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FOREWORD BY ANDY HALL

THE ALASKAN COMMERCIAL fisherman occupies a special place in the collective consciousness of America’s homogenized, suburbanized, and cubical-bound modern work culture.

It’s an idealized vision, realized somewhere up north where a man or woman can still use skill, savvy, muscle, and grit to make an honest living out on the open sea. The reality of it is not quite so romantic. However, whether the result is a net bursting with fish or a water haul, the rewards are plain and uncontested. Such clarity is rare today, and a far cry from the corporate workplace where success seems to be muddled, lost between profit and loss statements and investor—rather than customer—satisfaction.

Faced with those choices, who wouldn’t choose a pitching deck and the cold slap of seawater delivered by a freshening breeze over a career spent spinning on the 8-to-5 gerbil wheel, under the pall of fluorescent lights?

The risks outweigh the rewards in every Alaska fishery I know. The reality of working in the industry is a life of uncertainty, difficulty, and danger. There are no guarantees that one will take home a paycheck, let alone survive. And yet commercial fishing survives and thrives in Alaska, employing more people than any other industry.

The allure is real, and like the taste of an illicit drug, it’s highly addictive. I was a teenager when I began salmon fishing in the early 1980s. The work was hard but satisfying and, more often than not, lucrative. Between salmon seasons I long-lined for halibut and took more than a few risks. Once, during a three-day opener, my partner abandoned me for the company of an attractive girl. Instead of staying on the beach until he returned, I foolishly went out alone in a sixteen-foot skiff to check and rebait our hooks. As I moved along the mile-long ground line, powered only by the rushing tide, a massive halibut rose to the surface with one of my hooks buried deep in its mouth. The fish outweighed me by at least twenty pounds, and I feared it would injure me if I tried to haul it into the tiny skiff. I’d also heard stories of similarly sized halibut bashing holes in boats larger and sturdier than mine.

I watched it thrash, estimated its value at the cannery, and contemplated my next move. With the tide flooding and daylight ebbing, I decided to harpoon the beast. When I drove my spear through its head, the fish erupted into a frenzy of muscular thrashing, shuddering the gunwales and confirming my resolve to somehow get it to shore without letting it into the boat. When it finally spent its energy and calmed down, I lashed its head to the bow then put a loop around its tail and tied the other end to the gunwale. Secured to the exterior of the skiff, the fish spanned almost half the vessel’s length. With its weight so far forward, it actually lifted the motor out of the water, forcing me to move my fish tote and spare anchors to the stern to keep the prop from cavitating. I started the engine and, with water occasionally spilling over the gunwale, I ran for shore. It was only by the mercy of the wind and waves that I made it to the beach without sinking my skiff. I think I made one hundred dollars for three days of round-the-clock effort.

I fished for almost a decade before my dad convinced me to at least try to put my college degree to use. I did, and left fishing behind to spend the next two decades working at a series of newspapers and magazines around Alaska.

As much as I enjoyed that work, I never quite shook the dream of trading my desk and computer for a skiff and a pile of nets. Over the six years I spent on Kodiak Island editing the paper there, I quietly took classes on outboard motor repair and net mending. One lonely winter I spent almost every free moment rebuilding and restoring a wooden boat in a shop on the outskirts of town. When my son was born, I built him a cradle shaped like a tiny dory on rockers.

Once infected by it, the fishing bug is hard to shake, that much is clear. The why of it though, can be stubbornly indistinct and difficult to articulate.

With great intelligence and insight, Dead Reckoning by Dave Atcheson succeeds at that, shedding light on this mysterious affliction using Atcheson’s own journey north and his experiences in Alaska’s fishing industry. Along the way he masters the intricacies of various Alaskan fisheries, tackles backbreaking work, experiences moments of sublime beauty, and barely survives a harrowing brush with death. Woven together by deft storytelling, the experiences form a gripping, insightful, and authentic chronicle of an Alaskan fisherman’s existence. Those inside the industry will recognize this story as the real thing. For those still dreaming of venturing north and setting out to sea, it’s a road map to adventure. Read at your own risk; you just might catch the bug yourself.

Andy Hall is a commercial salmon fisherman and the author of Denali’s Howl: The Deadliest Climbing Disaster on America’s Wildest Peak.


INTRODUCTION

AS A HERRING fisherman in the early 1990s, I didn’t know I was participating in one of the deadliest fisheries in Alaska, second only to crabbing. But most of us who fish for a living are either not aware of these figures or don’t dwell on them, otherwise we might be less inclined to choose it as a vocation. Most of us started out young, longing for adventure and feeling infallible, often falling into a routine, trading long stretches of incredibly hard work for the luxury of month upon month off in a row.

Like most fishermen, my life intersected with those who had known or had been involved in tragedy. While working for a seafood company, buying herring, I found myself aboard a boat that had lost a crewman during the recent crab season. A solemn pall had been cast over the entire vessel; it was conspicuously quiet both at mealtimes and in the cabin I shared with the deckhand who had lost his grip on his crewmate as a wave washed over the boat. This deckhand kept his nose constantly in the Bible as he went somberly about his duties while the rest of the crew tried, without hope, to ignore the loss and get on with their season and their lives.

There was also the St. George, on which I’d caught a brief ride to the herring grounds. The following winter they would vanish on the Bering Sea, the only trace of their existence being a small life raft found floundering empty in the open sea. Initially, those familiar with the well-kept boat and experienced crew assured family and friends they’d be found. But as hours churned slowly into days, and days into weeks, it became painfully obvious that the raft would remain the only remnant of the 94-foot vessel and its six-man crew.

It’s something you don’t think could happen to you—at least, not at first. Still, for every sinking, every catastrophe, every reported mishap, an untold number of near-misses speak to the contrary—brief moments of terror that could easily turn out to be links in horrific chain-reactions that never materialize. They are what my fellow deckhand, Karl, would refer to as “Oh Shit Moments,” after which there’s usually a pause to ever so briefly consider your fate before going back about the work of hauling gear or securing a catch. Once in a while, however, they do turn into lengthy ordeals that extend well beyond the Oh Shit Moment into hours of terror. This is the story of those perils that go unreported, of those moments and the many in between—often filled with camaraderie and good fortune—that make up an adventure at sea and, over time, fashion who each of us becomes on a much larger scale.

It’s also the story of a young kid from a sleepy Northeastern college town, where nothing ever seemed to happen, who ventured into the always unpredictable torrent of life on “The Last Frontier.” It is a world away even from the confines of Anchorage, the state’s urban center and a bustling modern metropolis. It’s the old Alaska, peppered with the new, and in truth as bizarre, as beautiful, and as extreme as that painted by any work of fiction. It thrives on the docks and waterfronts, beyond the tourist traps and cruise ships moored in our smallest fishing towns, a realm often peopled by those who are searching for something, as well as those who shun, or at least tend to question society. It’s a place where college students and “fish hippies” work in canneries alongside survivalists, rednecks, and religious freaks. Where deckhands who suffer from “Seasonal Work Syndrome” slave all summer long in order to have the entire winter to relax if they so choose, or to feed their insatiable appetites for adventure—skiing glaciers, climbing mountains, or traveling to some far-off, exotic, and cheap land. This is a story, and a place, in which many of today’s deeply ingrained ideas of success and status constantly come into question. Where, for me, the resulting conflict would finally resolve itself in the least likely of places: on the Bering Sea, aboard a boat in peril, during a night of terror that would reshape the lives of everyone involved—for some of us drastically and incontrovertibly altering the very way we view the world and acknowledge our places in it.


PREFACE

SERENDIPITY

SOLDOTNA, MAY 1997

It was as if I were walking through a lingering internal mist, a quiet euphoria I imagine is felt by soldiers returning from battle. Completely in the here and now, safe for the time being and untouchable. As if nothing could disturb me.

This sustained feeling of resignation and well-being had been with me since stepping ashore a few days before, and now it followed as I went about my business. We’d left for the fishing grounds still in the throes of winter, and returned to a changed world—spring suddenly in full bloom and with it people possessed by the season, refreshed and invigorated. But I felt as if I moved just a few steps shy of everyone else—more deliberately, as if both with them and outside of them at the same time.

It was strange entering the service station. Someone at the counter was talking with an older man, the attendant or owner, about fishing. The older guy interrupted their chat just long enough to tell me to have a seat, that they were running behind. “You know how it is,” he said, “everyone’s in a hurry this time of year.”

Not me.

Someone could have spit in my face and I would probably have just wiped it off and sat down. I could have waited forever, content to just sit there in the waiting area for my snow tires to come off, burying my gaze in an old magazine, picking up stray bits and pieces of conversation cast over the din of the shop. They were trading stories, new and old. The owner was complaining about fish prices. “They’re not what they used to be,” he said. “It’s hardly worth going through all that crap, especially when I hear what happened to you.”

I strained to listen but could pick up very little until the owner said something about Togiak, which sits on the shores of Bristol Bay, and I gathered that the customer and I had just returned from the same place. Falling in and then back out of their conversation, I caught a word here and there, diverting my attention from magazine shots of sports cars and souped-up trucks.

The owner said something about knowing where to set your gear. The customer argued and refuted the point, saying it was calm and that they thought they had lots of time. “We didn’t think we’d get in trouble,” he said.

“You never do,” countered the owner.

The customer said something else, about having a hell of a trip, a nightmare he called it.

He wasn’t the only one. I wondered what had happened to this guy. What reaction had he encountered upon returning home?

It was weird how people who had just heard about our ordeal had been coming up and hugging me. The woman I worked with occasionally at the local coffee shop, who fished commercially and had told me about the job in Bristol Bay—she had almost taken it herself—had thrown her arms around me and told me she didn’t know what she would have done if I hadn’t come back. But I was a couple of weeks removed from the incident and could hardly comprehend these reactions, especially now, back in Soldotna and in this odd void in which I found myself floating.

My glance fell back to the magazine and slid over the glossy ice cubes anchoring a glass of whiskey or down the lean, silky leg of a supermodel. But just as quickly, something pulled me back into the conversation.

The shop had gone quiet and the customer had become animated, the lines on his face—only slightly older than mine—flexing, an immediacy in his voice suddenly coming to bear. “The problem was,” he said, his tone fervent and rising, “there was only one tender and we couldn’t unload all our fish. So we sat there for hours with them in the net waiting for another boat. Then it got dark and there was a tide change, and that’s when things got bad.”

Then he mentioned something else, something strange. Did I even hear him right? Was he even talking about this season, or something in the distant past? Could he have said Cape Pierce? Either way, by this point it was impossible to hold out any longer.

“Where were you fishing?”

“Togiak,” the customer said as I approached.

“Just got back from there myself,” I said, trying to sound amiable. “I had a pretty bad time of it. Sounds like you did too.”

“You could say that,” he replied, almost as a challenge or maybe he was just skeptical, as if nothing could possibly match his story—what he’d been through.

“Did you lose a big set or something?” asked the owner, trying to be polite.

“We did,” I said. “We almost lost everything, and had a couple unbelievable days afterward, and one hell of a long boat trip home.”

The customer’s eyes suddenly narrowed, almost examining me, looking deep to see if I was for real.

“We made a set way out too,” I continued, “probably where we shouldn’t have, and couldn’t unload our catch. Sounds kinda like what happened to you.”

“Sounds exactly like what happened us.”

“Where were you?” I asked.

“Off of Cape Pierce.”

So, I had heard correctly, but was momentarily dumbfounded, just trying to piece it all together.

“What boat?” I finally asked.

“The Sea Mist.”

“What?”

“The Sea Mist,” he repeated. “You know it?”

For a few long seconds all I could manage was stunned silence.

“I was on the Iliamna Bay,” I whispered.

Suddenly the same long look of disbelief, of complete disassociation, fell over his entire body, shoulders and features sagging as he was thrown into the same stupor I’d just momentarily emerged from. That’s when I first took notice of his lanky frame and clean-shaven face, and was instantly thrown back in time, returning for a moment to the cold chill and precarious pitch and heave of the deck that night, trying amidst the chaos and the shadow of halogen lights to decipher which one of those dark figures he was, hooded and wide-eyed and cast in the pall of eerie disaster.

Members of both the Rafferty and Sea Mist crews were there. They were the boats we co-oped with, working together during the openings, sharing our catch and profits in an effort to take a little bit of the gamble out of the game. We’d even tied up together a few nights. But crews kind of stick together, and guys look different out there, dirty and draped in raingear, seawater dripping from scruffy beards.

Then a smile slowly washed over his face as he began to fully comprehend the odd little turn our lives had just taken.

“That’s right,” I said, “we were on deck together.”

“Holy shit, I really can’t believe it. Greg,” he said, holding out his hand. “I was first over from the Sea Mist.”

“I think I remember now, you were there pretty much the whole time,” I said. “I’m glad to see you,” I stammered. “Glad we all made it home.”

“Any one of us might not have. One of your guys, though, the one that got yanked, he almost didn’t.”

Slowly raising my thumb, I pointed like a hitchhiker at myself.

“That was me,” I said.

“Oh my God,” he muttered, reaching out all at once and taking my hand, shaking it for a long while as his other hand clasped my shoulder. I grabbed his arm in what was close to an embrace and felt something significant pass between us. Though we barely knew one another, we shared what no one else had: a bond that we barely understood and that certainly no else could—unless, of course, they’d been there with us on the Bering Sea that night. Even if we never crossed paths again it was something we would always share.

When I left I thought to myself again how much I liked this feeling, this steady, impenetrable sense of complacency, and hoped it would stay. Nothing could possibly bother me. It sounded somehow like invincibility, but that was hardly it—for I knew, now more than ever, that I could be taken down in an instant. But for the time being that hardly mattered. That was just the point—nothing mattered, not as much as being here now, in the moment and only in the moment.
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TIME TO FLEE (INTO BATTLE)

SOLDOTNA, MARCH 1997

I’D BEEN IN town far too long. Six months of slinging mochas to high schools girls and lattes to local business people was getting old. I’d tried to stay put before—at one point even made it to assistant manager, learned everything there was to know about roasting, brewing, and serving coffee. The job was a good fit, at least in the winter, because I like coffee—love it, as a matter of fact. Yet when the weather would start to turn and I’d hear the fishing was good, or later on when someone would call and tell me how much money they were bringing in, it was inevitable: I’d have to catch the next boat out and reap the rewards of the end of the season. Living by the tides, picking fish, not returning to my recurring role at the coffee shop until the fishing was long over and my earnings nearly spent.

One of my colleagues at the coffee shop told me about the job on the Iliamna Bay. In the summer, Marion fished a setnet site with her partner, but like me, she pumped shots of espresso to make it through the winter. She had intended to take the job herself but at the last minute decided not to. She referred me to Karl, who, like a lot of off-duty and out-of-work fishermen, hung out at the joint for hours on end. He was familiar to me—a family man in his early thirties with dusty hair. He owned a local setnet operation and made money in the interim deckhanding for halibut boats. Apparently, for the last several years, he worked as the skiff man—kind of an upper-tier position running a small boat that attaches to one end of the net when a seiner (in this case the Iliamna Bay) encircles a school of fish.

Like most jobs as deckhands, one often hears of them through the grapevine, and Karl was my contact. Karl talked to the captain, and afterward almost assured me I’d have the last spot on the boat. Of course, there was still the process of the introduction: the ceremonial meeting of the skipper. This process is much less formal than a regular job interview; questions and answers are usually traded over a cup of coffee or a drink, and the decision to hire based entirely upon the captain’s gut. While today many herring fisheries are co-opted among all the participating boats, herring fishing in the late nineties was one of the last free-for-alls, and although I’d previously worked aboard tenders, which mainly entailed sitting around waiting before pumping fish aboard to be hauled, this time I was looking forward to being in the thick of it. Seining was the real battle for big money. To the uninitiated, it might resemble naval combat directly out of a World War II movie—a contest in which boats vie for position, usually in a small bay, while nearly as many spotter planes (one- or two-passenger aircraft circling clockwise), relay information such as where the schools of fish are and precisely where nets should be set. Meanwhile, tenders—the large collection vessels that transport fish back to the canneries—loom in the distance. Giant and lumbering, they wait for their assigned fishing boat to finish making a set; when this happens, the tenders carefully motor in, negotiating a web of outstretched nets, and sometimes a maze of rocks, in order to pump aboard—if the fishing is good—hundreds of tons of herring. Mass quantities of this small fish are then shipped to shore- and ocean-based processing facilities throughout the state of Alaska, and later on to Japan, where a premium is paid for the herring’s golden caviar.

What made the process all the more exciting was the anticipation. It might take almost a week to reach the fishing grounds, and then days or even weeks while the Department of Fish and Game took samples to see if the roe was “ripe.” The Department walked a tightrope, trying to determine the exact time the fish were ready to spawn and the eggs would be the tastiest. That’s when they would call for an opening and the insanity would begin. A countdown and the jockeying for position, and then just twenty minutes of fishing!—enough time for fishermen to make just one set with their 600-foot seines. With the possibility of the herring quota being filled after only a couple of openings, it was one of the biggest gambles in fishing. Once a certain number of herring were caught you were done, your boat’s chances for the year used up, along with all its supplies and thousands upon thousands of gallons of fuel, not to mention the crew’s incredible outlay of time and effort.
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THE USUAL NERVES

HOMER, APRIL 1997

IT WAS A two-hour drive south through a string of villages. Some had names that derived from ancient native dialects—Kasilof and Ninilchik. Others, like Anchor Point, were named by early explorers, in its case by Captain Cook, who happened to lose an anchor there. None were completely free from the grip of winter. Patches of dirty snow clung to the ground amidst the standing water and mud of “break-up”—the drab half-frozen period, and Alaska’s fifth season that lingers long after winter and precedes spring.

Although it was initially liberating to leave the ties of my regular, albeit intermittent job, slowly a tightness began to settle deep in the pit of my stomach. The feeling of unease reached its pinnacle as I rounded the ridge above the town of Homer—the surrounding mountains and incredible stretch of open ocean suddenly presenting itself in its untamed vastness. There was nothing sinister or foreboding about this tense feeling. In fact, it was nothing out of the ordinary—just the same unrest that always presented itself as a prelude to any long voyage. And in no way did it resemble fear. After all, I’d worked on many boats and had my share of “Oh Shit Moments,” and although I was well aware of what could happen out there, I hadn’t quite reached the point where I really thought it could happen to me.

What was happening now was something less dramatic and more immediate: a little touch of apprehension based on what I knew was coming. The complete loss of freedom, the tight quarters, the stink of dirty socks, and the unknown—specifically, the personalities I’d have to deal with. When aboard a boat, crammed into a 300-square-foot cabin with three other people, a deckhand must be hyperaware of his crewmates and their quirks and must be that much more considerate, or living together—or more importantly, working together—just won’t work. Most good skippers must have a bit of the armchair psychologist in them. While finding someone hardy enough to handle the physical labor required is critically important, they also look for deckhands of even temperament—at least while they are at sea. It doesn’t matter how much work a deckhand does; a bad attitude can quickly infect an entire crew, causing everything to unravel and work to become even more arduous, sometimes even to the point of grinding to a near standstill. But maintaining an even temperament at sea is part of the reason why fishermen have the reputation for such explosive behavior once on shore. Even the most mellow, well-adjusted deckhand must have a release.

Rounding the top of that hill, all I could do was try to swallow my tension and hope for the best. After all, I hardly knew Karl and hadn’t even met Brad, the other deckhand. And I’d only been introduced to our skipper, Tim, once, and it was difficult to gauge just where he stood on the dictatorial scale. Every skipper is different, every boat a world unto itself. A boat is a small self-contained empire run by an exalted ruler—some benevolent and others not.

No, this usual flurry of nerves welled-up every time, fueled by past experience, dating back to my first boat, the Lancer, after which it was a wonder I ever went back aboard another boat and out to sea again.
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WELCOME ABOARD

ILIAMNA BAY, APRIL 1997

IT HAD BEEN nearly thirteen years since I’d gone out on my first trip, and walking down the dock in Homer toward Tim’s boat I was still wondering—did I want to be a fisherman? For lack of anything else I was, and despite the knot of nerves in my stomach, at least this time I wasn’t entering a completely alien world. After all these years I even looked the part, wearing broken-in Xtra-tuf boots, Grundens slung over my shoulder. More than that, I knew what I was getting into and that I could do the job. I also knew many of the other fishermen. It was very early in the season and there were only locals on the docks. Most were family men or second- or third-generation fishermen, some who skippered the boats their fathers had owned. Most were professionals and could not afford to live—or had lived through and recovered from—the reckless, easy-come-easy-go life that had been the downfall of many first time fishermen.

I made my way to the Iliamna Bay, where it was lined up with other seiners. At forty-two feet, it was definitely not the largest of the bunch. It would indeed be a tight journey, first to an opening in Cook Inlet before a five day haul out west, through the Aleutian Islands and on to the Bering Sea, all on our way to Bristol Bay. The Iliamna Bay was an older vessel, but in tip-top shape. I would later find out that the skipper, Tim, was an inveterate tinkerer and onetime mechanic, who took great pride in the condition of his boat.

I first saw Karl stacking some line on deck, and then Tim—no doubt fresh from checking the engine. With barely time for a greeting, I joined the flow of work, helping Karl tote gear from Tim’s truck onto the boat and finishing up various duties on deck. We stopped briefly when Brad arrived with another truckload of various tools and dry goods from last season that Tim had stored in his shop over the winter.

Brad was a bit younger than the rest of us, probably in his late twenties, with shoulder length hair and a freshly shaven face. He had worked on Tim’s boat for most of last year’s salmon season. Fairly new to Alaska and to fishing, he hadn’t experienced anything like the insanity of herring fishing but was looking forward to it. He was bright and amiable, as was Karl, making me immediately feel silly for all the anxiety I’d felt on the drive down. But there was good reason for it, dating back to that first trip on the Lancer.

•••

In the afternoon, after a break for lunch, we crew members set off together to run last minute errands. It was a group effort, shopping, roving the aisles, looking for anything and everything, from fruit to cookies, to enormous, bulk-food boxes of Cheez-Its—Karl’s sworn remedy for the settling of stomachs on the roughest seas—absolutely anything we might crave and that might make our journey and our confinement over the next six to eight weeks as comfortable as possible.

“I always dread taking off when I’m sitting at home,” said Karl at one point, “but once we start gearing up and getting ready I can’t help but get excited.” He had become more animated than I’d ever seen him in the coffee shop. There, he was so much more formal—especially when his wife and kids were with him—not really “one of the guys.”

But the camaraderie and the anticipation had begun to build in all of us, especially Brad, who would be heading north for the first time. “I can’t wait to get out and see the coast,” he exclaimed more than once. His enthusiasm was infectious, and my nerves were now completely quelled, replaced by this sudden bond—this compatibility and easy-going anticipation; it almost felt as if we were buddies preparing for a camping trip, which made all the work flow that much smoother.

However, I was caught a bit off guard when at the last minute we ducked into the liquor store. Most of the boats I’d worked on had been dry—no alcohol. My surprise must have registered.

“Tim’s okay with it,” Karl immediately explained. “As long as we keep it low key, and it’s only when we’re anchored up someplace calm after the work’s done.”

“And you’re only allowed one,” added Brad, though Karl gave him a look like that rule might be bent occasionally. “No, really,” Brad continued. “Tim’s pretty strict about that.”

“As long as you don’t get caught,” said Karl, with a mischievousness that seemed out of character.

Not sure what to say, I shrugged it off and pitched in some money for beer and a couple of bottles of whiskey. Though I was as likely to tip a few as the next guy, I’d seen enough to know how quickly it could all turn around out there, even in calm water, and I certainly didn’t want to have to rely on anyone under the influence.

Karl must have sensed my concern. “No worries,” he said. “We’re pretty careful. Tim’s probably one of the most safety-conscious skippers out there.”

He was right. There had been a big push by the Coast Guard and commercial fishing groups to make the industry safer, but Tim had other reasons to take it seriously.

The next morning I saw firsthand just how seriously Tim took safety when he gathered his crew around the galley table for a briefing followed by a walk-through drill. Tim was a big guy, balding, with a full, wide face, not tall but somewhat stout and, at least on the exterior, completely sure of himself—which a skipper should be if they are going to run a boat. It’s a trait you want to see in your captain, someone who is confident in their abilities but not cocky. He was good natured and easygoing, but resolute as he listed where we each needed to go and what our duties would be if a man fell overboard, if there was a fire, or if the boat was going down. We discussed how to deploy the life raft, who would grab the EPIRB—the Emergency Position Indicating Radio Beacon that automatically signals the Coast Guard—and when to don our bright orange survival suits. Bulky, buoyant, and insulating, these full-body “Gumby suits,” while nearly impossible to move around in on land will keep you floating and alive in the water for many hours—hopefully long enough to be rescued. We even took them out to wax the zippers, and for kicks tested just how fast we could crawl into them, the goal being under a minute. It was good to go through these precautions, but we all hoped we’d never have to put any of them into effect.

•••

Compared to my early days as a fisherman, things were really kind of low-key on the Iliamna Bay, and not just because I knew how to tie a knot and stack a seine. It went deeper than that, a connection I’d developed to the sea, perhaps, and to these guys—even though we’d just met. Seining is like being part of a team, the way you have to work fast and in unison, anticipating your teammates’ moves when you lay out the gear, even the way tasks are delegated, the skipper controlling the flow, sometimes barking orders like a coach.

We all felt like this was a good fit, that we would work well together. It was obvious in the free flow of conversation as we went about menial tasks, passing the time with stories of how we’d arrived at this point, finding ourselves here on the deck of an Alaskan fishing boat. So as is often the case with fishermen, happenstance had landed us here, and once again I was astonished at the strange course life sometimes takes and how serendipity often dictates where we go and where we end up. In this instance, Karl and I had been steered on such similar paths, albeit his had begun a bit earlier. Karl and I had grown up not far from one another in upstate New York and had each made our way north between semesters at nearby campuses.

“It was really weird,” said Karl, explaining the circumstances of how he first arrived in Alaska. “I’d flown into Anchorage with a friend from school and we just started hitchhiking, not sure where we were going. Some guy does a U-turn, crossing traffic, going out of his way to pick us up. I guess he wants some company, says he’s going to Homer, suggests we go, and he even gets us a job on the slime line at the old Whitney-Fidalgo plant. Then, not long after that we strike up a conversation with this random guy and he happens to be from Plattsburgh, my home town. Out of all these people hanging around he happens to know my family and is good friends with my older brother, and he takes us to Clam Gulch and gets us on with the Osmars, setnetting.”
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