Gone Fishin’

Hello all. 

After spinning my wheels for a bit and trying to find my place in life, I've decided to go fishing in Alaska. I was born here, you see, so it seemed a good place to start from. So, I flew to Anchorage a few days ago and got all teary and nostalgic about how pretty it is even though I'd never been there before to my memory. 

My cousin's (kind of) boyfriend, Jim, has been fishing here for years and years so I arrived in Dillingham in Bristol Bay with elaborate instructions from him about finding a ladder to climb onboard a boat named the Recovery and looking for a guy named Vinnie and another guy named John. Someone named Sig was supposed to pick me up at the dinky little airport in the middle of nowhere, but when I arrived, there was no Sig. A guy on the plane took pity on me and drove me out to the docks where we cruised around among the dry docked 32' aluminum boats, and found the Recovery sitting between the Winter Blues and the Lady O. 

It was getting late by the time I climbed onboard and found the key but even at 9 o'clock the gray sky shone brightly and workers all around me were banging away on their boats getting them ready for the water and the fish. 

It turned out that John, the old harbormaster, quit a few years back and had been replaced by a dimwit named Max who was known for having sunk his sturdy harbormaster's skiff in the mud twice already, which is not an easy thing to do from what they tell me. I went to meet him anyway and he was not the resourceful guy I was hoping to find, so I crawled back into my bunk and read myself to sleep despite the bright skies outside.     

I found the brilliant resourceful connectionist that I needed the next morning in Sig, another friend of Jim’s. I wandered around the Lummy yard until I found the Wigeon and there were Sig and her fishing partner, Matt, enthusiastically welcoming me aboard. Turns out they’d been fishing for kings the day before, and therefore hadn’t been able to meet me at the airport. They poured me some good gourmet coffee and tossed 30 years of accumulated fishing wisdom nonchalantly onto the table as I sipped away and prayed that I would end up on a boat with nice professional people like these who appreciate the value of good coffee.

Sig dropped everything that she was doing and cruised around town with me for several hours that first day, stopping everyone she knew on the street saying, "This is Kat. She's looking for a crew position. Do you know of anyone?" Sig single-handedly drummed up a long list of boats for me to stop by. As we made the rounds, she offhandedly mentioned that 2 of her 3 sons are in college and she's pinching pennies to help pay their way. One is at MIT, the other one is at Humboldt State. Sig is a diminutive woman in her 50s or so with a radiant glow about her from a lifetime spent out in the elements. She has permanently rusted brown skin and sun-bleached blonde hair. She clambers up and down the strings of boats docked up together with the energy of a 10 year old. And she claims to have a sprained ankle right now that is slowing her down. I wonder what she's like without the sprained ankle. Last spring she planted 80,000 trees and then fished for herring under the Golden Gate Bridge right after that. So, I guess that’s what she’s like without a sprained ankle. She can also boast of having homesteaded in the bush in Alaska and brought up three fantastic sons among other things, but you have to pry these things out of her. She refinishes houses in her spare time. There is always something yummy coming out of the oven on her boat AND she has the good sense to invest in quality coffee. My kind of woman.

Dillingham is mostly an Upik town. Upiks are the people that we call Eskimos. They talk Eskimo. They look like Eskimos except that they are dressed in jeans and hoodies instead of fur lined sealskins. Occasionally, a particularly crazy or drunk Eskimo will come lurching by and scream a string of Eskimo profanities at me and the surrounding scrub but for the most part everyone is super nice.

There's no pretension in general to Alaskans; they seem wide open and happy though I'm sure it’s much more complicated beneath the surface than someone here just for the first season will ever see. That said, I have been amazed by how many people have stopped in the middle of the street to go out of their way for me, racking their brains to think of captains who are looking for crew, pointing me in the right direction to the Peter Pan cannery (where I posted signs looking for work), the local radio station (where I made an announcement  looking for work), or the grocery store (where I  bought: 1 box Honey Nut Cheerios, 1 box soy milk, 1  loaf of Orowheat oatnut bread, 1.5 l. of water, a jar of peanut butter and a jar of jelly, for an alarming $35; and posted a sign looking for work.) 

Every day, I plunged out into the streets and zoomed around the boatyards, chatting up waitresses, boat people and locals who always dropped what they were doing and talked to me until I moved on and left them to their chores. I took a few siestas a day and retreated into my books to energize in between doing the rounds. Job offers started to materialize. Each time, I’d show up at Sig’s with a book offering and the names of the boats looking for crew to get her feedback. 

I got a job offer from a tender boat, which would be a fascinating job that only pays about $100/day. The tender collects the fish from all the little boats and takes the fish to the cannery - the three main factories here are Peter Pan, Trident and Icicle. Some of the fish here gets flown fresh and whole to Japan but most of it gets canned. 

Workers on the tender interact with every boat that sells fish to their cannery, getting to meet the locals and all those cute and not so cute skippers out there. Many of the fishermen around here look like they belong on a tuna can label; they are living, breathing caricatures of their profession. And then there are the big hunky muscly fishermen who smile at me with approval and say hello as I wander by. Yep, it would be extremely difficult to remain a single woman in Alaska for long.    

Speaking of big males, there is a little island about 70 miles west of here where 15,000 male walruses haul out every summer. The mild Alaskan sun burns them to a crisp (they are the only marine mammals that gets a sunburn) as they hang out on the land with their huge tusks, funny whiskers, bloodshot eyes and fucked up skin among the wild flowers and birds. 

Not so far from that island is another one where the walruses go to die. They clamber up a steep incline, then roll down off of it, crashing down to the bottom, breaking their bones in the fall. No one knows why they do this. I would like to see this someday. I wonder if they bring any sense of intelligence or ritual into it. Do they hesitate? Do the others watch or do they look away?

Some people think they kill themselves when they are old and there are too many of them. Maybe there aren't enough clams to go around. If this is the case, I think now would be a great time for the Bush administration visit the walruses. I figure they’ll probably be up here soon anyway, picking good spots for their big nasty fish farms and oil drills to go. Maybe they'd get some ideas after seeing those walruses. Go rollin’ off a cliff or something. Clams are pretty scarce these days. And the Bush administration has gotten real old. 

We lost, you know. They're gonna drill the Arctic refuge. They're gonna drill Bristol Bay. The first fish farms are about to go in on the coastlines of Alaska, which will effectively crush all hopes for my grandchildren to ever know the taste of wild salmon. Salmon will become something you can only eat sparingly, since the toxic red dye used to turn the fishes’ sickly gray flesh pink in imitation of its healthy wild cousins is known to cause eye damage in humans and all those antibiotics they feed the fish make your immune system weak. They are dumping pumping burning chopping drilling this place down into something unlivable and everyone is just watching and hoping for a fair settlement since their jobs will soon be gone as the seas will soon be barren. It is just so sad – beyond the incompetent management, if everyone would just consume a little more mindfully, use less gas and recycle more maybe I could stop having constant desperate fantasies about fleeing to a saner country that isn't about to be dumpedpumpedsuckedfucked to death in my lifetime.     

I hear the beluga whales are like popcorn around here when the fish start running in earnest. Sometimes orcas show up to eat the belugas, which is supposed to be quite sad to see. I wonder if the prurient scientist or the whale hugging hippy in me will overrule when the old black and whites come to town. There is a school of resident (fish eating) orcas who have developed a taste for line caught halibut in Prince William Sound. They like to mouth the lines with their big orca lips and wait for the fishermen to start reeling. When the part with the hook and fish on it comes through their mouths, they pop the halibut right off. In desperation, fishermen turn off their boat engines (a.k.a. the dinner bells) and just sit there for two hours or more during an already short opening hoping they'll trick the orcas into leaving their lines alone. My guess is that those clever orcas are happy to have some peace and quiet as they gobble up the fish below the boats and enjoy the taste of unhooked halibut just as much as the ones that are on the lines.    

Anyway. Back to the job hunt. I might get on a boat called the Flyin' Tiger captained by a guy named Opie. Jim gave him the stamp  of approval as did Sig and Matt. He sounds messy, eccentric, like a good human and fine fisherman who doesn't exactly have his shit together but catches lots of fish and will pay me what he owes me when the job is done. And, he's more likely than most to give me a ride to the walrus sanctuary if we end up anywhere near there when we’re done. He reports having been out that ways himself a few years ago. He was fishing for herring by himself for several months and says that he  got so lonely he developed 7 different personalities  to keep himself company for the duration, none of whom were talking to each other by the end of the trip. The Flyin' Tiger is itty bitty so I'll be pooping in a bucket while they look the other way but I'd rather  poop in a bucket on an itty bitty boat with a captain who was vouched for by 3 quality people than work on the goddam QEII with someone who might ditch me on a sand spit in the middle of nowhere or nickel and dime me to death over the cost of top ramen and rubber gloves.     

Well, it's 11 o'clock PM and the sun is finally starting to think about setting and so am I.     

So hey, if you know anyone who's looking for a deckhand, particularly if they are the kind of person who understands the beauty of a good cup of coffee, pays right and knows where the fish are, tell them they can find me onboard the Recovery vessel in the PAF boatyard. You can tell them that I'm handy on a boat. Tell them I don't mind killing fish and getting dirty. Tell them I've never gotten seasick (so far). That's what they said on KDLG radio yesterday, anyway. Just don't tell them that I'm a whale hugger on my way to study orcas in Canada in a month. No one wants an environmentalist on the boat. It'll be our dirty little secret.     

All the best, Kat  

