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FOREWORD

Kayaking offers ample time to observe one’s surroundings, and also plenty of time for idle speculation. So it’s not surprising that all manner of ideas get airtime during a kayaking excursion. For me this airtime for ideas has turned variously into a better harmony with wind and waves, into new paddle and kayak designs, into how to better teach kayaking technique, into stories for winter evenings.

On a deeper level I’ve had time enough to ponder what I am and how I fit into my surroundings, or how best to try. Seldom otherwise is my mind for long periods almost entirely open for deep thought. Such periods of thought are punctuated by encounters, during which the focus is entirely outward.

Taking time to explore new places delights me, but small events often fascinate me most. These may only last a few moments or might not even be significant without the benefit of hindsight after multiple visits to the same place.

Such is the eye-to-eye connection with a fulmar gliding past just a few feet away. It’s something I’ve seen so many times, yet with each sighting extra detail is added to my mental collage. A story can develop slowly like this, aggregating over the years until, with the positioning of a pivotal fragment, it becomes complete.

Different is the experience of first being scared and then emboldened by curiosity to approach a large creature wallowing in the swell, only to discover with relief that it was just a wooden cable reel. Such an encounter is probably a one-off, never to be repeated.

Sometimes the most noteworthy moment of a kayaking trip comes not from being on the water at all but from talking with someone on the beach.

Many of my experiences, like these examples, could be grouped into the four general categories I’ve chosen for this book: creatures, people, places, and flotsam and jetsam.

So I collect stories. If each story were a bead, then my kayaking would be the thread that strings them together, and like that thread it remains mostly invisible. As with a string of beads, the magic of a stray bead is accentuated by the threading; these beads belong together.


I like to think of stories as works in progress that shift their position and their emphasis, rounding and polishing themselves like pebbles on a beach to expose previously hidden facets or sometimes to reveal a gem. Such is the way of waves produced by a storm. In time and with distance, the irregular and chaotic wild lop becomes filtered out to reveal the balanced rhythm of ocean swell. So too is the way of stories in the oral tradition of epic and song, where the irrelevant and superfluous are filtered out until only the best words remain to tell the tale—and only the best story remains to be told.

Each story here is complete, yet as with the multiple images of fulmars, the collaboration of each story with all the others weaves a more complex pattern. Revelations early in the Encounters collection add substance to later stories, and facets from later stories recall earlier ones. I hope this will bring a sense of completeness and familiarity. My wish is to reveal the essence of who I am through what I enjoy about kayaking.

 

—Nigel Foster, 2012







CREATURES


Amusing, scary, repulsive, puzzling, curious; creatures can make me stop what I’m doing to watch or make me anxious to escape.
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MONKEY BUSINESS IN THE FLORIDA KEYS

In the shallow water of the Florida Keys, transparent needlefish skate the wavelets to evade the jaws of predatory fish that feed on them from below. A gleaming bright streak of silver erupts from the water beside me: A barracuda has launched itself from the water along my paddle blade and come to rest across my arms, whacking its silvery body against my face, spreading me with the pungent smell of oily fish. A moment later it flicks itself into the water, leaving me with a distinct aftertaste and badly smeared sunglasses. Bill’s mouth is agape, having seen the sharp end of the fish.
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A rhesus monkey watches from the mangroves at Raccoon Key, Florida.




Yes, today the fish are jumping as if water’s gone out of fashion. I watch the many splashes on the brightly glaring water now with a wary eye, the sun burning with an intensity that makes me squint behind my sunglasses.

My friends Bill and Ellen and I reach Tarpon Belly Keys. Everywhere are No TRESPASSING signs. These keys were mutilated by developers before the plan to build a road out across the bay was dropped. Now the narrow canals and the white sandy platforms for waterfront houses are gradually vanishing beneath new growth. We pause to eat lunch in the shallow water tucked close beside the mangroves. The coolness of the water is refreshing against my legs. Around us is a horizon of low mangrove trees. The sky appears to push the horizon back to make the sea slope down in every direction. We know one of the mangrove strips must be Raccoon Key. We study the map, study the horizon, figure out which bits of horizon are closer than other bits, and identify our target. The compass makes it easy. It’s not so far away, across the shallow water, so we cut straight toward it.

As we approach we see massive white boards with bold red writing in English and Spanish that say No LANDING. Bill explains a little about the place: “There’s a colony of monkeys here. People tell stories about how big and fierce they are. They’re said to pull passing fishermen from their boats and drag them into the mangroves!”

Rhesus monkeys on Raccoon Key and on the not-too-distant Lois Key were bred to supply the laboratories of the US Food and Drug Administration. Monkeys were imported in large numbers from India until an export ban was implemented in 1977. A primate in many ways similar to man, the rhesus has long been used in drug and vaccine research, has been launched into space, and was instrumental in the discovery of the blood factor known as Rh (for rhesus) positive and negative. And just recently I read in the New York Times that scientists have managed to “successfully” transplant the head of one rhesus monkey onto another in a full body transplant—or would it be a head transplant?

We pause at the edge of the mangrove. We have no intention of landing, but we do decide to creep, just a little way, into a waterway that weaves between the mangrove trees. Mangroves grow from the water with their spider-leg prop roots branching and reaching ever outward across the shallow water. There’s a gap in the mangroves wide enough for our kayaks, and we paddle through. We discover a tall, straight mesh fence blocking the channel. We are about to turn around here but discover a gap in the fence. We consider for a moment, and then we paddle through the gap. We still haven’t technically landed on the island, but I’m feeling we are now somewhere we shouldn’t be.

Leaving the fence behind us, we paddle gently onward between clumps of mangrove. There’s no land, just trees sticking out of the water, copper-red prop roots looping in every direction creating a chaotic tangle with just a few narrow channels. Sometimes I have to limbo beneath low branches or maneuver around a root spike. I try to memorize the route so we can get back.

We reach a bigger pool. Suddenly there’s a crash above us. Bill shouts out “Monkey!” and points, but all I see is the branch settling. “It was a monkey! A big one!” he stammers. Personally I think it might have been a heron, but I keep quiet. I think Bill might be setting Ellen up. Indeed, Ellen does look a little uncomfortable. Soon she announces that she’s going to return to open water to wait. Bill says nothing to encourage her to stay with us, so I begin to wonder whether perhaps he had really seen a monkey. We all turn back now. Secretly I feel a little relief, but by the time we reach the fence, Bill and I admit to each other that we’re still curious. We just have to have another look.

Now it’s just the two of us. This time we follow the line of the inside of the perimeter fence so that we have some point of reference in this watery forest. I’m very aware that we are on the inside of the fence with the animals, not on the outside looking in. Now, ahead, we see a straight canal—straight and narrow. It’s too straight to be natural and too narrow to turn around in. We consider stopping here but decide to continue. My heart is beating a little faster, and I’m feeling a little anxious. The crowd of birds in that bush seems to be singing louder than usual. As we glide farther the mangroves seem shorter. It looks like new growth. But why is there so much new growth just here? Was this area cleared and allowed to grow back? I jump as a heron takes off nearby. Ahead of me Bill is paddling so silently that I hear each individual gleaming drop of water that falls to the surface from his blade. A whisper would startle us.


We see a wall. Perhaps it is part of a building, or maybe it’s a barrier. Suddenly there’s a monkey on top of it. It’s not a little monkey but a great big rhesus monkey the size of a small adult human, only looking more powerful. It clambers along the edge on all fours. Then it’s joined by two more monkeys. Not wishing to attract their attention, we both freeze and slowly drift to a stop. I’m anxious about our position in this narrow waterway. I would feel better if there was enough space to turn around, but the low mangroves are within arm’s reach on either side. I can see a wider area just ahead of Bill. The reflections of the vegetation and the bright inverted image of Bill, motionless in his kayak, gleam up from the water. Then there’s a slight movement in the vegetation just behind Bill. Slowly a large, ginger-colored head rises up! It has a big doglike snout and a great flat forehead. Its eyes are set toward Bill. Beneath its snout I can see huge teeth in the jaws. Bill still doesn’t know it’s there. I don’t want to draw attention to myself by warning him. Very quietly and with great caution, I slowly turn my head to see if there are any near me. But my stealth is to no avail. There’s a sudden commotion at the top of the wall. The monkeys there have spotted us.

They posture and shriek, then quickly and noisily clamber down toward us. My heart immediately races. In a split second, Bill launches into action and sprints forward to the wider area ahead to turn his kayak. His paddle pushes the water into ridges with each powerful sweep stroke. I’m on his heels, and in my eagerness to turn around, I block his exit. Bill tries to squeeze past. I can imagine being swamped by just one of these big beasts. They look as if they could tear us apart.

We sprint along the narrow channel. Then we slalom through the mangroves and out through the gap in the fence. As we speed through the last section of big old mangroves toward open water, I can still feel the heat of adrenalin in my blood. We cruise out onto open water, and there’s no sign of Ellen. I feel a rush of anxiety. Could the monkeys have found her? Surely we would have heard her even from that distance if she had run into trouble. A moment later we spot her waiting patiently outside the fringe of trees.

Now at ease, we circle the island to try to see the monkeys from the outside. Even though the fence is mostly invisible, crowded by overgrown vegetation, just knowing it is there, and having some open water between the monkeys and us, makes me feel more comfortable. At the only place where the fence is visible, near a small dock, monkeys cluster in the trees, watching us as we watch them. Bill and Ellen raft, arms around each other, and drift past. We continue our circuit of the island, reaching the end that’s sheltered from the wind.

I drift into shallows close to the mangroves and see flat rock beneath me. It’s coral rock that glows yellow-orange through the water. The water’s much warmer here where it’s trapped in the shallows in the sun. I’m delighted by the clarity, but as I watch I spot a dark shape cruising slowly. It’s a nurse shark. I can identify it by its squat shape and the double set of dorsal fins. And then I realize that it’s not alone. There are barracuda too, lots of them. They’re only small ones but impressive in their stiff motion and their stillness when they hang above their shadows. Then a young black-tipped shark cruises past, the black tip on its tail fin almost breaking the surface. I keep my fingers from dipping into the water as we paddle away from Raccoon Key.
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1666 AND THE SEA HARE

The year 1666 was a memorable one for Britain. After a particularly deadly year of plague, London suddenly went up in smoke in the Great Fire of London. It’s one of the few dates in history I can remember from schooldays. Also in 1666, in then-enemy France under “Sun King” Louis XIV, work began to create a “new Mediterranean port” for the king’s trade. This was intended as not only a new gateway east to Mediterranean trade but also west via a new “Canal du Midi,” which was to begin construction the same year. This canal would pass through the productive Languedoc region to the Garonne River, which passes through Bordeaux on its way to the Atlantic. The new route would be a safe alternative to ships that otherwise had to closely follow the coast of enemy Spain to avoid the watchful eyes of Barbary corsairs to the south.

Sète was built on the limestone Mont St. Clair—an island joined by a long sand beach to the neighboring towns of Agde to the west and Montpellier to the east. Construction began with a stone breakwater more than a third of a mile long and the Royal Canal, cutting through from the Mediterranean to the saltwater lagoon inland.

If Mont St. Clair was once an island, it is technically not quite an island today. To make a circumnavigation by kayak we had to climb a concrete dock to portage a single new road. But that was a small if challenging detail. We spent a morning of blissful freedom wandering from the Ètang de Thau, a saltwater lagoon known for its cultured oyster production and its seahorses, past fishing docks dedicated to catching the tasty sea bream, dorade royale, that swarm past in annual migration from the Ètang de Thau to the sea.
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Sea hare, Sète, France.



But the Royal Canal in the morning sparked my curiosity more than some of the other places. I’ll elaborate: Here stands the great pale modern statue of a man armed with a lance and carrying a protective shield on his arm. Jousting has been an annual event here since 1666. But unlike the jousting fields with knights in heavy armor hurtling toward one another on their chargers trying to unseat their opponents—a form of competition that declined in Europe in the seventeenth century with the rising use of firearms—here the “field” is a section of the Royal Canal. Rowing boats take the place of chargers. From the stern of each boat a wooden ramp slopes upward over the water to a small platform where the jouster stands. Each boat, rapidly propelled by its rowing team, hurtles toward and past its opponent until up above the water, with bone-shaking impact, two heavy men engage with lance and shield in an attempt to dislodge each other. Hairy stuff! And of course there’s an ignominious descent into the canal for at least the loser.

Today the water is quiet. It is late season, and the tourist crowds have gone. We have the harbor and the canal to ourselves, so a tiny movement in the water is enough to catch our eye. It’s a piece of swimming seaweed! That’s odd! Looking more closely I see the dark shape of a bat swimming just below the surface … or something similar. But what is it? It’s about eight inches long, and it’s “flying,” apparently in reverse, by rippling its dark seaweed wings. It’s taking absolutely no notice of us as we cluster close to get a better look, and I’ve never seen anything like it!

Patrick says, “It’s called a sea … what is that big kind of rabbit called?” “A jackrabbit?” Kristin ventures. “Okay!” continues Patrick. “It’s a sea jackrabbit.”

I look down and try to imagine why it might be called that. It looks more like a backward-swimming bat to me. I turn my camera to video mode and shoot for a few seconds. Nobody will believe me otherwise. Then I snap a few stills of what will look like a piece of seaweed. I’ll have to find out more when I get home.

Martine, meanwhile, has ventured closer and stretches out her hand. She’s going to touch it! I imagine it either fleeing or snapping at her fingers with needle-sharp bat teeth, but neither happens. It gently continues on its way just below the surface unfazed. Weird! I’m reassured to touch it myself, and I maneuver close. Reaching down I feel something somewhat earlike, with a smooth funguslike surface caressing past my palm. It feels a bit like those Chinese black fungi that grow on stakes, the ones you get in soups, but animated. The fungi are firm to bite into and a bit slippery, although I’m not tempted to bite this.

Patrick explains a little more. It’s a kind of sea snail, but it doesn’t have a shell. Does that make it a sea slug, I wonder?

We drift and watch the slow but tireless movement of this strange creature as it wanders down the canal. Eventually we must take up our paddles and continue on our way; otherwise we’ll never reach our lunchtime spot on the little beach beside the stone breakwater that protects the harbor.

We pass more of the jousting boats, colorfully painted in team colors, and reach a line of large fishing boats against the quay. “Tuna fishing boats,” Patrick explains. These boats can cost four million euros each. Initially subsidized by European grant, all they catch is yellowfin tuna, purse-seining the swarms that venture into the Mediterranean. In a successful sweep they net whole schools at a time, towing them offshore for fattening. A single good-size specimen can fetch eighty thousand euros on the Japanese market, where the tuna’s red meat is highly prized for sushi. It tastes good, but there are fears that the fish will be persecuted to extinction.
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Jousting boats rest peacefully on the Royal Canal, Sète, France.



Industrial-style fishing of the yellowfin has already made some Sète fishermen millionaires and provided them resources to purchase the most up-to-date military sonar available to civilians to locate schools of fish. Just twenty-eight of these high-tech boats now account for 90 percent of all the French catch, most of which is destined for Japan. There has been quite a lot of protest against what is seen as overfishing of this species, and the threat of European quotas has led some boat owners to reregister their craft in Libya, which is not bound by such legislation. Meanwhile the boats still operate from Sète.

We pause beneath the cursive Arabic name on one boat we pass, although we have no idea how to read it. A little to our east are the timber docks. These too have been controversial this decade, apparently importing illegal hardwoods from Africa, but Patrick says little about this. He shrugs his shoulders and suggests they are probably making changes.


That evening Patrick and Martine’s daughter brings us her fish book. She has found a picture of the “sea jackrabbit”! It’s a gastropod with the scientific name Aplysia fasciata. When I look it up later, I find its common name is actually sea hare. That makes sense, as it was named long ago in Europe for its pair of long earlike protuberances, and Europe doesn’t have jackrabbits.

Despite the fact that sea hares are found around Britain in small numbers, and varieties exist all over the world, I had never encountered one of these strange creatures before. I wanted to know more about them. Every encounter with something strange is an opportunity to research and learn. Aplysia fasciata is a kind of sea slug with an internal shell. The mantle over it extends symmetrically to either side and enables it to “fly” in the water. It’s pretty well camouflaged in the seaweed where it is typically found because it is shaped like a seaweed frond and absorbs the pigment of its seaweed food to appear the same color, so maybe there are plenty around to be seen if you know what to look for. Like the squid and octopus, sea hares can release ink from ink glands. The ink acts like a smokescreen and may also affect the scent sensors of predators. The ink varies in color depending on what the sea hare feeds on and can be white, red, or purple. According to some sources it may have been used in ancient Jerusalem for writing sacred texts. Apparently it is of no use as a dye, as it washes out.

“What about sex?” I hear you ask. Well, these weird creatures do have weird sex. The sea hare has a penis on its head, just behind its rear anterior tentacle. And that’s not all. Being a hermaphrodite, it also has a female organ, so groups form mating chains with each individual mating simultaneously as a male with the sea hare in front and as a female with the one behind.

I wondered what people thought of them in the past. The genus was first allocated by Linnaeus in 1767, a century after Sète was founded. What about before then? I haven’t been able to find out much. The ancient Greeks in their debates decided they were poisonous to touch, which is untrue, although recent accounts of people “tasting” them have reported the flavor disgusting!

Nowadays there are a couple of promising lines of research under way. The first is in the neurology field. The nerve cells in the sea hare’s ganglia are ten to fifty times larger than in mammals, which makes the sea hare, with its ten thousand easily identified neurons, an interesting animal on which to study reactions to stimuli. Another discovery is an antibacterial protein, escapin, found in the ink. Escapin might offer an environmentally friendly alternative to heavy metals like copper for antifouling ships and nets.

So if you run into a funny batlike creature when you’re kayaking off the coast of Devon or down in the Mediterranean, it is possibly a sea hare—harmless, perhaps useful to science, and, although a gastropod, not worth serving up with garlic as escargot.

Ironically, when it comes to the race between the tortoise and the hare, or in this case the sea turtle and the sea hare, the tortoise wins yet again. Sea turtles eat sea hares and apparently enjoy them.
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TUBENOSES

The sun rolled slowly along the horizon, gradually melding with the bright edge and leaving the sky glowing pink and purple. With the clear sky it would not get completely dark tonight. We waited quietly and patiently, our voices little more than murmurs, until the sunrise began to intensify the colors of the sky. A thick mist rolled in from the sea, darkening our surroundings and bringing with it strange cries and cackles. Through the darkness and mist hordes of winged shapes streamed past, blundering into us, darting between our legs, and flicking against our faces.

We were standing at the edge of a cliff on the islet of Mykineshólmur in the Faeroe Islands, waiting for the nocturnal appearance of three species of oceanic birds: the Manx shearwater, the Leach’s petrel, and the storm petrel. All three are members of the tubenose family, distinguished by the tubelike nostrils resembling hollow worm casts along the tops of their beaks. It was the loud cries of shearwaters and the unearthly laughter of the Leach’s petrels that made such a din. From within a dry stone wall immediately behind us we heard the quiet, almost continuous churring sound of storm petrels punctuated by sudden hiccups. The petrels’ gentle calls were directing their mates, flitting back and forth along the length of the wall in the gloom, to the correct nests. Nesting time for all three species is hazardous. They are slow to take off and are easily caught, so parents change watch over the hidden nests in darkness, lest they fall prey to the ever-vigilant gulls.

I remember the first time I saw a storm petrel. It was huddled underneath a car in a parking lot near a quay in St. John’s Harbor, Newfoundland. I cradled it in my palm, it was so small. It had a distinctly musky odor, which later found I could recognize when trying to locate the well-hidden nests as part of a nest survey. After phoning around to friends for advice, a seabird specialist at the local university told me that storm petrels have difficulty taking off from land. This one, he said, probably mistook the dark flat tarmac for water, landed, and then couldn’t take off again.
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Fulmar chick.



I returned to the quay and dropped the bird onto the water as the specialist had recommended. Sure enough, it skipped across the water surface, flew up, caught the breeze, and was easily away. For a brief moment I felt good about what I had done. But a large herring gull swooped down from the sky. I winced at the impact that sent the storm petrel spiraling down onto the water. The gull chased close behind it and moments later lifted away again with the petrel held firmly in its beak.

The storm petrel is the smallest European seabird. It is brown and black with a white rump. Such small birds are easily overlooked by the sea kayaker or mistaken for house martins or swallows. Sailors of old often referred to them as “Mother Carey’s chickens,” believing that such small birds must have the protection of Mother Carey, the Virgin Mary, in order to survive in the open ocean. Because they were often seen speeding along at the forefront of heavy weather, they became known as “storm” petrels. The “petrel” part is in reference to Saint Peter walking on the water; the storm petrel, like other petrels, patters quickly along the surface during takeoff.

The Leach’s petrel is a bit larger than the storm petrel and has a slightly forked tail, in contrast to the square tail of the storm petrel. In Britain Leach’s petrels nest mainly on the remote islands off northwest Scotland, tempting destinations for experienced paddlers.

The Manx shearwater is a much larger bird, about the size of a rock dove, with a black back and a pale underside. The name Manx, as in “from the Isle of Man,” refers to the huge colonies once found there. As it sweeps across the water with its narrow wings held stiffly, it flashes from black to white or white to black each time it changes direction. Shearwaters gather in huge rafts on the sea near their breeding sites, awaiting the cover of darkness before approaching their nests, typically at the ends of long burrows. Many popular British sea kayaking areas, such as Pembrokeshire, North Wales, and the Scottish Small Isles, are major breeding grounds for shearwaters. Over 130,000 Manx shearwaters nest on the islands in Pembrokeshire, and more than 100,000 are believed to nest on the Scottish island of Rhum alone. Another major colony is close by on Eigg. If you’re paddling in these areas during nesting season, it’s well worth staying out at night to hear the cacophony of sound accompanying the return of the birds to the nests. Be prepared to be roused in the night anyway by the noise.

The Manx shearwater, like the fulmar, has long been a culinary delicacy. The huge colonies on the Isle of Man were decimated by overharvesting of the fat young birds, only recently rebuilding into a healthy colony once more.

In the Faeroe Islands, where there has been a long tradition of conservation and wildlife management aimed at maintaining stocks for regular harvest, shearwaters are only taken when numbers are stable or rising.

On Nólsoy Island the size of the shearwater colony has always been limited by the lack of suitable nesting places. A local man took me out across the rough ground on the uninhabited end of the island to show me some tunnels he had constructed. He raised a long stone slab to reveal the ends of several carefully dug tunnels, each with the dark shape of a shearwater sitting tightly on her eggs. Each tunnel was at least five feet long. He explained that the soil on the island was too shallow for the birds to dig their own burrows, so each year he constructs more artificial tunnels, roofing them over with stone slabs to compensate for the paucity of topsoil. The ruse is working. Most of the tunnels are occupied. He also told me why these birds are nocturnal. The legs of petrels are more effective on water than on land, where they can only shuffle around with their feet and lower legs in contact with the ground. Consequently they cannot move quickly and have difficulty launching unless a breeze lifts them. It is nearly impossible for them to escape the nimble gulls.

The fulmar is the only tubenose in the British Isles to nest in the open, on cliff ledges and even on open grassland, although it still seems to prefer a shallow tunnel when available. Fulmars have pearly-gray colored backs rather than the more uniform gray of many gulls. The fulmar has no real enemy on the islands. Each female lays only one egg per year, and the survival rate of the young is good.

The fulmar’s method of defense—spitting yellow stomach oil—appears to work well to deter predators. In a project to reintroduce the white-tailed sea eagle to the western isles of Scotland, the first birds released had been hand reared and had not learned from their parents about the dangers of fulmars. The subsequent death of these birds was attributed to the fouling of the eagles’ plumage with fulmar oil.

On the island of Hirta, in the remote St. Kilda group to the west of Scotland, the former inhabitants used to rely heavily on the fulmar as a foodstuff and as a source of oil and feathers. They harvested thousands of young birds in mid-August before the birds could fly. The birds were salted and stored for the winter in wooden barrels, and the precious fulmar oil was contained in the inflated and dried stomachs of the Atlantic gannet. Men descended the cliffs using horsehair ropes and killed the birds by twisting their necks so that the oil would not be spilled. Each bird yielded up to half a pint of oil. The entrails were used as fishing bait, the bones for fertilizer, and the fat from boiling the bird was skimmed off and used as lamp fuel. When salt was scarce, the birds were simply hung in the many stone stores (cleits) to dry in the wind. The feathers and oil were also sold on the Scottish mainland. The feathers were used for bedding, while the oil, which is rich in vitamins A and D, was sold as medicine. The commerce in fulmars ended in 1930 when the islanders were evacuated.

Fulmars can suffer from psittacosis, a disease that also afflicts parrots. The disease is said to have been picked up by scavenging fulmars from a load of dead parrots dumped from a ship into the North Atlantic, and the disease has spread within the seabird population. I had always been told to avoid handling sick fulmars but had never heard of anyone catching psittacosis until last year, when a kayaker friend contracted the potentially fatal disease. It laid her low for many months before doctors by chance pinpointed the problem. The disease is caused by an organism partway in size between a bacterium and a virus and can be cured by antibiotics. Joan had not handled any seabirds, but she had been paddling close along the Scottish sea cliffs. There she would have been exposed to dust from the plumage of the thousands of nesting birds and dust from their dried droppings, either of which can carry this airborne disease.
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I wait for the nighttime visit of shearwaters and storm petrels on Mykineshólmur, Faeroe Islands.




Fulmars appear stiff-winged in flight and sweep along cliff faces, banking sharply, gliding tirelessly on air currents with seldom a wing beat. It is the fulmar that slides past the sea kayaker with one wing tip almost brushing the sea—so close that paddler and bird can stare into each other’s eyes.

The pearly-gray back varies in shade from darker in northern regions to paler farther south, and wing tips lack the characteristic barring of gulls. The underside of the bird is pale, and the dovelike head is large. The silvery beak is adorned with two external tubes, found on all petrels. Because petrels spend such long periods of time over the ocean with only salt water to drink, they have developed the ability to desalinate, excreting the salt and dripping it out through the tubes on the beak.

In the tenth century the British coast was subjected to raiding Vikings in their long ships. The ancient Icelandic “Njal’s Saga” recounts an event off the Isle of Man. The terrible clamor of shearwaters flying in dense clouds past the Viking ships and the crashing of the dark birds against the terrified warriors in the night roused the men into defending themselves with swords, axes, and spears. By morning there were a number of dead and wounded men, along with the bodies of dead birds. The saga describes the birds in the night as “ravens that came flying at them with beaks and talons that seemed made of iron.” The birds were believed to be “… the demons you once believed in and which shall drag you down into the torments of hell.” Strong stuff! But as I stood on the misty cliff edge on Mykineshólmur in the twilight, with dark shapes hurtling past in all directions and dropping from the sky toward me with hideous screams and cackles, it was all too easy to imagine how these gentle creatures might seem like demons.
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BEAR, BE GONE!

The tides in Ungava Bay are some of the biggest in the world and can rise and fall as much as fifty-five feet. When the water recedes, it exposes a vast foreshore of rock ledges and muddy slopes studded with boulders. It’s difficult to find an easy place to land that will also be a good place to launch from later. Within six hours a landing place at high tide can be left up to three miles away from the water. Halfway through the ebb tide, the water level drops at a rate of ten feet per hour. That’s two inches per minute. If you stop ashore for a five-minute break, the tide will quietly drop ten inches: more than enough to expose rocks that can block your escape from shore.

Face to Face

We were ten days into our 675-mile journey from Kuujjuaq in northern Quebec to Nain in Labrador. My morning espresso from the stovetop pot had worked itself through my system, and I was ready to land. My paddling partner, Kristin, and I reached a group of rocky outcrops cut away from the main rock ledges by narrow channels of water. I cruised into one of these channels to seek shelter from the small chop and discovered a narrow slot between a steep wall and a gentle slope. This dead end was shallow, but it made an excellent dock. Kristin stayed in her kayak, so I left mine floating in front of her.

I strolled a few paces across the bare rock behind Kristin and stretched my legs and back. The slightly domed bedrock I was standing on swept upward in smooth, unbroken undulations to the low summit of the islet. The glacier that had pushed across this region in the last ice age had ground through the rock layers, exposing patterns of pink, green-gray, and black. The striations looked like the growth rings of a polished slice of tree.
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Polar bears roam the shore, Ungava Bay, Quebec.



My eyes casually followed the sinuous folds of a single threadlike band of dark rock as it meandered through clusters of bright crystals sparkling in the sunlight. I suddenly spotted a patch of ivory-white fur that appeared over a low ridge of rock about sixty feet away from me. In moments a polar bear came into full view. With its head held low, the bear walked straight toward me in long easy strides, its long fur swinging heavily around its legs and huge body.

I grabbed my float vest and spray skirt and turned away. Not wanting to provoke a charge from the bear, I walked steadily toward my kayak. “Back off into deep water now, Kristin!” I called. “Now!” She looked over her shoulder to see me walking toward her with the bear following only yards behind. As she attempted to back out of the narrow slot, I reached my own kayak and slid into the cockpit.

The water level had already dropped enough while I was on shore that Kristin’s kayak was aground. Again I urged her to get away. She pushed hard against the rock with both hands, but her kayak was weighed down with a full load of gear and food. “I’m stuck, Nigel! Should I get out?” I got out of my kayak and popped open my day hatch to grab my flare gun.

The bear stopped when it reached the stern of Kristin’s kayak, its huge head extended toward her. It was close enough to reach Kristin with its forepaw, so it was unlikely she could escape to open water. I tried to stifle my fear of the bear’s attacking Kristin and focus on loading the pistol. I fumbled with my flares, broke open the barrel of the gun, and inserted a red cartridge.

I snapped the barrel shut and cocked the firing pin. I aimed vaguely to one side of the huge animal, hoping to shoot close enough to startle it. A flare gun is not meant to be an accurate firearm, and I was worried I might shoot the bear and provoke an attack. I squeezed the trigger. “Poof,” the flare rushed past the bear and bounced off the rock. In the brightness of day, the ball of incandescence seemed as insignificant as the muffled report of the gun. It was, however, enough to surprise the bear, which bounded a few yards away from us up the rock.

Kristin climbed out of her kayak. By the time I’d broken open the flare gun and pulled out the spent cartridge, the bear was back, standing next to us. I loaded another flare. Kristin tried to slide her kayak but stopped when the bear craned its neck to sniff the dry-bag strapped to her rear deck. The deck bag contained vacuum-packed freeze-dried food. Even if the bags were airtight, I knew we had probably transferred all kinds of scents to it from our hands.

Polar bears are said to have the keenest sense of smell of any mammal and have been known to pick up the scent of a seal from a distance of five miles and track it down. Kristin stood by her front hatch. I aimed at the rock beside the bear and set off the second flare. The huge white head turned, and the bear sniffed the rock where the flare had hit then turned back to look at Kristin. This time the flare had done little to distract the bear.

Kristin stood up beside her kayak and looked at the bear. “Bear! Bear, be gone!” she commanded loudly and firmly. It struck me as an odd thing to say. The words “Go away!” would have made more sense to me, but here was this slender woman looking up at a creature the size of a car, speaking to it in what sounded like Old English. “Bear—be—gone!” she demanded again, enunciating each word slowly and deliberately. Her choice of words seemed somehow absurd, but I was relieved that she was calmly facing up to this bear instead of screaming or running away, either one of which could provoke an attack.

The bear stood facing her just feet away, its mouth hanging slightly open. Its head was as broad as Kristin’s shoulders. I was ready with the next flare. I had decided to shoot straight at the bear if it attacked, but I wasn’t sure if the flare would deter the bear or just enrage it. The bear shuffled on its four huge paws. I fired again, just off to the side. The whoosh of red fireball flying close past the bear didn’t get so much as a sideways glance. The bear continued to study Kristin. A polar bear can pounce twenty feet from standing, and this one was less than ten feet from us. “Bear! Be gone!” Kristin insisted. The bear looked at me, looked back at her, then half turned, shuffled its huge paws, and wandered a few paces up the rock away from us. Kristin instantly dragged her kayak backward until it was afloat, and with a single fluid movement she was in the cockpit and backing toward open water. The bear turned. I hauled my kayak across the rocks to the water and tumbled into the cockpit. My float vest and spray skirt stuffed on my lap, I started to push myself back. The bear fixed its stare on me, its head extended forward on its long neck. In a few steps it reached the water’s edge, but Kristin and I were already a few yards from shore, paddling vigorously away.

Free from the confines of the narrow slot where we had landed, we now had to exit the channel between the islets to reach the open water beyond. I paddled close by Kristin. The bear ambled over the rocks, matching our pace with ease. Even steep clifflike rock faces didn’t slow it down. It was elegant and graceful and seemed to gather momentum like a ball rolling down a hill.

When we paddled clear of the island and reached open water, the bear paused and stood watching us. It walked a few more yards, lifted its head to sniff the air, then walked headfirst into the water and submerged. The white shape of the bear’s head appeared, pushing across the surface toward us and then vanishing again. Polar bears can stay underwater for as long as two minutes and swim at a steady six knots, so if this bear wanted to catch up with us, it was certainly capable of doing so. We hurried away and didn’t relax our paddling pace for a couple of hours.

We had known there was a good possibility we might see polar bears during our trip. Polar bears hunt around the edge of the Arctic ice pack for seal, and when the ice breaks up and melts, they swim ashore. On the Labrador side of the peninsula, the ice drifts south on the Labrador Current. Sometimes polar bears on the ice drift as far south as the island of Newfoundland before swimming ashore. Once they reach land, they typically wander back to the north. Bears that are working their way north during summer can be hungry, especially in years like this when the ice melts early.
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Polar bears are agile underwater: swimming polar bear, San Diego Zoo, California.



We thought we might see a few bears on the northern tip of the Labrador Peninsula, but in fact we spotted our first two bears close to the mouth of the George River, just five days into our journey. Our face-to-face encounter was our third bear sighting, so we grew increasingly cautious and watchful. We also began to modify our paddling habits. On most trips I usually paddle close to the shore because there is so much to see and I can measure my progress as the scenery changes with every feature passed. The landscape changes much more slowly when viewed from a distance, but I thought we’d be safer paddling farther out.


We kept our distance from land, shying away from countless ambiguous shapes, uncertain whether we were seeing bears or merely pale boulders, patches of snow, or quartz outcrops. We made our rest stops on low, isolated rocks we could see were free of bears before landing and watched constantly for anything white.

Inukshuks

The territory along our route was uninhabited tundra, so there were no features like trees or buildings to offer any sense of scale. Some fifteen miles south from the mouth of the George River, we headed toward a sand beach that turned out to be a beach of boulders, each the size of a table. Distant islands sometimes proved to be much closer than expected and measured only a few yards across. To avoid getting disoriented by these illusions, the Inuit constructed inukshuks, stone cairns that resembled people in both shape and stature. They were often our only way to judge scale and distance.

About fourteen miles north from the mouth of Abloviak Fjord we approached shore intending to follow a long finger of rock to its outermost point. Kristin noted that there was a very prominent beacon on the highest point of the rock. It looked a bit like an inukshuk, but it was unusually pale, as if it had been painted white. Thinking it must be a navigation mark instead of an inukshuk, Kristin scanned her chart but found nothing marked, and I could see nothing on the topographical map. We continued paddling toward shore and had come close to land when the beacon stood up. It was a very large polar bear.

It climbed down from the flat summit and began walking toward us. We sped up and angled away from shore. The bear vanished behind a rock outcrop and reappeared much closer to us on the shore. We were paddling about as fast as we could, but the bear easily matched our pace. From time to time it got ahead of us, and then it would turn and watch us and wait.

It took us around twenty minutes to reach the end of the point. When we rounded it, the bear disappeared. We had no idea where it had gone. Kristin said she was more nervous being followed like that than when she had been confronted by the bear at close range the day before. Approaching shore ceased to be a pleasure.


The McLelan Strait

When we reached the northern tip of the Labrador Peninsula, we camped just north of the entrance to McLelan Strait, a narrow fifteen-mile-long channel separating Killinek Island from the mainland, waiting for the wind to drop and the fog to clear before heading through the strait. I was walking along the beach when I heard Kristin call my name faintly, like a loud stage whisper, but I could hear urgency in her voice. She had spotted a polar bear close to our tent. We skirted around to the back of a nearby hill, creeping low to keep from being seen. We watched from a high point while the bear wandered past our campsite, paying no attention to it. Walking slowly, it appeared to be sniffing at the ground to either side of its path as it slowly approached the inlet and was finally swallowed by the fog. We knew we would have to spend at least the night there waiting for the weather to clear, but there was little we could do except continue to be watchful.

The next day the wind dropped and the fog lifted, so we set out for McLelan Strait. Although we had arrived on a neap tide, the current would still run swiftly through the strait. On a spring tide it accelerates to ten knots through the narrow sections of the strait, where the channel is less than two hundred yards wide in places. With the tide against us, we planned to take advantage of eddies along the north shore, then cross to wait at an ancient village site for a favorable tide early the next morning.

We drifted over writhing fingers of kelp in the clear water, past outcrops of rock colored a brilliant orange by rusting iron ore. Across the swirling water, the steep slope of the Torngat mountain range ran down to a low green plain above the water. We cut into the fast water and paddled swiftly to ferry-glide across.

We had almost reached the far shore when I noticed a boulder near the shore that had an unusual glow about it. Suddenly I realized it was a polar bear crouching head-down watching us. Light shining through its thick white fur had created a bright edge around the large shape. We were heading straight to it. I called “There’s a bear!” to Kristin, and in a single movement we pushed our bows around into a ferry-glide back in the direction we’d come from.

The moment we changed direction, the bear stood up and walked to the water. We were making headway against the current as well as  moving away from the bear. It followed along the shore, matching our progress. It stopped at the land’s edge, studied the water for a moment, and waded in. We could see its head on the surface and the large white lump of its back as it swam after us.

It took us a few minutes to regain the north shore, and we hugged the ledges to keep from the tide as much as possible. We rounded a point, and there on the edge of the water stood another huge bear. “Okay, Kristin! What would you like to do?” I had no desire to turn back toward the bear already following us. Kristin, sounding almost irritated by the bears, said, “Just keep paddling! We’re not here to harm them, and they’ve got no reason to harm us! Just keep paddling!” As we passed this second bear, it turned sideways. It was the size of a Volkswagen Beetle. It must have been a male. The females are only as big and heavy as Austin Mini Coopers.

It strolled away from us, its rear legs spread wide beneath the immense bulk of its body, and vanished among the rocks.

Our fear of coming upon more bears kept us from using any back eddies, so we fought the current in the center of the channel, making our way along the fifteen miles of the strait against the tide.

On the Labrador side of the strait, the evening sunlight reflected off the water as if from a sheet of polished copper. Behind us the steep slopes flanked the strait, and their reflections seemed to pour the blue of the sky into the water. Ducks exploded into the air as we creased the water toward them. One duck remained on the water in front of me, but as we grew closer, it looked less like a bird and more like a fishing float.
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