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Praise for Full Fathom Five

“Not since Jacques Cousteau has anyone brought us the sense of the ocean as our home. Welcome Gordon Chaplin … [He] give us far more than a science book.”

—San Francisco Book Review

“A unique picture of the effects of climate change. Readers aware of the abuse of our marine environments will find the conclusions as well as the techniques of their study most interesting. Finally, let me repeat one of my favorite encomiums for a book: ‘It’s a good read.’”

—Stan Waterman, International SCUBA Diving Hall of Fame

“Rarely are environmental stories so intimately personal and readable…. Chaplin’s book nonetheless packs a philosophical punch—a marine version of Aldo Leopold’s ‘land ethic:’ If we let our natural ecosystems go to waste, we may realize too late that we have no home to return to.”

—Chicago Tribune

“A fascinating book on many levels.”

—Journal of Diving History

“Gordon Chaplin’s new book is a fascinating read…. I loved it. Buy it and put some fun in your life.”

—Jim Harrison, author of The River Swimmer

“Like donning a dive mask and entering a tropical world of color, clarity, and mystique, opening Full Fathom Five is a gateway into another world…. A must read!”

—Dr. Carole Baldwin, Curator of Fishes, Smithsonian Institution

“In combining cherished recollections of his upbringing by a playboy turned scientist father with revelations from the [Academy of Natural Sciences] diving team about climate change-related underwater devastation, Chaplin sounds a very distinctive environmental warning that will affect his readers on many levels.”

—Booklist

“With stunning nautical, observational, and narrative skill, Gordon Chaplin has created a uniquely personal and intimate portrait…. An inviting, threatening, and richly informative tale of rarely observed fish community structures in the Bahamas, Full Fathom Five is also an immensely moving recollection of Chaplin’s ultimately triumphant relationship with his daring, difficult father.”

—Thomas Byrne Edsall, Joseph Pulitzer II and Edith Pulitzer Moore Professor, Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism, and author of The Age of Austerity

“Gordon Chapin dives into the past, present, and future of the ocean with eloquence, deep personal insight, and a message relevant for all people everywhere. With care, there is hope that the reefs and fishes that abounded in the Bahamas half a century ago will be as richly diverse and abundant in the seas of the future.”

—Sylvia Earle, National Geographic Explorer in Residence

“Full Fathom Five is a strange and beautiful specimen pulled up from the deep—part study of fish diversity in the Caribbean, part scientific report on the health of coral reefs threatened by climate change, and part memoir of the author’s father, sister, and wife. Together they make a book that is touching and troubling by turns, but always full of life.”

—Tom Powers, author of Heisenberg’s War

“Gordon Chaplin’s wonderfully written account of updating [his father Charles’s and Jim Bohlke’s] work fifty years later is not only a significant scientific contribution in its own right but the touching tribute of a son’s ultimately successful quest to shoulder his father’s important legacy.”

—Dr. John E. Randall, Senior Ichthyologist Emeritus, Bernice Pauahi Bishop Museum, Honolulu, Hawaii

“Gordon Chaplin has given us his inside stories on the many challenges and frustrations of mounting collecting expeditions today and the important scientific insights that the resampling of fishes and coral reef habitats have yielded.”

—John G. Lundberg, Chaplin Chair and Curator of Ichthyology, The Academy of Natural Sciences, Philadelphia
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Full fathom five thy father lies;

Of his bones are coral made;

Those are pearls that were his eyes;

Nothing of him that doth fade,

But doth suffer a sea-change

Into something rich and strange.

Sea-nymphs hourly ring his knell:

Ding-dong.

Hark! Now I hear them—Ding-dong, bell.

— William Shakespeare,
“Ariel’s Song,” The Tempest


Also by Gordon Chaplin

Dark Wind: A Survivor’s Tale of Love and Loss

Fever Coast Log: At Sea in Central America
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I would like to dedicate this labor of love, admiration, and growing ecological awareness to my father, Charles C. G. Chaplin, who is its hero.

Also to his colleague, friend, and mentor, James E. Böhlke, who gave his life for science.
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Foreword

Gordon was a skinny little kid in his subteens, and I was a young man just starting out in the dive-boat business when we first laid eyes on the wondrous coral reefs of the Bahamas. Gordon was under the inspiring tutelage of my good friend, his father Charles C. G. Chaplin, who was in the process of turning an amateur’s interest in fishes into a significant scientific achievement. It turned out that Charlie and I shared the same slightly ribald sense of humor, as well as a life-long obsession with the “silent world,” as our hero Jacques Cousteau would call it. We became fast friends, and after his death my friendship with Gordon continued in the same vein, though his sense of humor wasn’t quite as good.

In the fifties, the coral reefs of the Bahamas were still very much in their heyday, set off by some of the most spectacularly clear and beautiful water in the world. It was like an Eden: the coral was flourishing, big food fish and predators were all over the place, the sheer diversity of life dizzying. Not a day went by when we didn’t see sights straight from our dreams. It was the stuff of song and legend, and we had no idea how perishable it all was. We were living in the moment and having the time of our lives, like kids in a candy store, though Gordon was the only kid. The Chaplin family had a house on Hog Island, across the harbor from Nassau, a boat, and an aquarium lab. We’d go on expeditions together, collecting reef fishes for Charlie and his coauthor Jim Böhlke’s eventual classic text, Fishes of the Bahamas and Adjacent Tropical Waters. What a childhood that kid had!

Gordon grew up to become a journalist and writer, and for many years the underwater world was not one of his preoccupations. But it continued to be mine, and I was very happy when a twist in his life brought him back some fifty years later. In 2003, he was invited by his father’s old institution, the venerable Academy of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia, to take part in a fifty-year retrospective study of Bahamian coral reefs using his father’s work as a baseline! This kind of thing usually happens only in novels or poems. As Wordsworth pronounced it, “The Child is father of the Man.”

Meanwhile, in my long career as an underwater filmmaker, lecturer, and expedition leader, I had been watching the disastrous effects of global warming on reefs around the globe with increasing concern. Today, as Gordon’s retrospective study shows all too clearly, it is a critical reality and can no longer be ignored. The reefs to which Gordon returned after fifty years are now 90 percent dead instead of 90 percent living, and their population of fishes is undergoing crucial changes for the worse.

Paradise lost.

My old friend Charlie, an absolutely delightful, charismatic English gentleman as well as a respected scientist, would have acclaimed his son’s work as a “Jolly good show.” It would have pleased him to no end that Gordon had returned in such traditional fashion to the sea and marine science where he spent his childhood, and I do believe Charlie would have been as disturbed by the study’s findings as I am. But this book is more than just a study: it’s a testament to a son’s enduring love, affection, and respect after quite a few years of distance and even rebellion. The author of Full Fathom Five has himself experienced a “sea change,” and I do hope the beleaguered world will take his story to heart.

Stan Waterman
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PART 1


An Unexpected Turn

The Call

August 2003

FIFTY YEARS AGO, WHEN I was a child, I lived on an island in the Bahamas, in an old wooden bungalow with wide verandahs that fronted on the sea. At one end of the curving strip of white sand that separated our house from the ocean was an ancient white lighthouse marking the entrance to Nassau Harbor. At the other fluttered the parasols of a little concession called Paradise Beach, where water taxis took day-trippers from town.

The limestone island, originally a coral reef, was low and scrubby, but many generations of settlers had planted it with palms, sapodilla, yellow elder, poincianas, hibiscus, guava, banyans, frangipani, casuarina, gumbo-limbo, jasmine, bougainvillea, agave, and oleander. The thick, salty air of the easterly trades that rattled in the palms smelled of flowers on the verge of decay.

The ocean pushed in on this beach with darkening shades of color: aquamarine giving way to emerald, finally changing to sapphire. On sunny days, the colors glowed as if backlit from below. In winter the shallow bar half a mile offshore would produce dark blue storm breakers that reared up like horses, white manes blowing behind them. The ocean was the defining element of this place: its moods were your moods. It was not a drab, oppressive, monolithic element. Just the opposite. It went to hallucinogenic extremes, like the Beatles’ White Album.

Through the clear water, you could sometimes see the dark shapes of large fish—barracudas, rays, the occasional shark—casting their shadows on the sandy bottom. Sometimes a cloud of blue fry minnows would scatter itself across the surface to escape the swirl of jacks below. If there was surf, sometimes you could see the black dorsal fins of silvery gafftopsail pompanos outlined in a transparent wave.

The water temperature never dropped out of the seventies, and in the summer rose into the eighties, just a little cooler than body temperature. In the water you could do things that you only do in your dreams, and entering it made you feel as if you were coming home. Here I am, where I ought to be.

Like many children of the sixties, I’ve always had trouble with the idea of home. As a young man, it represented everything I was trying to leave behind: the old values, the old traditions, the old legacies. I’d taken Kerouac to heart, and I wanted the open road.

You never completely recover from that wild exhilarating ride. Later, when you want to put down a root or two, no place feels exactly right. If you have a family and are not so mobile anymore, you might find yourself stuck. You try to make the best of it, but you know your real home is somewhere else. If it exists at all.

To complicate things even more, I loved the place where I grew up. I have an uneasy feeling that the home I’m looking for now will never measure up to it, and that the legacy that was passed to me there will slowly fade away.

In this New York loft on the fringes of Soho, where I’ve washed up after a shipwreck, there are quite a few things I inherited from my father. They seem lonely in the rough open space with its bare brick walls, as out of place as I feel myself. A hand-carved model of the old Bristol Channel cutter that he sailed from England in 1936 is taking up floor footage. In a mahogany vitrine propped against the wall, a collection of cone shells from all over the world. Tacked into the bricks above them, a three-by-four-foot oil painting of a barracuda in deep blue water.

Stuffed in various nooks and crannies are two rosewood Japanese carp, an ivory crawfish, scrimshawed whales’ teeth and walrus tusks, and a variety of articulated silver and brass fishes and whales. By the door, a narwhal horn hatstand. Under the back windows, a five-foot mosaic of another barracuda set in a three-hundred-pound slab of cement.

And in the bookshelf, a massive leather-bound collector’s edition of my father’s life’s work: Fishes of the Bahamas and Adjacent Tropical Waters.

If I get up from my desk and walk to the back windows beyond the barracuda mosaic, I can look straight down Delancey Street to the Williamsburg Bridge, with a sliver of salt water running underneath. The sliver is flat gray most of the time, but at dawn it can be red. Sometimes a small freighter will drift under the span, sometimes a sailboat. It’s all I can see now of my father’s legacy to me … a legacy that I first turned my back on and that later betrayed me with a typhoon that took my partner and my boat. Coming to terms with it is seeming less and less likely.

Today is a bona fide New York August dog day, and heat waves rising from the black asphalt of Delancey Street cause the distant sliver of ocean to ripple like a mirage. The old loft building creaks and groans.

Back at my desk, words dance wearily on the screen of my computer. The novel I’m working on isn’t coming together, and I’m beginning to fear it never will. When the phone rings, I’m only too glad of the distraction. “Is this a good time to talk?” asks an effervescent female voice.

The voice belongs to Dominique Didier Dagit, associate curator of fishes at the Academy of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia, where my father had worked in the fifties and sixties. I’d met her a few times at academy functions. Fortyish, blond, and vivacious, she seemed about as far from the stereotypical scientist as you could get.

“I’m so excited I can hardly put the words together!” She sounds even less like a scientist than I remember. “You know your father’s work here with Jim Böhlke?”

I look at his imposing volume on my bookshelf and tell her I do.

“There’s really been nothing like it, before or since. They spent fifteen years collecting, you know. It was a landmark work.”

“Yes. I was part of it.”

“Of course. Their archives are huge … specimens, photographs, films, field notes … unique in the field. All that material is here at the academy, perfectly preserved, totally accessible.”

“Still there, hunh?” I remember trotting behind my father down the long rows of labeled specimen jars on the dusty, dim shelves.

She trills a laugh. “They’ll be here when we’re dead and gone, Gordon. So … are you ready for this?”

She outlined how her boss, John Lundberg, the head curator, had discovered many old films in the archive and had suggested they might have recorded a baseline against which change could be measured. She had been working with the field notes to pinpoint collecting sites. “Our idea is to use all this data to make a retrospective study of how the reefs have changed since your father’s collections. As far as I know, it’ll be the first fifty-year study ever made.”

“Really?” My hand around the phone suddenly cramps. “It does sound exciting. And where do I come in?” She’s probably looking for funding.

“You are the key, Gordon,” she says. “The last surviving member of the collecting team. We aim to go back to the original sites to make our own collections, and you are the only person alive who knows exactly where they were. You do remember, don’t you?”

My mind is already underwater. Holding its breath. “As well as I remember the rooms in our old house.”

I don’t ask about funding. Instead, I make a date with Dominique to go down to Philadelphia, meet her two colleagues for this project, and discuss how things might work out.

To calm down a little and think all this over from a broader perspective, I climb the apartment building’s stairs to the roof (I watched the World Trade Center towers fall from here). In the shade of an old wooden water tower, looking across the rooftops to the golden female figure on the spire of the Manhattan Municipal Building, it occurs to me that my life might be about to take an unexpected turn.

In many ways, my father’s original study is my sibling. I spent my childhood with it in the Bahamas, went on many of the collecting expeditions, watched it take shape and grow alongside me, and remember my first foray below the surface with almost numinous clarity. In brand-new goggles, flying down to where my father beckoned from below, I found myself in one of those life-changing moments when the world rearranges itself into new priorities.

If I understand Dominique correctly, I am being offered the chance to pass back through the looking glass into my childhood, with scientists carrying the bags. As the sole surviving member of the original team, I’d be able not only to guide the scientists to the old collection sites but also to help them recreate our methods, make informal fish density and coral cover comparisons, and fill in historic cultural detail. Take up where my father left off. Pay my debts. Keep his legacy alive.

But I haven’t been back in thirty years, not since being banned from the Bahamas for life for bringing in a quarter ounce of marijuana (though the ban eventually was lifted), and the prospect of returning if only for a series of short expeditions is daunting on many levels.

As the man said, you can’t go home again. What if my sacred memories turn out to be false or faulty? What if I myself have changed too much to fit back in? And scariest of all, what if the place I’m returning to no longer exists?

But I’ve been haunted by this place all my life. At the very least, I might be able to put some ghosts to rest.



Under the Radar

September 2003

IT’S A TWO-HOUR DRIVE FROM downtown New York to Philadelphia. A little past ten a.m. on a crackling early fall Monday I meet Dominique in the somber basement Chaplin Library of the Academy of Natural Sciences’ ichthyology department. Bookshelves full of reference works and academy proceedings line the walls, and papers are stacked high on a large conference table.

Near the door, a brass plaque proclaims the library was donated by my mother, who also endowed the Chaplin Chair for the department’s curator and underwrote the cost of publishing Fishes of the Bahamas. The art on the walls is eerily familiar: an illustration by artist Steven P. Gigliotti from the text of Fishes, of an elongated spotted brown-and-white goby named Acanthemblemaria chaplini in honor of my mother, and a painting of two large iguanas collected in Cuba in 1948 on an expedition funded by my uncle Cummins Catherwood. We’d kept one of these iguanas in a cage in our house for a few weeks, feeding it bits of chicken, but it stayed fierce and wild and finally we gave it to the zoo.

Dominique, dressed informally in tan slacks and a light blue sleeveless blouse, gestures to the two-foot-high pile of notebooks on the library table: “Those are the Böhlke-Chaplin field notes. Every collection station they ever made. Take a look.”

It’s the first time I’ve seen them, all in my father’s or Jim Böhlke’s neat (almost identical) handwriting, and often including little sketches of locations. They number the sites (724), enumerate collecting conditions and techniques, list personnel, and often provide additional comments at some length.

It begins to feel as if my father and Jim Böhlke are in the Chaplin Library with us, along with the brass plaque and the art on the walls. All a bit overwhelming.

As I’m poring over the notebooks, noticing that my sister Susie and I are often listed among the collecting personnel, two more women walk into the library. Dominique introduces them as Heidi Hertler and Danielle Kreeger from the academy’s applied ecology department, the Patrick Center.

The three scientists turn out to be an unconventional, accomplished trio. Dominique, forty, is an authority on a rare deepwater shark relative called the ratfish; Heidi, thirty-nine, studies the impact of land use on marine environments; and Danielle, forty-three, researches aquatic ecosystems. All of them have doctorates.

But one would never take any of them for scientists. Dominique has the high-powered effervescence of a fashion executive; the dark-eyed, breathy Danielle has recently completed her final treatments as a man-to-woman transsexual. Heidi lives on a boat in the Delaware River with her boyfriend, Clarence, an African American rugby champion, and is built like a rugby champion herself.

The science involved in this survey, as the three describe it, would be pretty straightforward. We’d return to a series of locations where reliable measurements have been taken in the past, take new comparable measurements, and then study the ecological changes. John Lundberg’s idea to use the archival films could give an added dimension, depending on quality and subject matter.

Ecology, the study of dynamic environmental relationships, was in its infancy in my father’s day. We were simply trying to collect and describe species of reef fish: all we could possibly find. How these fish fitted into a community, what that community was, and how it might be changing wasn’t really our concern. The concept of biodiversity—that ecological health depends on the survival of as many living organisms as possible—was something we instinctively agreed with, but did not formally understand.

So the work at hand seemed the logical evolution of my father’s. It would build on his platform, broaden it, and take it in significant new directions.

Danielle has already compiled an exhaustive spreadsheet of all the historical collection sites. As an associate curator, Dominique has access to the academy’s collection of fish specimens assembled by my father and Jim Böhlke, databased phylogenetically by collection site, species abundance, et cetera. Heidi is a world-class field researcher. I am the sole surviving member of the original team. And the fact that we have a fifty-year spread for our study makes it possibly unique. Most other studies, if not all, have to stretch for a thirty-year spread.

However, the devil is in the details. All of Böhlke-Chaplin’s significant historical collections were made using an organic fish poison called rotenone. In fact, my father was one of the first to combine the use of rotenone with the use of SCUBA gear, which had just been invented.

In my father’s day, a permit for the use of rotenone was not required in the Bahamas. Now it is, and some of her colleagues have advised Dominique that it will be very hard, if not impossible, to obtain. Poisoning fish is not politically correct, number one, and number two, some of the reefs where my father collected are now tourist attractions. Number three, the Bahamas have become quite nationalistic and no longer welcome foreign scientists with open arms. But without the use of rotenone, it would be impossible to replicate my father’s collections.

“What makes you think we’ll be able to get it?” I ask.

“Well, we won’t know until we try.” Dominique treats me with her most winsome smile. “At least we’ll get a few days on the beach and a good tan.”

“Right …”

“Seriously, I think your father’s name still carries a lot of weight down there.”

“Why do you think that?” I’m remembering my father’s futile efforts to get my ban lifted thirty years ago.

“I was there on a recent project in Bimini and met some people from the Fisheries Department. They all knew his book. If his son were to explain how we aim to carry on his work, they’d listen very carefully. Of course, we’ll make all the data we get available to them. It could be really important data. And as you know, rotenone doesn’t harm the reefs and dissipates in a few hours. We’ll give them plenty of info on it.”

I had made some research calls before this visit to scientific friends of my father’s. One question kept coming up, and I pose it to Dominique. “Assuming we do get the permit, what about the variables involved in replicating the historical collections? You know, time of year, ocean conditions, number of collectors, rotenone quality?”

“Yup. The variables.” She nods and raises her eyebrows approvingly. “Frankly, some people are skeptical, but we think we can deal with them. John Lundberg agrees.”

I’ve always been in awe of scientific expertise, so my further questioning is not as sharp as it might have been. For example, I never ask how long it might take to complete this study—to make all the collections, do the lab work, and publish a paper. Maybe I’m scared of the answer. After all, my father and Jim Böhlke had taken fifteen years.

“So,” I say finally. “The academy is, uh, behind the project?”

Founded in 1812, Philadelphia’s Academy of Natural Sciences is the country’s oldest research museum, the model for the Smithsonian in Washington and the American Museum in New York. Its journal is the first peer-reviewed publication in the US devoted to natural sciences. Its collections include specimens from Cook’s voyages and the Lewis and Clark expedition, its library contains reference works dating back to the 1500s. Its ornithology, botany, malacology, vertebrate paleontology, and ichthyology collections rank among the world’s most complete. Legendary scientists associated with the academy include Charles Darwin, Thomas Henry Huxley, Thomas Jefferson, John James Audubon, Edward Drinker Cope, Thomas Say, and Ruth Patrick.

When I was a child, the academy was still very much in its salad days, thanks in part to the legendary fund-raising and PR efforts of my parents’ friend Dr. Patrick, head of the limnology department, who invented a way of measuring river pollution by examining the resident diatoms.

But in the early nineties, the academy fell on hard times. It had made shaky endowment investments and its city stipend had been cut off. Income from grants, gifts, and exhibits was withering in an apathetic climate. Growing budget deficits sent key scientists and administrators looking for greener pastures. It was forced to sell 18,200 specimens from its historic mineral and gem collection. Its current president, James Baker, is a bureaucrat from NOAA, concerned with lopping off and trimming.

The three women look at each other quickly then look away. “We’ll be using the academy’s facilities, its labs, equipment, archives, and all that, of course. But we’ll be working on our own time. We think this project is worth it,” Dominique offers.

“Does Baker know about it?”

“Uh, no. We’re kind of under the radar net.”

“It’s better this way,” Danielle says with a grin. “We avoid the bureaucratic hassles. We can pretty much do what we want.”

I’m beginning to see the women in a new light: a bunch of renegades, in stark contrast to my father’s team, which included not only the academy’s director but also the curator of fishes, hired specifically to work with him. Well, that’s fine. Under the radar is my style too, and if I’m to carry on my father’s work, at least it will be on congenial terms.

Maybe anticipating my next question, Heidi launches into a status report on research funding for museums like the academy, the Smithsonian, and the American Museum of Natural History in New York. The picture is bleak. Under the Bush administration, grant money is drying up, budgets are shrinking, staff is being cut back. The academy budget has been way in the red for many years, and the Patrick Center, which depends almost entirely on grant money, is in the worst shape of all. Heidi herself is about to take a new job with an NGO.

I lean back in my chair and grin at the three renegade women. “So, tell me. What do you think an expedition to the Bahamas would cost, anyway?”

They estimate $10,000 for two weeks for the four of us. “Do you know anyone who might be interested in contributing?” Dominique deadpans. Besides me? Actually I do. There are quite a few family friends and relatives in Philadelphia who were involved in the original collections.

It takes the better part of a year to organize the trip. Fund-raising turns out to be a lot harder than I’d thought. A check for $50 seems the height of generosity for many of those family friends and relatives. I raise about two-thirds of the money, though, and agree to underwrite the rest myself. This would turn out to be just the beginning. Still, even if I’d known then what I know now about the time and trouble in our futures, I would have been just as eager to go.



Welcome Home

June 2004

FIFTY YEARS AGO, JUNE IN Nassau was as close to heaven as I could get. School would be just out, weather hot but not yet sticky, poincianas putting out their festive red flowers all over town. The springtime easterly trades finally would be calming down, the water temperature would have climbed into the eighties, and you could dive for hours without so much as a goose bump.

Now, as my three scientific colleagues and I wait on the dock behind the Club Mango on East Bay Street for a ride across Nassau Harbor to Paradise Island (Hog Island, in the old days, because it was used for livestock), I pick up a powerful whiff of that special June feeling. Everything seems possible, joyous events right around the corner. Summer clouds tower familiarly in the east, and black-and-yellow-striped sergeant major damselfish hang in the water around the pier pilings just the way they used to. My body feels like a teenager’s, and my heart pounds with plenty of childlike adrenaline.

For our base of operations, we’ve been able to rent rooms in the very house where I grew up: an old wooden bungalow on the narrow western end of Paradise Island, now owned by a Bahamian couple I’ve never met, Ronnie and Joan Carroll, who run it as a bed-and-breakfast. Serendipitously enough, they’ve kept the name it acquired during our thirty-year tenure there: the Chaplin House.

The stocky, grizzled guy in the half-unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt and frayed khaki shorts piloting a beat-up skiff our way turns out to be Ronnie himself … an ex–commercial diver and race-car driver whose family (the Tuckers) has been in the Bahamas since the seventeenth century. So far, so good: I was afraid he’d be a smooth-talking tourist hustler.

Ronnie seems to approve of our project, but he’s so gruff it’s hard to be sure.

“Nassau’s all shot to hell,” he offers with a bleak grin, “but we’ve done our best to keep the old place the way your father left it.”

I stand in the bow as we start across the half-mile-wide harbor, still sealed in my June fantasy but beginning to feel the claws of the present frittering away the envelope of the past. Things look more dilapidated and yet more glittery than I remember. The wharves and sheds on the Nassau side are sagging and rusty, docked with tramp freighters from the Caribbean’s more notorious fever ports. The famous gin-clear water is now a cloudy green (Ronnie blames this on dredging). Replacing the out-island fishing smacks of my childhood, trading sloops from Haiti with sails of rags drift in on the east wind, carrying, Ronnie speculates, cargoes of illegal immigrants and narcotics.

But, in the center of town, Prince George’s dock has been extended to accommodate eleven huge cruise ships at once. And on the Paradise Island side of the harbor, where we’re headed, there’s a new Club Med four docks east from the Chaplin House. Beyond that, looming above palm trees, casuarinas, and condos, the huge Atlantis resort complex pinkly dominates everything. Almost single-handedly it has dragged Nassau into the twenty-first century and made it the destination of choice for more than five million tourists a year.

The Chaplin House dock has a new gazebo, but otherwise looks exactly the same, in its own eerie time warp. Ronnie’s wife, Joan, a Swede and former model whom he met during his turn as a race-car driver, walks out to greet us with a wonderfully genuine smile.

“Welcome home!”

I just nod and try my best to smile back, not trusting myself to speak.

Every step up the long concrete walkway from the dock is a step into the fourth dimension. My first view of the south verandah of the main house is dominated by the untarnished image of my father in his favorite dark blue nylon swim trunks, his tanned back to us, washing snorkeling gear at the tap below the railing and carefully laying it out to dry. He died thirteen years ago at age eighty-four after a ruptured aneurysm. I’ve brought his ashes with me.

In the cool, familiar shade of the south verandah, Joan hands me a letter my father wrote her after she and Ronnie bought the place in the late seventies. My own hands are shaking so much that I can hardly read it.


Dear Mrs. Carroll,

Your letter of July 4 arrived yesterday, and we are so delighted and happy to know that our beloved house is now in appreciative hands. It is a marvellous situation, isn’t it? Life there was bliss.

As far as I know the house was built by Morton Turtle and belonged to a Mrs. Prince before Mrs. Gardner bought it (we bought it from her daughter in 1948). One of the Agassiz family owned it at one time, for it was known as the Agassiz House. The scientist Alexander Agassiz made a study of Bahamas fishes in 1892 so it is possible he was there before 1910, when he died. The main house is all wood and mostly Abaco pine which is termite resistant and has recently been painted and repaired at great cost.

In addition to putting in the picture window in the living room, I built the aquarium and the substantial dock which I hope is holding … unfortunately my caretaker, a frightful little monster named Jerry Adderley, now living in Long Island on the proceeds of robbing me blind, used much of the dock money I sent him for his own purposes and stole my Boston Whaler into the bargain. Honest caretakers have always been a problem in the Bahamas. I’m afraid the house painting is not up to snuff either due to that little worm—may the fire of St. Anthony afflict him in his tenderest parts.

One of the joys of the Chaplin House—do call it that—is the constant change of the sea colors and its calms and roaring surf. Sometimes you get westerly gales—we had one that lasted for 10 days and all the sand was washed away, our outer wall was down to bedrock and we needed a ladder to get down to the beach, but don’t get discouraged, the prevailing easterly wind will bring it all back in no time. Anyway it is reassuring to know that the house has been through at least one severe hurricane with the loss of only the dock.

One thing I can heartily recommend is the construction of some artificial reefs at varying distances offshore; I made two, one inshore and one about 20 yards out. All you need is 100 cinderblocks dumped by some bumboat in an irregular pile, in no time at all you will have an interesting little private reef with a very substantial population, watching it grow is fascinating. Do ask for my underwater FISHWATCHERS GUIDE at the local dive shop, you can take it down with you and identify the residents of your reef. Don’t let them give you my rival’s book by one Jerry Greenberg, it is not nearly so good.

You are probably wondering why we ever left; mostly from skin problems, too much sun is a mistake and my wife has had a lot of trouble and can never go out on the Bahama beaches anymore except in the evenings. My son and daughter in law would have liked the place but as they have recently been divorced it is just as well they didn’t have it to quarrel over.

Perhaps you will ask me to come and stay sometime; I can show you all sorts of good places for snorkelling and of course know a lot of people there. Good luck, and I know you will love the place more and more.

Sincerely,

Charles Chaplin
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