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The world is full of magic things, patiently waiting for our senses to grow sharper.
W. B. YEATS




A NOTE ON DOLPHIN SPECIES


All of the species I write about in these pages are toothed whales (Odontoceti), one of two branches of cetaceans, a marine mammal group that includes whales, dolphins, and porpoises. The word “cetacean” comes from the Latin cetus, which means “whale,” and the Greek ketos, with its rather less flattering translation: “sea monster.”


Delphinidae, or oceanic dolphins, are the largest family of toothed whales, containing approximately thirty-seven species that range from the four-foot-long Hector’s dolphin to the twelve-foot bottlenose dolphin to the twenty-five-foot orca, or killer whale. The Delphinidae also include pilot whales, melon-headed whales, false killer whales, and pygmy killer whales. Among this group, the word “whale” indicates a creature’s size (very big, or at least bigger than your average dolphin), rather than being a precise scientific description.


However, not all dolphins belong to the Delphinidae. There are five species of river dolphins—remarkable, prehistoric-looking animals like the Amazon boto, the Ganges River dolphin, and the now-extinct baiji, formerly found in China’s Yangtze River.


I have also included beluga whales in this narrative. These white whales are one of two family members of Monodontidae, along with narwhals.


Porpoises are a separate band entirely, although in the past the words “dolphin” and “porpoise” were often used interchangeably. The seven species of porpoises, or Phocoenidae, are smaller, and distinct from dolphins.




PROLOGUE
HONOLUA


The road to Honolua Bay was red dirt against a grey sky, and it wound up the bluff in a series of steep switchbacks. I pulled over at the top, where the grade levelled off in a clearing. Usually this lookout was packed with cars, trucks, surfers scouting the break, tourists taking photos, but on this storm-tossed day no one else was around. I got out and walked to the edge of the embankment. Below me, small waves broke on jagged lava rocks, their crests whipped white by the wind.


Low clouds pressed down, turning the bay—a crescent that usually glimmered in a spectrum of blues, from pale aqua to inky cobalt—a dull slate colour. Even on brighter days, Honolua was a heavy spot. In centuries past the bay was a place of worship for Hawaiians, who pushed off from its lee in their voyaging canoes and made offerings to their gods in stone-heaped heiaus above its shoreline. There were no wide sandy beaches here, just a jigsaw of rocks tumbling down to the water, disappearing beneath the surface where they formed a reef, shallow at first, then dropping off to a darker realm.


Conditions were crummy, but I had driven a long way to get here and this particular bay was known for its marine beauty, its profusion of corals and creatures, so I didn’t want to leave without at least getting wet. I wouldn’t have another chance for a long while: by tomorrow at this time I would be flying back to New York City. I was aware that a recent flurry of shark attacks had people thinking twice about going into the water alone, or even at all. Suddenly, it seemed, everyone on Maui had realized they shared the ocean with large, occasionally snappish beasts. Around the island there was a deep need for a clear explanation—Too many sea turtles? Not enough fish? Climate change? Were the planet’s poles, perhaps, flipping?—some way to figure out the situation, wrap it up, get back to a time when sharks didn’t occupy the headlines every other day. I stood there in the wind considering my options, and after a few moments spent listening to my mind spin tales of lost limbs, sheared arteries, nothing left of me but a few scraps of bathing suit, I picked my way down the path and across the rocks, stepped into the water, and began to swim across the bay.


In the water I would only be as alone as I felt on land, anyway. If something happened to me out here, I wasn’t sure I cared.


I had lived with that feeling, a dull indifference to pretty much everything, for almost two years, since my father had died of a heart attack. He was seventy-one years old and athletic and strong, and when his heart’s electrical system seized up, he had been at our family’s summer cottage, walking down to the dock to take his seaplane out for a spin. The doctors said it probably took him five seconds to die.


In some dim, distant corner of my mind I had always known, as every person does, that my father wouldn’t be around forever, but the idea of losing him was so huge and overwhelming that I never gave it any space. It lived inside my head as the most horrifying thing I could possibly imagine, the monster I hoped never to face. By the time I hit my forties—divorced, childless by choice, restless by nature—I knew that my father was the central figure in my life, the rock, the anchor, the wise man whose presence allowed me to roam the world making mistakes and having adventures because I could always trust he’d be there at the end to help me make sense of it all. I could no more imagine a life without him than I could imagine life without my torso. And yet, here I was.


But a strange thing happens when your worst nightmare is realized: nothing much is left to scare you. After the initial tsunami of grief, I found myself walking calmly into situations that would have previously terrified me: a solo swim, at dusk, in prime tiger shark territory, for instance. Fear was replaced by an ever-present numbness.


As I headed across the mouth of the bay I veered slightly south, out to sea, until I was a half mile offshore. Treading water, I cleared my goggles and looked around. I could faintly see the bottom, unperturbed and sandy, and conditions were smoother out here, so I didn’t turn back. I kept swimming. Some people crave illicit substances when upset; my drug of choice is saltwater. The ocean’s vast blue country was either peace or oblivion, I wasn’t sure which, but both of those possibilities worked for me.


I was about to head back when a movement caught my eye: a large, shadowy body passed diagonally below me. Then, a jutting dorsal fin; beside it something white flashed. Streaks of sunlight had filtered through the clouds and suddenly the water was illuminated. My adrenaline surged as the creatures revealed themselves.


It was a pod of spinner dolphins, forty or fifty animals, swimming towards me. They materialized from the ocean like ghosts, shimmering in the ether. One moment they were hazily visible, then they were gone, then they reappeared on all sides, surrounding me. I had never been this close to dolphins before, and I was amazed by their appearance. One of the bigger spinners approached slowly, watching me. For a moment we hung there in the water and looked at one another, exchanging what I can only describe as a profound, cross-species greeting. His eyes were banded subtly with black, markings that trailed to his pectoral fins like an especially delicate bank robber’s mask. I wondered if he was the pod’s guardian, if the others followed his lead. The dolphins were travelling in small but distinct clusters—couples, threesomes, klatches of four or five—and within those little groups they maintained close body contact. I saw fins touching like handholding, bellies brushing across backs, heads tilted towards other heads, beaks slipped under flukes.


The entire group could have darted away in an instant, but they chose instead to stay with me. Spinners are known for their athletics, rocketing out of the water in aerial leaps whenever the urge strikes, but these dolphins were relaxed. They showed no fear, despite the presence of several baby spinners tucked in beside their mothers, replicas the size of bowling pins. The dolphins had simply enfolded me in their gathering, and I could hear their clicks and buzzes underwater, their cryptic aquatic conversation.


I dove ten feet down and the big dolphin appeared beside me again, even closer. He had colouration like a penguin’s, dark on top and tuxedo white on his belly, with a long, slender beak. At eight feet long he was a powerful animal, but nothing in his body language suggested hostility. We stayed together for maybe ten minutes but the meeting felt eternal, as though time were suspended in the water with us. The ocean rose and fell rhythmically, almost hypnotically, but I had no point of reference, no horizon. There was no land, no sky. Everything glowed, as if viewed through a lush blue prism. The dolphins watched me watching them. They moved with an unearthly grace, as though they were more presence than form. I swam with the spinners until they headed into deeper waters, where the light fell off to nowhere in long, slanting rays. The last thing I saw before they vanished back into their world was their tails, moving in unison.


***


After my encounter with them, I thought of the dolphins often. Not just for hours or days afterwards, but for weeks and months. I thought of them at night as I was going to sleep—remembering their languid swimming motions made me relaxed and drowsy and calm. I thought of the dolphins after I left Hawaii and returned to Manhattan, where life was anything but relaxed and drowsy and calm, and where the luminous blues of the Pacific Ocean were a distant memory. In my thirty-sixth-floor office, in a towering glass and steel building in the city’s midtown, I thumbtacked pictures of dolphins to the wall behind my desk so I could look at them while I made phone calls.


However brief my dolphin visitation had been, it was stuck to me, lodged inside my head. It was as though I’d been hit by lightning and that one strike had zapped clean through my brain, replacing its usual patterns and wavelengths and nerve impulses with a dolphin highlight reel. I couldn’t forget the way the pod had sized me up, or their peculiar squeaking, creaking language, or how ridiculously fun it was to just cruise along with them. I got the impression there was somebody home behind each set of eyes, and the effect was surreal. I’d met other intriguing sea creatures, some shy and some lordly, some beautiful and some that only Mother Nature could love, but none of them had the same presence as the dolphins—not the Buddha-faced puffer fish with its wise eyes and tiny, whirring fins, or the spotted eagle ray that resembled an alien spacecraft, or the bullheaded ulua, a muscular game fish you wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley. Next to the fluid, social dolphins, the great white sharks I’d seen looked so metallic I thought they must have rivets. They were undersea Hindenbergs, majestic but not heartwarming, and if you had a personal encounter with one of them it was unlikely to be a calming experience.


At the risk of falling down the rabbit hole—a place you can easily go with dolphins, I would soon learn—my most enduring impression was how otherworldly the animals were. As they swam by me, they seemed to exist in a more hazily defined realm than our own hard-edged terrestrial one. They inhabited what ancient Oceanic peoples called “the Dreamtime,” a gauzy, blissful place located somewhere between our generally-agreed-upon reality and any number of sublime alternate states.


Certainly, dolphins have a laundry list of capabilities that qualify as magical. They can see with their hearing, deploying biological sonar to effectively produce X-ray vision: dolphins can literally see through objects. They know when another dolphin—or a human being—is pregnant or sick or injured. Their echolocation skills far outmatch the most sophisticated nuclear submarines; scientists suspect they can even use them to determine another creature’s emotional state. They can communicate at frequencies nearly an order of magnitude higher than anything humans can discern, and navigate electrical and magnetic fields imperceptible to us. They can stay awake and alert for fifteen days straight.


Recently, scientists have marvelled at dolphins’ healing abilities, which include infection-resistant, pain-free, hemorrhage-proof rebounds from even the deepest wounds. In a letter published in the delightfully named Journal of Investigative Dermatology, researcher Michael Zasloff, MD, described the process as mysterious and miraculous, likening it more to regeneration than repair. “Despite having sustained massive tissue injury, within a month the animal will regain its normal body contour,” he explained in an interview. “A chunk of tissue maybe the size of a football will have been restored with essentially no deformity.” He also surmised that dolphin tissues might contain “the long-sought natural morphine that we’ve been looking for.”


The dolphins’ evolutionary path is itself a preposterous feat: their predecessors were land mammals that resembled small, hooved wolves. After an interlude in swamps and coastal lowlands, these fledgling aquanauts moved permanently into the water. Over the course of twenty million years (give or take a million or two), their limbs turned to fins, their shape became streamlined for swimming, their fur turned to blubber, their nostrils migrated to the top of their heads—in other words, they developed all the equipment needed to master undersea life. They aced it, too: dolphins have perfectly hydrodynamic bodies. They swim faster than physics would seem to allow, given the density of water and the amount of muscle they have. Their bodies are so ideally adapted for speed, navigation, plunging into the depths, and keeping warm that it’s hard to imagine improvements.


But while it’s tempting to project onto dolphins all the superpowers we wish we had ourselves, I knew (on an intellectual level, anyway), that these were creatures who have it in them to be cranky and withdrawn and have their own version of a bad day. It is now widely known that dolphins don’t always act like the gentle, perma-smiling unicorns they’re often made out to be; their range of less-than-cuddly behaviours is actually quite complete. In fact, despite the vast differences between our two species, possibly the most startling thing about dolphins is how inexplicably they resemble us. “It’s like dolphins and whales are living in these massive, multicultural, undersea societies,” said Hal Whitehead, a marine biologist from Dalhousie University. “Really the closest analogy we have for it would be ourselves.”


In any group of dolphins you’ll find cliques and posses, duos and trios and quartets, mothers and babies and spinster aunts, frisky bands of horny teenage males, wily hunters, burly bouncers, sage elders—and their associations are anything but random. Dolphins are strategists. They’re also highly social chatterboxes who recognize themselves in the mirror, count, cheer, giggle, feel despondent, stroke each other, adorn themselves, use tools, make jokes, play politics, enjoy music, bring presents on a date, introduce themselves, rescue one another from dangerous situations, deduce, infer, manipulate, improvise, form alliances, throw tantrums, gossip, scheme, empathize, seduce, grieve, comfort, anticipate, fear, and love—just like us.


The Hawaiian dolphins were like some ancient tribe I had stumbled upon, and though I didn’t understand their lineage or their language, they had somehow communicated with me. More important, for reasons I could not say, the spinners made me feel better. They took the edge off my sadness. During the moments I revisited them in my mind, the dolphins made me feel happy again.


***


Once I started paying attention to dolphins, I began to notice them everywhere. They were no strangers to the headlines, and extremely popular on the Internet. I read stories about dolphins helping salvagers locate undersea buried treasure, dolphins saving surfers from imminent shark attacks, dolphins recruited as soldiers by the U.S. Navy. While scientists argued about the existence of animal culture, dolphins and their close relatives, whales, were observed making babysitting arrangements among themselves, congregating for a funeral, and calling one another by name. The Guardian reported that a beluga whale named Noc had, after seven years in captivity, begun to mimic human speech. Belugas, members of the toothed whale family along with dolphins, have been nicknamed “the canaries of the sea,” for their expressive vocals. Among other things, Noc had apparently demanded that a diver in his tank get out of the water. In their science paper describing this event, the authors referred to “other utterances” that sounded like a “garbled human voice, or Russian, or similar to Chinese.” The whale had been insistent, the paper revealed: “Our observations led us to conclude the ‘out’ which was repeated several times came from Noc.”


We’ve long known that dolphin brains are impressive, bigger even than the brains we consider the gold standard: our own. Yet science still searches for answers to what the dolphins are doing with such metabolically expensive machinery (and, for that matter, what human brains are really up to). No creature would cart around a big brain if this heavy artillery wasn’t in some way essential for its survival. A clue emerged when dolphin brains, like humans’, were found to contain von Economo neurons: specialized cells that relate to higher notions like empathy, intuition, communication, and self-awareness. Interestingly, dolphins have far more of these neurons than we do, and they are thought to have developed them 30 million years ago, about 29.8 million years before Homo sapiens swung their first clubs.


Even so, despite the similar heft of our grey matter and our shared ability to express irritation, I was surprised to learn that the dolphin genome, sequenced in 2011, bears a striking resemblance to our own. When researchers compared the dolphins’ gene mutations to those of other animals, they found 228 instances where the dolphins had done something smarter, evolving in ways that revved up their brains and nervous systems. These adaptations aligned them more with humans than with any of the other species tested, even those which were more closely related to dolphins. Having been around for so much longer than we have, dolphins had also developed some nifty tricks: one of their responses to type 2 diabetes, for instance, is to internally flip a biochemical off-switch and block the disease’s progression.


While scientists made news with their dolphin findings, the animals also caught the attention of the film world. The Cove, a movie about a barbaric dolphin hunt in Taiji, Japan, riveted audiences, and went on to win the Oscar for Best Documentary in 2010. Each year, the movie showed, local fishermen conduct this hunt, driving pods of bottlenose, striped, white-sided, Risso’s dolphins—any dolphin they can catch, basically—into a narrow cove, then netting off the entrance and killing the animals with gaffs and long-handled knives. Getting rid of as many dolphins as possible—whom they view as competition for what few fish remain in the vacuumed-out oceans—the fishermen claim, is a vital matter of “pest control.”


Most of the captured dolphins end up in Japanese supermarkets and restaurants (though the meat is highly contaminated with mercury and other toxins), but some do not. Younger females and calves are separated out, examined by trainers and dolphin brokers, and then sold to marine parks for six-figure prices. Every year, the hunters kill or sell thousands of dolphins.


Once the Taiji hunt got dragged into daylight, celebrities like Jennifer Aniston and Woody Harrelson and Robin Williams spoke out against it, drawing even more attention to the secretive little town. Sadly, Japan wasn’t the only place dolphins were dying en masse—they were washing up on shores all over the world. Scientists have scrambled to find a possible cause for the global die-off, but pinning down a single problem is hard—there are so many. Over in California, the bottlenose dolphins were suffering from gaping skin lesions. Across Europe, striped dolphins have washed up emaciated and riddled with herpes, their immune systems hopelessly compromised. In Florida, dolphins fall victim to runaway cancers. Dolphins everywhere, from Australia, to North and South America, to Tahiti, are so laden with industrial pollutants—pesticides, heavy metals, flame retardants, carcinogens of the most noxious kinds—that their bodies are disposed of as hazardous waste. If this chemical onslaught weren’t enough, the acoustically sensitive dolphins also contend with a clanging underwater mayhem of drilling, ship engines, oil-rig construction, explosives, and submarine sonar that can blast sound across entire ocean basins; this bombardment harasses millions of animals, and can even kill them. “The future for dolphins is a lot gloomier than their smiling faces suggest,” the magazine New Scientist wrote in an editorial.


If reading about these travails makes you upset, you are not alone. It’s not just the idea of dolphins in trouble—dolphins in general strike a deep emotional chord in most people. On some level, however vaguely at times, we seem to know how connected we are, the dolphins and us, and how inevitable it is that we share the same fate. Rigorous science balks at the notion that these animals affect us so profoundly because of some innate spiritual connection, but that doesn’t make us feel it any less. Anyone who’s ever spent time around a dolphin, any dolphin, faces abstract, philosophical questions such as these posed by marine biologist Rachel Smokler: “Do [dolphins] have the same powers of reasoning that we have? . . . Do they feel love and hate, compassion, trust, distrust? Do they wonder about death? Do they have ideas about right and wrong and accompanying feelings of guilt and righteousness? What could they teach us about the oceans? How do they feel about one another? What do they think about us?”


Regardless of the dolphins’ allure, few people feel as close to them as Sharon Tendler, a concert promoter from London who became the first human to officially marry one. Tendler and her groom, a thirty-five-year-old male bottlenose named Cindy, had courted for fifteen years at the Eilat Reef resort town in southern Israel. The bride wore a flowing white gown, a veil, and a headdress of orchids as she kneeled dockside to kiss Cindy, who accepted her gift of mackerel. Though dolphins do have a reputation as ladies’ men, showing an unusual amount of interest in interspecies amour, Tendler declared that the marriage would remain unconsummated. “I’m the happiest girl on earth,” she told the press, adding: “I am not a pervert.”


***


Clearly, dolphins are charismatic enough as plain old wild animals; they don’t need to be angels or gods or spiritual guides in the bargain. Undeniably, though, they get nominated for these positions. Walk through any New Age bookstore and note the dolphins per square foot; you’ll find them on bookmarks and posters and stickers, glittering in 3-D notecards and tinkling on wind chimes, adorning CD covers and T-shirts, leaping across the covers of countless journals. (Note, too, that in the forest or the savannah or the jungle, even the most impressive beast is not usually mistaken for husband material.)


What is it about dolphins? Why do we obsess about them so? As far back as anyone can cast in history, there is evidence of a unique bond between us. The Maoris and Aboriginal Australians and Pacific Islanders, the Greeks and Romans: Odysseus, Poseidon, Apollo, Aristotle, Socrates, Plutarch, the Plinys Younger and Elder, the Emperor Augustus—they were all dolphin crazy. Actually, everyone was. Dolphins were painted on palace walls, sculpted into statues, stamped on gold coins, tattooed onto bodies. In ancient Greece, apparently, dolphins had the same rights as people. Perhaps even greater rights: while it was considered perfectly all right to snuff your disobedient slave, to kill a dolphin was equal to murder. Our relationship might even have included literal conversation. In his 350 BC Historia Animalium, Aristotle wrote, “The voice of the dolphin in air is like that of the human in that they can pronounce vowels and combinations of vowels, but have difficulties with the consonants.”


The image of a sea creature poking its head above the water to speak to us is like something out of Alice in Wonderland or the latest Pixar masterpiece—an irresistible thrill. Theoretically, anyway, dolphins have the brainpower and the communication skills to do this, and so they occupy a singular place in our imaginations. They take us back to our earliest years, to that little blip of time when we believed that we could communicate with other creatures, because there was no separation between their world and ours. “When we were children we wanted to talk to animals and struggled to understand why this was impossible,” the naturalist Loren Eiseley wrote. “Slowly we gave up the attempt as we grew into the solitary world of human adulthood.” This loss of hope, Eiseley pointed out, is a very sad thing.


Dolphin intelligence may come in a different package than human intelligence, but a thread of awareness connects us. It’s an ephemeral link, an ember almost. Although we can’t easily define it, we seem to long for it. In some deep-seated way, we hope to find other wisdom, other guidance—others. It’s the reason we point telescopes towards the stars, and wonder if there’s anyone out there who wants to talk to us. Even the slightest possibility that the answer might be yes both terrifies and enthralls us. Given our curiosity about the bigger questions, our hunger to know more about the purpose and scope of our lives, it’s really not that unreasonable to wonder if behind their Mona Lisa grins, dolphins might be in on some good cosmic secrets.


***


When I think back on it now, my swim with the spinners in Honolua Bay was an experience as mystifying as it was uplifting. Who were those creatures? It’s been said that humans are the only animals who believe the stories they tell about themselves—but what about the dolphins? What is their story? And what about those haunting sounds they made? Their whistles and clicks and squeals seemed to me like a liquid symphony, a communiqué from another realm, a galaxy of meaning conveyed in a language that defied translation. When I saw the pod, I felt joy. I felt awe. And I felt the slightest bit frightened, though the dolphins were not scary. I felt their beguiling mix of mystery and reality; I felt a sense of bottomless wonder.


The one thing I didn’t feel was alone.
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CHAPTER 1
THE MEANING OF WATER


Hawaii’s Big Island is huge and low-slung, the product of five feisty volcanoes. The youngest of the visible islands in a 3,600-mile-long undersea mountain range, it sports dramatic whorls and swirls of lava, punctuated by tufts of pale green fountain grass. Steering my rental car out of the Kona airport, it was impossible to miss massive, crouching Mauna Loa, the world’s largest active volcano, or fail to note the lunar starkness of its surroundings. Even a sparkling new Target store built on the lava fields below couldn’t disguise the elemental nature of the place, the clash of molten rock and sea. Anyone visiting this island must confront the daunting truth that its story sprawls more than 500,000 years back, far beyond prehistory—and yet it has barely begun.


I drove south towards the town of Kailua, an infinity of ocean to my right, fronted by more charred black lava. To my left the clouds hunkered low, exposing Mauna Kea’s summit. If you traced this volcano down to the bottom of the ocean, you’d be measuring a mountain higher than Everest; most of Mauna Kea happens to be underwater. At its peak I could make out the glinting domes of its thirteen telescopes, world-famous perches from which astronomers study the night sky. Here in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, far from the diluting lights of cities, they can more clearly glimpse the heavens than anywhere else on the planet—the billions of stars, the planets and exoplanets and their many moons, the solar systems with their nebulas and starbursts and voids, the asteroids and comets and supernovas, our sun and other suns, all the question marks floating out in space. “Hawaii is Earth’s connecting point to the rest of the Universe,” the Mauna Kea Observatories’ Web site proclaims.


But I had come to the Big Island to look down, rather than up. It was the depths that interested me, the universe below the ocean’s surface; and it was there, underwater, that I hoped to find my own connecting point: these waters teemed with dolphins. There were spinner multitudes here, megapods hundreds of animals strong, and each morning they appeared so reliably in certain bays along this coastline that an entire community of people had formed around them. They called it “Dolphinville,” though it was less an actual place than a shared state of mind. “There are approximately 200 of us, and we live in separate homes along a 30-mile stretch of the Kona Coast, connected in spirit to each other,” I read, in a description of the group. “Many of us who live here have been called by the dolphins. We have become like a family who swim, meditate, and work together. Swimming among the dolphins day after day, we are in deep communication with them.” Accompanying this description was a group photo with dozens of suntanned, smiling, athletic-looking people who seemed like they were having a hell of a lot more fun than anyone I knew back on the mainland. Nobody looked demonstrably crazy.


I was enchanted to learn about Dolphinville, figuring that even if it was a wacky cult it would be the first one I’d heard of that involved three-and four-hour open water swims. My interest was further piqued when I found out that Dolphinville’s creator (or pod leader, depending on how you look at it) was a woman named Joan Ocean. A New Jersey–born psychologist turned New Age dolphin guru, Ocean had, by her own estimate, logged over twenty thousand hours with wild dolphins. When I’d e-mailed to see if I could come to the Big Island and join her for a swim, she’d not only responded yes, but also invited me to stay at her house.


I was anxious to get back in the water. After my first encounter with the spinners I’d reshuffled my priorities, making time and space to explore the strange, enduring, occasionally tragic, and often wonderful relationship between humans and dolphins. My reasons? Because the idea of such a quest brightened my life—and my father would have encouraged it. Because I was too curious not to follow wherever the dolphins might lead me. Because I wondered if there was some greater understanding possible at the place where our world and theirs intersect, and what that might mean for both of us. And because I really wanted an answer to this one confounding question: Why had a mere ten minutes in the dolphins’ presence been such a soul-shaking experience?


Since the sixties, dolphin research had proceeded at a heady clip, revealing much about the animals’ biology and physiology and cognition, but the more we learned, it seemed, the more we needed to make sense of our findings, not only with our minds but also with our hearts. I knew the questions I was asking couldn’t be answered solely by consulting scientific papers or marine mammal textbooks, fascinating as those were. My answers could only be found out there, in the ocean.


***


“I call what I do ‘participatory research,’” Joan Ocean said, standing barefoot on the harbor dock, flashing a high-voltage smile. We were waiting, along with about twenty other people, for a dive boat called Sunlight on Water to start up its engines and take us out in search of local dolphin pods. The morning was bright and wide open, the sea an inviting marine blue. While everyone else carried the standard-issue dorky array of snorkelling gear, Ocean held a pair of free-diving fins with sleek, attenuated blades. Among the clot of tourists, she stood out. Her long hair was a tangle of silver and blond, but it was her eyes you noticed first. They were a laser shade of aquamarine, animated with an excited, kid-like energy. She wore a diaphanous floral cover-up over a black bathing suit, and sparkly pink toenail polish. Ocean, seventy-four, was a great-grandmother, but she looked oddly ageless. “If you wanted to learn about any culture, you would move in with them if they allowed it, and observe them and then try to be like them,” she continued. “So that’s what happened with the dolphins. The first twelve years I lived here, every single morning I was in the water. You just learn a lot.”


When Ocean first took up with the animals back in the late seventies, she hadn’t even known how to swim; she was forty-five when she took her first stroke. But she quickly made up for lost time, regularly swimming miles at a stretch. The new saltwater world she had entered, she said, “was like being on another planet, only better.” In the years before she became immersed in dolphins, Ocean had spent gritty time in the human realm, counselling abused children, delinquent teenagers, battered women, fractured families. She had empathy, she cared, and she tried with everything she had to coax her clients out of destructive patterns, only to watch in frustration when they repeated themselves. She prayed. She meditated, asking for better ways to help people. What she got back in her mind’s eye were images of dolphins (and the occasional whale). She began to seek them out: bottlenoses in Florida, orcas in British Columbia, spinners in Hawaii, botos in Brazil. Every encounter with them lifted her spirits—why, she wondered, wouldn’t this be the same for others? She felt the animals were communicating messages of love and wisdom, imparting information that we desperately needed to hear, albeit telepathically. From that point on, Ocean’s purpose was clear: introducing people to cetaceans.


The resident Kona pods, she explained, lived in what was known as a “fission-fusion” society. Essentially, the mass of dolphins moved in fluid, constantly changing groups, much like people milling around at a cocktail party. This was a sophisticated arrangement, uncommon in nature, requiring the animals to recognize one another, form bonds, trade favours, recall past associations, and get along in unfamiliar circumstances. Scientists had wondered what factored into a dolphin’s decision to leave one group or join another; they discovered that dolphins bopped between social clusters for the same reasons humans might. A teenage dolphin swimming along with his mother, for instance, might defect to a band of teenage dolphins who were having raucous fun; females with calves liked to hang out together; mating pairs were mostly interested in one another. In dangerous situations or tricky hunting conditions these subgroups would merge back together into one larger pod. When the heat was off, they would drift apart again. To researchers it seemed likely that the spinners along this coast all knew one another, at least on an acquaintance basis.


Ocean, as she was quick to point out, was not a scientist. She did not publish academic papers or bear any special set of credentials. “I didn’t choose that particular path,” she said. But she knew these dolphins. She had observed their society in action, day in, day out, for twenty-six years. She knew their habits and their quirks, their likes and dislikes and the body language that expressed them, their fondness for playing with the leaves that fluttered down from hala trees into the ocean. She recognized individuals, and charted the company each dolphin kept; she noted when one animal showed up with a cookie-cutter shark bite, a missing divot of flesh, or another bore signs of a boat propeller strike. She knew their rhythms. Each morning after dawn, pretty much like clockwork, the spinners would return from a night of feeding in deeper waters and move into the island’s shallower bays, circling slowly, schmoozing, and in general taking it easy until mid-afternoon, when they’d begin to commute offshore again. This nocturnal hunting schedule was for good reason: at night, schools of fish, squid, and shrimp rose from the depths and became a dolphin smorgasbord.


It would be hard to find someone more jazzed about dolphins than Ocean, I thought, or someone who had created a more dolphin-centric life. While other people hacked their way towards the regional sales record or Ivy League admission or any number of goals along various well-worn paths, Ocean had been doing things like swimming with pygmy sperm whales in the Mexican moonlight, frolicking with pink river dolphins in the Amazon, and examining dolphin hieroglyphics inside the Great Pyramid. Hers was the opposite of a normal career trajectory, and because of that it had been fraught with questions like “Can I pitch my tent here?” and “Who will buy the groceries?” But a funny thing happens when you refuse to compromise your heart’s desires: after years of contending with all manner of uncertainties and obstacles, life yields and pours itself into a you-shaped mould, one that has never existed before. After decades of out-of-the-box “participatory research” with dolphins, and quite against the odds, Ocean had forged a prosperous, even settled, existence. Dolphin lovers worldwide sought her out, flying to Hawaii to attend her weeklong workshops, which were often sold out months in advance.


Sunlight on Water floated serenely in its slip while its passengers fumbled with flippers, cameras, sunblock. A sporty Hawaiian man in wraparound sunglasses came charging down the dock and wrapped Ocean in a bear hug. It was the captain and owner, Mike Yee, affectionately known as China Mike. “Me and Joan we go way way way way back!” he announced. “Ha ha! I’ve been taking this young lady out for a quarter century!” Yee gestured exuberantly to the people milling around. “Hey, alright, since everyone’s here I’m gonna do a Hawaiian ceremony to begin the day,” he said, the words tumbling out in a monologue. “Anytime people get together here in Hawaii we always begin with some ceremony. It’s part of our tradition. Doesn’t matter if you’re making a boat trip or it’s a birthday party or, you know, any of that kind of stuff, ya? This is a Hawaiian wind instrument I’ve made. It’s called a pu. Ya? It’s made of ohe bamboo. What? This is not school, honey. You don’t have to raise your hand. Anyway, I’m not answering questions now. So I’ll blow this four times to begin the ceremony. When I start I’m always facing east, acknowledging kala, the sun, the life force of our planet. Ya, you know, we figured it out two thousand years ago: if the sun doesn’t come up, not too much happens here on good old planet Earth.”


Yee blew into the pu’ohe, which sounded low and mournful, like a quavery foghorn. Everyone bowed their heads. “We ask for blessings on our boat today,” he said. “We send out our love to our aumakua, our spirit guides, all the dolphins and whales on our planet. And we ask permission that we may swim with you today, and experience all the joy and happiness and knowledge and wisdom that you bring to our world. So it is, amama.” He laughed. “Okay, you’re covered.”


Today was Yee’s day off, he explained as everyone boarded, so another captain named Jason would be taking the wheel, assisted by first mate, Dusty. Jason and Dusty were young, sun-scoured guys who looked like they would rather be surfing than spending the day babysitting the besnorkelled masses. As we chugged out of the harbor, Ocean listened politely as Dusty held forth about dolphin swimming etiquette in a laconic, stoner patois: “So yeah, try to be mellow. The more mellow you are, the more calm and wise you’re putting out there, the more they’re gonna be into you. That overhead Michael Phelps kind of swimming? You don’t want to do that around the dolphins. They think that is aggressive behaviour. It will make them not want to hang out with you. They’re very awesome.”


“How long do they live?” a stout woman asked in a Texas drawl.


“Uh, twenty, maybe twenty-five years—”


“Well, that’s in captivity,” Ocean cut in. “We don’t really know how long they live, but we think it’s probably around seventy, seventy-five years. I have all the notes from the first researcher here, Ken Norris, years and years ago. The dolphins he was swimming with are still here, a lot of them. So we have some pretty good evidence that they live longer than people think. And whales can live to be a hundred.”


Her voice was drowned out as the engines powered up and we motored south, towards a series of bays the dolphins frequented for their daytime repose. “Would anyone like a muffin or perhaps some fruit?” Dusty yelled, above the din. “Coffee? Snacks?”


Ocean and I sat together by the stern, ready to launch ourselves into the water whenever the dolphins appeared. The Kona coast slid by in the clear morning light, spray from the wake casting tiny diamonds into the sky. It was an ideal day for a reunion with the spinners—and I knew they would be here. We were headed into the centre of the spinner universe, undeniably the best place to go if you wanted to be sure of finding them. The high dolphins-per-square-mile ratio of this island had not gone unnoticed by scientists. Along with the big population of spinners, they could reliably find even more exotic dolphin species here, deepwater creatures like pilot whales, false killer whales, rough-toothed dolphins, striped dolphins, dwarf killer whales, Risso’s dolphins, and melon-headed whales. Bottlenose and spotted dolphins regularly showed up, too.


The man whose name Ocean had cited, Ken Norris, was a giant of dolphin science. He had pioneered studies of Hawaii’s spinner population in the late 1960s through the mid-1980s. During that time, Norris, who revealed many basic facts about dolphins, called his study subjects “the most mysterious of fauna on the planet.” He ended up proving that dolphins were masters of the world of sound, that they used their sonar to paint exquisitely nuanced pictures of their surroundings, discerning details down to the molecular composition of an object. Even blindfolded, a dolphin could tell the difference, for instance, between a sheet of copper and a sheet of aluminium. These extraordinary abilities fascinated Norris, who posed a challenging question: “In an ocean full of dullards, what good is such a brain? Certainly complicated nervous machinery is not needed for concourse with jellyfish, sea cucumbers and sponges.” He’d had a glimpse of what the dolphins could do—the next step was to figure out why.


Norris’s research began just seventeen miles south of here, in Kealake’akua Bay, a flawless inlet ringed by sea cliffs. (Translated from Hawaiian, its name means “Pathway of the Gods.”) Along with its abundant dolphins, Kealake’akua is known for its memorable snorkelling, storybook sunsets, sacred status, and infamous history: it was the place where Captain James Cook landed in 1779 and then, in a fracas with natives over the theft of a boat, was stabbed to death.


“The Kealake’akua Bay topography was perfect for dolphin work,” Norris wrote in an essay titled “Looking at Wild Dolphin Schools.” “A magnificent, nearly vertical 500-foot cliff loomed over the almost-always calm and clear semicircular bay. A group of dolphins rested in the bay nearly every day. One could look down almost on top of those resting dolphins, and their behaviour could often be seen in toto as they moved offshore, until they faded from view into the grey disk of the sea.”


Norris and his colleagues set up camp on a bluff, peering down at the dolphins through telescopes. When this vantage point proved inadequate, Norris jury-rigged an underwater observation vehicle, known as the SSSM: Semisubmersible Seasick Machine. Later, the SSSM was retired in favour of other contraptions with improved viewing capabilities, all of them dreamed up to better observe the spinners. “We need to see other dolphins as a dolphin sees them,” Norris wrote.


Ocean, too, had set out to do exactly that, and while the scientists went about their work, amassing and quantifying and analysing data, she continued to swim in her back garden—Kealake’akua Bay. From the small house she rented on its rocky shores, she would launch at dawn and venture out to meet the spinners. She swam with them on cloudy choppy days and stormy rainy days and flat overcast days and days when the sun blasted down and turned them into flippered silhouettes. At times other people joined her, residents of Dolphinville or the occasional intrepid tourist. But much of the time, even far offshore, Ocean swam alone.


“I’ve always been guided by the dolphins,” she told me. “I could totally trust them—they would never crash me into coral or take me out to sea. I could swim eye-to-eye with them for hours. I never had to look up, I could breathe through my snorkel.” Swimming like this for extended periods, Ocean said, vaulted her into “an altered sense of awareness,” one in which her mind slowed and her worries slipped away, where her senses were heightened and she felt attuned to the slightest movement, even something as subtle as a fish nibbling on coral. “As time went on and I became completely at home in the water,” she said, “I began to understand their language.”


As Ocean spent endless hours among them, the dolphins rewarded her with some rare and beautiful sights: one morning, for instance, she watched five spinners give birth simultaneously, the babies corkscrewing out of their mothers tail-first, then wobbling to the surface to take their first breaths. Witnessing this made her wonder if the dolphins could decide, within reason, when they wanted to deliver—because statistically, five babies appearing at once was almost certainly not random. That possibility, in turn, led her to muse: Could dolphins also choose the moment of their own deaths? This suggestion had been raised before, though no one had even come close to proving it. (Scientists did know that dolphin erections happened at will; they could pop it out like a kickstand or retract it neatly whenever they wanted to. What other body functions did dolphins have under their own control? It was an intriguing question.)


The boat slowed as Jason drove into Kailua Bay, a long sweep of shoreline dotted with hotels, condominiums, stores, and restaurants, connected by an oceanfront promenade. The water was calm here, making it a favourite spot for swimmers, paddleboarders, and kayakers. Every October, this bay boiled white with spray when two thousand Hawaii Ironman competitors stampeded in for their 2.4-mile opening swimming leg, and for this Kailua was famous. I looked out at the Jet Ski rental concession that floated atop a squat platform festooned with palm trees; at the moment, mercifully, no one was there. At least five other dolphin-watching boats idled; snorkellers could be seen everywhere, kicking across the surface, draped across cylindrical, fluorescent-coloured floats called noodles, and in general bobbing around. It was a bustling bay, hardly the place you’d go for a pristine wildlife experience. But the spinners, apparently, had chosen it. Fins broke the surface all over. Once my eyes adjusted to the sunlight’s glare, I realized the extent of the gathering: there were hundreds of dolphins in here.


Jason cut the engines. “Pool’s open!” he yelled, and with that, Ocean and I slid into the water. Immediately she swam off, guided by internal compass in the direction of the pods. I followed. The water was warm, an enveloping blue cocoon, and I could see all the way to the seafloor, sixty feet down and speckled with reefs. Midsize fish cruised near the bottom, cast in monochrome tones by the depths. Only the dimmest tinge of yellow was visible as the spectrum ebbed. I was startled by the contrast between the peacefulness right below the surface and the scrum of activity above, as people clambered off and onto boats. The dolphins, however, were nowhere in sight.


I had read about the shy nature of the spinners, who prefer to be the ones who initiate a meeting. When you dump a hundred snorkellers into their midst they tend to back off, regroup, and then decide how much contact they want. Unlike bottlenose dolphins, who often initiate play with humans, the spinners are reserved, almost standoffish. “I always tell people, don’t swim after them,” Ocean had warned. “You’ll just wear yourself out. They’ll circle outside of all the boats and all the people. They don’t go away—they’re circling. But in the beginning when everyone gets into the water, it’s like mayhem. The dolphins will sonar the people and wait for them to calm down.”


Adjusting my mask, I scanned the other snorkellers I could see in the bay. About twenty feet away, a guy in neon green surf trunks swam frantically holding a GoPro camera mounted on a long pole, legs pumping, churning away in his fins. His head snapped back and forth, surveying the ocean impatiently. The GoPro swept through the water like a 9-iron. Facebook awaited, Instagram, Twitter. Where are the goddamned dolphins? his body language said. He aggravated me; I suspected the dolphins felt the same.


Then, far below, I made out their shapes. A dozen spinners glided by, fin to fin. They were thirty feet down and all I could do was admire their hazy outlines from above, but still it was enough to captivate me. These dolphins were part of a larger group, and when the rest of the pod flowed past, every person in the vicinity shot off after them. Even the most sluggish dolphin was moving exponentially faster than flailing snorkellers could match, however, so this was a futile strategy. “They’re better swimmers than we are,” Dusty had observed dryly, adding that, “If you chase them, all you’ll see today is a bit of receding tail.”


Ocean took off in the opposite direction, and I followed her as she dove to twenty feet, kicking strongly. Almost instantly, three dolphins appeared in front of her. Ocean dove deeper, tucking in behind them as if part of their posse. The dolphins swept low and then arced towards the surface, breaking through to breath before submerging again. I was struck by the synchronization of their movements, as precisely timed as an Olympic event, and yet they could not possibly have been anticipated. Somehow, each dolphin just knew what the other dolphins were about to do, and they moved effortlessly as one.


We spent the morning in Kailua Bay because the dolphins stayed there too, orbiting at various perimeters. Every so often they’d cut diagonally through the bay, allowing us a few snatched moments in their company. There was a similar rhythm to the encounters; Ocean referred to them as “drive-bys.” Still, it was entrancing to watch such a sprawling pod of dolphins, even if they weren’t particularly interested in us. If I’d been hooked up to a heart-rate monitor, it would have shown a distinct slowing: the spinners had the same Zen effect on me as before. At times I found myself drawn along with them, deeper down than I usually dived and lost in a blissed-out daze, surrounded on all sides by narcotic blue. It took a conscious effort to leave them, to bow to my need for oxygen and head for the surface, and every time I did so I felt an ache of regret.


At one point a manta ray sailed by, its great black kite of a body undulating over the seafloor, its whip of a tail trailing elegantly behind. I stared at it for so long that I almost missed the two dolphins who were hovering behind me, looking at me with the same intent interest I had focused on the ray. These were not spinners, I could tell immediately. They were bigger, thicker, and far less demure. One of them moved closer and swung his head towards me, and I felt him zap me with a burst of sonar, then heard him let loose with a barrage of eerie creaking noises, like a door swinging back and forth on rusty hinges. Our eyes met, and he nodded his head repeatedly, in an almost agitated fashion. It felt as though we were having a heated conversation, but I had no idea what it was about.


Having sized me up, the alpha dolphins swam past me to a man on a paddleboard, nearby. He was standing, barely upright on shaky legs, and he held his paddle backwards as he tried hard not to pitch into the drink. The dolphins circled him, verging on aggressive, following as he lurched back towards the harbor. When the man noticed them he became even more rattled and dropped onto his knees, losing the paddle and gripping the edge of his board with both hands. I didn’t usually think of dolphins as intimidating creatures, but these two reminded me of that possibility. Earlier, Ocean recounted how she’d once been whacked so hard on the leg by a dolphin’s tail that she was unable to walk afterwards; on another occasion a bottlenose had clamped its jaws on her calf, staring at her defiantly and refusing to let go. “People think, ‘Oh, dolphins, all sugary sweet and loving,’” Ocean said, with a laugh. “And they are—but they also have such power.”


As the morning unfurled, the bay gradually emptied of snorkellers and the spinners seemed to relax, swimming slower and coming closer. This was their version of sleep, after all—and who can doze in the middle of Grand Central Station? Dolphins never actually shut both eyes and nod off, like we do. Unlike us, they are conscious breathers. Whenever they take in oxygen it’s a decision, not an autonomous body function, which makes sense if you think about it. They are air-breathing mammals who happen to live in the sea. If a dolphin were knocked out underwater and his body continued to try to suck in air, he would drown. Dolphins themselves seem to understand this: when a dolphin loses consciousness his podmates will lift him to the surface, holding him up there until he’s revived.


Because each breath is intentional, the animals have to keep swimming, stay vigilant, maintain system operations at all times. Physically, this is a tall order. Imagine if instead of snoozing under a fluffy duvet, you were required to run a slow marathon or cycle an easy hundred miles in your sleep. This would destroy us, but dolphins are able to do it because they operate the two hemispheres of their brain independently; while one side runs the show, the other side rests. It’s a formidable juggling act, the kind of evolutionary genius that happens when a species sticks around for tens of millions of years. Even when they nap, dolphins are at least half awake. So it’s no wonder the spinners weren’t always rambunctiously playful when they pulled back into these bays.


By swimming together, they look out for one another, too. Their strategies, their physiologies, their routines—everything about them works for the continued health of the group. For dolphins, there is strength in numbers and safety in numbers and, from what I’d observed, joy in numbers. Ken Norris had arrived at that same conclusion: “I view the school as the matrix within which their lives are played,” he wrote, in a 1978 letter to another scientist, “and hence the structure that contains everything they are.” The dolphins’ entire existence, Norris came to believe, was lived in the collective.


After a while I became cold and returned to the boat. Most of the other passengers were already on deck, eating pineapple slices and comparing dolphin stories. “I feel like they raised my frequency, you know?” a red-haired woman with ambitious tattoos told an older woman wearing a sunhat tied under her chin. Next to them, a boy who looked to be about ten years old sat sullenly, ripping into a jumbo bag of chips. He wore cubic zirconia studs in both ears and a bracelet that said i love booty.


Ocean climbed back on board, and peeled off her fins. “Did you see those two spotted dolphins?” she asked. Even when she was excited, Ocean’s voice was soft and low-pitched, just slightly raspy. When she said the word “dolphin,” she drew the syllables out for an extra beat—“dahhhlllfin”—as though she especially loved the sound of them in her mouth. I told her I had definitely seen the bigger dolphins, and that they had given me the once-over at close range. The effect, I added, was somewhat unnerving. “Oh, yeah,” Ocean agreed. “The spotteds are cheekier. They’ll even treat people in the water as a challenge. They’ll swim right up to you and clap their jaws. And the spinners would never do that. They’re always kind. We call the spotteds ‘the Bikers.’” Dusty, standing beside us, nodded. “The spinners are like, ‘Heyyyy, what’s going on?’” he said, “and the spotteds are like, ‘HEY WHAT’S GOING ON!!!’”


Suddenly, off the bow, a spinner shot out of the water, torpedoing into the air and whirling at least 900 degrees. Another dolphin followed seconds later, executing a full aerial somersault. Everyone cheered and clapped. “That right there was a blessing!” the woman from Texas yelled. Ocean smiled, towel-drying her hair. “Why do they spin?” I asked. “Is it about dominance or mating or—”


“Fun,” Ocean said. “It’s more like fun. They seem to do a lot of things for fun.” But it also had to do with signalling to one another and removing remoras, she added, the suckerfish that attach themselves to dolphins’ skin and then hitchhike along feeding on castoff bits of fish or plankton or anything else that came their way. “I had a remora on my leg once,” she told me. “It was the cutest little thing. But it hurt!” I wondered how long you had to swim around before remoras showed up and attempted to paste themselves to your body; the short answer was a very long time. “Do you ever feel as though you could just stay down there?” I asked. “Find a pod and just keep going?”


Ocean laughed, and nodded: “All the time.”


***


The road to Ocean’s home, Sky Island Ranch, starts out as a busy coastline highway then narrows to a local thoroughfare before it veers up a hillside, dwindling to a single lane cut through jungly cloud forest until it widens to reveal a grey wooden house with a grooved red-metal roof. It’s a place built to endure rain, sheets and torrents and lashings of rain, surrounded by a riot of vegetation. Everywhere you look there are flowers and ferns and trees and vines and bushes bursting out of the ground, as though intent on seizing control the moment anyone steps away. “We never expected to buy property,” Ocean said, as she drove past the gate and up the driveway. “We wanted to live like dolphins and not own anything. But then a friend who was a real estate agent said, ‘You’ve got to see this house. I think it’s perfect for you.’ And—boom!”


Ocean lives here with three miniature horses, two donkeys, a trio of cats, and her longtime friend and collaborator, Jean-Luc Bozzoli. Bozzoli is an artist who paints intricate, ethereal dreamscapes, hallucinogenic scenes from far-off planets and other dimensions, many of which feature dolphins. He and Ocean met in the seventies and bonded over their shared New Age convictions, beliefs that ranged from the reasonably mainstream (dolphins are highly evolved, intelligent creatures) to the far fringes (dolphins’ sonar vibrations activate dormant human DNA so we can receive encoded messages from other planets).
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