American West Coast, and partly to Amos L. Wood, an aeronautics engineer and beachcombing enthusiast whose books Beachcombing for Japanese Floats and Beachcombing the Pacific have become to beachcombers what Audubon guides are to bird-watchers.

A century and a half ago, beachcombers tended to be transcendental weirdos like Ellery Channing and Henry Thoreau. Back then, much of New England鈥檚 shoreline was as wild as Alaska鈥檚 is today and more treacherous to passing ships. Just before Thoreau arrived at Province-town in 1849, a ship carrying Irish immigrants sank off Cohasset. The bodies of the drowned lay strewn along the beach, torn asunder by the surf and fish. 鈥淭he Gulf Stream may return some to their native shores,鈥?Thoreau later wrote, 鈥渙r drop them in some out of the way cave of Ocean, where time and the elements will write new riddles with their bones.鈥?Even where no shipwrecks had occurred, a Cape Cod beach in 1849 was 鈥渁 wild rank place鈥?littered 鈥渨ith crabs, horse-shoes and razor clams, and whatever the sea casts up鈥攁 vast morgue, where famished dogs may range in packs, and crows come daily to glean the pittance which the tide leaves them.鈥?/div>
Still a recent coinage, the word beachcomber in 1849 meant approximately what we mean by 鈥渂each bum鈥? it evoked a character like the narrator of Melville鈥檚 Omoo, a transient ne鈥檈r-do-well who had fled from civilization hoping to sample tropical women and tropical fruits and loaf around beneath the blowsy palms. 鈥淚dle, drunken, vagabond,鈥?one Australian author wrote in 1845, 鈥渉e wanders about without any fixed object, cannot get employed by a whaler or anyone else, as it is out of his power to do a day鈥檚 work; and he is universally known as 鈥榯he beach-comber.鈥?鈥?The local Cape Codders whom Thoreau met on his seaside rambles usually took him for a traveling salesman. What other explanation could there be for a vagabond with a walking stick and a knapsack full of books?

By the 1980s, when Amos Wood published his how-to manuals, American beaches had become seaside playgrounds frequented not by dogs or crows but by the sun-worshipping masses. As for our vagrant beachcomber, he had become, in Wood鈥檚 definition, 鈥渁ny person who derives pleasure, recreation, or livelihood by searching ocean, lake, and river shores for useful or artful objects.鈥?Inclusive as that definition sounds, Wood鈥檚 books are intended not for 鈥渢he casual visitor to the beach鈥?strolling barefoot along the shore plucking up pretty pebbles and seashells as keepsakes, but for 鈥渢he serious beachcomber,鈥?a mercenary, methodical prospector of the sands. The casual visitor to the beach 鈥渇lits about鈥?without any 鈥渟pecific purpose,鈥?Wood writes, whereas a 鈥渟erious searcher plans his hike, selects the tide and wind conditions that are favorable, prepares for an extended trip, and has a particular objective in mind.鈥?/div>
Thoreau鈥檚 rambling style of beachcombing鈥?i>extravagant sauntering he would call it鈥攁ppeals to me far more than Wood鈥檚 forensic treasure hunting does. If I tried to follow Wood鈥檚 advice, I wouldn鈥檛 last a weekend before retiring my metal detector to that cabinet of fleeting enthusiasms which also contains various musical instruments, a teach-yourself-Russian CD-ROM, and a guide to bicycle repair.

The Orbisons have read Wood鈥檚 books and have followed some of his advice, though much of what he says about beachcombing in California and Washington does not pertain to the shores of Alaska, where glass fishing floats tend to shatter on the rocks. Although they probably know more about beachcombing in Alaska than anyone, I doubt that either Tyler or Dean would consider himself a serious searcher. They are outdoorsmen. Their beachcombing grew out of their hunting. They hunt animals and in the intervals between hunting seasons they hunt shipwrecked junk, and the way they talk about spotting a plastic duck and killing a bear makes it seem like there鈥檚 no great difference between the two. 鈥淲hen I was younger, Dean would find a glass ball before me,鈥?Tyler says, 鈥渁nd I would get so mad. And when you鈥檙e mad you walk right over them. To me it鈥檚 a lot like hunting: You鈥檒l do a lot better if you鈥檙e chilling and hanging out.鈥?/div>
In the Orbisons鈥?living room are stacks of pelts, a glass cabinet containing, as of that summer, 120 Floatees (the largest collection Curtis Ebbesmeyer knows of), another containing Japanese fishing floats, and another of skeletons and skulls. I ask Tyler to identify the skulls on one shelf. 鈥淏ear, bear, gorilla, bear,鈥?he says, his finger bouncing from skull to skull. 鈥淭he gorilla we bought, but the bears, we shot those. That鈥檚 an elk. Birds, all sorts of birds down there. We do a lot of trapping too, so we have mink, marten, rabbit, otter, fox.鈥?a href="hohn_9781101475966_oeb_nts_r1.xhtml#en4" id="Ref-en4">4

In the summer of 1993, when they began discovering bath toys, the Orbisons gave up collecting for driftology. Tyler was just twelve at the time, but he was the one to find their first toy, one of the beavers, and he remembers the moment vividly. 鈥淲e were on Kruzof Island, looking for glass balls,鈥?he says. 鈥淲e didn鈥檛 really know what else to look for. It was beautiful weather; the reason we went to Kruzof is because it鈥檚 really hard to get ashore, and that鈥檚 where we go when the weather鈥檚 good. We were up beyond the high tide line. It was in the drift a ways. It had been there for a little bit. And I thought, This is cool. It was bleached out, exactly like the beavers we find now. I would say it had been there since the winter storms.鈥?/div>
They assumed that their beaver was a solitary castaway, but when they arrived back in town, talk of the mysterious invasion was in the air. Dean and Tyler went looking for more plastic animals, and found them. They started keeping meticulous records, treating the Floatees as data, which they eventually reported to Ebbesmeyer. A year or two later, the oceanographer began publishing Beachcombers鈥?Alert! and the Orbisons were among his first subscribers. They own every issue. 鈥淐urt tells us what to look for, and we go out there and find it,鈥?Dean explains. This year, at Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 bidding, they searched for and found a computer monitor, Japanese surveying stakes, hockey gloves, 鈥渁ntisandals鈥?(a sheet of rubber from which flip-flop-shaped blanks have been stamped), part of a naval sonobuoy, and six new Floatees, including a turtle they chiseled from the ice. After cataloging the junk on their porch and showing it to Ebbesmeyer, they take most of it to the dump.





































































































QUACK, QUACK

 

We make plans to go beachcombing together the next day so that Dean and Tyler can show me how it鈥檚 done, and I return to my hotel daydreaming of an extravagant saunter along some wild shore, but that night, I come down with a nasty fever that I must have caught aboard the Malaspina. I spend the weekend alone, shivering and sweating in the smallest, cheapest hotel room in Sitka. On the walls are framed paintings of snowy New England farms. The window offers a view of a neighboring rooftop where two beer cans lie crumpled in a puddle and, beyond, appearing and disappearing from within a veil of fog, of the green slopes of Mount Verstovia. It rains. I sleep. Hours pass. I hear voices from the bar below. The window curtains brighten and dim. My wife calls the hotel鈥攎y cell phone is still out of range鈥攖o tell me what she learned at this week鈥檚 obstetric exam. Her cervix is 鈥減artially effaced,鈥?and the baby鈥檚 head is low. He or she is ready to be born. Does this mean I should fly home? There鈥檚 no telling, no sure sign; the due date is as unpredictable as ever, and I have yet to set foot on an Alaskan beach, yet to go hunting for flotsam on the sand. I am of two minds, and of two hearts, and feverish鈥攊t feels鈥攚ith ambivalence.

When my fever breaks for good, I don my yellow slicker and my quick-dry nylon pants (鈥淎dventure鈥?pants, the label said) and flee into the long Alaskan dusk. After two days indoors, the rainy air feels blessedly cool and smells both of the ocean and of the green mountains soaring up from behind the onion minaret and steeple of St. Michael鈥檚, Sitka鈥檚 historic Russian Orthodox cathedral. Made of wood, painted gray and white, St. Michael鈥檚 is pretty but looks to me more like an ornate barn than a cathedral. Nonetheless, a cathedral it is. I slurp down some udon at a sushi place and saunter extravagantly around town.

Although the bars are open, and loud, the streets of Sitka are strangely quiet, and I realize why: almost no one鈥檚 driving. Tourists like me are mostly on foot and few locals appear to be out and about. In the darkened windows of the gift shops mannequins wear G-strings upholstered in fur from which plastic eyeballs gaze. BALEEN FOR SALE, reads a hand-lettered sign in the window of a Native arts cooperative. Fronds of the hairy stuff are on display, as are instructions telling you what to do 鈥渋f you come across a dead stranded marine mammal.鈥?Down at Crescent Harbor, gray, molten slivers of Sitka Sound shine like tines between the dark spars of outrigging and masts.

To the northwest, neighboring Kruzof Island shelters the harbor from winter storms and heavy surf, but to the southeast the sound opens wide onto the Pacific, which explains why this spot has become a mecca for beachcombers. The only major town in Southeast Alaska situated on the windward side of the Alexander Archipelago, Sitka lies in the path of transoceanic waves, waves that may have originated in the coastal waters of Russia or Japan.5 Peering from a dock, I search the water for my elusive quarry. No luck.

聽

聽

The residents of Sitka all seem to know the story of the bath toys, which they invariably refer to as 鈥渢he duckies鈥?or 鈥渢he ducks.鈥?The one person I meet who has not heard of the ducks is a young commercial fisherman named Fred who came to Sitka a year or so ago. I run into him one rainy night at the Pioneer Bar.

The 鈥淧 bar,鈥?as locals call it, caters to commercial and recreational fishermen, who keep odd hours. It therefore opens early and closes late. The window blinds almost never come up. Rows of black-and-white photographs, mostly of fishing vessels, hang on the walls above the bottles. I find Fred curled around the bar like a C-clamp, leaning on his elbows, the sleeves of his sweatshirt pushed up, dangling a beer from his fingers and nursing at the foam. Emboldened by whiskey, I introduce myself. I tell him my story, the one about the rubber ducks, and he tells me his. He used to be a corporate copywriter for GMAC in Dearborn, Michigan, and made a decent but anesthetizing living. On top of his job, he had to take care of his brother who has 鈥渁 psychological problem鈥?and is 鈥渂asically a dependent.鈥?Then, a year ago, Fred cut loose. He gave his brother the keys to his house and fled to Sitka to seek his fortune on the seas. Sketching little diagrams on napkins, he teaches me about the different kinds of commercial fishing鈥攑urse seining, gill netting, longlining.

He buys one round, I buy another. The mood turns confessional. I feel guilty about my pregnant wife in New York. Fred feels guilty about his poor brother in Michigan. There鈥檚 also the girlfriend he broke up with when he left. So far things haven鈥檛 worked out as planned, he confides. He wants a spot on a longline trawler because those guys earn six figures. It鈥檚 hell while you鈥檙e out there on the Bering Sea, but you can cash in after a year. Problem is, a spot on a longline trawler is hard to get, so maybe he鈥檒l take up day trading, or maybe he鈥檒l write a novel, he has a great idea for a novel, or maybe he鈥檒l go back to Michigan and settle down. He thinks he鈥檇 be a great father, if only he could earn enough money to take care of both his family and his brother. Suddenly, he鈥檚 on the verge of tears, and I feel obliged to offer comfort or advice.

What do I, a quixotic duckie hunter, possibly have to say to this wayward prospector fallen on hard luck? I tell him that it sounds like he has a lot of choices, that he鈥檒l probably be happier once he decides, at which suggestion Fred grabs my arm and leans close, his moist eyes glittery with freaky excitement. 鈥淭hat鈥檚 it, you鈥檙e so right,鈥?he says. 鈥淚鈥檝e got to decide.鈥?He lurches from his stool. 鈥淚 want you to meet someone.鈥?He leads me down the bar to an old woman in a black leather motorcycle jacket. She is smoking a long cigarette and staining the filter with lipstick. How and to what degree Fred knows this woman is not clear. Neither is her age. Neither is my mind. I am, I realize, totally shitfaced. Fred wants me to tell this woman about the voyage of the ducks, but she already knows the story.

鈥淲ho the hell gives a rat鈥檚 ass about that?鈥?she asks, rotating on her stool to appraise me. Then, without warning, she reaches around my shoulders, snaps the yellow hood of my slicker up over my head, and barks, 鈥淵ou look like a rubber duck.鈥?She and several other patrons of the P bar are laughing at my expense. Their faces blur around me, like the faces of carousel horses. But the old woman in the motorcycle jacket is not satisfied just yet. She wants to hear me quack.

An attentive calm falls over the patrons of the P bar. Everyone鈥攖he bartender, the fishermen in their quilted vests鈥攊s listening, watching, waiting. Or so it seems to my foggy mind.

鈥淨uack,鈥?I say.

鈥淎gain,鈥?the old woman says, with sadistic glee.

鈥淨uack,鈥?I say. 鈥淨uack, quack.鈥?/div>








































































































BAH脥A DEL DESENGA脩O

 

Standing at the helm of the Morning Mist鈥攁 white twin-engine troller with outrigging as tall as flagpoles and orange floats the size of beach balls dangling like ornaments from its rails鈥攊s Larry Calvin, a spry, thin, white-haired fisherman in suspenders. On Calvin鈥檚 black ball cap a fish leaps above the words ABSOLUTE FRESH. Back in the Morning Mist鈥檚 cabin are a dozen-odd academics. Out the windows of the Morning Mist are mountains and water and, so far as I know, though I can鈥檛 see them, whales and yellow ducks.

A self-employed left-wing entrepreneur who subsidizes his fishing with profits earned in the building supply business, Calvin embodies an old brand of American individualism that seems to flourish in the strange demographic conundrum that is maritime Alaska, a place both rural and coastal, both red and blue, Western and Tlingit, industrial and aquacultural and wild. In a magazine rack in the ship鈥檚 cabin I spot the latest issue of the Nation and a copy of David C. Korten鈥檚 antiglobalization jeremiad When Corporations Rule the World. The bridge of Calvin鈥檚 ship looks like a cross between a cockpit and an office. Above the big silver steering wheel and the ball-tipped throttle levers there flickers an array of computer monitors connected to the antennae bristling from the roof. Beyond the monitors, out the windshield, the bright water stretches west to the horizon. With our course for Kruzof Island set, Calvin doffs his cap, drops it on the dashboard, steps halfway out the door, and stands there, left hand on the throttle, face in the sun, white hair blowing in the wind.

The academics aboard the Morning Mist include oceanographers, archaeologists, anthropologists, linguists, historians鈥攁ll of whom have come to Sitka for the annual Paths Across the Pacific Conference, a symposium that coincides with the Beachcombers鈥?Fair. Curtis Ebbesmeyer is here wearing his sea-bean necklace and a baseball cap decorated with stickers from Seattle coffeehouses. So is Dean Orbison, dressed in his customary plaid woodman鈥檚 shirt and a pair of Sitka sneakers鈥攖he local name for knee-high rubber boots. The organizing theory of the conference is this: people started crossing the Pacific Ocean by boat tens of thousands of years ago, far earlier than was previously thought. Some Asian immigrants sailed to America by mistake when blown astray. Some came on purpose, paddling along the coast of the Beringian ice shelf, traveling a little farther east with every generation. Little is known about these ancient migrations, and on the way to Kruzof Island, an oceanographer named Thomas Royer tells me one reason why. Sea levels have risen so much since the last ice age that the earliest settlements in Alaska are now one hundred meters underwater.

Another passenger, an archaeologist, interrupts to contest Royer鈥檚 figures. Sedimentation adds about a centimeter a year to the ocean floor, this archaeologist says, which means you鈥檇 have to dig deeper than one hundred meters. You鈥檇 have to dig about four hundred meters to find any artifacts.

Most of the chitchat aboard the Morning Mist is similarly interdisciplinary and esoteric. When did people first begin using boats鈥攆orty thousand years ago? Fifty thousand years ago? What does it take to start a migration鈥攁 critical mass, or a few individuals with the itch to explore? Why did people migrate in the first place鈥攖he profit motive? Hunger? Exile? Chance? Computer models like OSCURS may help these marine archaeologists reconstruct the routes of those transoceanic migrations, the history of which is inseparable from the history of global climate change. In other words, it is humanity鈥檚 own past and future that the oceanographers are scrying in the tangled drift routes of the toys.

Looking out from the cabin of the Morning Mist, Royer teaches me how to read the surface of the sea. 鈥淵ou see that smooth area there?鈥?he asks. 鈥淓ither temperature or the salinity will change the surface tension of the water, so the same wind will ruffle the water in one spot, but not in another.鈥?All variations in the surface are the effects of hidden causes. What to me looks like an homogeneous expanse is in fact a kind of shifting, aquatic topography.

In the half hour or so it takes us to get to Kruzof, centuries seem to recede. Sitka disappears into a blur of blue horizon. The world out here would not have looked much different a millennium ago, I think. It resembles the opening verses of Genesis. There is only the land, the water, the trees. And then, in my peripheral vision, an orange figure swoops and dives. It鈥檚 a kite. A kite shaped like a bird, and there on the beach below it are three figures, a father and his children, dressed in colorful swimsuits. They have rented one of the two rustic cabins that the National Forest Service maintains on Kruzof Island. The cabin itself becomes visible now, tucked back into the trees. Here, in the forest primeval at the foot of a dormant volcano, is a scene from the Jersey Shore. Larry Calvin anchors the Morning Mist well away from the rocky shallows and ferries us in several at a time aboard his aluminum skiff. The father flying the kite hollers hello, the children eye us warily. Ebbesmeyer hands out white plastic garbage bags in which to collect our riddles and discoveries. Dean Orbison will lead one beachcombing party to the south. I join Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 party, headed north.

I try to remember what the Orbisons and Amos Wood have taught me. Up ahead, where the beach curves and tapers into a sickle, there鈥檚 lots of jackstraw and even a little color鈥攁 fleck of blue, a daub of red. To get there we have to cross Fred鈥檚 Creek, which spills down through the trees over terraces of rocks before carving a delta of rivulets and bluffs through the sand. The delta is perhaps a dozen yards wide, and those of us without Sitka sneakers have trouble getting across. I manage to leap from rock to rock. Ebbesmeyer, who ambles effortfully along, is in no state to go rock jumping. He hikes up into the trees and crosses where the creek narrows. Reuniting on the far shore, we make our way down the beach spread out in a line, scanning the sand. Ebbesmeyer launches into one of his litanies of facts. Bowling balls float, he informs us, or rather the nine-, ten-, and eleven-pounders do. Heavier ones sink. And did you know that the valves of clams are not symmetrical? A colleague of his once surveyed the clamshells along a mile of beach. 鈥淎t one end of the beach, it鈥檚 mostly rights, and the other end it鈥檚 mostly lefts.鈥?The currents can tell the difference.

For the first time since I entered Alaska aboard the Malaspina a week ago, the rain clouds have cleared. A strong breeze is blowing inland across the sparkling waves. To our right, there is the sound of the surf, to our left the soughing of the trees. Peering into them I see only shadowy depths of green. The beach here is more gravelly than sandy. It鈥檚 like walking over peppercorns. Our boot soles crunch, and I fall into a kind of trance.

No matter how crappy the pittance the tide leaves, no matter how ominous the riddles in the sand, beachcombing has its delights. There is pleasure in setting your senses loose. At the sight of something half-buried, the eye startles and the imagination leaps. At the edge of the waves flickers a silver flame. A hundred yards off, from beneath a pile of driftwood, glows a small, fallen sun. Then, at the moment of recognition, there is a kind of satisfying latch. The silver flame? An empty bag of Doritos, torn open. The small sun? A red, dog-chewed Frisbee. The strange becomes suddenly familiar once again, though never quite so familiar as before. The beach can strip familiar objects clean of their usual associations, a wild beach especially. And occasionally the strange remains strange. Occasionally the object you鈥檝e inspected is unrecognizable or exotic or mysteriously incongruous. Occasionally that surf-tossed bottle turns out not to have been left by a camper but jettisoned from a Malaysian shrimp boat crossing the Andaman Sea.

Today, there are no messages in bottles, no computer monitors or Nikes, no toys. According to Ebbesmeyer, the beachcombing this year has not been good. It all depends on the winter storms. Then, too, there hadn鈥檛 been a good container spill that he knew of since a batch of hockey gloves went overboard in 2003. I clamber over the jackstraw, finding there a predictable assortment of water bottles and spent shotgun shells, but also a polystyrene ice cream tub, a plastic length of hose, nylon nets, huge cakes of Styrofoam, all of which I dump into Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 bag.

鈥淎w, man,鈥?Ebbesmeyer says of the Styrofoam. 鈥淭hat鈥檒l break up into a billion pieces. Aw, man. That鈥檚 the worst stuff. In Seattle you can鈥檛 recycle Styrofoam. Pisses me off. So what do you do with it? See all those little cells? The irony is, it鈥檚 made of polystyrene, which sinks, and they foam it to make it into something that floats. That鈥檚 what I think of when I see that stuff, all the windrows of Styrofoam, coffee cups with barnacles growing on them. You say you鈥檇 love to get it off the beach, but there鈥檚 no way.鈥?He tells me about a container that spilled a shipment of filtered cigarettes. 鈥淭here are about ten thousand polymer fibers per butt鈥攖hat鈥檚, what? Ten to the order . . . about ten billion fibers for just one container.鈥?His eyebrows spring up above his glasses.

Luckily for them, none of Eric Carle鈥檚 ten rubber ducks runs into a Laysan albatross. The encounter would not be pretty. The Laysan albatross is probably the most voracious plastivore on the planet. Three to four million cigarette lighters have been collected from seabird rookeries on Midway, and naturalists recently recovered 252 plastic items from the carcass of a single Laysan albatross chick. During a lecture he gave yesterday at Sitka鈥檚 Rotary Club, Ebbesmeyer showed a slide of them, those 252 items. At first the photograph calls to mind stained glass. Then as you look closer, you start spotting familiar objects strewn amid the shrapnel. Two cigarette lighters and a dozen-odd bottle caps appear to be good as new. Somewhere among those 252 items may be the remains of a Floatee.

At the edge of the ebbing surf, we come upon the fresh footprints of a bear. The beach ends, the shoreline giving way to a labyrinth of wave-washed boulders into which the footprints continue. 鈥淪tonehenge for bears,鈥?says Michael Wilson, a Canadian geoarchaeologist who later this week will deliver a lecture titled 鈥淣atural Disasters and Prehistoric Human Dispersal: The Rising Wave of Inquiry.鈥?/div>
Wilson, in Sitka sneakers and jeans, follows the footprints into the boulders, talking loudly. The wind is behind us, and we assume that the bear will keep its distance, but you can tell that Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 feeling nervous. I am too. We both start glancing into the trees. Wilson鈥檚 spotted something, something big and blue, and runs ahead to see what it is, the red windbreaker tied around his waist trailing like a cape. Now we鈥檙e following two pairs of footprints, Wilson鈥檚 and the bear鈥檚. His discovery turns out to be an empty plastic barrel with the word 鈥渢oxic鈥? printed on the lid鈥攁n empty drum of boat fuel, most likely. It appears to be watertight. Wilson thumps it like a bongo then hoists it up above his head and roars like one of the apes in 2001: A Space Odyssey.

We鈥檇 like to take the barrel back with us, but, deciding that the damn thing is just too big, end up leaving it where we found it, among the rocks. As we turn to retrace our steps I think of Wallace Stevens鈥檚 anecdotal jar: The wilderness rose up to it, / And sprawled around, no longer wild.

Some of the archaeologists in our beachcombing expedition have studied the midden heaps of shells that prehistoric seafarers left around the Pacific Rim. Garbage often outlasts monuments, and if a millennium or three from now, archaeologists come looking for us, they may well find a trail of plastic clues.

I have yet to reach the end of my own trail of clues. The toys first made landfall on Kruzof Island in the autumn of 1992. So far only a thousand or so of them have been recovered by beachcombers. The rest are still out there, circling the Gulf of Alaska, or riding an ice floe through the Arctic, or lying under wrack and sand in some out-of-the-way cave of the ocean. And at least one or two could be stranded in the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, circling around among ghost nets and fishing floats and refrigerator doors. Ebbesmeyer believes that patch betokens nothing less than the 鈥渆nd of the ocean.鈥?If he鈥檚 right, then the yellow duck I鈥檝e been chasing is not only an icon of childhood but a genuine bird of omen, and the legend of the rubber ducks lost at sea is not merely a delightful fable suitable for children but a cautionary environmental tale. I don鈥檛 yet know whether to believe Ebbesmeyer鈥檚 auguries. There are more riddles to solve. For now, though, I鈥檝e followed the trail鈥攁nd pushed my luck鈥攆ar enough.

In 1827, returning from another failed attempt to find the Northwest Passage, Lieutenant Parry, upon learning that he was to become a father, sent a letter home to his pregnant wife: 鈥淪uccess in my enterprize,鈥?he wrote, 鈥渋s by no means essential to our joy, tho鈥?it might have added something to it; but we cannot, ought not to have everything we wish.鈥?/div>
On Kruzof Island, for the first time since Bellingham, my cell phone is picking up a signal. Certain that I鈥檒l be able to catch up with the rest of our search party, or at least with the slow-moving Dr. E., I fall back and call Beth. Just to be safe I鈥檝e decided to fly home from Alaska three days sooner than planned, I tell her, gazing out at lapping waves. A week after my return, following a difficult, 30-hour labor, she鈥檒l give birth to a son, the sight and touch of whom will dispel my usual, self-involved preoccupations and induce a goofy, mystical, sleep-deprived euphoria. Holding our pruny, splotchy, meconium-besmirched, coneheaded son, she鈥檒l cry, and when she does, so will I. These will be tears of joy, of course, but also of exhaustion and awe and, truth be told, of sadness. Holding my son for the first time, I will feel diminished by the mystery of his birth and by the terrible burden of love, a burden that, requiring hopefulness, will feel too great to carry, but which I will take up nonetheless.

In the meantime, back on Kruzof Island, there is Fred鈥檚 Creek to cross.

Loaded down with our plastic bag of scavengings, Ebbesmeyer is standing at the creek鈥檚 edge, contemplating the water and the rocks, looking for the way. It鈥檚 shallow, Fred鈥檚 Creek, but he鈥檇 rather not get his feet wet. Nor would I. To his right, the creek comes spilling out of the forest, descending terraces of rocks, flowing under mossy, fallen trees. To his left it widens into a miniature delta, carving liliputian canyons in the sand, flowing around rocky islands, before emptying into the Pacific. He places his foot on a partially submerged stone, which shifts beneath his weight. Reconsidering, he heads once again to the sylvan narrows. I spring from rock to rock, enjoying the acrobatic challenge, making it across the creek鈥檚 mouth in a few hops, boot soles wet but the cuffs of my quick-dry Adventure pants dry. By now, the rest of our party is out of both earshot and sight. Up in the trees, balancing, a scavenged walking stick in one hand, white bag of plastic trash in the other, blue ball cap visible through the branches, Ebbesmeyer is still midstream, having a hard go of it. 鈥淭hrow me the bag,鈥?I call to him, and he does. It lands with a splash at the creek鈥檚 edge. I met the oceanographer in person only a week ago, but for the moment I feel oddly protective of him, oddly filial. I watch the trees for bears. Finally he鈥檚 made it to the other side. Together we walk to the landing on the beach and wait for Larry Calvin to come for us.
  
















































































































THE SECOND CHASE
 

The transition is a keen one, I assure you, from schoolmaster
to sailor, and requires a strong decoction of Seneca and the
Stoics to enable you to grin and bear it.


鈥擧erman Melville, Moby-Dick
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A KEEN TRANSITION

 

All I knew about Chris Pallister when I decided to go to sea with him was that he ran some sort of nonprofit called GoAK (pronounced GOay-kay ), an acronym for Gulf of Alaska Keeper, and that this group was doing some sort of beach cleanup at some place called Gore Point, and that during the course of this cleanup a number of Floatees had been found鈥攖he first new finds I鈥檇 heard about since returning from Kruzof Island two years before. Plastic frogs had been found, Pallister told me when I called him from Manhattan, plastic turtles had been found, beavers, and, yes, ducks too. His 鈥渂ig boat鈥?was already at Gore Point, he explained, serving as a sort of floating bunkhouse for GoAK鈥檚 crew, but that weekend he would be heading there in his 鈥渓ittle boat.鈥?If I could get my ass to Anchorage by Friday, I was welcome to tag along. He could use a deckhand, he said, and it would be nice to have the company.

I looked for Gore Point in my Atlas of the World and failed to find it. A little research revealed why. Gore Point (population 0) is one of the wildest places left on the American coastline, and one of the last places on the planet you鈥檇 expect to have a garbage problem. Unegkurmiut Indians used to spend their winters there, and supposedly you could still find signs of them (a scar on a tree trunk where some hungry soul had scraped the bark away to get at the nourishing cambium beneath; the faint concavity a house pit had left in the mossy earth). But the last of the Unegkurmiut鈥攖heir numbers decimated by smallpox, the survivors lured off by ill-paid work in the canneries of the Alaska Commercial Company鈥攙acated the premises more than a century ago. There had been no permanent residents since. Gore Point was now part of Alaska鈥檚 Kachemak Bay State Wilderness Park. Despite the pretty scenery and the charismatic megafauna to be seen there, few nature lovers bother to visit the park鈥檚 outer coast, which can be reached only by helicopter, floatplane, or boat, and then only when the weather permits, which it often does not.

In Beachcombing the Pacific, Amos L. Wood divides North America鈥檚 Pacific coastline into twelve regions, providing 鈥渁 detailed analysis鈥?of each. As beachcombing territory, the region encompassing Gore Point 鈥渞anks high.鈥?It ranks high because the Gulf of Alaska鈥檚 divergent currents unload lots of flotsam onto those wild shores, but also because few casual beachcombers are dogged enough, or reckless enough, to go there. The region is, Woods writes, 鈥渁bout the most inaccessible of any around the North Pacific Rim, and thus is the least traveled.鈥?Gore Point also happens to lie six hundred miles downcurrent from Sitka鈥攕ix hundred miles farther, in other words, along the trail I was following.

At the time Pallister extended his invitation, I was in no condition to go beachcombing on any Pacific beach, accessible or otherwise. I was, in fact, recovering from back surgery鈥攎inor, routine, noninvasive back surgery, but back surgery nonetheless; a microdiscectomy to be exact, necessitated by an acutely herniated disc that had impinged agonizingly on my sciatic nerve, and even more agonizingly on my not-so-well-laid plans. Happenstance, it turns out, is a terrible travel agent. The previous spring, after many months of preparation, I鈥檇 quit my teaching job in order to continue the journey I鈥檇 begun. I鈥檇 asked the Orbisons to take me with them on their annual beachcombing trip, and they鈥檇 agreed. But on the eve of their departure, I found myself in a Manhattan hospital, back-wrecked on a gurney, listening to an anesthesiologist explain to my wife that he had no idea whether or not his specialized services were covered by my insurance plan, then adding, under his breath, while searching for a vein, that he could really use a drink. The surgery had nevertheless gone well. For the previous ten days, the pain shooting from my spine to the tips of my toes had been so great, I鈥檇 been unable to walk or stand or sit. When the anesthesia wore off, aside from the aching suture, my pain was gone. I could walk. I could stand. I could beachcomb.

After a week of postoperative convalescence, while the Orbisons were scavenging in sea caves, I鈥檇 begun making calls in hopes of finding some other Alaskan willing to give me a free ride. I wasn鈥檛 inclined to be picky. My frantic queries eventually led me to Marilyn Sigman, director of the Center for Alaskan Coastal Studies in Homer, a fishing village on Cook Inlet. Sigman led me to GoAK and Chris Pallister. It is no doubt ill-advised to volunteer as a deckhand while recovering from back surgery, even routine, noninvasive back surgery. But I was desperate. Pallister was embarking for Gore Point that weekend with or without me. I鈥檇 already gone adrift. There was no turning back. Like it or not, I was a professional duckie hunter now. I wasn鈥檛 about to spend the summer convalescing in Manhattan, not when there were Floatees to be found.

At my postoperative examination, I told my surgeon that I had some 鈥渦rgent business鈥?in Anchorage, leaving out the part about a voyage to inaccessible coasts. Inspecting his handiwork, which was healing nicely, my surgeon said he guessed it would be okay for me to travel, so long as I didn鈥檛 lift anything heavier than ten pounds, doctor鈥檚 orders. No bending from the waist. No sitting for prolonged periods of time. For the next six weeks, there was an elevated risk of reherniation, he said.

鈥淧romise me you鈥檒l ask for help with your luggage,鈥?he said. I promised. 鈥淧romise me you鈥檒l get up and walk around during the flight to Anchorage. Book an aisle seat.鈥?I promised. He wrote me a new scrip for Vicodin and another for anti-inflammatory steroids, just in case. The following morning I stuffed a pair of brand-new Sitka sneakers into a brand-new ergonomic backpack with wheels, asked the cabdriver if he鈥檇 mind loading said backpack into the trunk, kissed Beth and our almost-two-year-old son Bruno good-bye, and flew, hell-bent, to Anchorage.

















































































































RESURRECTION BAY

 

South of Gore Point, where tide rips collide, the rolling swells rear up and sharpen into whitecaps. A moment ago, Chris Pallister was rhapsodizing about the miraculous anatomy of dolphins, which he鈥檇 read about in Discover. 鈥淭he metabolic calculus wasn鈥檛 enough to account for their speed in the water!鈥?he hollered. 鈥淭hey鈥檝e got all kinds of physical traits and adaptations for diving at depths! They鈥檝e got a cortex that鈥檚 kind of like a sponge!鈥?Then we slammed into a steep ten-foot wave that sent Pallister鈥檚 toilet kit flying from the dash, a tube of toothpaste and a disposable razor scuttling across the cockpit floor. I scurried to retrieve them. Now the second ten-foot wave hits. I stumble back to my station in the copilot鈥檚 seat, port side, behind the busted windshield wiper, and ransack my shoulder bag for yet another one of the ginger candies I鈥檝e brought along as an over-the-counter remedy for seasickness. Quiet with concentration, Pallister decelerates from fifteen miles per hour to eight, strains to peer through a windshield blurry with spray, tightens his grip on the wheel, and like a skier negotiating moguls coaxes his little home-built boat, the Opus, through the chaos of waves. Our progress becomes a series of concussions punctuated by troughs of anxious calm. In this, I have begun to gather, it resembles the rest of Pallister鈥檚 life.

聽

聽

Speaking with him on the phone from Manhattan, I鈥檇 pictured Pallister as the sort of all-American nature guy you see in advertisements for energy bars or camping equipment, clad in Gore-Tex or a flannel shirt, portaging a mountain bike or kayak through rugged terrain, or mesmerizing with his border collie beside a campfire while a gazillion digitally enhanced stars twinkle overhead. Instead, eleven hours after kissing my wife and kid good-bye, I was met in baggage claim at Anchorage International by a small fifty-five-year-old self-employed insurance attorney in khaki Adventure pants and a grass-green windbreaker emblazoned, where the breast pocket would go, with the yellow logo of the University of Alaska-Anchorage. His dark brown hair was cut, monkishly, in a straight line across his forehead as if with the aid of a carpenter鈥檚 level. He had a crooked smile, the left corner of his mouth sagging so that he seemed to be scowling even when he wasn鈥檛. The chrome frames of his glasses looked difficult to break. Through them he squinted up at me and, in reference to the self-portrait I鈥檇 e-mailed him, said, 鈥淵eah, I guess that says FS.鈥?/div>
To make myself easy to identify, I鈥檇 worn a red ball cap bearing the initials of the high school where I had until recently taught, initials that were artfully but somewhat illegibly entangled, like those on a Yankees cap. 鈥淵eah, I guess you鈥檙e pretty tall,鈥?Pallister added, still squinting, his right eye squinting more than his left so that he reminded me of Popeye. 鈥淎nd yeah, you do look kind of young for your age.鈥?/div>
This is an understatement. In my twenties, I was mistaken for a teenager; now, in my midthirties, for a college undergraduate. In coat and tie I bring to mind a parochial schoolboy. My condition鈥?i>chronic juvenilia, it should be called鈥攐wes mainly to a congenital shortage of facial hair and a congenital excess of cheek. I have the face of a schoolboy and the back of a middle-aged man.

I鈥檇 forewarned Pallister about my recent surgery, and my doctor鈥檚 orders. He鈥檇 promised to do all the heavy lifting. He was well-acquainted with back trouble, he told me, loading my ergonomic backpack into the backseat of his estranged wife鈥檚 Toyota. He鈥檇 had spinal surgery seven times鈥攆or sciatica, stenosis, and injuries he鈥檇 suffered in a traffic accident. The surgery had left a white scar that wormed out of his shirt collar up the back of his neck and disappeared, at the base of his skull, into his hair. 鈥淚鈥檓 five-foot-eight but I used to be five-foot-nine,鈥?he鈥檇 later tell me. 鈥淎ll that surgery chopped me down an inch.鈥?/div>
It was almost 1 A.M. in New York. Here at the northerly latitudes of Anchorage it felt like late afternoon. Peering up through the windshield as we drove south along a six-lane boulevard, past strip malls and office parks, I watched a single floatplane fly north toward the mountainous horizon, its pontoons printing an equal sign on the bright, papery, overcast sky.

Sciatica and stenosis weren鈥檛 Pallister鈥檚 only troubles, I soon learned. Several years prior, while recovering from that traffic accident, he鈥檇 had to give up his law office and start working from home. Then, a year before I met him, he鈥檇 lost the lease on the house in which he and his wife, Jane, had raised three sons. The following winter, six months before I met him, after three decades of marriage, Jane left him for reasons he didn鈥檛 understand. Dispossessed, deserted, he was living like a castaway in a duplex condominium. He鈥檇 offered to put me up there so that we could get an early start fitting out.6

Aside from the kitchen, the only room in Pallister鈥檚 condo that seemed recently inhabited was the home office, which served as the headquarters of both GoAK and his struggling law practice. Here, the bookcases sagged with law volumes and three-ring binders. 鈥淣avigability,鈥?the spine of one of the binders read. More law volumes were stacked in precarious towers on the floor, and drifts of papers covered almost every flat surface. Post-it notes like yellow petals circled a computer monitor on which, in screen-saver mode, a slideshow of nature photography played. Pallister had taken the photographs himself on his many hunts and hikes: mountains, tundra, sunsets, streams, more mountains, more tundra, more streams. The wall above the desk was papered in maps and charts of Alaska鈥檚 outer coast.

鈥淥kay, so we鈥檙e here,鈥?Pallister said, pointing out Anchorage on one of the charts. 鈥淕ore Point鈥檚 way out here.鈥?He moved his finger to the southern tip of the Kenai Peninsula, a wing of land the size of Connecticut that extends 160 miles from the south-central coast of the Alaskan mainland into the Gulf. On the northwestern, leeward side of the Kenai Peninsula is Cook Inlet, a long shallow tidal channel. On the eastern side of the peninsula is Resurrection Bay. Between the inlet and the bay are several hundred thousand acres of wilderness, some federally protected, some protected by the State of Alaska, and on the outer coast of the state-protected wilderness, at the southernmost tip of the peninsula, is Gore Point.

鈥淭here鈥檚 this big, high peak,鈥?Pallister said. All that connects the peak to the mainland is a narrow crescent-shaped isthmus鈥斺€渁 witch鈥檚 finger of land,鈥?he called it鈥攖hat gets in the way of the prevailing winds and currents. The Alaska Coastal Current, I鈥檇 learned, flows north along the Alaska Panhandle, past Kruzof Island, past the sea caves the Orbisons like to go foraging in, past Juneau. Colliding with barrier islands, the current makes a sharp left, following and hugging the coastline west until it reaches the Kenai Peninsula, where, ricocheting off Gore Point, it bears south by southwest and continues on toward the Aleutians, becoming the Alaskan Stream. 鈥淭he isthmus is barely above sea level,鈥?Pallister said. 鈥淥n the west side of it the forest is pristine, but on the east side all the lower branches are stripped off. You can tell that hellacious winter storms have pounded the crap out of it.鈥?/div>
The windward shore of that isthmus is what鈥檚 known to beachcombers and oceanographers as 鈥渁 collector beach.鈥?According to the Anchorage Daily News, of the 10.8 million gallons of oil that spilled from the Exxon Valdez in 1989, more ended up on the windward shore of Gore Point than on any other beach in Alaska. In a single month workers there had filled six thousand plastic bags with toxic goulash鈥斺€渙ily sand and gravel, patties of emulsified crude, tar coated flotsam and jetsam, and the oil coated carcasses of birds and sea otters,鈥?the Daily News reported at the time. These bags the workers loaded onto a landing craft, which carted them off to the nearest landfill, eighty nautical miles away, in Homer. The same currents and winds that brought the oil bring flotsam, both man-made and natural. Wave action and strong flood tides have built up a berm of pebbles and driftwood ten feet high. Those hellacious storms throw flotsam up over the berm and into the forest beyond, where it remains. Unlike the oil spill, the incoming flotsam never ends. Every tide brings more. Over the course of the last several decades, ever since the dawn of the plastics era, a kind of postmodern midden heap has accumulated there. When Pallister first set foot on Gore Point, the floor of that forest was 鈥渃overed in every conceivable type of plastic,鈥?he said. There was colorful debris a hundred yards back into the trees.

The single bag of trash Ebbesmeyer and I had collected during our day trip to Kruzof Island was nothing, Pallister assured me. All along Alaska鈥檚 convoluted outer coast were shores littered with debris. Most of that debris was plastic, and much of it鈥攖he Asian, Cyrillic, and Scandinavian characters printed on bottles and fishing floats suggested鈥攚as crossing the Gulf of Alaska to get there. 鈥淕o out to Kodiak Island, or Kayak Island, or Montague, those first barrier islands,鈥?Pallister said. 鈥淭hey have an unbelievable amount of plastic trash.鈥?Thomas Royer, the oceanographer I鈥檇 met aboard the Morning Mist, had done research on the windward side of those barrier islands, and he later confirmed for me Pallister鈥檚 description.

Before founding GoAK, Pallister and a charter boat operator named Ted Raynor, now GoAK鈥檚 field manager, helped organize an annual volunteer beach cleanup in Prince William Sound. Over the course of four summers, working their way east from Whittier, the volunteers managed to scour approximately seventy miles of rugged shoreline. At that rate, Pallister and Raynor calculated, it would take two hundred years to clean Prince William Sound just once. The annual cleanup began to seem like a symbolic gesture at best, at worst a Sisyphean exercise in futility. It would take far more than three days a year of volunteerism to clean up Prince William Sound. It would take months. It would take 鈥減rofessional remediation contractors,鈥?as well as volunteers. It would take logistics of an almost military complexity. And it would take money. In 2005, Pallister, Raynor, and a NOAA oceanographer named John Whitney chartered GoAK as a 501(c)(3) nonprofit and started soliciting donations.

According to its grandiose mission statement, GoAK鈥檚 purpose is to 鈥減rotect, preserve, enhance, and restore the ecological integrity, wilderness quality, and productivity of Prince William Sound and the North Gulf Coast of Alaska.鈥?In practice, the group has done little else besides clean up trash from beaches. In the lower forty-eight, beach cleanups like those organized by the Ocean Conservancy tend to involve schoolchildren scouring the shore for candy wrappers and cigarette butts left by recreational beachgoers. GoAK鈥檚 cleanups, by contrast, are costly expeditions into the wild. The group鈥檚 volunteers must be eighteen or older, and everyone, myself included, must sign a frightening waiver in which they agree not to hold the organization liable for such perils as 鈥渄angerous storms; hypothermia; sun or heat exposure; drowning; vehicle transportation and transfer; rocky, slippery, and dangerous shorelines; tool and trash related injuries; bears; and鈥濃€攊n case that list left anything out鈥斺€渙ther unforeseen events.鈥?Pallister, damaged as he was, seemed almost astrologically condemned to endure such events.

In the summer of 2006, the group鈥檚 first summer in action, GoAK and a hundred or so volunteers鈥攕ome traveling by kayak, some by bush plane, some by fishing boat鈥攂ivouacked along the Knight Island archipelago at the entrance to Prince William Sound. When the volunteers went home, Raynor, Pallister, and a team of several remediation contractors鈥攆riends and family of GoAK鈥檚 founders鈥攌ept going. In all, they managed to clean some 350 miles of shoreline, picking up enough trash to fill forty-six Dumpsters, an accomplishment that earned GoAK the 2006 Outstanding Litter Prevention Award from Alaskans for Litter Prevention and Recycling (ALPAR)鈥攚hich is, it should be said, not an environmental group, as its name misleadingly suggests, but a charitable organization whose board, in Pallister鈥檚 own words, represents 鈥渢he who鈥檚 who of big business in Alaska.鈥?/div>
Neither, I was surprised to learn, does Pallister consider GoAK to be an 鈥渆nvironmental group.鈥?To me, he confided that he is 鈥渁 greenie through and through,鈥?but publicly he calls GoAK 鈥渁 conservation group.鈥?Why? Because 鈥渋n Alaska conservation plays better.鈥?What鈥檚 the difference? In Alaska people tend to think of environmentalists as treehugging, anti-hunting 鈥渁nimal welfare types,鈥?he explained, whereas conservationists are avid outdoorsmen who love nature but don鈥檛 make trouble.

I鈥檇 assumed that the Gulf of Alaska Keeper was part of the Waterkeeper Alliance, the network of environmental watchdogs that Robert F. Kennedy Jr. helped found. It isn鈥檛, and I鈥檇 later learn that Waterkeeper officials had objected to GoAK鈥檚 use of their brand. Although he still hoped to apply for membership in the alliance, Pallister refused to change GoAK鈥檚 name. Waterkeeper鈥檚 objections are without legal merit, he insists. He knows. He鈥檚 checked. 鈥淭hey鈥檝e trademarked 鈥榬iverkeeeper,鈥?鈥榮oundkeeper,鈥?鈥?baykeeper,鈥?鈥?he鈥檇 tell me, 鈥渂ut not 鈥楢laska keeper.鈥?鈥?/div>
An enthusiastic hunter, Pallister has little patience for animal-welfare types, but he idolizes Robert Kennedy Jr. as well as John Muir, to whom he believes he is distantly related. He is, in effect, a closet environmentalist. In his thirties, after a decade or so working construction to support his family, Pallister went back to school, eventually earning a JD from Lewis and Clark College, in Portland, Oregon. Later, in hopes of becoming, like Kennedy, an environmental lawyer, he acquired a certificate in enviromental and natural-science law. Later still, on a NOAA Sea Grant, he鈥檇 gone to Washington as a staffer for Alaska鈥檚 Republican senator Frank Murkowski. The first day he reported to duty, Pallister told me, Murkowski assigned him the task of rifling through the Endangered Species Act for loopholes. Though disillusioning, his year in D.C. had been for him an education in the expediencies that politics in Alaska, perhaps more than elsewhere, requires.

He would make more trouble if he had the deep legal pockets to do so, he says. But in Alaska, the loser in a lawsuit pays all the legal fees, and when you take on an oil company or a multinational mining conglomerate, the legal fees can be ruinously steep. In Alaska, only the best-endowed environmental groups dare to litigate. Which is why, even though he鈥檚 read Edward Abbey鈥檚 The Monkey Wrench Gang more than once, Pallister insists in public that GoAK鈥檚 work is 鈥渘ot political.鈥?He couldn鈥檛 afford to be political, he said. He depended on the generosity of corporate benefactors, as well as on the largesse of pro-development politicians. 鈥淲e don鈥檛 care if donating burnishes your image,鈥?he told me. 鈥淎t least you鈥檙e doing something for the environment.鈥?/div>
The Gore Point cleanup project was far more ambitious鈥攁nd far costlier鈥攖han any GoAK had so far undertaken. It was also their first mission paid for in part with federal funding, funding made available by the 2006 Marine Debris Research, Prevention, and Reduction Act, one of the few pieces of environmental legislation that President George W. Bush ever signed and the latest in a long line of federal actions that have, over the past quarter century, failed to turn back the rising tide of marine debris.

The act authorized $5 million of the annual federal budget to help the Coast Guard better enforce anti-littering laws and another $10 million for a new Marine Debris Program to be administered by NOAA. In addition to conducting its own research, prevention, and reduction efforts, the Marine Debris Program is charged with disbursing matching grants to 鈥渁ny institution of higher education, nonprofit organization, or commercial organization with expertise in a field related to marine debris.鈥?The Alaska Republican senator Ted Stevens, a coauthor of the act and then chairman of the powerful Senate Appropriations Committee, had made sure that a disproportionately large sum would be directed to his home state.

In the winter of 2007, Pallister applied for one of the grants. By then GoAK certainly had acquired the requisite expertise. Despite all that the group had accomplished in its first summer, Pallister was unsatisfied. It wasn鈥檛 enough to clean beaches near coastal communities. Alaska has 33,000 miles of coastline, most of which is wild and remote. 鈥淕oAK鈥檚 goal,鈥?his successful grant application explained, 鈥渋s to remove the plastic MD鈥濃€攖he plastic marine debris鈥斺€渇rom as much of the Prince William Sound and Gulf of Alaska shoreline as possible.鈥?/div>
The shoreline Pallister thought about most, the one that had become for him a kind of Everest, was the outer coast of Montague Island, a hundred-mile-long femur-shaped bar of mountainous land that stretches across the entrance to Prince William Sound. 鈥淭here are forty miles of beaches that are covered in plastic鈥?but no place to safely anchor a boat, he told me in his home office. 鈥淲e鈥檒l have to put people on that shoreline by airplane, and land them on the beach, and then support them by airplane.鈥?/div>
For now the costs and logistics of such a 鈥渕assive undertaking鈥?were more than GoAK could handle. Before attacking Montague, Pallister had determined, he and his crew needed to practice on a remote, heavily fouled beach where airplanes weren鈥檛 necessary; where it would be safe for even a small supply vessel like the Opus to anchor. On the east side of Gore Point was a tranquil lagoon and a sheltered pebble beach, the perfect spot for a base camp from which it would be a short walk across the isthmus to the debris-strewn windward shore. The Gore Point cleanup would be a sort of pilot project, an experiment in logistics that, if successful, Pallister hoped to repeat on a larger scale. What would it take, he wanted to know, to clean up one wild beach?

I had my own questions that I hoped to answer at Gore Point. To beachcombers, that midden heap of flotsam had made Gore Point a happy hunting ground, one of the best places in Alaska to find exotic oddities. To Pallister it had turned a wilderness park into an accidental dump. To me it sounded like a kind of wonder, akin to the Mammoth Caves or Stonehenge or the Mesa Verde cliff dwellings, except that the Gore Point midden heap was the collaborative work of both nature and man, an unforeseen marvel that the ocean had wrought with the raw material we鈥檇 provided it. It also sounded like an unsolved environmental mystery鈥攗nsolved and possibly unsolvable. Who, if anyone, could be held accountable for all that plastic trash? What did it really forebode鈥攆or us, for the sea?

聽

聽

Another trough of anxious calm. Another concussive wave. Yet to fly from the dash are Pallister鈥檚 wristwatch, a ziplock bag of venison jerky he made himself from a blacktail deer he shot himself, a bag of trail mix purchased yesterday morning in the Anchorage branch of Costco, and a spiral notebook serving as captain鈥檚 log. As if playing the nautical equivalent of Whac-a-Mole, I manage to keep these items in place. In the spiral notebook are the entries Pallister made the last time he attempted to take the Opus out. The notebook is open to a page inscribed with the following cautionary reminder: 鈥淏EAR COVE / Keep close to large rock on port side. / Do not go between shoaling rocks and port side.鈥?Accompanying this message is an alarmingly cartoonish hand-drawn map of Bear Cove and its large rock. That last voyage ended badly but not, though it might have, disastrously: Way out on Prince William Sound, the ancient, rebuilt, 120-horsepower four-stroke Volvo inboard/ outboard overheated and stalled. A fishing boat came to Pallister鈥檚 rescue, towing the Opus back to safe harbor.

Ready to come to our rescue today is the Patriot, a charter fishing boat two or three times the size of the Opus, captained by Cliff Chambers, who may well weigh twice as much as Chris Pallister. A sweet, mustachioed bon vivant, when we met up at Seward Harbor this morning, Chambers had encased his prodigious gut in a T-shirt conveying the message that at Hog Heaven could be enjoyed three things: BIKES, BABES, AND BIG FISH. He enjoys all three, but about the babes he appears to have discriminating tastes. As an in-kind donation to GoAK, Chambers agreed to ferry volunteers to and from Gore Point, free of charge, so long as Pallister buys the fuel; the volunteers he鈥檚 ferrying today鈥攁 mother and grown daughter from Alaska鈥檚 North Slope who answered Pallister鈥檚 televised call for volunteers less out of do-gooderism than out of a desire for a cheap vacation in the famously beautiful Kenai Fjords鈥攁re in Chambers鈥檚 estimation the inferior variety of babe.

鈥淗ave you met these girls?鈥?he asked Pallister as we were preparing to embark. 鈥淭hey鈥檙e kind of a step down from Isabelle. They鈥檙e nice鈥濃€斺€渘ice鈥?here implying all that they were not.

Isabelle, I learned, was a vacationing French babe who鈥檇 recently spent a couple of weeks as the Patriot鈥檚 solitary deckhand, and although Chambers鈥檚 transactions with her were strictly professional, those two weeks seem to have been among the best in his career as a charter-boat captain. What left the biggest impression wasn鈥檛 the beauty of Isabelle, though that left an impression, nor her exotic Frenchiness. What left the biggest impression was the cooking, about which Chambers also exhibits discriminating tastes. Isabelle cooked him omelettes and crepes he remembers still. His current deckhand, a blond ponytailed dude of so few words one wonders whether he might be mute, is also a step down from Isabelle, Chambers discreetly informed us, when said deckhand was doing something out of earshot involving ropes.

Not so discreetly, upon first catching sight of the Opus tied up at the docks of Seward Harbor, Chambers informed us that he esteemed it to be of the inferior variety of boat. 鈥淗oly shit!鈥?he exclaimed, addressing me, within earshot of Pallister. 鈥淵ou鈥檙e going to ride on that? Did you go to church last Sunday?鈥?/div>
Unfortunately, although its discriminating captain and its nice inferior babes and its mute ponytailed deckhand are willing to come to our rescue, the Patriot鈥檚 traveling speed is five miles per hour slower than the fifteen sustained by the Opus, and Cliff Chambers is several knots more prudent than Chris Pallister. For hours, we鈥檝e been on our own.
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Back in the 1980s, you may recall, the specter of fouled beaches was one of America鈥檚 most frequently recurring collective nightmares. The Jersey Shore was awash in IV bags and used syringes. New York鈥檚 garbage barge haunted the world, trailing windblown flotsam in its wake. On the approach to Kennedy Airport, the protagonist of Paradise, a late Donald Barthelme novel, looked out his airplane window and saw 鈥渁 hundred miles of garbage in the water, from the air white floating scruff.鈥?/div>
Then, like the ozone hole, all that floating scruff seemed to go away. Perhaps we tire of new variations on the apocalypse the same way we tire of celebrities and pop songs. Perhaps all those syringes and six-pack rings, no longer delivering a jolt of guilt or dread, were carried off by an ebb tide of forgetfulness. By the end of the 1980s, we had newer, scarier nightmares to fear. Who could be bothered about seabirds garroted by six-pack rings when Alaska鈥檚 shores were awash in Exxon鈥檚 crude? Who could be bothered about turtles tangled in derelict fishing nets when the ice caps were melting and the terrorists were coming?

Or perhaps鈥攅ven a well-informed landlubber might be forgiven for thinking鈥攖his particular ecological nightmare, like the nightmarish ozone hole, really had been laid to rest. In the mid-1980s New York鈥檚 sanitation department began deploying vessels called TrashCats to hoover up scruff from the waterways around the Fresh Kills landfill. Elsewhere mechanical beach sweepers did the same for the sand. In 1987, the federal government ratified Marpol Annex V, an international treaty that made it illegal in the territorial waters of the signatory countries to throw nonbiodegradable trash鈥攖hat is, plastic鈥攐verboard from ships. Later that same year (the same year, it so happens, that members of the United Nations signed the Montreal Protocol, the treaty that banned ozone-destroying chemicals outright), the garbage barge returned to New York after four months at sea and had its cargo incinerated. The good news for the ocean kept coming: In 1988, Congress passed the Ocean Dumping Reform Act, which forbade cities to decant their untreated sewage into coastal waters. In 1989, the Ocean Conservancy held its first annual International Coastal Cleanup, which has since grown into the largest such event in the world.

But beautification, it seems, can be deceiving. Although many American beaches鈥攅specially those that generate tourism revenues鈥攁re in fact a whole lot cleaner these days than they used to be, the oceans are another matter. In Garbage Land, her book-length exploration of the American waste stream, the journalist Elizabeth Royte reports that in the mid-nineteenth century, officials in New York cleaned dead horses from the streets by tipping the carcasses into the river along with household refuse. How the times have changed, you might think. At least today there aren鈥檛 equine carcasses putrefying beneath the Brooklyn Bridge, or feral pigs scavenging slop from the gutters of lower Broadway, gutters that during those unplumbed, horse-drawn times flowed with shit, equine and porcine and human.

Yet since the mid-1800s, not only has the volume of New York鈥檚 household refuse grown, to four million tons a year; its chemistry has changed. Depending on where they sample, oceanographers have found that between 60 and 95 percent of today鈥檚 marine debris鈥攖he preferred bureaucratic term for flotsam and jetsam鈥攊s made of plastic. Despite the Ocean Dumping Reform Act, according to a 2004 EPA report, the United States still releases more than 850 billion gallons of untreated sewage and storm runoff every year, and in that sewage are what the Environmental Protection Agency charmingly calls 鈥渇loatables鈥濃€攂uoyant, synthetic things: Q-tips, condoms, dental floss, tampon applicators.

The tide of plastic isn鈥檛 rising only on Alaska鈥檚 uninhabited shores. In 2004, oceanographers from the British Antarctic Survey completed a study of plastic dispersal in the Atlantic Ocean, north and south. 鈥淩emote oceanic islands,鈥?their survey showed, 鈥渕ay have similar levels of debris to those adjacent to heavily industrialized coasts.鈥?Even on Spitsbergen Island, in the Arctic, the survey found on average one plastic item every five meters. Farther south, in the mid-Atlantic and the Caribbean, at the edge of the Sargasso Sea, they found five times as much鈥攐ne plastic object every meter. And on 鈥渢he best-studied and more remote Atlantic shores鈥?the historical data 鈥渟uggest unabated increase.鈥?/div>
Not even oceanographers can tell us exactly how much floating scruff is out there; oceanographic research is simply too expensive and the ocean too vast. A 1997 paper, citing studies conducted in the 1970s, estimated that globally 6.4 million tons of garbage were set adrift from ships every year; later estimates are higher still. In 2002, Nature magazine reported that debris in the waters near Britain doubled between 1994 and 1998; in the Southern Ocean encircling Antarctica the increase was a hundredfold.

The Encyclopedia of Coastal Science, about as somniferously clinical a source on the subject as one can find, predicts that plastic pollution will grow worse in the twenty-first century because 鈥渢he problems created are chronic and potentially global, rather than acute and local or regional as many would contemplate.鈥?The problems are chronic because, unlike the marine debris of centuries past, commercial plastics persist, accumulating over time, much as certain emissions accumulate in the atmosphere. The problems are global because the sources of plastic pollution are far-flung, but also because, like emissions riding the winds, pollutants at sea can travel.

Though no oceanographer, Pallister has a theory about where all the flotsam and jetsam on Alaska鈥檚 outer coast is coming from. 鈥淭here鈥檚 a weather phenomenon we have here called the Pineapple Express,鈥?he told me in his Anchorage condo. 鈥淭hat鈥檚 a winter low that sets this prevailing wind pattern from the Hawaiian Islands right toward the Gulf of Alaska, and it will just funnel this way for days on end if not weeks on end. That wind is blowing right across that bunch of plastic out there.鈥?He was talking, of course, about the Great Pacific Garbage Patch.

聽

聽

Like Cliff Chambers, when I first laid eyes on the Opus, what I saw bobbing there among the steel outriggers and fiberglass motorboats gave me pause. The twenty-four-foot-long, eight-foot-wide wood-and-epoxy hull was painted dark red. The plywood cabin, painted gray, resembled the turret of an antique tank. The see-through, snap-on plastic curtains enclosing the tiny deck made the boat look like a floating gazebo鈥攆it for a picnic on a lily pond, perhaps, but not for a nine-hour resupply mission around the Kenai Peninsula鈥檚 outer coast. Pallister conceded that the Opus might be 鈥渢he ugliest boat in the harbor,鈥?but he鈥檇 take his homebuilt cabin cruiser over 鈥渁 cheap, mass-produced鈥?fiberglass Bayliner any day.

鈥?i>Opus as in magnum opus?鈥?I asked, noticing the name stenciled in gray block letters over the transom.

鈥?i>Opus as in the penguin,鈥?said Pallister. 鈥淵ou know, Bloom County? Berkeley Breathed? Man, that guy was great!鈥?/div>
Despite appearances, the Opus is perfectly seaworthy, Pallister assured me. Back in the eighties, he built it with the help of a navalarchitect friend according to a 鈥淐oast Guard-approved鈥?design. Furthermore, Pallister himself is in the Coast Guard Auxiliary. Members of the Coast Guard Auxiliary, he explained, are boat-owning civilians trained to assist in search-and-rescue operations.

All this sounded pretty reassuring. Then I learned that there are no life jackets aboard the Opus. Then that there is one survival suit on board but only one, and it is in Pallister鈥檚 size, not mine, and Pallister is a little man, wiry and short, so that with his pants tucked into his Sitka sneakers he brings to mind a jockey. At least there is a lifeboat aboard, one of those inflatable skiffs that I now know are generically referred to by the brand name Zodiac. Then again our Zodiac isn鈥檛 outfitted with a motor, only a pair of plastic oars, and its very presence atop the roof of the Opus brings to my schoolteacher鈥檚 mind Stephen Crane鈥檚 鈥淭he Open Boat,鈥?a masterful short story based on Crane鈥檚 harrowing, true-life survival, in 1896, of a shipwreck off the coast of Cuba. 鈥淢any a man ought to have a bath-tub larger than the boat which here rode upon the sea,鈥?Crane wrote. The same could be said of our Zodiac and, almost, of the Opus.

Then I learned that not only are there no life vests aboard, nor a survival suit in my size, nor a motor for the Zodiac; there is no water maker with which to make potable water, just a big plastic five-gallon bladder that Pallister filled up in Seward Harbor with a hose. Nor is there what we seafarers call a 鈥渉ead,鈥?only a Porta Potty stowed in a little hatch beneath the planking of the deck, planking currently obstructed, like most of the deck, by boxes and coolers of provisions purchased yesterday morning at the Anchorage branch of Costco. In these boxes and coolers are, for instance, pillows of spinach, vats of mayonnaise, packages of hot dogs the size of vibraphones. If the outboard should stall, and if we should run out of fresh water, at least we have plenty of food and a few cases of Pepsi and Dr Pepper to drink. Pallister is opposed to bottled water, for reasons both thrifty and ecological, as well as to coffee, for reasons neurochemical and moral; he considers coffee an addictive drug and therefore a substance abused by weak people like me. But for inexplicable reasons all varieties of Pepsi and Dr Pepper鈥攂ottled, canned, diet, sugary, and, yes, caffeinated鈥攁re in Pallister鈥檚 weird book A-OK.

Even if I could easily access it, the use of the Porta-Potty would require a new level of intimacy between me and my commanding officer, a level of intimacy that, despite the alpine altitudes of intimacy to which we鈥檝e already climbed in the past forty-eight hours, I don鈥檛 particularly wish to explore, suffering as I intermittently and unpredictably do from that variety of sphincteral stage fright that men are prone to experience鈥攁 surprisingly large number of men, I suspect, considering the demure metallic and to my mind excellent barriers that one increasingly finds protruding between the urinals of public restrooms.

When he needs to relieve himself on a long voyage aboard the Opus, Pallister will simply pull into the sheltered lee of some island or peninsula, put the outboard in neutral, clamber nimbly onto the swim deck, and offer up a steamy contribution to the hypothermically cold Alaskan sea. Affixed to the stern, the swim deck of the Opus is about the size of a park bench. When last Pallister stopped to tinkle, a couple of hours ago, back in the shallows of Wildcat Pass, I gave the swim deck one look and concluded I could wait.

鈥淪uit yourself,鈥?Pallister said with the characteristic note of head-shaking disapproval with which he greets the mostly idiotic behavior of his fellow hominids.

Thus, on top of gingery queasiness and an aching postoperative lumbar scar, I am now, as we go bucking and crashing through the tide rips off Gore Point, also experiencing serious urological distress, not to mention serious misgivings about having impulsively accepted a free ride to a wild isthmus I鈥檇 never heard of, from a heartsick conservationist I鈥檇 never met.

聽

聽

Armed with a brand-new GPS gizmo, familiar with the route, confident of his seamanship, Pallister has neglected to bring along a copy of United States Coast Pilot volume 9, Pacific and Arctic Coasts Alaska: Cape Spencer to Beaufort Sea. The Coast Pilot is the navigator鈥檚 most trusted guide to America鈥檚 territorial waters, which radiate from the land like a blue nimbus two hundred miles thick. Anyone worried that the Image has vanquished the Word can seek solace in its pages. All nine volumes are marvelous documents, each paragraph distilling centuries of firsthand observations made by both sailors and scientists. They are like literary atlases, those nine volumes, literary Google Earths, translating the great big mysterious world into detailed descriptive prose.

In addition to harbors and landings and facilities and interesting geographic features, the Coast Pilot alerts mariners to assorted perils of the sea, and if Chris Pallister or I had brought along volume 9, and if we鈥檇 turned to chapter 4, page 197, we would have come upon a note warning us about the perilous 鈥渢ide rips with steep, short choppy seas . . . 3 to 5 miles S of Gore Point.鈥?/div>
Other navigational descriptions of Gore Point are similarly cautionary. According to Exploring Alaska鈥檚 Kenai Fjords: A Marine Guide to the Kenai Peninsula鈥檚 Outer Coast, a copy of which Cliff Chambers keeps aboard the Patriot, 鈥淢ariners unfamiliar with this unforgiving area tend to pass through without stopping to sightsee.鈥?One such mariner, Charles Clerke, captain of the Discovery, companion ship to Captain Cook鈥檚 Resolution, put it more blasphemously and memorably. Coasting in the vicinity of Gore Point in 1778 on a search for the Northwest Passage, the Resolution encountered thick fog and gale-force winds. 鈥淭his seems upon the whole,鈥?Clerke wrote in his journal, 鈥渁 damn鈥檇 unhappy part of the World.鈥?/div>
Poor Charles Clerke. He was more damn鈥檇 than he knew. From Alaska, the Resolution and Discovery would retreat to the warm, tropical shores of Hawaii. On a previous stop, they鈥檇 found the island to be a garden of earthly delights inhabited by gift-giving, scantily clad, erotically generous, if somewhat kleptomaniacal natives. The idyll they dreamed of while weathering Alaskan storms would prove, like most idylls, a fleeting illusion. For historically obscure reasons鈥攑ossibly because the Hawaiians mistook Captain Cook for a fertility god named Loho, possibly because the English overstayed their welcome, draining the resources of their hosts, but mostly because Cook attempted to punish Hawaiian thieves鈥攖he natives turned hostile. While attempting to take their king hostage, Cook would meet his death at the hands of an angry crowd. Charles Clerke would replace him as the expedition鈥檚 commanding officer, but not for long. Off the damn鈥檇, unhappy coast of Siberia, he too would succumb, not to natives but to tuberculosis, leaving in command one John Gore, the namesake of Gore Point.

At least I can鈥檛 complain about the weather. All day, the sea conditions have been perfect鈥攍ots of sunshine, a breeze out of the northeast that is refreshingly cool but not cold. When we embarked from Seward this morning, there were lots of other boats out on Resurrection Bay鈥攖our boats taking tourists for a peep at Bear Glacier, charter boats full of fishermen hoping to land a halibut, little speedboats full of day trippers celebrating the beauty of the Kenai Fjords with coolers of beer.

Over the shining, turquoise water we went, past Bear Glacier, past the tour boats full of tourists admiring Bear Glacier, past Fox Island, where the artist Rockwell Kent spent the winter of 1918 roughing it with his nine-year-old son, Rockwell III, an experience Kent later wrote about in a book, titled Wilderness, that is, mostly on account of Rockwell III, quite possibly my very favorite of the many, many books鈥攖ranscendental, survivalist, sociological, satirical鈥攖hat outsiders have written about their Alaskan adventures.7

Personal circumstances have no doubt biased me in favor of Kent鈥檚 book. I鈥檝e entirely failed to reconcile fatherhood with adventuring. When I decided to quit my job and resume the chase, Beth and I recognized that my intermittent but prolonged absences would be hard on me, harder on her, and especially hard on our son, Bruno. But we鈥檇 told ourselves that he would profit vicariously from my travels, my discoveries. I would come home with souvenirs and pictures and stories that would fill his little mind with wonderment. I would bequeath to him a patrimony of curiosity鈥攁bout Alaska, the ocean, the mysterious land on the other side of the planet whence most of his possessions came鈥攁nd instill in him a sense of responsibility for the natural world. And perhaps that is how it will turn out in the end. For now, though, all I seem to have bequeathed to him is timidity.

Bruno, about to turn two, is this summer afraid of fire engine sirens; of the skeletons at the natural history museum; of Spider-Man, whose face to his eyes resembles that of a skeleton at the natural history museum; of SpongeBob SquarePants, whom he calls 鈥渢hat funny snail鈥? of the Wild Things in Where the Wild Things Are. Even Sesame Street characters scare him (he doesn鈥檛 like their 鈥済oogly-eyes鈥?. He is also, Beth told me when I called her one last time this morning from Seward just before Pallister and I shoved off, afraid of the sea. Hearing this, I thought with affectionate distress, He is his father鈥檚 son.

Although in adulthood I鈥檝e learned to bluff, I am an exceptionally fearful person, ill-suited to the role of journalist, or adventurer, or errant duckie hunter. The greatest among my many fears鈥攇reater than a fear of heights that makes me faint-headed if I stand too close to a plate-glass window in a skyscraper; greater, even, than my fear of mysterious contagions, or of terrorists, or of bankruptcy, or of disgrace鈥攊s my fear of sharks and therefore of the sea. For that fear I hold neither myself nor my parents responsible.

Those whom I hold responsible are the feckless counselors of the summer camp to which my parents sent me at the impressionable age of seven or eight. Those counselors, coaches and college kids mostly, would subject us campers to a morning routine of desultory sport involving pink rubber kickballs. In the afternoon, they would gather us around a television on a wheeling cart and plunk into the boxy maw of a VHS player a film.

One afternoon the film of choice was Steven Spielberg鈥檚 Jaws. There I sat, cross-legged on the linoleum, trying as best I could to be a well-behaved child, a good child, and there on the screen coeds lounged around a campfire on a beach, smoking something. And there on the screen one of the female coeds ran naked into the moonlit waves. And on the screen, as she swam, there came a sudden jerk, and a look on her face of awful yet somehow comical surprise. And there on the screen the naked coed disappeared beneath the waves. Across the water spread a slick of blood. And on the beach, the following morning, there appeared a dismembered forearm. And although I once dreamed of becoming a marine biologist, I have been afraid of the sea ever since鈥攕o afraid that even now on trips to the seashore I鈥檒l wade in waist deep but no farther.

I mentioned none of this to Beth when I spoke to her this morning. Friends of ours had invited Beth and Bruno to spend the weekend at a beach house in Delaware. The house was beautiful, she told me, and Bruno was having a grand time playing with the daughter of their hosts. All the same Beth was beginning to wish they鈥檇 stayed home, on account of Bruno鈥檚 fears. Yesterday, when they went to the beach, he鈥檇 refused to go near the waves. Today, he was refusing to go to the beach at all. She鈥檇 tried coaxing him, goading him, coercing him, but the very mention of the beach sent him into screaming, sobbing paroxysms of dismay.

I told her what parents always say when trying to reassure each other or themselves鈥斺€淚t鈥檚 just a phase.鈥?I told her this, but in truth I wondered if my absence might be partly to blame, my absence and my genes. Perhaps, I suggested, Bruno would like to hear his father鈥檚 voice? Beth summoned him to the phone, and at the mention of my name, he came running, running so excitedly he tripped. I heard it happen. The crash, the wail, Beth rushing to comfort him. Standing there on the Alaskan coast, gazing out past the marina at Resurrection Bay, listening to my son wailing inconsolably somewhere on the coast of Delaware, in a house I couldn鈥檛 imagine, I felt like a truant, a deadbeat dad. Like a serial deserter who鈥檇 dressed up his restlessness in the trappings of a quest.

Still sniffling, Bruno finally took the phone, or more likely his mother held it to his ear. I could almost see them, him slumped in her cross-legged lap. 鈥淚 slipped,鈥?he said in his tiny toddler鈥檚 voice, which on the phone seemed tinier still. 鈥淚 fell on the floor.鈥?/div>
鈥淚鈥檓 in Alaska,鈥?I said, hoping he鈥檇 think of the picture book I鈥檇 given him, called Alaska, in which appear illustrated mountains, illustrated eagles, illustrated sled dogs, illustrated bears. If he was thinking of such marvels, he gave no sign, so I tried again: 鈥淟ast night, I slept on a boat.鈥?/div>
鈥淚 slipped,鈥?Bruno repeated.

鈥淎re you going to be okay?鈥?/div>
No answer. Probably he was nodding, yes, forgetting that I couldn鈥檛 see him nod. He had only just begun to learn the magic of telecommunication, the trick of speaking to a disembodied voice. Into the silence between us came the cosmic hiss of satellites, the static of the spheres. If he were nine years old instead of two, perhaps I could have brought him with me, and perhaps it would have done him some good. In Wilderness, as the Rockwell Kents, younger and elder, are crossing Resurrection Bay, braving a storm in their open boat, Rockwell III, showing 鈥渁 little panic,鈥?says to his father, 鈥淚 want to be a sailor so I鈥檒l learn not to be afraid.鈥?/div>
聽

聽

At his first glimpse of his hermitage on Fox Island, Kent the elder had said to himself, 鈥淚t isn鈥檛 possible, it isn鈥檛 real!鈥?Which just about sums up how I felt motoring across Resurrection Bay in the copilot seat of the Opus. So many books have been written about Alaska, and so many cruise ship commercials shot there, that the place, even when you鈥檙e in the midst of it, can seem a symbolical mirage.

In his late twenties, in pursuit of that mirage, Pallister persuaded his high school sweetheart, at the time pregnant with their first child, to move with him to Anchorage because of a map鈥攁 map of Prince William Sound that he鈥檇 happened upon in the back of Field & Stream. Growing up in Montana, he鈥檇 fallen in love with the mountains of the American West. He and his brothers hiked in them, camped in them, hunted deer and mountain goats in them. Then, as a teenager, Pallister read Joshua Slocum鈥檚 Sailing Alone Around the World and dreamed of going to sea. What he glimpsed in Field & Stream seemed to him, as Fox Island had seemed to Kent, a kind of paradise, an American wilderness that was maritime and mountainous both. Thirty-five years later, the spell had yet to break, though the place of Pallister鈥檚 dreams has receded into the blue, nostalgic distances of remembrance. To his great dismay, there are plenty of other people in the world who want in on his paradise.

Although Pallister scorns organized religion, considering it the enemy of reason, there is something puritanical about his brand of conservationism, which is in large part a crusade against idiotic hominids. Like many conservationists in Alaska, he dates the beginning of his activism to March 24, 1989, the day the Exxon Valdez ran aground on Bligh Reef. What troubled Pallister the most wasn鈥檛 the spilled oil, however; it was the crowds鈥攖he volunteers, the cameramen, the news anchors, the oilmen, the politicians. 鈥淎ll of a sudden there were literally thousands of people in places where I鈥檇 never seen people before,鈥?he told me. 鈥淚 thought to myself, 鈥楬oly Christ! This is on the national news. Everybody鈥檚 going to see how beautiful this place is. It鈥檚 going to be a tragedy for Prince William Sound.鈥欌€?/div>
What he feared had come to pass. On the eve of our embarkation, when we were towing the Opus over the Kenai Mountains, the traffic on the Seward Highway had been thick as on the Long Island Expressway at rush hour. So thick it felt as though we were participating in some sort of exodus or pilgrimage. It was the weekend, a weekend in the middle of July, at the height of Alaska鈥檚 tourist season. The salmon were running and the creeks were crowded with fishermen scooping up silvers with dip nets, so many fishermen and so many silvers (the wat