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  Introduction

  FISHING is one of man’s basic, hardest, most honorable occupations.

  It shares with farming a reliance on nature, despite the aids of technology in providing machinery to perform some of the heaviest work. The occupation has changed little over the centuries. Man still catches his seafood in any quantity by one of three methods—pots, hooks, or nets. The sea remains a force of primal brutality, and the experience of fishing in it for a livelihood remains universal the world over for the whole range of fishermen, from those who row out in little boats open directly to the weather to those who buck into open seas with the relative security of a warm cabin and a high-powered engine. This book focuses on a segment of that worldwide picture, the area of fishing communities in western Alaska from Kodiak waters to the Bering Sea.

  The land mass of Alaska combines with water in a dual arrangement of watercourses and continental shelves that produces one of the great fishing grounds of the world. Ranges of mountains throughout the state accumulate snow, then yield it off in thousands of rivers and streams that serve as spawning areas for salmon. Extending underwater from shore are vast seafood-breeding continental shelves, those areas of relatively shallow water down to about one hundred fathoms which occur before the ocean floor plunges to several thousand fathoms.

  Most of the seafood of the world is generated on continental shelves. The motion of wind and currents circulates the relatively shallow shelf waters all the way up from the seafloor, thus moving even the deepest water to the surface to mix bottom nutrients with sunlight and oxygen. The result is a stimulated growth of the organisms that fish and crustaceans feed on, and a consequent abundance of sea creatures. To give some idea of the Alaskan potential, the shelves off Alaska cover 550,000 square miles, including a huge crescent of shelf around the Gulf of Alaska and the single 340,000-square-mile swath of shelf in the eastern Bering Sea. This compares to 300,000 square miles of shelf off the entire remaining United States, or, to take other major fishing grounds, to the 70,000 square miles of the Grand Banks off Newfoundland and the 12,000 of Georges Bank off New England.

  The fishing scene in Alaska is varied and volatile. The people it includes have differing interests, and the communities range in size from large towns to seasonal settlements. Ketchikan, the leading city of the southeastern inland waterways (which also includes Sitka, Juneau, and Petersburg), once called itself accurately “The Salmon Capital of the World.” In the 1960s, whether through Japanese and Soviet interception of salmon on the high seas, simple American excess by both sport and commercial fishermen, careless logging practices which destroyed spawning streams, destructive freezes at crucial biological times, or a probable combination, the great southeastern runs of salmon dwindled. The major salmon packs today come from a wide area around Kodiak Island at the western end of the Gulf of Alaska and from Bristol Bay, east of the Bering Sea.

  Kodiak waters teem with salmon, halibut, cod, herring, and pollock; with five varieties of small pandalid shrimp; with dungeness, tanner, and king crab. It was natural that fishermen would discover the place. The town of Kodiak, which because of its remoteness had been for decades merely the base for local salmon boats and stopoff point for the halibut fleets of Seattle and Prince Rupert, became in the late 1950s the home of men who were developing entire new fisheries first in king crab and then in shrimp. (A fishery is a combination of elements, the essentials being the harvestable sea creatures, the boats, the fishermen, and the processors.) The Alaskan earthquake of 1964 generated a tsunami that washed out the lower town, boat harbor, and canneries. In retrospect, the disaster and its attendant demands for reconstruction vitalized the town. New boats were commissioned with the demands of crabbing and shrimping in mind, as was the case with new canneries. Kodiak today is one of the major salmon ports, the largest U.S. halibut port, and the center of both a ten-month shrimp fishery and a seven-month king and 2 tanner-crab fishery. Fishermen and processors out of Kodiak and Dutch Harbor are now engaged in developing from scratch an industry for pollock and other bottomfish which may evolve into the largest Alaskan fishery of them all in terms of volume. In terms of value landed, Kodiak is consistently the number-two port in the U.S., second only to the California tuna port of San Pedro.

  However, just as the dominance in salmon shifted from Ketchikan to Kodiak, the dominance in crab shifted in the early 1970s from Kodiak to Dutch Harbor. Dutch is still barely a settlement, adjacent to the small Aleut village of Unalaska on an island in the Aleutian chain, but it is the closest large harbor for the American boats which fish with increasing concentration in the rich grounds of the Bering Sea. A difference in the shift is that the Kodiak crab men participated, financing expensive new boats to meet the Bering Sea demands, then driving them the 600 miles to Dutch Harbor to compete with Seattle-based crabbers and Japanese factory fleets. Dutch Harbor now runs Kodiak a race for position as second-in-value fishing port of the U.S.

  Within the rough-and-tumble context of coastal Alaskan towns, where wilderness is always in sight and destruction at sea a constant possibility, Ketchikan has turned mellow, Kodiak bursts at the seams, and Dutch Harbor—still a raw outpost—perches on the edge of a frontier boom.

  Alaskan fishermen come from several backgrounds and interests. Traditionally, Alaska has attracted a seasonal population of friendly, hard-working carpetbaggers—fishermen, loggers, construction and pipeline workers, and the like—who make their money and then return south with it to enjoy the comforts of more urbanized areas. The pattern has begun to change despite the wretched Alaskan winters. Most men fishing from Ketchikan and about half those of Kodiak are now residents, having been attracted to the open life of Alaska from all parts of the U.S. and from that traditional land of northern seafarers, Scandinavia. Dutch Harbor, on the other hand, is called home by few except native villagers. The American halibut fleet (there is also a Canadian one which fishes the same Alaskan waters) is crewed largely by first-and second-generation Norwegians who live in Seattle, and this group also dominates a large share of the Bering Sea crab fleet. (In Dutch Harbor, it sometimes seems as if no other food is served from boat galleys but lamb, fish balls, and goat’s-milk cheese.) Then there are the natives, who lived by fishing for centuries before the white man came. Boats from all the native villages have indigenous crews, especially in the far-north Eskimo country where whites are few. In the Tlingit country of the southeast around Ketchikan, voluntary segregation is sometimes strong, with certain areas of the same grounds fished tacitly by native boats and others by whites. The boats of Kodiak have an easier racial mixture, with Aleut-Koniag and American-Norwegian often combined in the same man.

  Fishermen in Alaska, then, are a generally compatible mixture of whites and natives, Americans and Scandinavians, residents and nonresidents. There is, however, another force of fishermen, most of whom never come ashore, that has for years thrown doubt and unbalance into the picture. These man the factory fleets of Japan and Russia.

  For a decade before Pearl Harbor, Japanese ships had fished crab and bottomfish in the waters off the Aleutians, which are closer to Tokyo than to Seattle. In 1952, with self-government restored to Japan, the U.S. allowed the Japanese to come fishing again off Alaska. Soviet ships entered the scene off both coasts in 1959, followed on the East Coast by ships from Poland, Spain, and a dozen other nations and in Alaska by ships from South Korea. The foreign fishing effort increased steadily, often destructively to certain species, until 1976 and the passage by Congress of the Fishery Conservation and Management Act. To cite a typical year, the fishing grounds off Alaska were worked in 1972 by 907 different Japanese ships and 544 Soviet ships. The Japanese effort included eighteen factory fleets. The total 1972 foreign catch off Alaska was over five billion pounds, compared to half a billion pounds caught in the same waters by U.S. boats.

  The American fisherman, both in Alaska and on the other coasts, is a different creature than the man on the Japanese and Russian fishing ships, despite what they might share of the fishing experience. The American owns his own boat or works for a crew share directly under the man who does; the Japanese is a salaried employee for a huge conglomerate, the Russian an employee of the state. The American works on a boat ranging in size from a 30-odd-foot purse seiner to a 110-foot crabber, as part of a deck crew that seldom exceeds five. The smallest Japanese vessel is a 90-foot salmon gillnetter with a crew of a dozen, the largest a 650-foot factory ship with a work force of more than 500. Both the American and the foreign vessels often fish around the clock, but the foreign crews with their greater numbers do it in shifts. The Americans work gear as individuals and as seamen, while the foreign crewmen are often as specialized in their duties as a standard millhand.

  Thus the concept of an American fishing “industry” is loose at best, comprising the freelance interests of many boatmen and processors. A fishery of this sort has no collective resource beyond the biological research of government agencies, and no coordinated battle plan. Compare this to Japan, where the government supports two colleges and more than sixty high schools of fishing, and where large conglomerates like Taiyo, Nippon Suison, and Marubeni control and operate in a single package their boats, seafood plants, research teams, and marketing facilities. These fishing conglomerates work so closely with the cabinet-level Japan Fisheries Agency that the one seems an extension of the other. With such an interlock of Japanese capital and administration, support is always available to develop the most modern fishing ships and equipment, and the risks inherent in a single fishery are buffered by options on a corporate scale.

  The Soviet fishing fleets, as might be imagined, are financed and controlled entirely by the government. The Soviet Ministry of Fisheries runs the show by regions, allotting budgets and projecting requirements. The ships (many more modem even than those of the Japanese) have been built under five-year and seven-year plans, with a conscious goal of achieving a strong Soviet fishing fleet. As soon as Soviet ships entered the fisheries off the U.S. coasts, they began to abuse the tacit fishing privilege by equipping “trawlers” with electronic surveillance equipment, and they still do. The Soviet multiyear plans for fishing ships began before the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962 had revealed a Soviet weakness in seapower. The plans locked after this event into the larger strategic goal of building the Soviet Union into the maritime power that it is today of military, merchant, and fishing ships.

  In the United States, the men who fish the sea are still of a type other callings have rendered tame and dependent. Even with all the power winches and hydraulic gurdies a fishing boat now can carry, the work is heavier and longer than most men can bear. It also requires wit and intelligence along with sea-sense, since as seafood stocks diminish more skill is required to seek them out. American fishing boats remain small, both against the foreign fishing operations and against the sea itself. In New England, the fleet is old and demoralized by the massive foreign overfishing of Georges Bank and adjacent grounds. The abundant fisheries for shrimp in the Gulf of Mexico, tuna t)ff California, and the menhadden off the Carolinas and Virginia are vital each in its way, but they fish only a single species, in relatively placid water.

  This leaves the newly aggressive and varied fishery that centers in Kodiak and extends via Dutch Harbor into the Bering Sea. The men who work it lead lives closer to death than most Americans. As with fishermen in all northern waters, they endure as a matter of course the drench and wind and cold. On violently unstable decks which require enormous energy merely to keep balance, they handle machinery that by a slip can eat relentlessly an arm or leg, with nets that can sweep them over the side into water too cold for survival, using hooks and knives that can slice to the bone through layers of clothing. They harvest more major species than all the other mainline American fisheries combined, in waters more treacherous than even the North Atlantic. Unique among American fishermen, they see the present as a springboard rather than a roadblock.

  You who mourn the lost self-confidence and self-sufficiency of the American frontier, look here.


  Part 1: 1963 SUMMER


  CHAPTER 1

  Fishing

  FROM Dutch Harbor we bucked into a forty-knot northwester for fourteen hours to reach the grounds. One of my new crewmates offered me some thick rubber bands cut from an inner tube. I watched him adjust his own to squeeze the legs of his rain pants against his boots, but I was too seasick to follow suit.

  Outside it was black night. Shadowy waves swelled higher than our heads, hail slashed under the mast lights, the wind roared and whined, and seawater foamed across the deck. The other men lit cigarettes and went into it. I followed. I had traveled on many ships and knew well that the sea was vast and brutal, but I had never worked on a deck this close to the waves. The awe I felt was unexpected, at the smallness of the fishing boat and at the hugeness of the water around us. Soon I was bending over a tub with knees pressed into it for balance as I stuffed chunks of herring into perforated plastic jars and retched helplessly from the smell.

  Up came the first of our thousand-pound-plus steel pots, swaying with all its wicked weight. Frank and Dale grabbed the sides as it banged against the boat and guided it crashing into place on the deck rack. The pot held about sixty big purple king crabs and twice as many undersized ones and females. They crawled against each other sluggishly and stuck together as we leaned in and flung them out two to a hand.

  A wave swept the side and drenched us. It hit my knees with such force that I had to grab the rail for support and cold water filled my boots where I had neglected to fasten the rubber bands. Leiv, the skipper, thrust his bearded face from the wheelhouse as his Norwegian “Har har” roared against the wind. “Hey, dot’ll vake you bastards, eh?” The others cursed back cheerfully.

  Everything in the operation was based on speed and economy, with no time accounted for rest. In five minutes the first pot was emptied, rebaited, and sent plunging back to the seafloor, and the line of the next was being payed in through the hydraulic crab block to be coiled on deck. The simple effort of maintaining balance was work in itself. The block might pull the ton-weights, yet the remaining bull work was tremendous. We pushed for what I judged to be at least three hours. The clock showed we had only been working for forty minutes. The distance back to the warm room ashore of nautical daydreams was infinite beyond imagining. When you’ve committed yourself out there, you’re stuck.

  During the next week in the Bering Sea the wind sometimes subsided, sometimes gusted to eighty knots, while the sea ranged from crashing to glassy. Since we were fishing for the largest possible share of the king crab quota, we took only what rest we needed desperately: sometimes only two hours a night. “I know just how far to drive my men,” says one successful crab skipper from Kodiak who started his career on deck. “Farther than they think they can go. Just to that point where they’ll let the gear start smashing them. Sometimes we haul gear for forty hours without a break.” Said a halibut skipper when I asked if it was true that his crew slept only four hours a night for the twenty days running of a trip: “I tried three, but after a while it slowed us down.”

  During the first week of my initiation into king-crabbing, a man on one boat lost a finger and a man on another lost the bridge of his nose when a heavy hook flew out of control. The seas smashed in the windows of two pilothouses. On my boat, a vacancy had been created the trip before when two hydraulic bars converged at the wrong moment to crush a man’s thigh.

  The life of a fisherman is rougher and more dangerous than that of any other seafarer. Compared to them, the sailors on modern tankers and freighters, and the Navy salts of the great electronic warships, are clock-punchers who live in luxury. (Less so the small-boatmen of the Coast Guard when the time comes for a rescue.)

  Do men go fishing for any reason besides money? In many parts of the world it remains a subsistence profession. An answer for would-be Ishmaels like myself: “It is a way I have of driving off the spleen, and regulating the circulation.” Actually, most fishermen are locked in by tradition and geography. Fathers take their sons to sea and teach them the skills and survival reflexes, and the life’s pattern is set. Even American fishermen—those in the environs of Gloucester, Crisfield, Pascagoula, San Pedro, and Anacortes, for example—show a strong pattern of repeated generations. It is almost uniquely in Alaska that the fisheries are so new that their history is counted in decades rather than generations, and the fishermen—many with college educations—have no excuse but their own free choice.

  But why then, even in Alaska, given the alternatives available to Americans, would a man settle in a place of storm and cold like Kodiak, commit himself to a decade of hock for the price of a boat and gear, and thus consciously condemn himself to a lifetime of hardship to feed his family? Some go broke. The men who make it have a varied income depending on luck, tenacity, and skill. Some highliners (those who bring in the biggest catches) may have a spectacular income as a direct result of their driving labor. Each category returns to Alaska season after season to take its chances instead of finding some way to stay ashore dry and safe in an office or a welding shop.

  Not to be coy about it any longer, seafaring enters the blood, and no form of it more than fishing. Stick a seasoned fisherman ashore and watch his restlessness when the boats gear up at the start of the season. Watch a crippled old fisherman caress the boats with his eyes. Does a retired machinist or accountant ever long after his lathe or ledgers in the same way, or fill the air with such reminiscences of shop and office?

  Here I stand on the Bering Sea crab boat, green-faced and wretched, my hands deep in stinking bait that I can’t smell without growing sick, my feet encased in cold water, a hundred miles from shore and at least sixteen toil-filled hours from my next brief sleep. I’m hardly joyous, and I would welcome a respite, but I wouldn’t trade places with you. I stare at the surging water and I feel the wind. But for the little boat I would be extinguished. If a wave swept me overboard, the cold water would suck away my life in four or five minutes. I am living on a brink, tasting real salt as it stings into my face, alive each second as seldom on shore. Do you think this is nothing? More likely you wish you were out there also. Life back by the time clocks may be more comfortable, but how often in your day do you associate face to face with the primal forces? A fisherman with water in his boots yearns to be dry, daydreams of a warm hearth or barroom. But, after he has sniffed the clean and destructive infinity of the ocean, dry land becomes ever after a place of interim passage.

  I first felt the essence of fishing in a mosquito-filled bay of Kodiak Island. I had ridden out from Kodiak town as a passenger on a salmon tender (which has since hit the rocks and sunk in the manner of fishing boats in northern waters, mercifully with no loss of life). A tender buys fish on the scene and carries them to the cannery, so our job was to await deliveries from the local seine boats. It was a day of rain and smoky mists. The Stonehengelike rocks of Kalsin Bay were dimmed to the substance of cardboard cutouts, as were the green forested mountains beyond the shore. We waited, nursing mug after mug of coffee, listening to the cry of birds and smelling an occasional whiff of spruce generated by the wet air.

  My notion of a seiner had been formed among the forty-to fifty-eight-foot boats with bridges and masts moored to the Kodiak harbor floats, whose fantails held big skiffs resting on high stacks of cork and web. Instead, all I had seen was an open dory with a mere dinghy astern, which had been plying along the shore since daybreak. Eventually the dory headed for the tender. Two crewmen sat hunched against the rain. The third, apparently the skipper, stood holding a tiller attached to an inside-mounted outboard motor, a concentrated scowl of command on his face. Water rested like cobwebs in his thick, curly hair. His oilskin pants hung by a single suspender, and a soggy cigarette dangled from his lips. The bottom of the dory was a jumble of salmon, buckets, bags, and other gear. The skipper brought his boat alongside and stepped grandly aboard the tender for a mug-up, while his two crewmen grabbed the salmon by their tails and tossed them into a bucket for the tender’s scale.

  The captain of the tender introduced me to the dory’s skipper, Dick, and, before I had a chance to back out, suggested I ride with him to see a siwash operation, the most primitive kind of all. The rockingdory had barely a place for my feet. Dick took us toward shore, then grunted that they might as well eat. Each of the three took a damp bag from a plastic bucket and settled by himself, while I sat grousing over my luck as a proper fine white seiner entered the bay and headed for the tender.

  Suddenly Dick rose. His eyes narrowed toward a patch of water, while his hands started the motor and the lunch bag flopped unheeded. In a second, the other two also crouched at attention, Dave astern by the heap of nets and corks, Ron in the skiff, where he started a few-horse-power motor. The boat headed slowly toward the spot Dick watched. The water was calm, broken only by patterns of rain. As we came closer to shore, the water turned dark from reflections of the trees, and mosquitos settled over us. I was the only one who slapped; the others were too engrossed.

  A salmon leapt, wriggled suspended for an instant in silver silhouette, splashed back. Down came Dick’s hand. Instantly, Dave threw off the tow line, and Ron in the skiff headed out, pulling the net in a circle around the spot where the fish had jumped. For the next several minutes, with snap and precision, the three performed a continuous chain of work that encircled a school of salmon with the net, then drew the net into a smaller and smaller circle by pulling it back into the boat until the fish had been pursed into a bag alongside. On a large seiner a powered winch and a hydraulic block would have pulled a longer and deeper seine. In Dick’s little open boat, but for the small collective horsepower of two outboards and a net of synthetic fibers, the three men fished as they might have fished two thousand years ago.

  I entered the cycle to help “pull web.” It was heavy, wet work, and all of us were soon drenched and panting. As the seine came in, Dave piled the corks on one side, Ron the leads on the other. The web, handled by Dick and me, fell between. As the circle narrowed, we began to see dark moving shapes. Each grip of web became heavier. It was the weight of fish. The frenzy of their swimming transmitted itself in vibrations. The surface within the purse began to boil with tails and heads. Whenever part of a salmon flipped above water its body glinted silver. We pulled and grunted, straining arms and backs. Slowly a whole bag of big silver fish rose to the gunwale, so heavy it tilted the boat. As we eased them aboard, they spilled over our legs, leaping and flapping with such collective strength that it felt like a tide pulling us off balance. There they lay around us. Their tails thumped the deck boards, their bright skins glistened.

  The abundance and vitality of it blew my mind. I was hooked. For hours and hours I watched the water as intensely as the rest, my blood rising at the sight of each flash that might betray unseen schools of fish, eagerly gripping up the web even though I was soon dizzy with fatigue. I had stumbled into good company and had touched the gut way on the reason why, besides for money and necessity, men go on the seas to fish.


  CHAPTER 2

  Kodiak

  THE island of Kodiak combines with adjacent islands to form a 170-by-40-mile mass of mountains separated by waterways and surrounded by foggy storms. The island series faces the Pacific Ocean with its western side parallel to the Alaskan mainland within sight of distant snow mountains. Kodiak lies in a latitude which also cuts through northern Scotland and Labrador. Within Alaska, it is located approximately halfway along the 2000-mile coastal arc that stretches from Ketchikan in the southeastern tip to Attu in the far-western Aleutians.

  The Kodiak mountains, lower than those of the mainland, average 2500 feet with a few (which remain snow-capped) reaching 4300 feet. Streams that originate in the higher country have eroded so far into the land that at places only a mountain or two separate the bays of the western from the eastern side. The differences between parts of the island are tremendous. Mean annual rainfall in Kodiak town is sixty inches (compared to thirty-nine inches in rainy Seattle), with ninety inches in some of the eastern bays and as little as twenty-four inches on parts of the western side. Although the axis of the island covers only two degrees of latitude—the distance between Baltimore and New York or between Topeka and Omaha—the north is covered with spruce while the south is bare of all but scrub. Each of the bays has a nature of its own. Huge brown bear feed along the flat streambeds of one, hilly spruce forests hide all else in another, and around a third the treeless land ends at the water in hundred-foot hardrock bluffs. The surrounding waters hold not only salmon, halibut, cod, rockfish, herring, crab, and shrimp but also their predators the whale, the seal, sea lions, and otters.

  The island is far off and lonely, yielding only a bit of shoreland here and there for settlements. The nontransient late-1970s population is some 9000 (but growing) of whom about 5000 live in the area of Kodiak town, 3000 at the nearby Coast Guard Base, and a thousand in the six native villages of Karluk, Larsen Bay, Port Lions, Ouzinkie, Old Harbor, and Akhiok. In the early 1960s the population of Kodiak town was 2800 and that of the then-Navy Base about the same.

  After the probable Bering landbridge migration from Asia, Koniag Indians lived for hundreds of generations in the coves and bays of the island, drawing their food from the abundant salmon and other sea creatures. Two centuries ago, in 1784, Russian fur traders established the first white settlements, first in Three Saints Bay, then in the wide natural harbor that now serves the town of Kodiak. The Russian influence remains principally in the Orthodox faith practiced by most of the natives; each village has a church, heavy inside with icons and the odor of incense, whose onion domes or boxlike approximations dominate the other buildings.

  Within living memory, two catastrophes have altered life on the island. In 1912, Mount Katmai erupted on the mainland sixty miles away and covered the island with two feet of volcanic ash. The terrible black air of the fallout buried houses and made people suffocate. Layers of the ash remain today in the soil and beneath the lichens of old spruce trees. In 1964, the earthquake that uprooted Anchorage streets not far to the north generated a tsunami that swept away the boats and harbor buildings of Kodiak town and destroyed two villages (no longer inhabited). The aftermath in Kodiak town was a new layout of stores, canneries, and piers unrecognizable to a prequake visitor.

  It rains and blows in Kodiak most of the time. The lower mountains are covered by thick scrub, which grows high and mossy green in the summer, then dries to brown under the winter snow. Fogs cling to the mountains, often erasing them from sight.

  The names of the island, mostly Indian and Russian with an occasional blunt title in English, are as wild and beautiful as some of the places they represent. To fishermen, the words roll off the tongue like those of boats and wives: the major fishing bays of Uganik, Uyak, Olga, Alitak, Sitkalidak, Kiliuda, Ugak, Chiniak, Marmot, and Kizhuyak; such waterways as the wide Shelikof Strait which separates the island from the mainland and often forms a wind tunnel of terrible velocity, and Kupreanoff Strait, with its treacherous Whale Passage; such suggestive locations of the seafaring condition as Terror Bay, Tombstone Rocks, and Deadman Bay; the uninhabited Afognak Island to the north, with its huge virgin forest; the low and barren Tugidak and Sitinak islands to the south.

  It was in the straits at Whale Pass, in the waterway that separates Afognak Island from Kodiak Island, that Hank Crawford first got his taste—he thought at the time it was his fill—of the local fishing condition.

  This was August 1963, but by then he was an Alaskan of nearly three months standing. Hank had finished his exams at Johns Hopkins University and flown west all in the same thrust, en route to a western bay of Kodiak Island to take a cannery job arranged through a family friend. He made smooth connections from Baltimore to Chicago to Seattle to Anchorage, but there the thrust ended. The sun might have been shining in a blue sky on the purple Chugach Mountains surrounding Anchorage, but in Kodiak 250 miles south the fogs and winds were reported too severe for a landing. The weather lasted three days.

  Fellow passengers relaxed in Anchorage with drinks and long conversations. Hank waited with little patience, his machinery geared for motion and his wallet almost empty. He ate sparsely, slept on an airport bench, and hitchhiked into town. The town failed to satisfy his image of Alaska despite a few rugged-looking people on the streets. The wide streets and nondescript square buildings could have been Kansas. And they all faced away from the water: he had never seen a seaport less oriented toward its waterfront. In one of the many Fourth Avenue bars he nursed a beer and watched a poker game, but failed to start more than a desultory talk with any of the bearded sourdough types. They appeared willing to talk only among themselves.

  Everyone cheered when the plane bounced down on the Kodiak runway. The pilot had announced they might have to turn back, and the fog opening he found left small margin for error. Only the bases of mountains showed. The rest disappeared into fog. The growth on the slopes was thick and green. Hank checked at once with the charter service to reach his cannery on the other side of the island. Not until the ceiling lifted, since it was no emergency. The Kodiak airport was as bare as a bus stop, so he checked his bags and thumbed into town.

  Kodiak was bleak and wet. People strode along the few paved streets in boots caked with mud from other roads. The main street, its wooden fronts weathered by rain, began and petered out before reaching any vestige of urban climax. There was a store with rope coils and raincoats in the window, another with guns, a grocery, a couple of eateries, several dark and noisy bars. Beyond Main, where the mud began, small wooden houses ranged up over a hill, dominated by an old white frame church with peeling blue onion domes.

  The harbor was close to it all, with a wharf from which a ramp led down to floats. Several fishermen in oilskins mended nets on the wharf despite the weather. Masts rose close against each other, and men moved over the cramped decks shouting jokes and instructions. Hank stood a long time watching, hands in his pockets. Several fishermen passed him. The memory of his two previous summers crossed his mind like smoke—the ocean beaches back in Maryland, short-ordering hamburgers by day, attending beer parties on the sand at night. He thought of the bright leafy campus where he had stretched in the sun just a week ago. It all seemed vapid, compared to the nets and activity in front of him.

  After two nights on benches, washing with paper towels and liquid soap in the airport restroom, he felt both unrested and sticky. His remaining cash for expenses: six dollars. Probably could wire home for more. But they had predicted disaster too heartily from the start. He glanced at the boats once more, then found a beanery.

  On the griddle were slabs of salmon and steak, but he studied the menu to find the cheapest filler. “Okay, pea soup, please,” he said to the waitress, and smiled at her warmly to show that this was his preference above steak.

  Her hair was grabbed in a knot in back and her expression was grim despite an interesting wide mouth. She didn’t increase her attractiveness by staring through him, or by banging the bowl hard enough to slop some of the soup onto the counter.

  “Well, you squared away?” It was a red-haired guy who had also waited out the plane in Anchorage. He still wore dungarees as before (it surprised Hank that anyone would travel so informally) but the watch cap, slicker jacket, and boots indicated he had already gone home somewhere to change. He was wiry and short: probably if he had been more a conventional burly type Hank would have sought him out in hopes of meeting an Alaskan his own age headed for the same kind of work. Now he turned to him gratefully, and said he was waiting for a flight to the other side of the island.

  “Hey, you got a boat over there?”

  An hour earlier he would have said with more enthusiasm: “Job in a cannery.”

  “Uh.” The guy turned to the steak on his plate, spearing big dripping chunks of it into his mouth. He appeared to pay Hank no more attention as he said to the waitress through his food: “Beef sauce, Jody.” She turned from a coffee urn several seats away and sailed a bottle of catsup along the counter toward him. He sailed it back. “Beefsteak sauce, not catsup.” She sent the correct bottle so hard it smacked his hand as he caught it. “Thanks, Jody. You’re sweet.” He turned to Hank and winked.

  Hank cleared his throat. “I hear canneries work lots of overtime. I came up here to make the bucks.”

  “Yeh, you’ll work some hours for Swede Scorden.”

  “He’s the man I wrote to. You know him?”

  “Just by reputation. Jody! Cup of coffee.”

  “You see where it is,” she snapped in passing. The guy drew mugs of it for both himself and Hank.

  Hank thought of the extra cost and tried to reject it with a stammered excuse. The cup remained midway between them. He needed more food to satisfy a hunger that had become ravenous from the odors of meat. “Could I have another soup, please?” She gave no indication she heard. He eased a basket of crackers close and ate them one by one, pretending to be absent-minded about it.

  The red-haired guy turned to him again. “Well, I did that cannery gig here last summer. Never again. Going for the humpies.”

  “Is humpie a fish?” asked Hank, and regretted it at once.

  The guy’s laugh included the waitress, who stood with arms folded waiting for the cook to fill a plate. “Is it a fish? Oh, man, you’ll be living ass deep in humpies. They’re pinks. It’s another name for pink salmon. Then you’ve got sockeyes, dogs, silvers, and chinooks, all different kinds of salmon you’d better learn to keep straight.” He picked a last French fry from his plate and chewed it slowly.

  “I guess you’ve grown up with all that, living around here.”

  “Me? I’m from Spokane. Never saw Kodiak before last summer.” The waitress, in passing, left another bowl of soup. Hank started to eat it at once.

  The red-haired guy rose. “Wish me luck, buddy.”

  “Sure. What for?”

  “Going down to find my berth.”

  “You’re on a boat!”

  A toothpick moved lazily in his mouth. “I will be, once I’ve asked around. You slit the fish bellies. This year I’ll do the catching.”

  Hank hunched over his soup. Two in the afternoon. “Excuse me, do you have a phone?”

  “Use your eyes,” said the waitress.

  A phone hung on the wall by the window. With an act of busy concern he called the bush airline, to learn he’d be lucky if the present weather lifted day after tomorrow. Through the window, which had a DISHWASHER WANTED sign, he watched the encounter of two men dressed like fishermen. They were his own age, but both were weathered and confident far beyond him. Another man joined the two, and they sauntered across the street to a bar. He watched them wistfully, then returned to the counter.

  Not that Hank felt sorry for himself. Just that the experience of being nearly broke in a strange place was new. He was nineteen, a sophomore, not bad-looking—heavy brown hair that tumbled into place, athletic body with a square well-drawn face to match, playful blue eyes and ready grin that he sometimes used to advantage with girls—aspirant to varsity lacrosse, content in B grades and a social life of long weekend parties and agreeable friends, his own person within a secure context. By fall he would have to decide on a major in political science or economics. Neither repelled him. Sometimes, when he read a book like On the Road or joined a rally for civil rights, he felt calls that stirred him, but to work the summer in an Alaskan cannery might be his biggest adventure before settling down. His parents, to whom he felt no need to answer even though they still paid most of his expenses as a matter of course, had thought a summer in Europe might have been better for his development, since such opportunities only come when you’re young and footloose. The secret he nursed would surprise them: to make enough money to go on his own. As he sat nursing the remains of the bowl of pea soup, it seemed a distant hope for the gamble of all that airfare. “You drinking this coffee or not?”

  He looked up into her detached face. It would be at least twenty cents more, and an extra nickel tip, even though he wanted it. “I don’t . . . The other guy got it, I don’t drink the stuff.” They stared at each other. “I don’t mind paying for it, I guess, since...”

  “Your friend already paid.” She scooped up the cup and emptied it.

  Outside, a chilly wind blew droplets in his face. His oxfords had absorbed enough water to wet his socks. Total cash besides airfare was now four seventy-five and some pennies. He returned to the harbor. No sign of the red-haired guy. He walked casually to a man mending net on the wharf. The thick white needle laced cord into torn sections, and under the man’s sure tugs and twists new meshes were formed. Hank watched and watched. When the man glanced up, they exchanged nods. His face was young but full of creases around the eyes.

  “You sure know how to work that needle.”

  “Ja? Veil, it’s the vay she’s done.”

  Suddenly Hank asked, with an intensity that surprised him, “You know any boat that needs somebody?”

  “Ohhh.” Pause, then “Nooo,” as if it were out of the question. Just as Hank started to leave with hands dug in his pockets, the man said, “Maybe they let you sleep in jailhouse if you broke.”

  Hank wanted to rush and shake his hand. “Thanks!”

  All at once he felt lighthearted, liberated. Within an hour the sergeant at the police building had told him to leave his gear, and he had been hired at the beanery to wash dishes until his plane could fly. He thumbed back to the airport, unchecked his knapsack and changed to work clothes, and returned to town. By evening he wore a smudged apron and rubber gloves, hot suds clung to his elbows, and the flavor of a steak lingered in his mouth. A half-drained can of beer stood beside him on the sink. He whistled one exuberant tune after another, as high on good feeling as if he had been given his choice of fishing berths.

  Jody the waitress had begun to tolerate him. Mike the cook, who owned the place, motioned him over occasionally to try something new, like octopus or halibut cheeks. From the sink he could watch the passage of customers. Already he saw faces he recognized, including the Norwegian net-mender, with whom he exchanged grave nods.

  It was eight-thirty, with closing time near, when he saw the redhaired guy slowly spooning a bowl of soup and filling it out with crackers. Hank caught his eye and motioned him back. After the preliminary joke about his new career Hank asked the important question.

  “Salmon boats are on strike, and for king crab, never seen so many goddam full crews. You need a helper?”

  Hank laughed in his turn as he lifted a stack of thick beanery plates from the rinse. “When my plane goes, take the whole empire.” He felt relieved, even superior, and disappointed.

  The guys name was Pete Nicholson. Hank bummed something for him to eat. They swept down the place together as Jody straightened the tables. Jody remained aloof without being snappish as before. A tap came on the window and a heavy-lidded, bearded man motioned with his head, then walked into the bar across the street. Jody smiled for the first time. A few minutes later, with her coat on, she said to Hank, “Come back in the morning at six if you want to work.” She was about to leave when she turned, “You need your money tonight?”

  “No,” said Hank. “Thanks anyhow.”

  After Hank and Pete finished cleaning and turned off the front lights, they sat in back with their feet on a table, eating crab legs that Mike had left them and drinking the last cans from the six-pack that Hank had bought himself. The crab legs were unbelievably big. Hank had never seen anything like them before. The meat came out in tubes. A single leg yielded all he needed, but the creamy taste of the meat and warm juice made him crave more. “Our crab on the Chesapeake Bay are dwarfs compared to these,” he declared. “I don’t know which I like better, but with Bay crabs you have to eat a half dozen just to start filling your stomach.”

  Pete was glad to share some of his Kodiak wisdom. “Take Jody, for instance,” he said. “Think she’d give you the time of day if you weren’t a fisherman? In this town you’re on a boat, or forget it, man.”

  Hank in his turn described his previous summer and the lazy beach life. “At night, I don’t know which was thicker, mosquitoes or girls. I’d sometimes slap a chick and kiss a mosquito by mistake. Take your pick.”

  “Jesus, you got in every night!”

  Hank offered no contradiction, although his one nervous seduction on the blankets had been a mighty occasion. He looked at his watch. The jailer had told him to get in by eleven. When he told of his sleeping arrangements, Pete gave a hoot. He’d probably see the lockup without an appointment if he stayed around Kodiak long enough, Pete declared. Come on to the barracks instead. It seems there was a house that the owner had converted to sleeping quarters, nothing else. Some kids had cots, some spread sleeping bags on the floor. Depended on what you paid and what was available. Pete had paid twenty dollars for two weeks on a couch and the use of the kitchen and a locked closet. It was the place to flop while you looked for a boat, or if you worked in one of the canneries.

  “Well, look ... I don’t have a sleeping bag, and I left my knapsack ...” The idea of spending his first night in jail appealed greatly.

  But as he left Pete on the darkening street and bent alone into a cold drizzle, he began to doubt his decision. At the jail, the desk cop opened the barred door. There were several cells in a block. One was locked, and a man inside stood calmly at the bars, smoking. “What you want to do,” said the cop, “is take any one that’s open. Okay?” And the barred door clanged shut behind him.

  “You’re locking me in?” asked Hank, suddenly disturbed.

  “No point in a jailhouse that don’t get locked.”

  “I’m supposed to go to work at six tomorrow morning. I thought I’d just be able to wake up and...”

  “Oh, we’ll get you out.” The man started to stroll away, then came back. “Nobody says you got to stay. Just don’t change your mind after I’m sacked in.”

  Hank looked around him dubiously. A voice crackled on the police radio around the comer, and the man looked impatiently toward it. “I guess I’ll stay. Thanks.” The man was already on his way. “You’re sure I can get out by six?” No answer.

  Hank went to the far cell, avoiding the gaze of the single prisoner, which he was sure followed him. The cell had a toilet bowl without a seat, a washbasin, and tiered steel cots that lowered from the wall. No mattress or bedding, no chair. There were smells of both urine and disinfectant. He glanced at the prisoner, who was indeed watching him. A big, rough-looking fellow. “Hi,” said Hank cautiously.

  “Yep.”

  Hank laid coat, sweaters, long underwear along the steel cot as padding. No way to block out the bare bulb lights except with a sleeve over his eyes. As he lay back waiting for sleep, the smells became stronger. He placed a loose leg of underwear across his nose.

  “Guess you didn’t bring no bottle?”

  “No, sorry.”

  “What are you, broke?”

  “Yes, until I get paid.”

  “Shit but I need a drink. You sure you don’t have some in that bag?”

  “I’d sure give it to you if I had.”

  “Then get over here and let me beat your ass at two-hand.”

  “I ought to sleep. And I don’t have any money.”

  “You afraid to play with matchsticks?”

  What the hell. Soon Hank sat crosslegged on the low bunk of the adjacent cell, passing cards back and forth through the bars. The big man’s name was Steve Kariguk. He was doing three days for disorderly, and he had enough cuts and bruises around his face to prove the fight had been a good one, although he couldn’t remember the reason any more. Hank watched Steve’s pawlike hands with bright scabs on the knuckles, dealing the cards. Hard to believe how recently he had spent the night in his parents’ house four thousand miles away.

  And harder to believe as the night progressed. The desk man and another cop brought in a pair with lumps and blood-streaming noses. Steve addressed them all by first name, including the desk cop, and directed that his buddy Ivan be placed with him, and Chip be put in number three cell “since Hank here’s got number four, and we got a game in two.” The cops were willing enough. Their main interest was how badly Steve was taking Hank at cards. The two new prisoners roared insults at each other, accompanied by exuberant goading from Steve. When Chip started to vomit, his face pressed against the bars, Hank found himself serving as mop and bucket man.

  The game and noise subsided around three in the morning. At five, the desk cop shook Hank awake. Chip sprawled snoring on the floor in the adjacent cell, and Steve and Ivan lay in their bunks with arms and legs dangling. “What you want to do before you go is, grab your mop again and give this whole place a good soogie. Be sure the waters hot, and put in plenty ammonia. Yell when you’re through.” And the barred door clanged shut again.

  Hank cursed to himself as he worked, but it lacked venom. Kodiak was okay. Did he really want to fly off to some deserted cannery for the summer?


  CHAPTER 3

  Whale Pass

  TWO days later, Hank almost made it across the island. The little plane flew over a wilderness of green mountains out by blue finger-like bays. The valleys they passed were filled higher and higher with fog, until fog covered all but snatches of bare rocks on the high mountaintops. “Not going to land in this,” declared the pilot, and returned to Kodiak. Hank shouldered his gear with no great distress and walked whistling to the barracks, where he had joined Pete after the night in jail. Danny was the only one in the main room, sitting on the floor amid jumbled clothes and sleeping bags as he plunked a guitar.

  “Didn’t make it? Pull a brew off the porch and bring me one too.”

  Hank complied. “Did Pete take my job?”

  Danny strummed a few notes. “May be. Said he’d do anything to more cannery.”

  At the beanery, Jody raised an eyebrow. “Couldn’t stay away?” She was becoming actually tolerable, considering this along with “Take care of yourself’ when he’d thought he was saying goodbye the night before.

  There was Pete by the tubs. His red hair stuck wetly to his forehead. “Man, this is no way to make money.”

  “Want to give the job back?”

  “I only need the dough and free chow. If you only need the work and give me the rest we’ve got a deal.”

  Hank wandered to the harbor and found the Rondelay among the other salmon boats waiting out the strike. On deck, in the rain, Ivan sat splicing. Sven and Jack were off buying groceries. Inside, Steve and Jones Henry the skipper squatted cursing over the disassembled engine. Since jail, Hank had spent parts of the last two evenings aboard, listening to boat talk and learning cribbage before trailing them to the bars. But in the working daylight they barely grunted in his direction. With the engine torn down, the cabin was completely cluttered. Boards blocked the bunks, and parts lay over the stove and sink. He sorted through a box of greasy tools to find a punch they needed, then braced a wrench while they put their collective weights against another to break a bind, but realized that they absorbed him if he stood around and managed just as easily alone.

  Ivan called him on deck and pointed to a compact white boat gliding in through the rain-pocked water. “Old Lincoln, riding low, full of halibut. Go to that cannery where she’s going to dock. Tell Buck I said you was a good boy to put to work.”

  Hank arrived on the run, just ahead of the Lincoln, which eased with a gentle thump against the pilings. A leather-faced man in a stocking cap threw him a coil of line. Hank slipped the loop over a cleat and watched with relief as the man accepted his action and pulled the line taut. The new experience made his blood pump. He looked down at the scrubbed wooden tables and bins built into the decking. Everything had the appearance to it of sea-work. Two of the men lifted a heavy hatch and lowered themselves out of sight. He could see their arms prying loose large white fish and moving them.

  The skipper climbed a rusty ladder from his boat to the pier. Hank stepped back instinctively, but the man paid him no attention. About fifty, thick-waisted, he walked with heavy authority through one of the doors, the rolled-down tops of his hip boots slapping against each other.

  Buck the foreman said: “I’ve got my crew for the day,” barely stopping to hear Hank’s introduction. That would have ended the conversation, except that Hank mentioned Ivan’s name. “Oh, you know that wild bastard? Well, stick around. Lincolns going on the board. If we get his halibut I’ll use you. Worked in a cannery before?” Hank explained he was on his way to the western cannery if the weather ever lifted. “Haven’t you talked to Swede Scorden? Hell, with the salmon strike he’s half shut down. We’re part of the same company, you know. Follow me.”

  In a radio room, Buck grabbed a microphone. He snapped some call words and then was talking to the famous Swede. Hank could gather nothing from the voice except that it was low, curt, and confident. “No, I don’t need him until the strike’s settled. Put him to work if you can.”

  An hour later Hank was hired, issued rain gear, and set to work on the halibut sliming line. He stood by a metal table with a brush and a hose, along with two girls and a guy he knew from the barracks. As the halibut slid down from the loading dock in a mess of ice and gurry, Tim positioned it by a guillotine that severed its head, Linda scooped a chunk of bloody impacted ice from a hole cut near the head, Hank brushed and hosed away the gore, and Jen eased the carcass onto a conveyor that passed it through jets of water.

  He had never seen such fish. Most weighed at least sixty pounds, while some were declared to be over two hundred. If they stuck to the metal, it was a hard tug to budge them. Some were so wide that he had to lean across the table to swab their far sides. His elbows would rest on their firm meat as he brushed slimy blood and ice from the thick porous skin, and it felt as if he were embracing big leather cushions. What kind of arms did it take to pull such fish into a boat?

  The cannery crew traded positions as they worked through the afternoon and into the night. The only limitation came for the girls, who stayed with the lighter tasks. At the end of the sliming line, the fish emerged from their washing to be weighed and placed in various carts by size. The weigher jabbed a color-coded tag into each tail. Each cart was then pushed—hundreds of pounds on grainy metal wheels over a concrete floor—onto a scale and then to the freeze lockers. The freezer gang wore extra hoods and sweaters. Hank, with no extra clothing, found himself nearly desperate with the cold. It froze the hair in his nostrils at the first breath and dried his throat to a cold scratch. The steam of their breaths dimmed the air. His rain gear froze stiff and crackled as he moved. They hefted the fish from the carts to tiers of frosty shelves, forty-to sixty-pounders overhead, two-hundred-plus-pounders at ground level. It was a strange, fettered place, akin to working undersea. Hank volunteered in short shifts as often as he could stand it.

  Each job had its tricks. When he first lifted the biggest halibut carcasses they slipped from his grasp, sometimes sliding to the floor. Tim showed him. “Place your fist in the hole where they cut out his guts, then twist your other arm so the hand faces out and grab the tail. Okay, now stand straight and brace it against your belly. Easy, huh?” And he, slight of build, demonstrated with a hundred-pounder he lifted from a bin and slapped on the table.

  They worked into the night, sliming the final loads of halibut from the Lincoln, then piling them in a corner under layers of shoveled ice because the freezers were jammed. There would be a freighter docking in a few hours, Buck said. When they punched out near midnight, he chose several of the men, including Hank, to report back by 5:30 A.M. to move the shipment. They all returned to the barracks tired, but full of energy. Somebody had firecrackers, and they threw a string of them into the girls’ dorm upstairs.

  Hank shook Pete awake. “Hey man, have a brew?”

  “Go to hell. I’m back at that dump washing dishes at six.”

  Hank yawned, pleased with himself. “I’ll wake you as I go.” His arms and shoulders ached, and it felt good.

  The salmon strike went on and on. Hank at first paid it little attention except as it affected the opening of Swede Scorden’s cannery, but the issues began to draw his interest as his friends on the Rondelay argued the strike among themselves. It seemed that the salmon runs the year before had been spectacular, with the canneries paying forty-five and a half cents per humpie. This year the biologists predicted fewer salmon, but the canneries were offering a lower price. “Hell,” declared Jones Henry on one occasion when he took Hank along to a meeting of the United Fishermen’s Marketing Association, “what kind of game do those fellows think they’re playing? Don’t everybody know the fewer the fish, the higher the price should be?” Jones’ voice, as wiry as his body, remained even and firm. “I got the same boat payments, and a new engine on order. The cannery wants to see me crawl to them for a loan so they can take me over, mebbe. Well, I’ll fish from a rowboat before that happens.” Other fishermen nodded grimly. They sat around on folding chairs, men with weathered faces, wearing deck shoes and heavy work clothes. One of the movements afoot would have had the canneries pay by the pound rather than by the fish—nine cents had been offered in Kodiak compared to ten and a half in Cordova, and the pro-and-con discussion became loud. Hank was impressed with the number of men who spoke articulately. He had not thought of fishing as an occupation that bred public speakers, but these men, whom he admired more and more, appeared as able to pull their weight with words as with work when it concerned them.

  One man argued that, whatever the price, the boats should start fishing. “The canneries is making suckers of us. They’ve got so much king crab coming to their lines this year they don’t need the salmon. First thing we know, the salmon runs’ll be over, because the humpies ain’t going to wait.”

  “We got to stick with what we started,” said Jones Henry, “or the canneries won’t ever take us seriously again. You don’t think those fellows ain’t sticking together? What about all the canneries out in the bays that process nothing but salmon? You think fellows like Swede Scorden figure on closing down?”

  “Swede’s got his beach sites,” said the man advocating capitulation. “The fish we don’t catch go straight into his set nets. Bastard’s probably running double shift and laughing at us like hell.” The comment brought a silence.

  “Well,” said another, “I’m not for the canneries shitting over us, but I give it about another week and then I convert my boat back to king crab for the season.”

  “Hope you’ve got a processor that’ll buy from you. The plant up the way’s so plugged they ain’t buying but from their own ten boats.” The meeting adjourned with no clear decision except to remain tied up. Jones Henry, walking back to the Rondelay, said seriously, but without apparent fear, “Last year the season was so good I paid most of my debts, and then got carried away with house frills like the old lady’s always wanted and replacing my old Jimmy. The way things are going, I may have to longshore or something just to keep the boat.”

  Suddenly the ground trembled underfoot for a moment, then stabilized again. To Hank’s startled exclamation Jones said, “Oh, when you live in Kodiak you get those. Not enough to call an earthquake.”

  For Hank, his work at the cannery turned to king crab as soon as the halibut boat left. Buck started him on the shake line, pounding tubes of crabmeat from the cooked and cracked legs. After the freedom and variety of jobs handling the big halibut, it was dull and confining to stand in one place doing one job. At least he had friends around him. They joked and horsed around when Buck wasn’t looking. Finally Hank landed a job on the butcher line. It was messy and strenuous in a satisfying way. To butcher, he wore a hard chest protector. He held the huge live crabs, two legs in each hand, pressed their shells against his chest and their undersides against a metal wedge, then with a snap of his arms tore them in two. Crab entrails dripped everywhere, even occasionally hitting him in the face. It took a special twist of his arm and wrist to do the job in a single motion. There was pressure to maintain speed, because the entire processing line depended on the crab halves produced by the butchers. Hank knew if he slacked he would be returned to shaking or some job even duller, one that could also be done by women. His arms hurt and throbbed at night, but he competed with the more experienced butchers and kept pace. The others stopped to wash their skin when parts of crab hit them in places not protected by gloves and rain gear. It seemed unnecessary to Hank—until one day he broke into a painful rash. “That’s how it is,” said Tim. “I’ve seen crab rash put guys in the hospital.” Hank weathered the rash, learned to wash even if it meant skipping a beat, and remained a crab butcher.

  They settled the strike in the second week of July, for forty-four cents a fish, a cent and a half less than the year before. It was hardly a victory for the fishermen, but without ado they began to gear for a Monday opening. The weather remained bad for flying. Buck, at Swede Scorden’s direction, put Hank aboard the Billy II, a power scow being used as a salmon tender, and suddenly he was cut loose from a world that he had hoped would last all summer, without even time to say goodbye to his friends.

  In the boat harbor he could see the Rondelay, with Steve’s hulk high atop the boom as he rigged something, while Jones, Ivan, and Sven the cook stood on the deck below. He called and waved, but they were too absorbed to notice. As the tender passed around the spit that edged town and the sight of buildings opened and closed to him, he watched the beanery and the bars, the jail, then the barracks, for people he knew. Would they still remember him in two or three months when he returned? The tender entered a narrow channel, with waterfront buildings on the Kodiak side and scrub banks on the other. Gradually they left the town behind until even the twin domes of the Russian church, dimming in the rain, disappeared behind the low hills.

  The Billy II was not a satisfying vessel. Power scow, garbage scow, it had a high square housing painted bam red and nothing but a large fish bin occupying the entire forward deck. With a flat bow and stem, it chugged and bumped through the water. Roomy enough quarters—the entire engine space, wheelhouse, bunks, and galley of the Rondelay could have fitted into half the galley of the Billy—but the total of it hardly equaled the feel of the fishing boats he had visited.

  The pace of the tender underway was slow. In the galley the cook, whose name was Joe Spitz, sat on a bench at a long table reading, while several fat chops smoked on a stove behind him. The man who was engineer, to judge by the grease on his arms and clothes, lay stretched asleep on another bench. The deckhand, Nick, a guy his own age, cut two quarters of fresh-baked berry pie and shoved one toward Hank. They had already started an acquaintance on deck when Hank had helped him coil lines and lash down some oil drums. In the wheel-house, which was separated from the galley by a few steps and a door, Hank could see the captains legs propped on a railing, while at the wheel stood his wife or girlfriend. She wore dungarees and a Mexican vest, with long hair tied in a velvet bow, and this fancy casualness seemed to set the tone.

  Scattered radio voices from the wheelhouse occasionally broke the silence. The captain answered a call from Swede Scorden at the cannery to say: “Raining here. Well come through Whale Pass say six-thirty, wind southeasterly maybe ten or twelve knots. Tie up your place say three or four in the morning. Okay.”

  “Hear you, Billy Two” said the dry voice. “That puts you in Whale Passage near maximum flood according to my tables. Not going to wait for slack?”

  Joe Spitz looked up from his book and darted glances at the others in the galley. Nick shrugged.

  “I’ll judge when I get there,” continued the captain. “Good mile of visibility. I’m not one for killing time.”

  “Jesus!” exclaimed Spitz in disgust. “He’s got no judgment, and he’ll get away with it.”

  Swede’s voice continued: “Are you carrying the whole load of stores I ordered? Over.”

  “Affirmative that, affirmative.”

  “I’ll send my unloading crew at the start of the six-o'clock shift. Your men can stand by. See you in my office at eight.”

  “You slave-driving prick!” shouted the captain, after the radio transmission had ended.

  “Somebody needs guts to tell that bastard off,” declared Spitz loudly enough for the pilothouse to hear. “Now we get no sleep.” Spitz had white hair although he was not old, and his mouth seemed permanently tightened at the edges. He placed his black-rimmed glasses on the open book, flipped the chops onto a platter, and slammed dishes of vegetables on the table. “Chow’s down if you want it. When we go through Whale Passage like circus monkeys, it may be your last meal.” As an afterthought he shook dried parsley over the potatoes. “Swede Scorden blows his nose and we scramble after his snot like it was nuggets.”

  The engineer rose, yawned, and speared a chop. Nick prepared and delivered two platefuls to the pilothouse, returning to fetch a bottle of catsup. The captain and the woman started laughing, but the men at the table ate in silence. When two dishes touched, the boat’s vibration made the edges rattle against each other.

  After eating, Hank put on his new oilskins and went outside to watch the scenery. He had hoped for mountains, but if they existed the misty rain obscured them. Only a low strip of land was visible. They passed a rock shoal where waves broke into white spray. Other waves, unobstructed, rose and fell in a variety of undulating patterns, their smooth surfaces striated by the blowing rain. When the boat changed course, he saw an opening between the island and the mainland. “This the famous Whale Pass coming up?” he asked through the galley door.

  Nick glanced out. “Only Spruce Island Pass. Nothing special.”

  “Whale Pass is worse?”

  “Just add a bitch of a current to rocks and rough water. Sometimes a boat has bad luck in Whale, that’s all.”

  “Bad luck!” Spitz stopped exploring his mouth with a toothpick. “There’s no such thing as bad luck; you’re talking bad seamanship, When you reach a place that’s dangerous at full current you lay to for slack, even if it costs you two or three hours. We’re talking judgment, my friends. That’s the second rule of seamanship, the first being knowledge.” He looked from one to the other belligerently, as if expecting a contradiction. “You don’t knowingly buck into a force of nature you can’t control. You bow to it. Then you have good luck.”

  “And the other boats catch all the fish because they get there first.”

  “Until they crack up some day.”

  Nick and the engineer exchanged glances and shrugged elaborately.

  “You ought to be running your own boat,” said Hank with admiration.

  Spitz peered over his heavy glasses. “You, my friend, either close that door or come inside.”

  Hank recognized Whale Passage when they reached it, if only because Spitz appeared at the top of the stairs to the galley entrance wearing a life jacket. (Hank thought briefly about possible danger, decided that the captain’s skin was as dependent on safety as anybody else’s so that he knew what he was doing, and remained at the rail to watch.) They had crossed a body of open water with little ahead but a low hump of a mountain. As they drew closer an opening took shape, guarded by rock bluffs and a marker to the right and by a light on a rock to the left. The water appeared calm. As the boat passed between the navigation aids it stopped rolling. They glided swiftly, passing close enough to a face of blackened granite for him to see tufts of lichen and barnacles growing in the crevices. The water by the rocks was dark and swirling. No sounds, except for the squawk of a gull and the bounce-back of engine chugs from the rock face. Eddies of water bubbled in places like small creatures tussling just beneath the surface. Suddenly the boat began to be kicked from side to side arbitrarily. They traveled faster and faster, veering from a straight course like drunks. A red buoy passed that was being pulled almost horizontal by sucking and gurgling water. The wake from the buoy swirled downward like the propeller churn of a fast-moving ship. As for the boat, it felt as if hands were pushing from below. The water around them swished in streaks.

  “Yahoo!” yelled the captain from a window of the wheelhouse. “Here come the tide rips.” Spitz, standing nearby, watched him with unconcealed anger.

  Up ahead, a dark line ran across the water almost like a wall, with streaks on the near side and thousands of choppy waves on the others. As the boat hit the waves, it began to pitch wildly. Water splashed in little geysers all over the deck.

  When the boat settled into a calm open passage again, Hank regretted the end of Whale Pass. He remained leaning on the deck rails, letting the rain pour over his oilskins as he watched the sea. The busy water stirred excitements he had sensed in himself earlier, staring at ocean waves on a beach, which had never before been ignited. Dusk filtered into dark. No light shone along all the shore. They passed an occasional fishing boat whose lights bobbed in and out of visibility like ghost lanterns. Land and water were indistinguishable. The loneliness and beauty of it clung to his mind like new music.

  Finally he became chilled enough to go inside. They were all gathered in the pilothouse, lounging and smoking—even Spitz, who appeared to have weathered his snit. The room had a pleasant combined smell of warm electronics oil and beer. Hank hung close to the door, unsure of his welcome.

  “Come in and dry off,” said the captain in a friendly voice when he noticed Hank. “Had your fill of poetry? I think we saved you a can from the last six-pack.”

  Hank laughed as he opened the beer. “Thanks very much ”

  The conversation resumed. It wandered from the strike and the fairness of the price offered for humpies to the money some fishermen now made in king crab, to a newspaper account of Negroes beaten for riding buses in Georgia, to the way President Kennedy the preceding October had stopped the Russians from putting missiles in Cuba, to speculation over whether the astronauts could ever stay in space for more than a few minutes without dying or going crazy, to the way Swede Scorden manipulated fishermen. Nick and the engineer said little, but the others were full of opinions. Hank told of restaurant sit-ins between Washington and New York to force service for Negroes (without volunteering that he had participated twice himself) and told how people in Baltimore had cleaned the cans off grocery shelves on the day the battleships headed for Cuba. It was pleasant company, although less heady than the activities of Kodiak he had just left behind.

  Around midnight the captain and Cindy went to their cabin, leaving Spitz in charge of the pilothouse. Nick and the engineer had drifted to bed earlier.

  Hank asked Spitz if he could help. “Brew some coffee if you want.” Spitz gave him instructions, and the resultant pot was satisfactory. Hank studied the green needle of the radarscope as it traced the shoreline and tried to coordinate the land shapes with those on the chart. It became increasingly hard, as the strait widened and the images became disrupted by distance.

  “Guess you know your away around here?”

  “Eyes closed,” said Spitz.

  “Only dangerous part’s Whale Pass?”

  “Well, the rest is open enough that you have to be more stupid to hit the rocks. It still happens. Before radar, of course, you pulled over at night. Unless you had a clear moon, or no judgment at all.”

  “You’ve been here that long?”

  A pause. “Off and on. Okay, friend, if you want quizzes and want to learn, let’s start at the bottom. You know port and starboard?”

  “Left side and right side, red and green.”

  “That’s something. Go out and check our running lights.”

  Hank did as he was told, happily. Outside, he slipped on the slick walkway. His legs shot toward open water, although he grabbed a rail long before falling overboard. Nothing but wet darkness beyond the warmth of the boat. He shivered to think of being in the water, watching the only lights anywhere recede.

  Back inside he asked if he could steer. Spitz showed him the rudiments in quick order, then continued what became a lecture, leaping from subject to subject as Hank strained to store the information. Rules of the Road. Know your wind and the direction of the current. Don’t guess. On and on, as Hank wondered again why Spitz was not captain of his own boat with all he knew. “Know your boat. Each one handles individually. This power scow, for a bad example. Maneuverable as a plow. When you’re going to turn, make plenty of allowance, don’t take a close shoal and expect God to help if a williwaw hits you broadside.”

  The night wore on, with Hank at the wheel most of the time. At one point in open water Spitz dozed, but most of the time he talked: always information, never about himself. They entered the wide mouth of the cannery bay and traveled through diminishing arms of water as land closed in again. Hank watched the radar contours eagerly. They passed close to shore, but no forms took shape outside in the dark to show him the terrain.

  Close to four, as predicted, a misty collection of lights emerged ahead of them. “Well, that’s your new home,” said Spitz. “Heaven help you.” As they approached, the general light separated into bare bulbs with rain halos that etched a series of docks and gabled roofs extending a quarter mile. Spitz directed Hank in the placement of lines, and they moored without waking the others.


  CHAPTER 4

  Sockeye Sunday

  IT was a village of white clapboard sheds built upward into a hillside, with everything connected by steps and boardwalks. Mist hung so close in the dim morning that it fuzzed around the corrugated roofs and hazed out the structures farthest away. A long windowed building was lighted, and inside he could see people walking with trays and eating at tables.

  With tide low, the cannery pier rose twenty feet higher than the floating boat docks. The barnacle-encrusted pilings towered above the Billy II. Hank lent a hand unloading the supplies, first with Nick to break them from the hold, then with two cannery guys named Jordan and Ozone to carry them to the store. The two were such a team that when one started laughing the other joined in a near-giggle. They walked with heavy cartons on their shoulders up a gangway pulled nearly vertical by the tide, then up along boardwalks and low ramps. Hank followed the others from the porch of the store to the warehouse, past long shelves of austere staple foods in giant cans. In back, a sallow nervous man marked each carton with a hard stroke that nearly pushed it off his shoulder, then snapped if he put it in a wrong place. When it was over, Hank stood on the porch asking questions of Jordan and Ozone as he watched the faces of people on the walks and wondered what they were like behind their checked shirts and kerchiefs.

  “Down below,” said Ozone, who with his buddy worked winters in a Seattle filling station, “you spend on booze and pussy as fast as you make it. Don’t have nothin to spend it on up here; store ain’t got shit and the pussy’s free.” The comment started laughter between the two that nearly doubled them up. Suddenly a wiry man wearing a yellow tractor cap strode past. Jordan and Ozone quieted instantly, and started with purpose toward one of the buildings.

  “Who’s that?” asked Hank, trailing.

  “The boss, Swede Scorden. Don’t follow us if you’re new; go check in the office.” Jordan started laughing again as he added “Unless you plan to work for nothing.”
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