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One of the epigraphs of Passage to Juneau comes from Joseph Conrad’s novel The Shadow Line: “‘That’s a funny piece of water,’ said Captain Hamilton.” Funny-strange, of course, not funny-haha. Funny-ominous, in fact. Funny like the floating object that the steamer Patna runs over in Conrad’s Lord Jim, as smoothly as a “snake crawling over a stick,” very far out to sea. Funny like the “slight roughening of the horizon line, like the deckle edge along the top of an invitation card” that Jonathan Raban knows is “a signal to batten down the hatches” when sailing. And “funny” like the omens, scattered here and there, of the event that gut-punches both Raban and his readers in the concluding pages of this extraordinary book. Afterward, you look back across what you’ve read and realize that the foreshadows of this calamity were there throughout, increasing in number and thickening in darkness.


It all begins so brightly, though. “Forget the herring and the salmon,” writes Raban, “I meant to go fishing for reflections, and come back with a glittering haul.” Over the course of a “fishing season” he will sail solo from Seattle to Juneau in a thirty-five-foot ketch fitted out with a dozen yards of teak bookshelves, following the legendary “Inside Passage”: a mazy, tricky route that picks a path among the countless islands, skerries, and islets that complicate the coastline. Along the way, he intends “to meditate on the sea, at sea.” Raban sails a working boat, but his catch will be words, chapters, a book, and his labor will be upon the two battered typewriters he keeps in the cabin.


My copy of Passage to Juneau went to sea with me, and it shows. Its pages are sun-browned, foxed, and dog-eared. The front cover is water-stained. I first read it in 2001 while idling along the south coast of England in a hired yacht, skippered by a sailing friend called Ben who’d given me Raban’s book as a Christmas present. “I think he writes better on water than anyone since Conrad,” said Ben. I came to agree. I underlined and scribbled on my copy, picking over the language like a magpie in a field of unearthed coins. Much as “They rode on” becomes the key anaphora in another epic North American journey, Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian, in Passage to Juneau “The sea” recurs as a sentence-starting refrain: “The sea was smooth as a pool of molasses. Twists of smoke rose from its surface in the chilly early-morning air”; “The sea, scored with current-lines, was like an ice rink imprinted by the tracks of figure skaters”; “The sea was covered, shore to shore, by the glossy membrane of its surface film...like an enormous sheet of Saran Wrap.” Even things which are not made of water become watery: on the quayside, two people work threading floats onto a quarter-mile-long gill net, while “the jade-green, gossamer nylon mesh shimmered at their feet like a river.”


I could go on. I must stop. I’d end up quoting a quarter of the book. Each of these is a tiny, shining prose poem in its own right. It’s characteristic of Raban that he’s ready to reach for a brand name (“Saran Wrap”) to evoke the texture and structure of the sea at that moment. Passage to Juneau is full of such disruptive, category-breaking imagery. I take him to be stylistically at work on two convergent tasks here. The first is to escape the suffocating language of the “sublime” which has characterized so much white Western apprehension of the coastline of the Pacific Northwest, from John Muir’s raptures at the “embosomed . . . scenery,” to the gushing copy of contemporary cruise company brochures (“You cruise this enchanted waterway and each vista surpasses the one before”).


The second task is driven by what would now be called a decolonizing impulse. That is to say, Raban seeks both to honor and to write with the perceptions of the First Nations people from the regions through which he passes. Those bookshelves in his cabin hold Trollope, Arendt, and Homer, sure—but also a monograph on Kwakiutl art and translated collections of Tlingit stories. Influenced by the “marvelous, stylized, highly articulate maritime art” of those people, Raban’s own prose begins to shimmer with lozenge-like, luminous images, resembling “the tiny capillary wave raised by a cat’s-paw of wind, as it catches the light and makes a frame for the sun.” He is drawn to the Kwakiutl understanding of the ocean as a dynamic, sentient “place,” a “mobile surface full of portents, clues, and meanings,” and finds repellent the aqua nullius described by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century white sailors, to whom the sea is only waste, threat, or “empty space.”


If there’s a god in this book, it isn’t the Christian God of George Vancouver—the Royal Navy captain who mapped the Inside Passage in 1792, scattering colonial place-names as he went—with whom Raban conducts something of a running sea-battle of opinions. Rather, it’s Komogwa, the “Master of the Seas” in the Kwakiutl pantheon: the “avatar of malevolence and greed, lord of oceanic disorder and chaos.” As the voyage proceeds, Raban’s tranquil plans to “meditate” and “reflect” are first unsettled, then capsized. The sea discloses its “spooky depth[s].” Unnavigable cross-currents pull him far off course. He’s swept away by rips and races. Even as disorder builds, though, his prose retains its grace of accuracy. Gray water is “moving seaward in looping arabesques . . . [streaming] out from a piling like a long braid of thick hemp rope.” A putrescent salmon corpse in the harbor at Gold Creek slowly “fell to bits and sank in a gaseous pink cloud.”


These days my copy of Passage to Juneau sits on the “go-to” shelf next to my writing desk, reserved for the books for which I reach when I need to remember why and how to keep the pen moving. On the back cover, Raban looks out from his author photo, regarding me with what his friend Paul Theroux once called his “evaluating alien eye.” The trademark ball cap. The enigmatic, sleepy sort-of smile. The scouring stare. Journeys, he writes here, “hardly ever disclose their true meaning until after—and sometimes years after—they are over.” The same can be said of books. Once read, A Passage to Juneau will stay with you, shifting its meanings over time, fluid and mysterious.
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Je sens vibrer en moi toutes les passions


D’un vaisseau qui souffre;


Le bon vent, la tempête et ses convulsions


Sur l’immense gouffre


Me bercent. D’autres fois, calme plat, grand miroir


De mon désespoir!


— Charles Baudelaire, Les Fleurs du Mal


‘That’s a funny piece of water,’ said Captain Hamilton


— Joseph Conrad, The Shadow Line
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He was walking the dock; a big lummox, yellow hair tied back in a ponytail with a red bandanna, bedroll strapped to his shoulders. His plaid jacket looked like a fruitful research area for some unfastidious entomologist. I took him for a displaced farm boy, a Scandinavian type from Wisconsin or Minnesota, adrift in the new world of the Pacific Northwest. He held a scrap of paper, folded into a wedge the size of a postage stamp to keep its message safe inside. For what was evidently the hundredth time, he fingered it carefully apart and stared at the two words inscribed there in wonky, ballpoint capitals.


‘Pacific Venturer?’ he asked. The late March sun (this was Seattle’s first high-pressure, blue-sky day after weeks of low overcast) glittered in the pale stubble on his cheeks. ‘That’s the boat I’m looking for. Pacific Venturer.’ He spoke the name syllable by syllable, and I could see him in first grade – a large, vacant, uncoordinated child, already far behind the rest of the class. ‘You seen that boat, man?’


Three, maybe four hundred boats were moored hull to hull at Fishermen’s Terminal. They formed a wintry thicket, over fifty acres of water, of masts, spars, trolling poles, whip-antennas, radar scanners, deck-hoists, and davits. Looking at the names around us, I read Vigorous, Tradition, Paragon, Sea Lassie, Peregrine, Resolute, Star of Heaven, Cheryl G., Cheerful, Immigrant (a green cloverleaf blazoned on its wheelhouse), Paramount, Memories. I saw a Pacific Breeze, but no Pacific Venturer.


‘What is it – a purse-seiner?’


He took it as a trick question, staring at me as if I were an unfriendly examiner. He had Barbie-doll blue eyes. ‘I dunno. Salmon boat.’ He consulted the piece of paper in his hand. ‘Yup. That’s a salmon boat – I heard.’


He stank of the road – of hitchhiking on interstates, diving in Dumpsters, spending nights in cardboard boxes under highway bridges, gargling with Thunderbird.


‘I been here since seven.’


It was two in the afternoon. Purposeful men were pushing past us, dressed in the local uniform of hooded smocks and black peaked caps, arms full of gear, impatient with the two rubbernecks in their path.


‘You better ask one of these guys.’


‘I asked already.’


He shambled off – ‘Be seeing you, man’ – up the next finger pier, and I could see his lips moving as he spelled out the words on the sterns of Oceania, Prosperity, Stella Marie, Enterprise, Quandary, lost among these resonant abstractions and women’s names. The working men were giving him a wide berth. On his behalf, I kept an eye out for the Venturer; but if it had ever existed at all, it was probably now steaming for Ketchikan and points north.


The boats were fitting out, at the last minute, as usual, for their spring migration to the Alaskan fishing grounds. The resinous, linseed-oily smell of varnish and wet paint hung thickly in the still air of the terminal, and there was the continuous happy racket of electric saws and sanders, hammers, drills, and roaring blowtorches. Diesel engines were being hastily disembowelled, their black innards laid out, part by part, on afterdecks, while their bloody-knuckled owners muttered to themselves as they puzzled over camshafts and clearances. Pick-up trucks, laden to the gunwales, were drawn up alongside those boats that were now most nearly ready to leave, and wholesale boxes of Dinty Moore stew and Campbell’s soup and plastic-wrapped bales of toilet tissue were being swung aboard on hoists. On the broad plaza of the net-mending area, a man and a woman were ‘hanging web’: threading white cigar-shaped floats at two-foot intervals along the top of their quarter-mile gill net. The jade-green gossamer nylon mesh shimmered at their feet like a river.


In Seattle, the city of virtual reality, it was always a pleasure to come to this last bastion of old-fashioned work, with its nets, crab pots, paintbrushes, and carpentering; to its outdoor faces, seamed with experience; and to its long-established family air, generation following generation into the same industry. Grandparents, now too shaky on their pins to make the trip, were still important figures at fitting-out time. They drove trucks, varnished brightwork, repaired nets, tested circuits; unlike nearly all of their contemporaries, their skills had not dated. And beyond the grandparents there stretched the ghostly presences of European fishing communities on the fjords, bays, and sounds of Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Scotland, Ireland, from where most of the families had come. These, too, were commemorated in boat names: Cape Clear, Stavanger, Solvorn, Lokken, Tyyne, Thor, Saint Patrick, Uffda, American Viking. A clever parodist, tired of the prevailing Scandinavian homesickness, had christened his gill-netter Edsel Fjord.


Centuries of seagoing converged on Fishermen’s Terminal. Though its corrugated steel buildings, painted in pastel blue and beige, were new, the place felt older than the city in which it stood. Like the fishermen, it went a long way back. Its boats, built for the Pacific, were the direct descendants of the trawlers, smacks, and luggers of the North Sea and the Baltic. The high flared bow and steep sheer that had worked well in the Maelstrom waters off the Lofoten Islands were here recreated for service off the Aleutians. The trollers, with their upswept fifty-foot poles of raw fir, were old acquaintances, for I’d seen their ancient Dutch and Danish cousins. At Fishermen’s Terminal the past – and sometimes the far distant past – was alive and usable, as it was almost nowhere else in the future-fixated United States. For someone my age, there was comfort in that. Most days, I found an excuse to drop by. I liked the boats, their redolent names, their house-proud captains, and the amiable, understated gossip of the sea.


Now, with the sun come back from exile, and the voyage north and the fishing season stretching clear ahead, everyone radiated the nervous elation – half high hopes and half cold feet – that marks the start of a big adventure. The weeks to come were full of flawless promise. The reality of the season would take hold soon enough: unforecast gales and groundings, engine failures, fish gone AWOL, lost sleep, lost tempers, and all the rest. In a little while the fleet would be scattered over 1,000 miles and more of water, from Dixon Entrance to the Bering Sea. Then each boat would become a stranger to the others; members of the same family, aboard rival vessels, would treat one another as spies. But in the communal ceremony of fitting out, tools and expertise were passing freely from boat to boat, as the moment neared when the last line is cast off, the goodbyes are waved, the screw makes the water boil under the stern, and the passage to Alaska is under way.


I wanted as much of the mood as I could borrow for my own use. For this year I was going too – not to fish, but to follow the fishermen’s route; to go to sea in my own boat for the going’s sake. I hoped to lay some ghosts to rest and come to terms, somehow, with the peculiar attraction that draws people to put themselves afloat on the deep, dark, indifferent, cold, and frightening sea. ‘Meditation and water are wedded for ever’, wrote Melville. So, for the term of a fishing season, I meant to meditate on the sea, at sea.


In the United States, wherever young men hang out together, on college campuses as in homeless shelters, this story went the rounds: if you could get to Seattle and talk your way aboard a fishing boat bound for Alaska, you could make $1,000 a day. Or more. Someone always knew someone who’d taken home $100,000, sometimes $200,000, for just two months’ work.


You could turn your life around on money like that – buy a house, start a business, become captain of your own gold-spinning boat. In the land of self-reinvention, the Alaskan fishery was said to be a magical place where poor men were transformed, at a stroke, into rich ones. Eight weeks was all it took to make a hellacious sum of money.


The young men flocked to Seattle in the spring to make their fortunes. They walked the docks, trying to ingratiate themselves with any captain who would speak to them. They were a pest, this seasonal ragtag band of college kids, druggies, winos, fugitives, unemployed computer programmers, checkout clerks, waiters, pizza-delivery drivers. The sea experience of many of these hopeful applicants amounted to no more than the occasional trip as a passenger on a ferry.


Yet the most persistent ‘greenies’ did eventually manage to get taken on, for a half share (5 per cent) or a full one (10 per cent) of net profits at the end of the voyage. Of these, a tiny handful finished up with a wad of money within crying distance of the fairy-tale numbers. There were just enough jobs for deckhands, and just enough money, to keep the supply of young men copiously flowing.


The money talked loudest, but the sea talked too, with its antique promise of escape and adventure. Many greenies came from flat inland towns, and the only waves they knew rippled through the fields of standing wheat. But they’d read C. S. Forester, and they pined, in happy ignorance, for the yo-ho-ho of life at sea. In Des Moines, it’s easy to dream fondly of the heaving deck, the gouts of freezing spray, the struggle with the net in fifty knots of wind, because nothing like that ever happens in Iowa.


More than that, going fishing in Alaska was the last true Western adventure. At the end of the twentieth century, the Alaskan fishery presented itself as a romantic anomaly – an armed, masculine world of unbridled free enterprise, where a rolling stone, a latterday Huck Finn, on the run from the Widow Douglases of civilization, could still walk tall. For the boys (and some girls) at the back of the class, with no diplomas to their names, the fishery was their last shot at the exemplary American life of travel, excitement, and riches.


Alaska liked to advertise itself as ‘The Last Frontier’, a slogan tinged with self-cancelling whimsy since it appeared on vehicle registration plates, courtesy of the state licensing department. If the phrase could now be held to mean anything at all, it belonged to the sea, not the land; and the sea around Alaska was a real wilderness, as wild and lonely as any territory in the American past.


The Gulf of Alaska is a weather-kitchen. Pacific depressions, drifting over the ocean from the far south-west, hit the gulf, stall there, and intensify. As the atmospheric pressure at the centre of the system sinks, the winds spinning around the hub speed up, to fifty, sixty, eighty knots. The waves build into untidy heaps; the sea goes streaky-white. Made steeper and impeded by the powerful tidal currents that pour out of the narrow passages between islands, the wave-trains turn near the coast into a short, precipitous, hollow sea of rearing fifty-foot crests and ship-swallowing holes in the water. These storms are a regular assignment for Alaska fishermen; for the greenie, they offer a crash course in retching misery and terror, keenly sharpened by the knowledge that every year boats go down in seas like this, all hands lost, due, in the standard phrase, ‘to stress of weather’.


It was a last frontier in another sense, too. The great bonanza fisheries, from the Dogger Bank to the Grand Banks of Newfoundland, were dead or dying, wrecked by overfishing, pollution, and disease. The local inshore fishery of the Pacific Northwest, on the Oregon and Washington coasts, had been exploited to exhaustion. In some areas, the chinook salmon – which used to pack the rivers and inlets wall to wall – had been nominated as an endangered species. At Fishermen’s Terminal, dozens of little gill-netters, too small to make the Alaskan trip, lay abandoned, rotting at their moorings, with faded for sale notices in their wheelhouse windows. Their owners were on food-stamps now, the boats – and the once-valuable licences that went with them – going at yard-sale prices. Yet the Alaskan fishery went on. It was now more closely regulated than it had ever been, with a maze of small print governing season openings, boat lengths, net materials, and mesh sizes, an increasingly bridled free-for-all. But by comparison with what was happening elsewhere, the fishing in Alaska was still the Big Rock Candy Mountain of far-Western fantasy, like the Comstock Lode, or the miles of virgin forest ripe for the chainsaw.


Greenhorns walking the dock, hoping for a piece of this action, would find a frontier that was all but closed. True, you could make $1,000 a day long-lining for halibut. But the halibut season had been squeezed down to a few days, and the captains of the halibut schooners were able to pick and choose from a throng of experienced hands. No chance for the greenie there. Most gill-netters, and trollers, too, were family boats, husband-and-wife or father-and-son concerns with no room aboard for a stranger. A big crabber . . . maybe. A purse-seiner would be the greenie’s best bet; though the boats themselves were small (fifty-eight feet the maximum length permitted in Alaska), the encircling net was manoeuvred in the water by a big, slab-sided aluminium skiff with a 350-horse inboard motor. Crewing the parent boat and its skiff required at least four people, and sometimes six or seven; so purse-seiners sometimes took on an extra hand from outside the circle of family and friends.


As the saying went, 10 per cent of the fishermen catch 90 per cent of the fish, and the crack purse-seiners in the fleet were known to everyone. When they hired extra hands, they chose people they knew. There remained the ‘shit-boat’: a floating catastrophe, its captain on the sauce, its hydraulic power-gear on the fritz, its nets riddled with holes, its bronze seacocks crumbling away with electrolysis and turning into waterspouts. Shit-boats took on greenies.


On the dock, I was summoned by the captain of the Glenda Faye, a 58-foot purse-seiner. ‘You want to see a living miracle?’ He had a paintbrush in one hand, a bottle of phosphoric acid in the other.


‘Watch this—’


He brushed a swath of acid across a nasty-looking fish tray that had taken on the appearance of an old brown badly oxidized oil painting. As the brush touched the surface, the rust dissolved and the original white metal showed through. ‘Magic! I never used this stuff before—’


‘You could serve it up with a dash of soda and a slice of lemon.’


‘They do that – in Cana-nada.’


The Glenda Faye looked like a crack boat: built of steel and massively deep-draughted, the hull freshly painted in maroon with black trim. It carried more electronic gear than most, the wheelhouse roof fairly bristling with antennas. Through the galley window I could see mugs and dishes newly washed and neatly stacked to dry, spotless teak cabinetry, the wink of polished brass. A tidy ship.


Last year’s season had been good, the captain said. In one day, they’d netted $5,000 worth of ‘pinks’. That was their red-letter day, but they’d come close to matching this haul several times as the boat worked round the inlets north of Dixon Entrance. He and his cousin ran the boat together. Each season they took on a crew of two or three. ‘College kids. Hard workers. No drugs, no smokes.’ Always family, or family friends. Last year, at settlement time, when the cost of fuel and grub had been deducted from the gross, each kid pocketed nearly $11,000 for his two months’ work – big money for a student’s vacation job, but a far cry from the legends of instant wealth that kept the greenhorns coming to Seattle.


‘Did you talk to the blond guy with the bedroll who was here a bit ago?’


‘Which guy? There’s a hundred like that.’


‘Would you ever take on someone like him – a stranger, walking the dock, looking for a boat?’


He laid a lick of magic acid on another fish tray. ‘Most of those guys? I wouldn’t use ’em for bait.’ Swivelling on his haunches to take a closer look at me, he guffawed at what he saw. ‘Hey, mister, you ain’t looking to be taken on? Oh, boy!’


Happy to contribute to the mirth of his afternoon, I shrugged and went off to do my shopping.


Foraging for marine ironmongery in the strip-lit gloaming of Seattle Ship Supply, one could read the character of the fishery from the goods on display. A drum of three-ply rope, considerably thicker than my arm. A pile of elephantine lyre-shaped galvanized shackles. You’d have to be in weight training to pick one off the floor. Everything – fenders, wrenches, blocks, turnbuckles, chain – looked designed for use by hulking giants, and made the fishermen who roamed the store seem puny beside their massive hardware. The stuff spoke grimly of the punishment inflicted on boats by the Alaskan winds and seas – the huge destructive tonnage of the breaking wave, the turmoil and violence of the fishermen’s workplace.


I collected a handful of baby shackles, some clevis pins, a bottle of lamp oil, and ten feet of quarter-inch shock-cord. At the checkout, the man behind me, who was toting a coil of rope and a five-gallon can of paint, looked over the contents of my basket and said, ‘Going yachting, huh?’ Then, thinking of all the damnfool pleasure boats that were the bane of his profession, he said gloomily, ‘Well, it’s the season for it, I guess’ – the only person in my hearing to greet fair weather as seriously bad news.


Beyond the net-mending area lay the terminal’s focal point – the Fishermen’s Memorial. High on his plinth stood a bronze fisherman, in the classical heroic mode, his hair shaped by the wind into the laurel bays of a Roman conqueror. He was hauling in a giant halibut on a longline. Around the circular base of the plinth there swam – or scuttled, or clung on with sculpted suckers – all the major species of the fishery: bronze salmon, cod, herring, squid, crab, snapper, hake, prawn, octopus, dogfish, clam, flounder. On the low wall nearby were inscribed, in die-cast metal lettering, the names of those lost at sea. In six years of living in Seattle, I’d watched the list grow steadily by a column and a half – seventy people, mostly men and boys. Cut flowers, in jam jars and plastic vases, were set out on the ground before the wall, with handwritten messages, their ink blurred by rain. I miss you, Daddy. Matt – I love you always. Ben – in sad remembrance – Mom and Dad. Kirk – we miss you so much! We will love you for ever. Terri and the boys. Happy Birthday, Daddy! Love, Jeffrey.


Winter was the memorial’s busiest season, when the big crab boats were raiding the gulf and the Bering Sea. Top-heavy with stacked pots and deck-cranes, the crabbers were the most prone to capsize. In Arctic weather, when spray froze instantly on everything it touched, and the sea stuck to the boats in great dollops, like leaden glue, the crews would be on twenty-four-hour duty, smashing ice out of the rigging with baseball bats. Every so often, one of these overburdened 125-foot vessels would ease into a normal roll, then go on rolling, until it rolled right over. It happened in a couple of seconds – no time to radio for help or clamber into survival suits. Steer into the roll! was the injunction passed down in maritime folklore, though Coast Guard post-mortems deplored this practice and advised captains to keep the rudder amidships. In other words, Do nothing! A terrible precept when the world is turning turtle and the frigid water yawns.


The bodies of these crews were rarely found, and the boats themselves sometimes sank without trace. Missing, presumed lost, the usual epitaph, was cruel in the room it left for loopholes and crazy flashes of hope. Long-drowned fishermen were sometimes spotted in the crowds at sports stadiums and on TV. Once in a blue moon, dreams of miraculous resurrection were given credence, when a dead man was arrested for a traffic violation and found to be alive and well, living a new life in Anchorage or Santa Fe.


That afternoon, the memorial was awash in flowers. The centrepiece was a life-size anchor made of white chrysanthemums and roses. It was ironic that the most intractable, weighty, and shin-bruising piece of hardware in the entire stock of the marine supply store should be the chief symbol of Christian hope; yet as St Paul, himself a shipwreck victim, wrote to the Hebrews, ‘Hope we have as an anchor of the soul, both sure and stedfast, and which entereth into that within the veil.’ So the floral anchor stood at once for the fisherman and his dangerous trade, and for his expectation of the life of the world to come.


A crowd was beginning to gather as I arrived. From every finger pier, men were leaving their boats and converging on the memorial in twos and threes. At just before three o’clock, the dead man’s family arrived, conspicuous in Sunday suits and ties, their faces still raw with shock. They were led to the memorial by a man, clearly a minister, in buttoned dark blazer and white rollneck sweater – a combination meant to put one in mind of the priest’s costume of cassock and dog collar, though in a studiedly informal, democratic, unpriestly sort of way. He stood by the anchor of hope, gravely smiling, chatting with the family, a fresh-faced, young-old hand at death and grief.


As he brought us to order, I realized that the crowd had swollen, suddenly, to more than three hundred people, pressed in a broad crescent around the parents of the dead man. Some took off their caps and stood, heads bowed, as if in church; others sucked reflectively on cigarettes throughout the proceedings. The terminal fell silent, except for the complaining gulls and the bronchial rattle of generators aboard the emptied boats. When the minister spoke, he barely had to raise his voice to be heard from the back of the crowd.


Lester, he said, had been a rich man – not in the goods of this world, but in the multitude of relationships he had forged, both here and in Alaska. The number of us gathered here today to remember Lester stood as a testament to . . . The words, if trite, were proper and comforting. The minister made a decent, priestly job of cloaking the meaningless shipyard explosion, in which the man had died, in a language of moth-eaten dignity.


A letter from a friend in Kodiak was read aloud. An uncle delivered a halting reminiscence. ‘Farewell, Lester – and smooth sailing . . .’ he said, and broke down.


The minister took over again. We mumbled an Our Father and recited the doxology. The entire service lasted twelve or thirteen minutes; no longer than a coffee break, yet long enough to show the parents that their son had belonged to a real village, and that the village cared.


The surrounding city was a honeycomb of soi-disant ‘communities’ that were empty fictions: the ‘arts community’, the ‘public-radio community’, the ‘retail community’. Fishermen’s Terminal was perhaps the last place in Seattle where that poor overextended word still had meaning. The fishing community really was a tight, intimate, memorious society, cruel and kind in equal parts. It gave its members ribald nicknames – Pus-gut Chadwick, Three-Finger Bob, Truthful Tom. It rejoiced in cutting people down to size. It nourished old slights and grudges over the decades, and was divided by resentful factions – seiners versus gill-netters, Sons of Norway versus The Rest. But when a boat went down, or a fisherman went into the cancer hospital, or a child died, the community closed around the survivors. His seagoing – incommunicable to outsiders – set the fisherman far apart from his suburban neighbours; only here at the terminal could the full dimensions of his life be comprehended, and given their true weight when his name was added to the list on the wall.


On the last ‘Amen’ the crowd dissolved as fast as it had formed. Droop-shouldered still, in deference to the occasion, the men trooped back to their boats. From the piers came the first ding of a hammer, the shrill churring of a sander, and, in death’s warning afternoon shadow, the cheerful business of fitting out again got under way.


I walked back to my boat, which lay moored at a small boatyard on the Ship Canal, a quarter-mile east of Fishermen’s Terminal. Built in Sweden in 1972 as a smart cruising ketch, expensively outfitted in varnished mahogany and teak, it had deteriorated in the six years of my ownership into a comfortably down-at-heel floating cottage, cluttered with books and pictures, box files, two manual typewriters, furry animals (my daughter’s contribution), wine, photographic stuff, curling manuscripts, dead ballpoint pens, and all the rest of the impedimenta of a singularly untidy writer’s life. Its dark ultramarine hull was coated in a layer of black dust, thanks to the shipyard next door; the foredeck was a spaghetti of uncoiled ropes. I had no taste for nautical spit and polish. The boat was a working vessel – my narrative vehicle.


Though I lived in a house overlooking the canal, and could see from the upstairs deck whether or not the boat still floated, I usually spent several weeks each year, and sometimes months, aboard the ketch. When a concentrated bout of reading was called for, or a wrong chapter needed righting, or when my Furies dogged me to distraction, I’d take off for the nearby scribble of islands and let go the anchor. With the floor sashaying underfoot, the chain grumbling on the sea bottom, and the view from the boat’s windows revolving slowly on the tide, I found the equilibrium that I was prone to lose on the unstable land. On winter mornings, the mud foreshore hoar with frost, forlorn gulls circling under a misty sky, I’d fire up the heater, light the lamps, and work with an intense single-mindedness that evaded me at home. The creaks and groans, the smells of paraffin and diesel, were conducive to thinking and remembering. Afloat, the boat was an unplace – a bubble world, off at a useful tangent to the insistent here-and-now of the American shoreline. Cramped, dark, and coffin-like, it was my Yaddo, my asylum, my ark.


It was it, not she. Its first purchaser had given the boat a woman’s name, sign-painted, with curlicues, across the stern. But the name meant so little to me that it would take me a moment – a catch of breath – to recall it. It was just the name of somebody else’s wife or girlfriend, and anyway, the couple had probably split up now. Whenever possible, I preferred to identify the boat by its Washington State registration number, Whiskey November Eleven Ninety-six Romeo Bravo – a suitably complex mouthful for a complex lozenge of space that held three rooms, a shower–toilet, a honeycomb of concealed lockers, an engine compartment, a centre cockpit, a wraparound deck, two masts, and a suit of sails. As Whiskey November et cet., it had a rational particularity that went nicely with its intended function.


That afternoon, the hatches were open, and an electrician was inside. The boat had once been owned by a San Diego electronics engineer who had installed a circuitry of marvellous, and perverse, sophistication: a maze of cables and crimped, multicoloured wires more appropriate to a mainframe computer than to a 35-foot sailboat. The current was never permitted to flow straight from A to B; it was diverted, at every possible opportunity, through a succession of shunts, bypasses, inner-ties, voltage regulators, resistors, fuses. My electrical control panel, admired by everyone, had a complement of forty-three switches that would have looked reassuring on the bridge of an ocean-going tug or a medium-sized coaster. Several electricians had been baffled by the labyrinthine ingenuities of the system; but after three years I found someone who looked at it, exclaimed over it, and basked in his intellectual mastery of it. He was now building in a series of emergency shortcuts, adding a few dozen more wires to the maze for simplicity’s sake.


With the floorboards up, he was crouched in the bilges, holding a pair of pliers in his teeth. Six feet plus of swarthy, cadaverous skin and bones, he had the raccoon’s knack of being able to insinuate himself into impossibly tight spaces. He had now reduced himself to a helmet of straggly black hair and a toilet-brush beard encircling the teeth that held the pliers. His right arm, severed at the shoulder, had been lost, or so I’d heard on the dock, to a runaway anchor chain in the Alaskan fishery, and his left hand was constantly being assisted by his mouth, his knees, or his feet.


John Munroe was agile, fast, and a perfectionist. He labelled every wire and installation in his beautiful copperplate handwriting. He was tolerant of my mechanical illiteracy, and would explain things over and over in a machine-gun tenor, until I believed that I had caught the essential drift of the boat’s myriad rivulets of electricity, as they coursed, trickled, and, sometimes, went as dry as a prairie creek in summer.


What I now wanted him to explain was his past in the gold-rush fishery. What led him to Alaska in his greenhorn days?


‘Herring.’ His voice came, on echo, from deep in the bilges. ‘In 1979, they were paying three thousand a ton for herring. Just poking around with a gill net, you could bring in maybe a hundred tons. Guys were making these gobs of money.’


After five years at college in San Luis Obispo, studying to be an aeronautical engineer, Munroe was employed as a jobbing electrician at a winery in Napa County. Nine-to-five suburban California was ‘boring, dull, and hopeless’. He was a receptive listener to the stories of high adventure and easy money that were circulating on the docks of San Francisco, his hometown. And he had the sea in his blood. His father was a naval architect; John had grown up with boats, big and small. Laying circuits in the winery, he nursed a consoling, fugitive daydream of sailing alone to the South Pacific. With the Gauguin maids, / In the banyan shades . . . He’d put away $10,000 against this imagined other life of blue-water solitude and palm-fringed dalliances; a decent start, but it would be years before he could quit his job and cast off for Oceania.


‘But if I could get up to Alaska, and parlay that into, like, a hundred grand, I’d be fat.’


An elderly San Francisco fisherman – nicknamed Joe Shaft, supposedly for sexual rather than financial wolfishness – offered to sell Munroe a wooden gill-netter, Vagabond, only six years old and in fine nick, for $40,000. Ten thousand down, with the balance due at the end of the season. ‘If we were going fishing in Alaska, we could be trusted. The money was as good as in the bag.’


Two college friends, Curt and Joe, were as bored and footloose as Munroe himself. The three formed a partnership around the purchase of Vagabond and its attendant gear. ‘It was a chance to get out of this insane thing – dicking around in second-rate jobs with no futures.’ They trucked the boat to Seattle and shipped it on a barge to Alaska while, back in San Francisco, they provisioned for the summer. In the parking lot of a Berkeley co-op, they loaded a ’53 Chevrolet with tofu paste, brewer’s yeast, lecithin powder, lentil loaf, sacks of flour and garbanzo beans. ‘We were manic vegetarians. That’s how long we’d been living in California. Way too long.’


The Chevy sagged on its axles as they made the 2,500-mile drive to Anchorage, then flew on, with their supplies, to Togiak, on Bristol Bay.


Bristol Bay is the bottom right-hand corner of the Bering Sea, in the crook formed between the mainland and the long skinny arm of the Aleutian chain as it reaches out across the ocean to Russia. Its eastern shoreline is perforated with estuarine inlets on which squat dozens of roadless fishing communities like Togiak: hamlets in winter, roistering towns in the summer, when fishermen, buyers, and cannery workers keep the bars hopping, and the sky is loud with the continual arrivals and departures of float-plane taxis.


The barge Munroe and his friends awaited was twelve days overdue; caught in a prolonged storm in the Gulf of Alaska, it had shed much of its cargo, including several fishing boats, in the heavy seas. Unable to find out whether their boat had gone to the bottom, the three Vagabonders slept rough, and uneasily. Meanwhile, the price of herring was in free fall. From $3,000 a ton the year before, it slid below $1,000 and now was dropping quickly through the hundreds.


When the barge at last came alongside the dock, Vagabond was found to be safe and was promptly craned into the inlet. Supplies were hastily stowed aboard, and with only a few days left to the short herring season, Munroe and his crew headed out into a blustery north-west wind, with a heavy swell running, and began to fish.


New to the water, they followed the gulls. Their buoyed net ran out off the drum at the stern, and was set across the grain of the tide, its line of white corks glinting on the surface like a quarter-mile string of pearls. The herring, swimming north, came in a thin, straggling procession. ‘There just wasn’t the biomass there. It was the worst season anyone could remember.’ Again and again, the men wound the net in on the drum and found only a measly handful of fish to pick out of the mesh. Vagabond took to tailing other boats at a careful distance. Rival theories flourished as the net came up and was found, yet again, to be nearly empty of fish. They ran close inshore and made a set within yards of a headland, where the tide boiled fast just off the rocks. They motored for miles offshore, in case the herring had grown allergic to the sight of land on the beam. They tried the flood, they tried the ebb, they tried the turn. No dice. Or, at least, shamingly few dice. Working night and day without sleep, they did eventually manage to fill the hold with six and a half tons of fish, harvested from the net in dribs and drabs.


The price of herring had now fallen to $200 a ton, and $1,300 split three ways fell so short of the Vagabonders’ expectations as to be a joke. But it was the only $1,300 that they had. Somewhere off Cape Constantine, they began the homeward run to Togiak and the cannery. Then the weather broke.


‘It wasn’t just a storm. It was this huge storm.’ The boat climbed toppling seas. The wind blew the gulls away and shrilled in the rigging. They didn’t stand a chance of rounding Right Hand Point and making Togiak Bay; instead, they ran before the wind and, grateful and chastened, took shelter in Kulukak Bay, where they dropped anchor below a rocky bluff with an abandoned native village on its summit.


The wind went on blowing. The ice in the fish-hold was melting fast, and the herring were starting to smell. An undiagnosed leak at the back of the cookstove was steadily dripping diesel fuel into the sack of beans stowed below.


After three stormbound days, they shovelled their stinking cargo overboard, but the odour of bad fish haunted the little saloon. The beans – their staple diet – tasted gaggingly of diesel. To cheer themselves up, the crew baked a pumpkin pie. As Munroe removed it from the oven, the boat rolled and the pie exploded over the furniture.


‘Pumpkin pie everywhere! It was dripping out of the VHF, it was all over the floor. We sat around eating lecithin powder. That was, like, the nadir.’


When, finally, the weather cleared and the sea quieted, Vagabond put into Togiak, where the vegetarians abandoned their principles and hogged down plates of steak and French fries. The style and pace of Alaskan life were beginning to get to them. ‘It was wild. The shit was really flying. Incredible mass destruction. Rammings. Sinkings. Shootings. A midair collision, right over town . . . Dead guys. A lot of dead guys. People you knew – friends – they’d drown, or get shot, or disappear. But it wasn’t dull, like California.’


It was the first week in June. Herring finished, the salmon were about to begin. But a commercial licence for salmon fishing in Alaska cost outsiders $60,000. Since state residents and natives were granted special terms, the trick was to find a licence-holder to install on your boat for a share of the catch. In the Red Dog bar, Munroe met a man whose Aleut girlfriend had inherited a licence.


For the next six weeks, Vagabond went gill-netting for salmon. The inexperienced fishermen caught fewer fish than most, and the buyers’ price was down to 75¢ a pound. With a haul of 55,000 pounds of salmon, and the money split fifty-fifty with the licence-holder and her boyfriend, Munroe and his partners came out with less than $7,000 apiece. It was bad maths, and a difficult letter had to be penned to the trusting Joe Shaft.


Munroe, alone among his partners, was seriously hooked on Alaska. ‘It was wide open . . . no Fish and Game . . . it was nuts. You really feel free on Bristol Bay, because it’s so dangerous, because of all that stress.’ He was excited by the fierce weather and the ‘weird’ changing colours of the sea. ‘I’d be out there, and I’d think, I don’t want to be anywhere but here.’


He settled into Naknek, whose rows of canneries fronted the river. ‘Dead little town. Great place. Four hundred people in winter, twelve thousand in summer.’ He spent the winter tinkering with other people’s boats. ‘Nobody knows how to do anything in Alaska. That was my big discovery. They know how to fish, but they can’t read a circuit or fix an engine. I kept busy.’


The following season, the fishery was suddenly in sync with the folk legend. Prices went up. Runs improved. Salmon (‘pinks’) fetched $2.40 a pound, and Vagabond landed more than fifty tons – enough for Munroe to settle with Joe Shaft, buy out his partners, and, as an Alaskan resident, get a commercial licence in his own name. ‘I made scads of money.’


For the next ten years, he roller-coasted as the market surged and plunged. By the late 1980s, ‘the fishing sucked’. The binge-and-bust cycle, which had kept him on an adrenalin high through his first few seasons, yielded its own brand of monotony and depression. When Munroe put to sea on Bristol Bay now, he set his net over a graveyard of drowned friends. In 1991, he sold Vagabond and came back to what Alaskans insist on calling ‘the Lower 48’ – states below the 49th in latitude, excitement, bodily risk, per capita income, and blood-alcohol level.


‘My girlfriend goes on at me for driving too fast. But I lived in Alaska. You can’t get killed in Seattle – it’s a statistical impossibility. People here die of cancer and old age. So I put my foot down and go like hell.’


His life had revolved in a perfect circle. Nearly twenty years on, he was back to being a jobbing electrician, working out of a villainous blue van with Ocean Currents painted on the side. He charged $35 an hour for squashing himself into other people’s malodorous bilges, daydreaming still of the South Pacific. By now he had saved the money. Next summer, he and his girlfriend would take off for Tahiti, Samoa, the Great Barrier Reef . . . All they needed was a boat.


‘I’m looking. I want a steel hull. Forty to fifty feet. Probably a ketch. But it has to be steel. If you hear of anything . . . ’


His head, as it showed above the floorboards, was a boy’s head ravaged by age and weather; a disquieting memento mori. The Bristol Bay years had given him a gunpowder complexion, stretching the skin over his cheekbones until the skull showed through. His eyes were deeply recessed in their sockets. The mouth behind his beard was drawn. Yet the face was young, more that of the Californian dropout than the man in his forties who was its present tenant.


‘Your arm,’ I said, ‘you lost it in Alaska?’


‘No. That was in my wild days. When I was in college, jumping freight trains.’


When I first saw the boat, the nautical stuff above-decks was less interesting to me than the dozen yards of teak bookshelving, with fiddles, that lined the walls of the three cabins. I endured the yacht broker’s routine hearty patter about downhauls and Cunninghams, staysail halyards and self-tailing winches, because this boat could house a library. In the six years since, I had allowed the shelves to fill of their own accord as I poked around the southern end of the Inside Passage in Washington and British Columbia, and made some cautious excursions into the open ocean off the west coast of Vancouver Island. The collection started with George Vancouver’s account of his surveying expedition of 1791–5, in the four-volume, blue-cloth-and-gilt Hakluyt Society edition. Among other early arrivals were Claude Lévi-Strauss’s The Way of the Masks; several college textbooks on physical oceanography; The Odyssey, in Robert Fitzgerald’s verse translation; the life (long and intimidatingly productive) of Lord Kelvin, the Victorian inventor of the tide-prediction machine and the piano-wire deep-sea sounding apparatus; W. H. Auden’s The Enchaféd Flood; Fishing with John by Edith Iglauer; Between Pacific Tides by Ed Ricketts, the original of Doc in Steinbeck’s Cannery Row; Heavy-Weather Seamanship by Adlard Coles; and James Gleick’s Chaos, with its pictures of Lorenz attractors and Mandelbrot sets.


The books kept coming. They reflected a promiscuous addiction, to the sea in general and to the one on my doorstep in particular. I dipped and skimmed, jumping from the physics of turbulence to the cultural anthropology of the Northwest Indians, to voyages and memoirs, to books on marine invertebrates, to the literature of the sea from Homer to Conrad, trying to wrest from each new book some insight into my own compulsion. I looked the sea up in Freud and, more usefully, in the Book of Revelation. In Dombey and Son, Dickens (a fellow addict, whose idea of a holiday was to park himself on a windy shore and watch the waves) has a child, dying in a Brighton boarding house within earshot of the surf, beg of his older sister: ‘I want to know what it says. The sea, Floy, what is it that it keeps on saying?’ My question exactly.


I am afraid of the sea. I fear the brushfire crackle of the breaking wave as it topples into foam; the inward suck of the tidal whirlpool; the loom of a big ocean swell, sinister and dark, in windless calm; the rip, the eddy, the race; the sheer abyssal depth of the water, as one floats like a trustful beetle on the surface tension. Rationalism deserts me at sea. I’ve seen the scowl of enmity and contempt on the face of a wave that broke from the pack and swerved to strike at my boat. I have twice promised God that I would never again put out to sea, if only He would, just this once, let me reach harbour. I’m not a natural sailor, but a timid, weedy, cerebral type, never more out of my element than when I’m at sea.


Yet for the last fifteen years, every spare day that I could tease from the calendar has been spent afloat, in a state of undiminished fascination with the sea, its movements and meanings. When other people count sheep, or reach for the Halcion bottle, I make imaginary voyages – where the sea is always lightly brushed by a wind of no more than fifteen knots, the visibility always good, and the boat never more than an hour from the nearest safe anchorage.


When I moved from London to Seattle in 1990, the sea was part of the reason. The Inside Passage to Alaska, with its outer fringes and entailments, is an extraordinarily complicated sea route, in more ways than one. In continuous use for several thousand years, it is now a buoyed and lighted marine freeway, 1,000 miles long, and in places choked with traffic, as fishing boats, tows, barges, yachts, and cruise ships follow its serpentine course between Puget Sound and the Alaskan Panhandle. Parts of it are open ocean, parts no wider than a modest river. Some bits, like the Strait of Georgia, are small, shallow, muddy seas in their own right; others are sunken chasms, 1,500 feet deep. Where the tide is squeezed between rocks and islands, it boils and tumbles through these passes in a fire-hose stream. Water wasn’t meant to travel at sixteen knots: it turns into a liquid chaos of violent overfalls, breaking white; whirlpool-strings; grotesque mushroom-boils. It seethes and growls. On an island in midstream, you can feel the rock underfoot shuddering, as if at any minute the sea might dislodge it and bowl the island, end over end, down the chute.


Its aboriginal past – still tantalizingly close to hand – puts the Inside Passage on terms of close kinship with the ancient sea of the Phoenicians and the Greeks. A nineteenth-century Kwakiutl or Tsimshian Indian would have found it easy to adapt to Homer’s sea, with its reigning winds and creaturely powers. He simply used other names for them. For homicidal tricksters like Zeus and Poseidon he had had such counterparts as Raven, Killer Whale, Halibut. He could identify keenly with Ulysses in the Straits of Messina – though he might have found Charybdis a little tame after the canoe-guzzling whirlpools of his home waters.


High mountains and impenetrable forests crowded in on the coastal Indians and kept them within yards of the sea. The water was safer, more easily travelled, more productive, than the surrounding land. The Indians lived in an exclusively maritime culture, centred on the lavishly painted cedar canoe. Babies were rocked in miniature canoe-cradles; the dead were despatched in canoe-coffins. In their masks, rattles, boxes, woven blankets, and decorated hats, they created a marvellous, stylized, highly articulate maritime art.


The shelf at the front of the forecabin, where I slept, became the Art section of the boat’s library: the driest place to store $75 and $125 books (made browser-proof with cellophane wrapping) on the art of the Salish, Kwakiutl, Haida, Tsimshian, and Tlingit Indians. The designs represented creatures of the sea and coast – some familiar, like whales, bears, frogs, halibut, sea lions, cormorants, octopuses; some unknown to natural history, fantastic sea-dwelling composites like the Tsimshians’ Nagunakas, who reached up from the bottom of the sea to grab a canoeful of fishermen, then held them prisoner for four years in his octopus’s garden.


The more I looked at these pictures, the more I saw that Northwest Indian art was maritime in much more than its subject matter. Its whole formal conception and composition were rooted in the Indians’ experience of water (a fact that seems to have generally eluded its curators). The rage for symmetry, for images paired with their doubles, was gained, surely, from a daily acquaintance with mirror-reflections: the canoe and its inverted twin, on a sheltered inlet in the stillness of dusk and dawn. The typical ‘ovoid’ shape – the basic unit of composition, used by all the tribes along the Inside Passage – was exactly that of the tiny capillary wave raised by a cat’s-paw of wind, as it catches the light and makes a frame for the sun. The most arresting formal feature of coastal Indian art, its habit of dismembering creatures and scattering their parts into different quarters of a large design, perfectly mimicked the way in which a slight ripple will smash a reflection into an abstract of fragmentary images. No maritime art I knew went half as far as this in transforming events in the water itself into constituent elements of design.


The Indians spoke most directly through the paintbrush and the chisel. Plenty of examples of their art were collected by the early explorers, between 1778 and 1800, before the artists had had a chance to be influenced by their invaders. But their stories were nearly all transcribed much later, toward the end of the nineteenth century and after, when colonization, Christianity, and tourism – a mighty influence on native art – had so eroded the culture that little was left except rags and tatters. The translations of local languages into German and English were crude; the eager-to-please Indian tellers were already familiar with imported Bible stories and European folktales; and when the collectors were faced with strange disjunctions, they provided transitions and linkages that gave these narratives the smooth shape of something by Aesop or the Brothers Grimm.


Even so, such collectors as Aurel Krause, John Swanton, and Franz Boas put together an enormous native literature of the Inside Passage. Their books filled several feet of shelving with stories full of strange transactions between humans and clams, bears, devilfish, and the other creatures with whom the Indians shared the water.


The saloon of my boat was dominated by the eighteenth-century white explorers – intruders from the Age of Reason, for whom measurement, with quadrants, chronometers, and magnetic compasses, was a form of taking possession. They squared up the Inside Passage with a graph-paper grid of longitudes and latitudes derived from the Royal Observatory at Greenwich and the equator. As part of the century’s great communal project of Linnaean taxonomy, they went fossicking for specimens of plants, birds, mammals. They covered their emerging charts of the sea with names: naming it after themselves, their ships, their patrons, their national historic dates and occasions. The animist sea of the Indians was reinvented by the Europeans in the image of their own age. Besides Vancouver, I had on board Captain Cook, Peter Puget (Vancouver’s lieutenant), Archibald Menzies (Vancouver’s official naturalist), and, from Spain, Alessandro Malaspina and Alcalá Galiano, together with the journal of the Spanish expedition artist, Tomás de Suria. Each had his own voice and, looking at the same stretch of water, saw it in strikingly different terms from the others. To travel with these men, in their tight kneeboots and frogged waistcoats, was to be in on a continuous, sometimes quarrelsome, seminar about the character and significance of the new sea.


By accident, in an unrelated attempt to brighten the saloon, I’d hung prints from the same period as these explorers. A 1792 plate of assorted New World birds, evidently drawn from their pinned-out corpses, went up first, on the forward bulkhead. A cartoon of George III – poor, mad, kindly Farmer George – was Velcro-taped aft, alongside the VHF radio. A pair of hummingbirds (1789) perched above the barograph. The prints had come in a job lot, and it took me a while to notice how aptly they chimed with the swelling library: by losing the American colonies, the King had put a high premium on British acquisition of the as-yet-undiscovered coast of North America; while the bird prints neatly embodied the imperatives – shoot! classify! name! describe! – of eighteenth-century discovery.


When Captain Cook put into Nootka Sound, on the west side of Vancouver Island, the Indians offered him sea otter pelts in exchange for iron tools. In his journal he remarked:




Sea otters, which live mostly in the water, are found here. The fur of these animals . . . is certainly softer and finer than that of any others we know of, and therefore the discovery of this part of the continent of North America, where so valuable an article of commerce may be met with, cannot be a matter of indifference.





Cook’s ship, Resolution, had barely left Nootka for the north when the fur traders arrived. Like the fishermen prowling Seattle’s docks in recent decades, these freelance captains were out to make a killing. Buying sea otter skins to sell on the Chinese market, they plagued the coast until the Indians had hunted the animal to extinction. The captains themselves survived, on the charts, as Meares Passage, the Kendrick Islands, Dixon Entrance, Barkley Sound, Gray’s Harbor. Their books were harder to locate than the long reaches of otterless water on which they’d left their names: I was still on the lookout for a copy of John Meares’s Voyages in the Years 1788–1789, from China to the Northwest Coast of America (London, 1790), and George Dixon’s A Voyage Round the World (London, 1789).


Then came the first, lonely white settlers. Often living many miles from their nearest English-speaking neighbours, they were dependent on the Indians for company and conversation; and keeping a journal, or writing a book, was a means of keeping at bay the psychological perils of the night. I particularly liked James Gilchrist Swan, who, in 1849, left his wife and children in Boston to join the California Gold Rush, then slipped north by ship from San Francisco to make a new life for himself on the Washington coast. Travelling with the Indians in their canoes, he learned their language and picked up much of their maritime lore. Though overfond of giving his native companions jocose titles such as ‘The Duke of York’, Swan on the whole was a modest, tender-hearted man; a good listener, a bit of a fusspot, a keen amateur ethnologist. He loved to be out on the water. He made sails for the Indians’ canoes and decorated them with designs admired up and down the Strait of Juan de Fuca. He was also a walking drugstore, and dosed the Indians with pills and patent medicines.


He was forty-two when he published The Northwest Coast: Or, Three Years’ Residence in Washington Territory in 1857. Eleven years later, the Smithsonian Institution brought out The Indians of Cape Flattery. Both books were full of the small voyages he’d made with the Indians, and conveyed – as no anthropologist has done since – the zigzag, stop-go pace of these journeys, the methods of aboriginal seamanship and navigation, the delicate skill of managing a dugout canoe in fast tides and heavy weather.


Combing through Swan’s private diaries in the University of Washington library, in search of more canoe trips, I found myself becoming too intimate a witness to his miserable decline. In Port Townsend, at the top of Puget Sound, Swan became a justice of the peace, a correspondent for the eastern papers, and a morose whiskey-drunk. By the 1870s, his handwriting would go to pieces on him in the evenings, a jagged line of sepia ink betraying where his hand had skidded out of control on the page. Two shaky words – ‘Fat Billy’, every letter laboriously constructed, each looking like the outline of a collapsing shed – would pass for a day’s entry, and some pages were still crinkled with 120-year-old spills of booze.


Yet the Indians with whom he had lived still visited, and took him on excursions in their canoes. Then he’d perk up, and his handwriting recover. Sitting in the stern sheets, or, camped out on Padilla Bay, wolfing down crabs and flounder caught by ‘Patrick Henry’ and ‘The Duke of York’, Judge Swan would almost succeed in persuading himself that he was back in happier days. Returned – too soon – to his Port Townsend house, he would sit in his usual pew at Sunday church, where mothers of teenage daughters saw him as a dangerous old goat.


Missionaries arrived with the settlers – men like the Dickensianly named Myron Eells, a Congregational minister whose physical deficiencies show up startlingly in his photograph. His eyes are magnified by a pair of thick-lensed, too-small, wire-framed glasses; his lips are thin and bloodless-looking; his beard, straining for luxuriance, achieves at best a tangled fluffiness. Eells’s parishioners were the Skokomish Indians on the southern crook of the Hood Canal, a side channel to Puget Sound. His task was to save them from their savage superstitions, and to police their consumption of alcohol. If his own account is to be believed, he once joined them (reluctantly, for Myron was no sailor) on a long canoe ride to a potlatch at Dungeness, on the Strait of Juan de Fuca, because they’d begged him to rescue them from the temptations of the bottle. Yet even as he set about on a root-and-branch destruction of the foundations of Indian culture, he meticulously documented what remained of the Skokomish customs when he arrived on the reservation in 1874. He collected and labelled a vast collection of artefacts, and wrote a thorough, if colourless, monograph entitled The Indians of Puget Sound.


By contrast with James Swan, I found Myron Eells tough going as a travelling companion. A strain of self-preening piety in his writing put my back up, and there was something too obviously anal about his collecting habit. But his book was useful, chiefly for that uncomfortable canoe voyage – on which the Indians drew his ire for getting down in the bottom of the boat, muttering un-Christian incantations, whenever they neared a tide-race.


En route through British Columbia, I hoped to supplement Eells by finding a copy of Thomas Crosby’s much jollier-sounding Up and Down the Northwest Coast by Canoe and Mission Ship. The missionaries, bent on stamping out one set of beliefs in order to impose another, must’ve tangled directly with stubborn fears and ideas of the water; and no one, Indian or white, is more prone to superstition than when at sea. I was also tracking two Catholic missionaries, Father Brabant and Father Blanchet.


It was bad luck for the anthropologists, and their comparatively recent discipline, that the missionaries got to the Inside Passage first. By the time Boas and his colleagues reached the coast, there was no way of telling whether an Indian story about a great flood and the tribe’s rescue from it was generations old or just a garbled version of Genesis viii, or perhaps a bit of both. Had the Indians always believed in a creator – a sky god, the Great Spirit, the Transformer – or was this a recent idea, picked up at Shaker Sunday school, and merged with older native beliefs and stories? Did the totem pole, the most arresting symbol of Northwest Indian culture, date from time immemorial, or was it a product of fur-trade wealth and fur-trade leisure? In an unchronicled society, without writing, things that happened yesterday bleed into ancient history; and after a hundred years of rubbing up against explorers, traders, missionaries, and colonial administrators, the tribe members had ceased to be reliable authorities on their own traditions.


Of all the tribal groups in North America, the Indians of the Inside Passage had left the richest body of ceremonial and domestic art, and the most voluminous oral literature. Their culture was the most nearly intact because it had been invaded late in the era of New World discovery. Yet even when, say, Franz Boas arrived on the coast, the day-to-day reality of aboriginal life had faded into blurred snapshots and conjecture. Much later, Claude Lévi-Strauss would write of the Inside Passage that it was a ‘stage . . . along whose entire stretch the actors of a play for which we do not have a script have left their footprints’.


The recency of that loss, and the vast quantity of those footprints (visible on almost every mile of shoreline), made the Northwest coast a magnet for theorists, speculators, freelance intellectuals. On the boat I had the stimulating and disputatious company of Boas, Lévi-Strauss, Edward Sapir, Edmund Leach; also Wayne Suttles, a social anthropologist local to the area, a sceptical empiricist whose essays applied small bright pins to the gas-filled balloons of received ideas about the Indians and their cosmology.


The anthropologists, too, lived in the saloon. The aft cabin, a useful wedge of space behind the cockpit and the engine, and usually my daughter’s playroom, had been converted for this trip into the Travel section. I’d kept Julia’s Dr Seuss books, The Enormous Crocodile, Clifford the Big Red Dog, Sleepy Bear, along with the Crayolas and Play-doh, because I couldn’t stand to send them into even temporary exile. (Besides, her animal stories chimed interestingly with Sapir’s in his Nootka Texts.) But the cabin was largely taken over now with a black vinyl artist’s portfolio of charts; with tide tables, pilot books, and tourist guides with titles like Gunkholing in the Gulf Islands and Live the Magic of the North Mile by Mile.


After the Indians, the explorers, the fur traders, the settlers, the missionaries, and the anthropologists, tourists came to the Inside Passage, and witnessed the sea in their own terms. In 1879 John Muir, the Scottish-born naturalist, explored the northern reaches and in his own brand of lyrical, solemn, ringing prose conquered them for the high Romantic Sublime. The modern tourist brochure, with its majestic peaks and pristine fjords, harks straight back to Muir:




Sunshine streamed through the luminous fringes of the clouds and fell on the green waters of the fjord, the glittering bergs, the crystal bluffs of the vast glacier, the intensely white, far-spreading fields of ice, and the ineffably chaste and spiritual heights of the Fairweather Range, which were now hidden, now partly revealed, the whole making a picture of icy wildness unspeakably pure and sublime.





This rendering of the land and sea as a transfiguring religious experience did for south-east Alaska what Wordsworth’s poems had done for the English Lakes: it called forth, from the Lower 48 and beyond, boatloads of would-be worshippers armed with cameras and sketchbooks, eager to take home some epiphanic fragment of the wilderness.


As Wordsworth’s Lake District was populated with figures of antique rustic wisdom – toothless shepherds, leech-gatherers, idiot boys – Muir’s Inside Passage was full of noble red men in canoes, invariably described as ‘venerable’, ‘serene’, or possessed of ‘grave dignity’. When these Indians talked, via interpreters, they speechified, in ornate Victorian English, with sonorous periods and overextended similes drawn from the natural world. The John Muir Indian was a lineal descendant of the Fenimore Cooper Indian.




I am an old man, but I am glad to listen to those strange things you tell, and they may well be true, for what is more wonderful than the flight of birds in the air? I remember the first white man I ever saw. Since that long ago time I have seen many, but never until now have I ever truly known and felt a white man’s heart. . . . It has always seemed to me while trying to speak to traders and those seeking gold-mines that it was like speaking to a person across a broad stream that was running fast over stones and making so loud a noise that scarce a single word could be heard. But now, for the first time, the Indian and the white man are on the same side of the river, eye to eye, heart to heart. . . .





It was John Muir Indians whom Edward S. Curtis, the Seattle-based photographer, pictured in the five volumes he devoted to the Inside Passage in his epic series, The North American Indian. His posed sepia studies, with every trace of the modern artfully banished from the frame, exult in the romance of the primitive. Most of Curtis’s photos were taken between 1900 and 1916; he travelled, by railroad and steamship, through a world dominated by the mission school, the cannery, the timber mill, the Model-T, the phonograph; though you’d never guess that from his pictures, which show the Indians living in a state of primeval dignity and simplicity, their misty landscapes miraculously untouched by the logging crew and their traction engines.


Muir and Curtis between them manufactured the essential images needed by the twentieth-century tourist industry. By the time I arrived in the Northwest, fleets of white cruise ships were on regular patrol up and down the Inside Passage, and the sea had become a medium through which passengers could scan what Muir called ‘the glorious pages of Nature’s Bible’. As a copywriter for a cruise line put it:




You cruise this enchanted waterway, and each vista surpasses the one before. Your ship threads her sure course past forests, islands and inlets, surrounded by silence. You glimpse a deep fjord penetrating the wilderness. To the east the sun glints on snowcapped peaks. An incredible voyage.


Watch, awestruck, as a pinnacle of ice cracks off the glacial cliff and crashes into the sea. . . . Harbor seals sun on an iceberg. Mountain goats are spied, high on the cliffs. You might see a humpback whale breaching, a school of leaping orcas. Maybe a black bear scavenging along the shore. . . .





To the irritation of all the tugboat captains, gill-netters, and trollers who worked these constricted channels, the nature-loving cruise ships were joined by nature-loving kayaks, motor cruisers, and sailboats like mine – ‘yachts and crap’, in the gloomily derisive phrase of the captain of a log-tow on which I once spent a slow-moving week.


We all carried Muir, of course, along with a rack of yachtsman’s guides – books with a distinctive late Romantic rhetoric of their own. The guides competed with one another to describe anchorages so remote, so eccentric, their entrances so tide-encumbered and rock-strewn, that anyone brave enough to reach them was guaranteed absolute solitude. They harped, in beguiling technical detail, on close encounters with tide races and whirlpools. They made much of the few stretches of open ocean, their thirty-foot swells, sudden gales, treacherous tidal sets, and proven shipwrecking abilities. Dangers and difficulties were talked up as part of the voyage’s allure. The writers referred to their reader as ‘the mariner’, as in ‘The mariner will be well-advised to consult Egg Island lighthouse station on VHF Ch. 9 . . .’ Their Inside Passage, especially in its outer reaches, was a solitary, self-reliant adventure in a watery wilderness untouched by spoiling human hands.


When the boat was under way, my still very incomplete library took on a shuffling, drunken life of its own. The books slammed and swayed on the shelves, bulged against the restraining belts of shock-cord, and sometimes liberated themselves and took flight through the boat like so many heavyweight pigeons. After a rough passage, I’d find Edmund Leach, Evelyn Waugh, George Vancouver, Kwakiutl Art, Anthony Trollope, The 12-Volt Bible, Homer, and Oceanography and Seamanship in an unlikely tangle on the saloon floor, their pages gaping, their jackets half off; Hannah Arendt in the sink with Myron Eells. I liked these chance couplings and collisions, and hoped that on the long trip north the entire library would be shaken, pitched, and rolled into a happy, interdisciplinary ragout.


Narcissus stares into the pool, and there discovers a face whose expression of wonder and yearning is a miraculously perfect match to his own; a smart move by Nemesis, to send Narcissus to the fountain. The refractive property of water ensures that when we look in deep, we see shallow. When we gaze down, searching for some shadowy profundity below the surface, what usually comes back to us is merely us.


Once, people looked at the sea with a religious abhorrence. It was chaos, the flux, the vast desert of waters; the inchoate abyss from which God had raised man and his fragile, precious civilization. As the creation story begins:




The earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. . . .





W. H. Auden wrote that in the Bible the sea ‘is so little of a friendly symbol that the first thing which the author of the Book of Revelation notices in his vision of the new heaven and earth at the end of time is that “there was no more sea”’.


Later, in the Renaissance, the sea was seen as pure inviting space, a tabula rasa on which to inscribe new routes of trade, exploration, and imperial conquest. Cartographers decorated it with spouting whales, ruled compass courses, ships bustling importantly under sail, navigational instruments – quadrants, dividers, hourglasses. Like a full-dress portrait by Titian or Veronese, the map-makers’ sea reflected back the glory of the merchant prince, his fleet of ships and hired adventurers. On this sea made for exploitation, set an argosy afloat and it would return, low in the water, with a cargo of gold.


Later still, under the influence of German Romantic philosophy and English Romantic poetry, the sea came to be regarded as the quintessence of the Sublime in nature: violent, beautiful, coldly indifferent to mankind. ‘The eternal sea’, or ‘the immortal sea’, apostrophized by Byron – ‘Roll on, thou deep and dark blue Ocean – roll!’ – and by Tennyson – ‘Break, break, break, on thy cold gray stones, O Sea!’ – was a morbid deity. In Melville’s Moby-Dick, when the water at last closes over the smashed remains of Pequod, ‘the great shroud of the sea rolled on as it rolled five thousand years ago’. In a secular, industrial age, we found in the sea a symbol of our own need for something that would mightily transcend us.


That mirror image had its day, and still survives, though it is being displaced by a counter-reflection. By the 1960s, people were looking at the sea in a mood of chastened self-recrimination, seeing in it their own greed, improvidence, and wastefulness. They had treated the sea as a toilet. Now full of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons and polychlorinated biphenyls, fouled with oil from grounded tankers, fished out, its clams poisonous, its Dover sole riddled with liver cancers, its species dying out in catastrophic numbers, the polluted ocean held up a looking-glass to the heedless, stupid face of humankind.


Slivery, partial images like these danced continually on the surface of the water, changing places, dissolving into each other, reigning for a moment, then suddenly losing their sharpness. I thought it might be possible to think of a sea as the sum of all the reflections it had held during its history. You’d never know the half of them, of course; but in the clashes and contradictions of image against image you might at least catch something of the provocative power of the sea, which has meant so much, so variously, to us.


To put oneself afloat on a sea route as old and heavily travelled as the Inside Passage was to join the epic cavalcade of all those, present and past, who’d found some kind of meaning in these waters. In an average day’s sailing, one might have to alter course to give way to a Holland-America Line cruise ship; a squad of family gill-netters; an NOAA research vessel full of scientists doing fieldwork; the garbage scow, piled high with crushed cars, fridges, filing cabinets, on its regular fortnightly run between Juneau and Seattle. I always suffer from mild delusions when I’m alone for long at sea, and it would be no great surprise to find myself hauling the wheel to starboard to get clear of a survey-pinnace, under a yellowed lugsail, from the Vancouver expedition, or, skirting a fog-cliff, a red-and-black-painted Haida canoe, laden with Chilkat blankets, going south to trade.


In their versions of the sea, none of the people aboard these craft would agree on very much. The vacationing realtor from Omaha and Lieutenant Peter Puget could well find more to talk about than the ocean physicist, developing a theoretical model of how heat is exchanged between a breaking wave and the atmosphere, and his contemporary, the captain of the garbage scow. Each ship might as well be sailing a separate ocean. My conceit was that I could listen and talk about the sea to all these people, and somehow mediate between their rival images.


I had a boat, most of a spring and summer, a cargo of books, and the kind of dream of self-enrichment that spurs everyone who sails north from Seattle. Forget the herring and the salmon: I meant to go fishing for reflections, and come back with a glittering haul. Other people’s reflections, as I thought then. I wasn’t prepared for the catch I eventually made.


I topped up the gimballed brass lamps with oil and made a new shock-cord harness for the barograph, whose inked needle was making a steady horizontal line along the 1,025-millibar mark. Blue-sky-and-zephyr pressure. An Alaska-bound fish-processing ship, heading west down the Ship Canal, sent a breaking wake through the moorings. The books shuffled softly on their shelves, the boat creaked against its fenders, and impish scraps of lamplight skedaddled back and forth around the saloon. That evening, at home, it was my turn to cook, and I had only a few minutes left. John Munroe had gone off, an hour before, to check out a steel ketch I’d seen rigged as a troller at Fishermen’s Terminal.


For my trip, I’d bought three ring-bound sketchbooks to keep notes in, plus two ruled logs in which to record meteorological and marine details of the voyage. I wrote ‘Passage to Juneau 1’ on the cover of a Grumbacher sketchbook, and copied onto the first page a passage from the last chapter of The Way of the Masks.




The myths thus put two codes in a relationship of correspondence: incest and the rejection of or dissatisfaction with procreation, kinds of antisocial behaviour, have their equivalent in the natural order where extreme modalities of turbulence and immobility can also be observed.





Lévi-Strauss’s French prose is notoriously difficult to translate, and this particular translation made him sound even more impenetrable and cranky than usual. But the essence of his argument rang clearly through the mechanical translatorese. Writing of the many stories about whirlpools and their way of sucking human beings into the maelstrom, Lévi-Strauss recognized that this kind of turbulence was intimately linked to turmoil in society and the family.


The water on which the Northwest Indians lived their daily lives was full of danger and disorder; seething white through rocky passes, liable to turn steep and violent at the first hint of a contrary wind, plagued with fierce and deceptive currents. The whirlpool – capable of ingesting a whole cedar tree, then spitting it out again like a cherry pit – was the central symbol of the sea at large, and all its terrors.


Upwellings, swirls, overfalls . . . one moment of inattention would lead to capsize. Living like this provided the Indians with a natural model for social conduct. The tribe was a fragile canoe, and one had to be on perpetual guard against anything that might upset it. Disruptive human behaviour, such as sleeping with your sister or killing your brother, was like fooling with a whirlpool; it jeopardized tribal stability. The ship-of-state metaphor, usually rather a fancy notion, applied with peculiar literalness to the culture of the Northwest Indians, for whom the imperilled canoe was both a daily fact and, in their myths and stories, a figurative means of defining their society. The great protective web of customs, rules, and rituals that the coastal Indians spun around themselves was a navigational system, designed to keep the canoe of the family and village from drifting over the lip of the maelstrom.


I made some notes along these lines, blew out the oil lamps, locked the boat, and walked up to the house to cook dinner for my wife and daughter.
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On April Fools’ Day, I sat with my daughter at the top of the stairs and heard myself talking in a voice I despised.


‘It’s OK, Julia. I’ll come home again to see you in twenty-one days. In a floatplane. I’ll bring a special present for you.’


That overstressed singsong, those audible hyphens between syllables . . . The lines sounded to me like ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’, tapped out, uncertainly, on a toy xylophone.


‘Twenty-one days!’


‘Jaybird, that’s not long—’


Plink-plonk. Plonk, plonk. Plink.


Travelling always entails infidelity. You do your best to mask the feeling of sly triumph that comes with turning your back on home and all it stands for; but disappearing into the crowd in the departure lounge, or stowing your bags in the car at dawn, you know you’re a rat. I was an experienced deserter, but never until now had I been squarely faced with my treachery.


The colours in Julia’s face had run together. Lower lip thrust forward, eyes brimming, she stared down into the carpeted green depths of the stairwell; she seemed suffused with her own powerlessness. She didn’t have a vote on this, and at three and a half, she had no idea of how to gain suffrage.


Then, suddenly, she found a voice – a tone-perfect echo of my own. Matching my singsong delivery, cadence for cadence, she said: ‘I don’t mind, I won’t miss you. I love Mommy more than you.’


‘Julia—’


She was constantly quizzing us about the limits and dimensions of the place she called ‘our world’. ‘Are there real bears in our world?’ ‘Is New York City in our world?’ Now, through her eyes, I saw our world coming adrift from its regular orbit – a small planet, unbalanced by my departure, wobbling off into the dangerous blue.


She squirmed behind me on the top stair and pressed her face into the small of my back. ‘I kiss you,’ she said, measuring each word, ‘because I love you. But I won’t mind when you’re not here. I’ll be glad.’


She was talking like a grown-up, her words at war with her face. I’d always known that it would come, of course, but never thought it could come so early – this milestone moment when parent and child first find themselves speaking to each other through protective masks.


‘Julia, I have to go. It’s my work – it’s what I do so we all can live here in this house. I’ll be thinking of you every day, and I’ll be home soon. I promise.’


She gazed back, bleakly sceptical, knowing otherwise.


‘Will you be home on my birthday?’


From behind us, in the kitchen, Jean called: ‘Julia! It’s time to eat your cereal!’


‘My birthday is November twenty-six.’


For her sake, I had arranged a going-away party down at the boat;


two of Julia’s friends and their parents were meeting us at noon for soda pop, champagne, cheese, and brownies. Before we left for the dock, I gave her a stuffed animal – a grey kitten she immediately named Juliette.


‘I’ll always look after her. I won’t lose her. Ever.’ She had the righteous glow that comes with possession of the moral high ground.


We piled into the car. The ridge of high pressure had collapsed the day before, and a front was moving in from the ocean. Under a spongy sky, a thin precipitation, more mist than rain, furred the outlines of Phinney Ridge and Queen Anne Hill. The windshield wipers squeaked noisily against the glass, while Julia kept up a low monologue of confidences addressed to her kitten, and her mother and I talked household bills. Julia said, ‘Mommy, what’s “inconsiderate”?’


At the boat, Julia’s glum mood was instantly erased by the sight of her friends. She became the proud curator of a cabinet of wonders. ‘We’ve got a toilet on our boat,’ she announced, and led Zoe and Natalie downstairs to admire the yawning porcelain bowl, the fine pump handle, and the screw-top inlet valve that took two hands to turn it. Under her instruction, the children flushed the head a dozen times – rapt hydrophiles, engrossed by the swirl and gurgle of water in the bowl. Then they set up camp on the double bed in the forecabin, smearing the sheets with chocolate brownies, and leaving behind them a faint musk, like the smell of bruised apples, that lingered in the cabin for days afterwards.


Shoehorned into the saloon because of the weather, the adults sat elbow to elbow around the table, nipped warily at the Veuve Cliquot, and made station-platform small talk. Only Natalie’s father, David Shields, kept out of the conversation, head swivelling on his shoulders; a spotted owl on watch for mice. I saw his eyes blink from the barograph to the clock, to the cartoon of George III, to the VHF radio, to the titles of the books on the shelves. He spotted one of his own, Remote, lower shelf, port side, and gave it a slight, involuntary nod. He stared past me at a framed photograph of Julia in forsythia raingear, and at the fire extinguisher bolted to the bulkhead above it. Then he said, in a rush, ‘Your house is all clutter, but this has such . . . clarity. There’s a use for everything, and all the books look chosen. It’s, like, the perfect space – just the right size and shape for reading and writing. It’s so habitable. You must be able to have thoughts here – waterthoughts – that you could never have on land.’


Pleased, I said, ‘It’s the only place I can be tidy in.’


‘It’s amazing!’ David said, clearly thinking of the turmoil of my study, its snowdrifts of books and papers, its perpetual air of having just been inexpertly burgled. People looked inside and wanted to dial 911. ‘And all this beautiful wood, it’s how I imagine the office of an Oxford don . . . ’


I thought of Shields’s office. He worked in a concrete bunker beneath his house, by anglepoise lamplight. A long wall was lined with black filing cabinets, each one labelled with a theme related to his books. I thought his office forbiddingly severe, a likely sanctum for a puritanical chief inspector. His computer was always turned off when I visited, his notebook closed. I like to spy on other people at work; Shields, a spy himself, took careful security precautions. His office gave nothing away. I was interested that he should warm so to my boat. Perhaps it was because it gave everything away with its candid exhibition of the people I loved, the books I liked, the bits of equipment, like the course-protractor and the pair of brass dividers that went with my odd, late-flowering passion for being afloat.


The children tumbled, roaring, from the forecabin. ‘We goed to Alaska! We goed to Alaska!’ Julia said.


With difficulty – a lost shoe, a missing pacifier, a hunt among the bedclothes for abandoned stuffed animals – we shifted the farewell party onto the dock, where the precipitation had hardened into drizzle. I got the engine going, unwrapped the ropes from their cleats, kissed Jean and Julia goodbye, and eased the boat astern. From the cockpit, I reached down into the saloon for my camera, to snap this knot of people waving in the rain.


‘Bye, Daddy!’ Julia, aloft on her mother’s shoulders, had much the loudest voice of all the callers on shore. I found her in the viewfinder and zoomed in: a happy face, eyes and mouth wide, both arms up in the air, like a football fan cheering a last-minute goal. As I pressed the shutter, I heard her shout, ‘Byeeee!’


Many weeks later, in Juneau, I had the film processed, and was thrown by the print of this shot. Though it’s in crisp focus and Julia fills the frame, her hands are clasped around her mother’s head, and her mouth is closed in a dubious Giaconda smile.


More heartsore than elated, I motored down the Ship Canal. The canal was maritime Seattle’s Main Street, a long, wide boulevard of ships and sheds, dry docks, cranes, riggers, marine railways, and fish-packing outfits. The uniform wash-grey was punctuated by splashes of surreal light from arc lamps and welders’ blowtorches. In the watery nooks and crannies between the big yards, white-bearded pirates, all known as ‘Captain’ and suffering from emphysema, ran eccentric trading enterprises from lopsided floating shacks. You wanted a diesel manifold, a power winch, an old radar, a forty-eight-inch left-handed propeller, you had to go see Captain Mac, or Captain Don, or Captain Sorenson. The captains each had a stake in the junk that came off the ships that put in here for refit or to be broken up for scrap. The ships themselves had the names of ports as far apart as Anchorage, Vladivostok, Panama City, Lima, and Manila painted on their rusty flanks.


Seeing the city from the Ship Canal, you’d think Seattle’s only business was to go to sea. On the north shore, Ballard, the Scandinavian fishermen’s suburb, came crowding to the water’s edge. The flags of Norway, Sweden, and Denmark flew over Market Street, and the Olsons and Johnsons could buy lutefisk at the neighbourhood deli. For months on end, Ballard was a place of absentee fathers. In house after house, there was the picture of Dad’s boat on the wall; the weekly phone call, patched through by radio; the eking out and scraping by until settlement day and the father’s return.


Small wonder, then, that the boats at Fishermen’s Terminal had homesick names. The man who named his boat after his wife could take her name, at least, to sea, where it would daily be on many people’s lips. So the growly male voice, calling over the VHF, ‘Gilda? Gilda? This is Bettijean, Bettijean,’ was making a necessary assertion of the survival of the intimate world of the family in the face of the rising wind and climbing sea.


I was in good company: ships and boats are instruments of separation. The wharves along the Ship Canal were dotted with solitary figures. Russian and Filipino seamen – stranded here a long, long way from home – stood smoking, killing time, watching the west-going current slide past as sluggishly as hours.


At Ballard Locks, the boat had to drop twenty-plus feet to reach the tidewater of Puget Sound. As it sank in the dripping echo chamber of the small lock, I chatted with the attendant overhead.


‘Out for the afternoon?’


‘No, I’m off to Alaska.’


‘All on your own? Getting away from the wife, huh?’


‘No, I’m on a job.’


‘Delivery job? I could do with a job like that. Except I’d have a divorce on my hands.’


‘I know the feeling. There was a touch of frost in the air at home this morning.’


‘Yeah. Breakfast in the Ice Age . . .’ He laughed – that complicit, American, male laugh, in which every man supposedly is married to the same motherly scold. But I wasn’t a member of the boys’ club.


The lock gates wheezed open, admitting the sudden salt smell of the sea.


‘Have fun, Cap! Get laid in Ketchikan for me, will you?’


For him, as for so many men of his place and generation, Alaska was the land of lost youth, where you had money to burn and wild oats to sow. As the years passed by, the remembered money multiplied at a giddy annual percentage rate, and the oats of yore grew ever wilder. When I told men over fifty that I was going to Alaska, I might have said that all my hair was growing back, and that I was looking forward once more to my twenty-second birthday.


Beyond the locks, the sky was beginning to brighten. A small sun showed dimly through the cloud, like a tarnished dime, and the water ahead was silvered with light. A fitful southerly breeze was wrinkling the sea into wavelets that peaked but did not break. At the fairway buoy, I killed the engine and unrolled the headsail, letting the boat drift north on the wind at a speed that could have been comfortably outstripped by a very old lady on a bicycle.


The interest here lay not on the surface of the water but in what was happening underneath. The depth sounder, bouncing ultrasonic impulses off the seafloor, was the thing to watch. At the fairway buoy, it showed 46 feet. Then it began to spool through the numbers – 71 feet, 98 feet, 103 feet, 127 feet, 165 feet . . . With every boat-length travelled through the water, the bottom fell away, a ragged underwater cliff. Close to 200 feet, the depth sounder lost contact with the ground and, pleading helplessness, gibbered random numbers at me until I switched it off. The chart took over now: half a mile from shore, I floated over the fifty-fathom contour; another half-mile, and the hundred-fathom line was crossed. Six hundred feet.


A hundred fathoms is the conventional mark of the edge of a continental shelf, where ships equipped with hundred-fathom leadlines ‘came into soundings’. Sailing east into the Atlantic from New York, one would have to traverse more than a hundred miles of ocean to reach that depth; sailing west from Land’s End, in Cornwall, about two hundred miles. And still the bottom kept on falling. After ghosting along under sail for less than half an hour, I was in 150 fathoms, and the sea still deepening. Like a bug planting its feet on the skin of the water, the boat was precariously aloft above a drowned rift valley.


The lie of the surrounding land gave no inkling of the sea’s profundity. Suburban hills, low and rolling, sloped gently to the water’s edge. The woods had been cut down to make way for looping crescents of identical $500,000 homes, pastel-painted ranch-style bungalows, built of cinderblock and Sheetrock, clad in colour-coordinated vinyl. Through binoculars, I could see their barbecue grills and picture windows; striped sun-loungers on decks; buzz-cut lawns terminating in a meagre strip of rocky beach. With a little imagination, I could see further: past the picture window to the Sears, Roebuck telescope on a tripod; nautical lamps, port and starboard of the open hearth with its electric logs; a faux-brass sign proclaiming the kitchen ‘Galley’ or ‘Slave Quarters’; the Navajo rug, the Pilchuck glass, the open copy of the Discovery Channel magazine, the love seat, the ceramic tub of dried bulrushes, the snoozing, short-haired dog.
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