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In August 2016, a group of marine archaeologists from the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) scanned the seafloor of the Chickchi Sea, off the 
northern coast of Alaska. Brad Barr and his colleagues at the National Marine Heritage 
Foundation at NOAA had planned this search for years, spending nearly a decade to 
secure funding. Barr, who has a wide jovial face and bushy gray beard, knew from 
extensive research that the remains lay somewhere in this area. The team had chosen 
this time of year carefully, when the ice had receded and the howling arctic winds 
calmed. 
  

Aided by advanced sonar and underwater sensory technologies, the team 
eventually found what they sought. On the fuzzy screen, topographic anomalies some 
40 feet below the surface began to take familiar forms. Metal anchors and fasteners 
pocked with thick rust were scattered near the remnants of two twisted, wooden hulls. 
Video footage would later show a few marine invertebrates, at home in the frigid 
waters, plastered to the remains or scuttling around the rocky bottom. That the 
waterlogged hulls were discernible at all is remarkable, given that they lay undisturbed 
on the seabed for 146 years. 
  
  From historical records and journal accounts, historians and scientists like Barr 
have painted a vivid picture of an ill-fated journey that ended in the Arctic. In 
September of 1871, a fleet of 40 American whaling vessels ventured into a remote finger 
of water off Alaska’s North Shore. As whalers had done for two decades, the fleet took 
advantage of a channel between the coastline and heavy ice flows. They had come to 
pursue bowhead whales, renowned for high volumes of valuable oil and bone. Whalers 
had discovered that bowheads congregated here in high numbers, far from populated 
areas, at a time when many whale populations elsewhere were shrinking. 
  
  Ignoring the warnings of native Inuits that the ice was behaving strangely, the 
fleet ventured north into the icy maw. On September 1st, the winds shifted 
unexpectedly, pushing the pack ice towards the Alaskan coast. As many millions of tons 
of ice barreled towards land, the grinding mass closed in around 33 ships, walling off 
seven others ships safely to the south. Using sail and at the mercy of wind (American 
ships had remained little changed in a hundred years of the industry), the crews tried to 
navigate clear, but in vain. Like peanut shells between boulders, two ships cracked 
under the unrelenting pressure and sank—the other 31 were trapped indefinitely. Faced 
with frigid death, the captains decided to abandon their ships and hardwon cargo. 
Amazingly, each of the 1,219 sailors and family members escaped unscathed, to be 
ferried to San Francisco by the seven unrestrained vessels to the south. 
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In 1871, when the whaling fleet eyed this tenuous strip of open water, the 

prospect of such a journey meant life or death. Impenetrable ice sheets loomed far on 
the horizon, and huge jagged icebergs checkered the lower skyline. Captains knew that 
their ships could be easily stove in, crushed, or entrapped in this treacherous place. 
Stranded crews, forced to face such inhospitable conditions without shelter, dealt with 
the likely prospect of starvation or freezing to death. Given that this Arctic wasteland 
taunted the imagination and tested the nerve of the most hardened sea captains, such 
voyages were not taken lightly. 
  

If such a trip seems foolhardy, it makes more sense when considering the riches 
that enticed the crews. The rapidly industrializing world had an insatiable demand for 
whale products. Whale oil lit city streets and lubricated the machinery in factories. 
Ambergris, a waxy substance in sperm whales’ heads, formed the base of valuable 
perfumes. Whalebone was carved into luxury combs and jewelry boxes, and it gave 
structure to the extravagant wardrobes of wealthy women. In pursuit of these goods 
humans scoured the globe, in such epic journeys as the one immortalized in Herman 
Melville’s Moby Dick. Historians would note that the 1871 disaster in the Arctic 
coincided with the downward spiral of the industry, driven in part by the discovery of 
petroleum. But before petroleum, a ravenous thirst for whale oil drove the ships around 
the world. But given that whales span the entire globe, why were captains risking the 
Arctic at all? 
  

The reason, it turns out, is frighteningly familiar. As the American whaling 
industry swelled, and as the Atlantic became crowded with whaling ships, whales grew 
scarce. Crews from Nantucket and New Bedford were pushed farther and farther on 
voyages that might last 4 years and span 10,000 miles. This extreme method was born 
of necessity. Crews could no longer stay within a comfortable, brief sail from their 
home ports as many had done at the beginning of the fishery. And over time, with each 
foray into new oceans, pioneering ships unfailingly documented seas full of whales. In 
1848 Captain Thomas Roys, on his bark Superior, became the first American whaler to 
enter the Bering Strait. His success in the Arctic sent excited rumors rippling through 
the industry, as it had when New England whalers first entered the Pacific. Inevitably, a 
few decades after the first encounter, new grounds would be overrun with ships, 
pushing crews into ever more remote, dangerous waters to find whales. 
  

The dramatic story of the whaling industry, which played out over hundreds of 
years, is now recurring rapidly in fisheries around the world. Thanks to 
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industrialization and exponential leaps in fishing technology, the pace of destruction 
has accelerated to dizzying speeds. Wild fish populations and the ecosystems that 
sustain them face an onslaught from human activity—not just from overfishing, but 
coastal land development, invasive species, destructive harvesting practices, pollution, 
and many other problems. Today, the picture for global fisheries is decidedly grim. 
According to a 2016 UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) report, 31.4 percent 
of fisheries are harvested unsustainably. Another 58 percent of fish stocks are being 
fished at or near their sustainable maximum and cannot support more fishing, even as 
global demand for protein is rising with the population. Scientists now project that by 
2050 the ocean will contain more tons of plastic than fish. 
  

As Barr and his team entered the Arctic, they saw what is likely the least 
trammeled marine ecosystem today, although no environment on earth is untouched 
by human activity. But the relative protection afforded to the Arctic by inaccessibility 
fades with each notch in global temperatures, and climate change’s effects are 
increasingly felt there. As early as 2020, scientists predict that summer in the Arctic 
could be virtually ice-free. Without strong international commitments, the melting ice 
will undoubtedly inaugurate a frenzy of resource extraction, tanker transport, tourism, 
and fishing. Indeed, in oceans the world over, the ravages of climate change are more 
and more apparent. 
  

The question on oceans is now this: Will we repeat the mistakes of the past, or 
will we learn to manage the remaining resources sustainably? Will the collapsed 
fisheries of the past, and the relative abundance of ecosystems lost, change our 
behavior before it is too late? Our track record is indicative, though not entirely 
conclusive. Today the big mistakes are re-occurring, largely out of sight, in every ocean 
on earth, while many academics, activists, and policymakers are fighting for change 
and innovation. To truly understand the future of the oceans, and the choices people 
make in managing these resources, a closer look at the front lines is needed. 
  
---- 
  

Based on historical accounts and estimates from ecologists, the world’s oceans 
once teamed with life on a scale that is difficult to grasp. During the 16th century, 
Basque sailors told stories of cod off Nova Scotia so thick you could walk across them—
a secret they zealously guarded until cod became the foundation of New England’s 
prosperous economy. Pacific coast sea otters are estimated at having once been 
300,000 strong, three hundred times their lowest level during a booming 18th-century 



 5 

fur trade. And ship logs note on the rocky shores of Iceland innumerable flightless great 
Auk, a huge penguin-like seabird, before they were hunted to extinction by 1852. While 
some conservation programs have helped species rebound, as with the sea otter, the 
true success stories are few. Extinctions at the hands of people are not exceptional. Nor, 
as history has taught us, are they particularly memorable. 
  

Daniel Pauly, a renowned marine biologist, coined the term shifting baselines, 
which means that each generation is born into what they consider the normal idea of 
nature. In a lifetime, a person may see malls replace grasslands, or remark that certain 
birds have dwindled in number. But only a perspective spanning generations can grasp 
the scope of the collective, ecological change. Globally, the march of ecosystems from 
abundance and rich biodiversity towards relative scarcity and simplicity has been 
continuous. Environmentalism therefore has a historical problem: how can people 
grasp the scale of what has been lost if the timescale of that change is beyond their 
comprehension? 
  

This problem is complicated by another, one that is particular to fishing and 
oceans. Mark Kurlanski, author of Cod and Salt, referred to the perception problem, 
which is the false idea that the oceans are so vast that they’re inexhaustible. Simply put, 
since environmental degradation is out of sight, people fail to acknowledge the 
problem. New research suggests that humans are now transforming the oceans to the 
same extent that they’ve transformed land over millenia, which would have been 
unthinkable three hundred years ago. Charles Clover, in his book End of the Line 
(2004), paints a vivid picture to help readers understand how this occurs: 

  
Imagine what people would say if a band of hunters strung a line of net 
between two immense all-terrain vehicles and dragged it at speed across the 
plains of Africa… [A huge metal roller attached to the leading edge] smashes 
and flattens obstructions, flushing creatures into the approaching filaments… 
Left behind is a strangely bedraggled landscape resembling a harrowed field. 
The industrial hunter-gatherers now stop to examine the tangled mess of 
writhing or dead creatures behind them. There are no markets for about a 
third of the animals they have caught… This pile of corpses is dumped on the 
plain to be consumed by carrion. 
  
This efficient but highly unselective way of killing animals is known as 
trawling. It is practiced the world over every day, from the Barents Sea in the 
Arctic to the shores of Antarctica… Yet because what fishermen do is obscured 
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by distance and the veil of water that covers the Earth, and because fish are 
cold-blooded rather than cuddly, most people still view what happens at sea 
differently from what happens on land. 

           
It’s true that many fisheries today are managed for sustainability. But in less 

developed countries—touched by the distributional inequalities of global markets, and 
by the high demand for seafood in rich countries—sustainability is certainly not the 
norm. Where there is poor regulation, destructive methods like fishing with dynamite 
and electricity are common. Indeed, in waters outside the 200-mile demarcation line of 
sovereign nations, the wild west reigns. This is not new: given the perception that 
oceans were limitless, 19th century whalers likely never considered restraint, nor did 
anything that might lower profit margins. Even as marine science and ecology has 
developed dramatically (along with our creeping realization that oceans are 
vulnerable), so has our technology heralded ever more extensive damage. Whale ships 
simply didn’t allow for harvest on the scale of modern fishing fleets. What took the 
whalers of many nations three centuries to accomplish now occurs over mere decades, 
in microcosms across the globe. 
  
     In a first person narrative, I’ll write about my experience working in fisheries 
around the world. I’ll report on the lifestyle, perceptions of historical decline, and on 
the environmental impacts that are unique to fisheries. While describing my work in 
these fisheries, I’ll take detours into ecology, history, and mythology to show how far 
humanity has come since pre-industrial fishing. I’ll return periodically to describe 
aspects of the whaling industry, which is recognizable through such classics as Moby 
Dick and has a strong hold on the American imagination. Along thematic lines, each 
fishery will highlight one or two systemic environmental problems, as outlined below. 
  

This approach to oceans is unique, because it shows the reader a view of the sea 
that few are permitted—a view that is nothing if not bizarre, harrowing, and fraught 
with contradictions. Fisheries are an ancient craft, but they also exemplify the pinnacle 
of industrialism. They are at once viewed in our culture as a romantic art and a filthy 
job. In the age of industrial monoculture, factory farms, and lab-grown meat, oceans 
represent one of the most dramatic arenas in which people still hunt for wild food. And 
because fishing spans so much of the human experience, it offers a powerful lens onto 
our rich relationships with nature, the impacts of globalization on the environment, 
and multigenerational environmental decline. 
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I became aware of these dynamics while working on a commercial squid boat in 
Monterey. Since then, I’ve been obsessed with the nexus between people and the sea. 
When I went to Monterey, I knew nothing about shifting baselines. Over the following 
months onboard, however, I found myself increasingly haunted by oceans past. I’ll 
leverage my fishing experience (and the openness of the industry) to work on fishing 
boats and in canneries. I’ll also leverage my connections from doing fishery research 
with academic institutions, journalistic publications, and advocacy groups. Below is a 
tentative chapter outline, as well as an introduction that illustrates my writing style. 
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CHAPTER OUTLINE 
  

1. From Complexity to Simplicity 
  

In the California Dungeness crab fishery, which spans the entire West Coast, 
humans have eaten their way down from massive, iconic species to scuttling 
invertebrates. The region was once bombarded with salmon runs. Tuna were a hugely 
vibrant fishery, with canneries up and down southern California. But today, the largest 
fisheries on the California coast are species that few would have deemed worth the 
trouble a hundred years ago: Dungeness crab, squid, and spiny lobster. While the 
Monterey Bay is largely considered a success story of restoration, boasting a few vibrant 
fisheries, California fisheries have drastically altered the ecosystem.  

 
This chapter focuses on the history of California fisheries, introducing the 

concepts of perception problems and shifting baselines. Through the stories of fishers, 
businesses, and longtime locals, the chapter demonstrates how the ecosystem as a 
whole has moved from one of high diversity to increasing simplicity. I’ll also draw on 
the history of other collapsed fisheries in the area, such as the famous sardine fishery 
depicted in Steinbeck’s Cannery Row.       
  

The chapter goes on to describe the oceans long before industrialization, drawing 
from studies on historical ecology. How much more robust and complex were these 
ecosystems before industrial extraction came along? What are the striking aspects of 
abundant life back then? I’ve already established relationships with crab fishers in 
California who will hire me. I reported last year on the Dungeness crab fishery and 
know people in the fishery associations, processing groups, and the research 
community. 
  

2. Floating factories 
  

In the days of whaling, ships became self-sustained factories for rendering and 
storing whale products. Employed were blacksmiths, sail menders, doctors—a 
microcosm of society that functioned solely to deconstruct whales. This scene was 
famously recreated in Moby Dick, where crews scrambled around on a dead whale to 
strip off blubber, surrounded by sharks in turbulent water. The blubber was cooked 
down in coal-fueled cauldrons called tryworks, and the smallest crewmembers crawled 
into the heads of sperm whales with a bucket to harvest spermaceti. The crude yet 
effective technology of American whaleboats remained unchanged for well over a 
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hundred years, powered by sails and reliant on hand-thrown harpoons. Accordingly, 
the success rate of kills more closely paralleled those of wild animal hunting. Human 
casualties and injuries were extremely common. 
  

This chapter describes the rudimentary technologies used in hunting whales, 
which is still practiced sustainably in indigenous communities in Alaska, as a way to 
draw a comparison to industrial methods today. Technological advances have reached 
an efficiency that few creatures can out-maneuver, and nowhere is this better 
illustrated than on the huge floating fish factories that roam the Pacific. One such ship 
exemplifies the scale and lawlessness of the industry. The Chinese-owned 
Damanzaihao, a 228-meter 38,500 metric ton goliath—with a crew of 320, 232 vertical 
freezers, and a cargo that can hold 15,000 tons of fish—was declared a pirate vessel in 
2015 by South Pacific fishery managers. The ship was eventually decommissioned and 
sold, but hundreds of comparable factories still operate the world over. 
  

This chapter describes the dizzying pitch at which even the most formidable fish, 
Bluefin tuna, are being hunted to extinction. A single fish has been known to sell for 
nearly $2 million at the Tokyo fish market, spurring on a $42 billion global tuna 
industry. Such ships sometimes capture juvenile tuna and fatten them at sea for weeks, 
with dedicated “shark wranglers” that enter the net to evict sharks. This chapter is 
written from the perspective of working on the tuna ship, to be supplemented with 
accounts from crew, conservationists, and industry officials on land. Having worked as 
a researcher on Greenpeace’s Beyond Tuna campaigns, I have connections to industry 
and monitoring organizations. I’ll report on this industry from all sides, but the 
narrative will be centered on working in these factory ships. 
  

3. Waste not whale not 
  

What was the scope of food waste and bycatch? In early whaling, the 
unintentional killing of other species was negligible. While many other species ended 
up in whaleship larders, harpoons generally hit no other animal than their target. From 
the main ship, small whaleboats were deployed to harpoon a single whale at a time, in a 
grueling hunt that could last many hours. Often, whales escaped, smashed boats, and 
killed harpooners, spawning vivid legends about formidable and demonic monsters. 
Melville based the white whale in Moby Dick on a real sperm whale that famously stove 
in the Essex in 1820. This chapter goes into the lore about whales and sea monsters and 
into the highly specialized hunting process. 
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Many harvesting methods today are far less select, and the fish are rarely granted 
such esteem. In many trawling fisheries (but not all), the collateral damage to other 
species, and the sheer waste, is vast. Bottom trawling can shred rich seafloor 
ecosystems and kill most anything caught in its path. Ghost nets, or abandoned traps 
and nets made from ultra-durable polyurethane or metal, continue to fish on their own 
for hundreds of years. But nowhere is waste more apparent than in the finning 
operations of sharks. The fins are cut off, and the maimed animal is dropped back into 
the sea to die. The fins are cooked in a traditional Chinese soup, even though they 
supply no flavor. Despite international efforts to reign in the practice, shark fin soup 
can still be found in restaurants from New York to San Francisco. An estimated 100 
million sharks are killed each year by such finning operations, which has devastating 
consequences that reverberate through marine ecosystems. 
  

I will travel to China, and through connections with WildAid, be able to 
document finning operations and markets. I’ll also use investigative methods and 
researcher access to dig into these markets. This chapter is focused not only on fishers 
working in the industry, but activists who are combating the problem. It investigates 
the demand and trade networks that drive the Chinese finning trade. The chapter also 
goes into the vital ecological role of sharks, and the vastly overdramatized depiction of 
them as dangerous in our culture. 
  

4. The transoceanic taxi 
  
     Early sailors had a fascinating habit of shuttling species around the globe. As 
Alan Burdick described in his book on invasive species, the rats and microbes that 
decimated islands from Hawaii to Tahiti originated in Western ports. The great 
ancestors of domestic goats and pigs, brought by sailors for food, still ravage island 
vegetation to this day. One favorite food source for European explorers were Caribbean 
tortoises, which were flipped onto their backs below deck for months, providing a live 
meat source in an age before refrigeration. Seeds, insects, and countless other 
hitchhikers have irreparably altered habitats around the globe and driven native 
species to the brink. Even the bottoms of wooden ships carried a plethora of invasive 
amemones, crabs, and seaweeds plastered to the wood. 
  
     Today, invasive species are hitting fisheries hard. Mussels from New Zealand 
choke the waterways of San Francisco Bay in breathtakingly heavy clumps. Estuaries 
from the southern US to Hawaii—important nurseries for juvenile marine fish and 
stopovers for waterfowl—are overrun with invasive aquatic plants like South American 
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hyacinth. Microscopic larvae from invertebrates like crabs and sea stars hitch rides in 
the ballast of tanker ships, and the aquarium trade has carried non-native species into 
distant waterways. Taken together, these aquatic invaders represent a serious stress on 
many fisheries the world over. 
  

In this chapter I’ll travel to the Black Sea, where the invasive comb jelly wreaks 
havoc on the anchovy fishery. The jelly, which was likely brought in the ballast water of 
shipping tankers, multiplies rapidly and thrives in relatively baren ecosystems. It 
vacuums phytoplankton, juvenile fish, and fish eggs from the water. No creature eats 
the jelly, and it has devastated the anchovy fishery in the area. Having worked on this 
type of ship in California, I’ll be able to gain access to crew. 
  

5. The insanity of supply chains 
  
     Today, the uses for fish are astoundingly complex. This chapter follows a single 
fish from harvest to its various uses in distant economies, a path dictated by the 
dizzying logic of globalization. I’ll focus on the Peruvian anchoveta fishery, the most 
heavily exploited fishery in the world, from the perspective of fishers and business. 
These fish wind up in such strange products as pellets for farmed salmon—a wildly 
inefficient equation in nutrition and resource use—and in fertilizers for soil crops. I’ll 
also look into the Gulf of California jumbo squid, which takes complex, bizzare paths 
from sea to market. As a past researcher, I have connections through Hopkins Marine 
Station and Greenpeace to those working in the fishery. 
  

6. New apex predator 
           
     Each species plays a special role in its habitat, and nothing exists in isolation—
not even humans. But how do ecologists characterize human activity in the oceans? 
What is our ecological role? Humans—or put another way, large corporations 
comprised of humans—have long been in the process of replacing top predators. 
Acknowledging the role of companies in ecosystems is an idea that’s gaining steam in 
some academic circles. Tuna, sharks, and swordfish have long played key roles in 
regulating fish populations, with complex cascade effects throughout the oceans, but 
now they are vanishing.  
 

This chapter explores how ecologists grapple with explaining just what kind of 
animal these companies are. It steps away from the first person fishery narrative to 
explain how companies are the new apex predator. This chapter also addresses why the 
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ocean (seemingly remote for so many) affects people far from its shores. I will go into 
how ecosystem services provide the foundation for economy, livelihoods, and 
geophysical cycles. What’s more, I’ll talk about a growing and controversial movement 
to assign dollar values to natural processes. 
  

This chapter relies more heavily on academics than fishing boats, but it offers a 
fascinating digression in the narrative. I will leverage my connections at the Hopkins 
Marine Station and UC Berkeley Department of Environmental Science, Policy, and 
Management, where I teach undergraduates. 
  

7. The far out wild west 
  
     Today, piracy on the open seas still reigns--only instead of gold, pirates plunder 
fish. According to the 2016 FAO report, as much as 15 percent of annual fish catches 
globally are illicit. This chapter focuses on illegal fishing, attempts to regulate open 
waters, and the state of regulation in both developed and less developed countries. To 
do so, I’ll start at fish markets and seafood tracking programs, leveraging my 
connections to groups such as the Monterey Bay Aquarium and Greenpeace. The 
chapter will also touch on the very real problem of human rights abuses in 
international fishing fleets, as reported by the New York Times award-winning 2015 
series. While access to an illegal vessel would be exceedingly difficult, I will be able to 
join regulators and enforcement officials at sea. 
  

Scientists are calling for the expansion of marine preserves in 10 - 25 percent of 
the world oceans by 2020, depending on how conservative their estimate. Such action 
is widely accepted as necessary to avert ecological collapse, but marine preserves 
currently stand at around 5.7 percent. This chapter also looks at illegal fishing in 
marine preserves and the science behind conservation zones. The chapter is set in the 
Heard Island and McDonald Island Marine Preserve, approximately 2,500 miles 
southwest of Perth, Australia. Here, enforcement officials are using a sophisticated 
satellite tracking system to combat illegal fishing. 
  

8. The final frontiers 
  
     As global temperatures rise, melting ice in the Arctic will invariably open large 
swaths of near pristine habitat to human access. In December 2017, the EU and nine 
other nations enacted a 16-year agreement to ban fishing in the region, protecting a 
fragile and poorly understood ecosystem, at least on paper. As with all international 
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agreements, the decision is tenuous. The Trump Administration is now openly pushing 
for oil exploration in the region, and newly accessible waters will invariably tempt 
industry and governments keen to capitalize on untouched resources, shipping routes, 
and tourism. This chapter looks at recent developments in the Arctic, and speculates on 
the future of the area in the face of changing climate. The narrative will follow an Arctic 
expedition as arranged through various contacts in research and media. 
  

9. The future of fish 
  

     What is the future of fisheries? This chapter explores how scientists are grappling 
with genetic engineering and other attempts to heal the myriad illnesses of the oceans, 
for better or worse. Each year since the 1990s, aquaculture has accounted for more fish 
consumption globally, but the practice comes with very real liabilities, such as habitat 
destruction and nutrient waste. One answer, it turns out, may be to move aquaculture 
inland. Kuterra, a $7.6 million warehouse on Vancouver Island, offers a new 
commercial-scale experiment in sustainable inland aquaculture. I’ll visit the Kuterra 
facility and cover how people are now using technology to try to mitigate damage from 
more traditional fisheries. 
  

But technological fixes are not always the answer. Many academics advocate for 
the implementation of traditional ecological knowledge, and a return to a harvest 
mentality not driven solely by profit. This chapter also explores restoration efforts, both 
in coastal waters and in American rivers, to bolster migratory fish. Many environmental 
and academic groups have focused on dam removal as a way to help migratory fish 
populations like salmon and bass. A 2012 dam removal project on the Elwha River in 
Washington State is an intriguing case study, and an opportunity to explore whether 
devastated fish populations can rebound. Off the coast, scientists are experimenting 
with kelp and coral seeding, which restores crucial habitat for many commercially 
fished species. This chapter looks at the groups that grapple with these questions. I’ll 
also work in a traditional salmon farm in Norway, to show how modern industrial fish-
farming creates its own suite of problems. 
  

Most importantly, this chapter touches on the proverbial elephant in the water: 
global warming’s evil twin, the acidification of the world’s oceans. Here also the chapter 
returns to the overall trend from complexity to simplicity. 
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OTHER SIMILAR BOOKS/WHY NOW: 
  
     Interest in such environmental work is reflected in the publication of various 
popular books on oceans and fishing. An Unnatural History of the Sea (2007), by 
Gallum Roberts, deals with the historical decline of marine ecosystems, but it provides 
a survey following a linear, historical thread beginning in the Middle Ages. 
Furthermore, Roberts’ book is more academic in nature and lacks a character driven, 
narrative thread. A few popular texts deal with fisheries specifically. Cod (1998), by 
Mark Kurlansky, tells the story of how one New England fishery shaped the region and 
a global economy through history. In Four Fish (2011), Paul Greenberg, another 
popular writer focusing on fish, details how four iconic fish species have shaped 
civilization and interacted with humanity. 
          

The market for books on environmental decline is strong, but fewer books cover 
the oceans. Elizabeth Kolbert’s book The Sixth Extinction (2016) drives home why there 
has never been a more vital time to cover the seas—or the environment more generally. 
Research suggests that global warming could lead to catastrophic collapse of ocean 
ecosystems. The ocean is absorbing ever more atmospheric CO2, coral reefs are dying 
out, and plastic pollution is finding its way into ever smaller marine organisms. All of 
this is occurring while the world population is expected to reach 9.7 billion by 2050, 
with fish consumption ever on the rise. But no book to my knowledge has been written 
from the perspective of a journalist working in each commercial fishery. 
  
WHY ME 
  

In 2011, I went to work on a commercial squid boat in Monterey, California, 
gaining a hands-on perspective from inside a fishery. Later, I did fishery research at 
Stanford University Hopkins Marine Station, where I interviewed fishers, industry 
representatives, resource managers, conservationists, and historians. I’ve also 
conducted extensive research of the academic literature on the complex realities and 
competing interests in fisheries. I then went on to become a researcher for the 
Greenpeace USA Oceans team, working on campaigns to change international seafood 
chains, expand marine protected areas, and end destructive trawling practices. 
  

In 2013, I worked as an editorial intern at Earth Island Journal, in Berkeley, 
California, during which time I wrote about oceans and wildlife conservation. I’m 
currently a student at the UC Berkeley Graduate School of Journalism, focused on 
investigative and environmental reporting.  While at UC Berkeley, I’ve worked in the 



 15 

Environmental Science, Policy, and Management Department, teaching an 
undergraduate course in Environmental Philosophy and Ethics, as well as one in 
Culture and Natural Resource Management. 
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Introduction: On the Squid Boat 

The captain turned the engine over and the boat rumbled to life. I pulled on my 
untied sneakers and ran outside, stumbling over plastic buckets and bumpers, to coil 
anchoring lines. As the ship lurched into motion, limp sea lions shot upright and 
scattered from the docks, barking noisily. Vessels of every color, shape, and state of 
decay surrounded our ship in the dense fog, with their nets piled in black mounds. 
Through sleep-crusted eyes, I noticed a sea otter float by on its back, running its 
stumpy arms up and down its belly, which shifted around abundant fat and fur in 
rippling wads. Even though it was immersed in frigid water, I couldn’t help but feel a 
stab of jealousy that I wasn’t so reclined. The otter made eye contact with lackadaisical 
indifference. 

As we motored into Monterey Bay, I glanced towards Cannery Row in the 
distance, once the epicenter of a booming, global sardine industry. In his novel of the 
same name, John Steinbeck described ramshackle buildings and bars filled with 
boisterous  drunkards, and streets where whimsical vagrants wandered. Today, the 
main stretch has given way to a line of sterile restaurants and high-end art galleries, 
abutted by souvenir shops peddling fish-shaped magnets and plates. I couldn’t help but 
think that Steinbeck, with his adamant disapproval of consumerism, would have hated 
this neighborhood’s evolution. The cannery building, an enormous, squat block of drab 
concrete, now houses the Monterey Bay Aquarium and a museum dedicated to the long 
collapsed fishery.  

As an ardent environmentalist, I had a hard time explaining why I’d come to 
Monterey to fish. I’d never done anything remotely like it. At the time I was building 
cabinets in a sawdust-choked Oakland warehouse, and the monotony was making me 
restless. One day a friend, diagnosed with nonterminal testicular cancer, ask if I wanted 
his job on a squid boat. After many condolences, I thought it over. It promised to be an 
unusual experience, and I’d always wanted to see this ancient profession in the modern 
age. Also I was eager to escape a technology-obsessed Bay Area, to which I’d returned 
from traveling abroad. So, discontent and curious, I accepted the offer, quitting my 
carpentry job that day. Two days later I was barreling south to Monterey on a train. 

I stood shivering in the frigid Monterey fog. We were hunting Pacific market 
squid, a brown-grey cephalopod about seven inches in length, but I still hadn’t seen 
one. Initially, I found the work to be monotonous waiting, filled with card games and 
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tattered books, and a losing battle with the sleep-inducing motion of the boat. But when 
the fishing picked up, the long stints of inaction became increasingly punctuated by 
sudden bursts of intense labor, in a perpetual cycle that was mentally and physically 
exhausting. I’d stare into my steaming cup of instant coffee, deliriously tired, dreading 
the rallying cry from the captain which seemed as inevitable as death. At his shout, we’d 
once again pull on our uniforms, though to call them such is generous. In baggy, orange 
foul-weather gear, we looked from a distance like traffic cones with arms. 

Each time we suited up, I had to remind myself of the danger of exhaustion and 
inattention. Fables abounded of fishers maimed or drowned in their own nets, and I 
later learned that this was not without reason. According to CDC data, commercial 
fishing deaths between 1992 and 2008 in the United States were 32 times higher than 
those in any other industry, a statistic that fails to account for serious injury.  Once I 
shook the hand of a frail man on the docks, and I noticed he was missing half of each 
finger at the knuckle, which had been severed by a taut cable. The longer I dwelt on 
such accidents, the edgier I became. Everywhere around the ship I began to eye the 
sharp metallic corners and hissing winches as though they had teeth. Screeching hinges 
seemed to cackle with each creak, snapping menacingly at my fingers like junkyard 
dogs. 

From the deck, I could make out the captain perched in the wheelhouse, 
squinting at a blue-green sonar screen as he drove. If the patchy blob on the screen 
suggested squid, his shout launched a highly orchestrated dance to deploy the net. As 
the boat accelerated, one crewmember launched from the ship’s aft in a small skiff, 
which was attached to the other end of the net. Once the boats surrounded the squid, 
forming a wide circle, the two boats met and connected the net. Meanwhile, one heavy 
lead side sank and the cork side floated, forming a submersible wall. A thick line was 
then pulled along the bottom to purse up, which created a huge, inescapable bowl. The 
circumference spanned three football fields, and it contained whatever medley of sea 
creatures was unlucky enough to be nearby. 

As the powerful hydraulic winch reeled the dripping net onboard, my job was to 
coil the heavy lead edge of the net on the deck. My first day quickly confirmed my 
suspicions about where I stood in the ships hierarchy. Cold seawater showered onto my 
head, punctuated with the occasional thwack of a sea sponge or flailing crab. Face 
averted downward, I trusted my hood and salt-crusted Cubs hat for meager protection. 
The captain ran the winch at furious speeds, and on my first few attempts I was buried 



 18 

in the grip of weighty net. Seawater found every tiny opening in my jacket, and I was as 
pummeled and wet as a rubber duck in a marauding toddler’s grip. 

I once associated jellyfish with ethereal beauty, but at this post, they became the 
bane of my existence. Every day I was smacked in the face with dripping, gelatinous 
wads, which accumulated in loose pockets of the netting. These globs were then 
macerated in the winch above me, and a slurry of smashed jelly, water, and microscopic 
stingers rained down with relentless fury. This firewater ran down my chest, in an 
ordeal that sends even the most stoic fisherman into a dark place filled with obscenities 
and mutterings. No matter how tightly I contorted my body, I’d soon be squinting 
blindly. It burned my skin horribly, and even hours later, I’d be picking gooey red 
strands from my beard. 

When there were squid inside the net, a pump tube was lowered into the water 
like a straw into a drink. The pump head, a 700-lb metal wrecking ball, resembled the 
Apollo space shuttle. The hydraulic winch lifted the head in the air, and on turbulent, 
rolling waters we scrambled around to guide it overboard. I cursed as I stumbled on the 
slick deck, and I threw my weight at the deadly heavy object. Hanging from a perilously 
thin-looking line, the pump head swung wildly with the waves motion. To find yourself 
on the wrong side of the pump, pinched between the railing or a line, would mean 
certainly injury. (To picture this precarious dance, imagine four orange weasels guiding 
a bowling ball around in a greasy bumper car.) 

The pump sucked the squid from the water and onto a perforated chute, from 
which they dropped into a refrigerated hold below deck. Squid blasted ink in every 
direction, wide-eyed, groping wildly with tiny tentacles. Invariably this squid river was 
mixed with rays, octopi, fish, and other bycatch, which we scrambled to toss overboard. 
Seagulls swarmed and cackled obnoxiously, loathsome freeloaders of the ocean. I came 
to hate how they swooped down to snatch the fish we threw, nabbing them mere inches 
above the water. To dole out salvation and doom so erratically seemed a cruel joke to 
play on a mackerel. 

The chute allowed a moment of respite, at which I often reflected on the shear 
inequity of the hunt. The cephalopod group—which includes squid, octopuses, and 
cuttlefish, among others—is represented by brainy problem solvers, animals that can 
open jars, or mimic a clump of seaweed in an instant. But no timescale of evolution 
could have prepared them for human ingenuity. In their large eyes, I saw what I could 
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only describe as fear and bewilderment. I pushed the thought out of my mind, but it 
always crept back with loathsome shame. My Alaskan coworker commented cheerily as 
we worked, pointing to various fish on the chute: “You can eat those, but not those. And 
those there are good with garlic and butter.” I mostly kept my thoughts to myself. 

While watching the squid tumble, I came to truly understand the vast industrial 
machine that humanity has unleashed on the ocean. A far cry from our skuzzy, 
harpoon-wielding predecessors on whaleboats, our work lacked sportsmanship. I tried 
to imagine scurvy, a harpoon wound, being struck by a table-sized tail with the force of 
a truck, an old-timey funeral at sea. But the contrast between the reality and these 
musings was laughable. Our technology lacked all semblance of tact and artistry. I 
knew that here I’d never climb into the rigging, or raise billowing sails, as whalers had 
done, but I never dreamed that the closest I’d come was to climb a ladder to change a 
small, red light bulb. Microwaves and flat screen TV’s hummed in the cabin, under 
searing fluorescent lights, and the perpetual roar of a diesel engine drowned out the 
sound of lapping waves. 

And all this industriousness hardly presented a fair fight to the squid. The 
animal’s time-crafted genetics had carried it through countless iterations, bumbling 
gracefully along in the dance of natural selection, only to run smack into us. It felt like 
cheating in some grand accord, and their beauty only heightened the tragedy. At night 
we used blinding floodlights to lure the squid to congregate and spawn, under what 
they confused for their full moon cue. In the water, I saw their skin ripple with color 
beautifully, flashing in an intricate game of mating displays and battles. 

I later learned that squid changed color by flexing chromatophores, tiny openings 
controlled by muscle tissue all over their body, which winked with reflexive fluidity. 
When the squid die, their glossy brown hue gives way to a pallid and bloated grey-
white, but for perhaps ten minutes after death the chromatophores still flicker on 
contact. I discovered this while preparing one to cook. As I ran the edge of a knife along 
its mantle, the spots flicked off and on like fireflies in the night, in a mesmerizing 
twinkle. No amount of butter and garlic could drown out that image, and it tasted 
wooden in my mouth. 

Upon reaching the shore with a hold full of squid, the highly unglamorous task of 
unloading our catch awaited us. The hold was an enormous, room-sized tank, directly 
under the center deck. After the dockworkers vacuumed out roughly half the squid 
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would we jump inside. We wore puffy, brown waterproof overalls and carried green, 
plastic shovels. I’d often dreamt in my youth about swimming in a pool filled with beer 
or ice cream. But I’ve now crawled through the depths of the nightmarish opposite: 
cold, gelatinous squid. With the aid of a high-powered hose that shoots seawater and 
our toy plastic shovels, we scraped the now bloated, dead squid towards the vacuum 
tube, which disappeared into the opening with a sickening slurp. 

Fishing is nothing if not a spectacle, full of surprises and dramatic revelations. 
The grey-blue waterline belched forth such bizarre creatures, glistening and writhing, 
and we watched like crazed gamblers at a roulette table. One day, a sunfish resembling 
the head of a whale emerged. Another time, an enraging two-ton knot devoured hours 
of our lives. Yet another, a drowned dolphin popped up, smiling macabrely, as we 
strained frantically to toss it overboard. Not all encounters were tragic, and some were 
downright beautiful. One evening while I mended a net, silvery missiles flew into the 
side of the ship. When I first saw these flying fish, with excessively long fins that 
dangled like dragonfly wings from a slender body, I thought a lizard with bunny ears 
would have been no less shocking. I then realized that sea lions were herding the flying 
fish into the hull of the boat. With sickening dull thuds, their prey were rendered 
unconscious, which the sea lions then scooped up. 

This phenomenon was one of many biological curiosities I witnessed while 
fishing, each so profoundly strange as to be humbling. In these moments, I discovered a 
sense of stewardship for the very marine life that we threatened. After seven months, I 
no longer knew how to reconcile my misgivings with a desire for adventure. There was 
too much proverbial ink on my hands, and I’d had enough. I began to understand that 
my role was not to kill, but to understand. So I quit and moved to San Francisco, where 
I studied ecology for two years before landing an internship at an environmental 
quarterly magazine. Later I worked as a fishery researcher at Hopkins Marine Station, 
in Monterey, followed by a stint doing research for Greenpeace campaigns on marine 
issues. In 2016, I enrolled at UC Berkeley’s Graduate School of Journalism, where I 
began to formulate the idea for this book. 

As a student of history, I’m now convinced that I can’t explain the present 
without understanding the past. To truly understand our highly fraught relationship 
with our declining oceans, I’d need to immerse myself in the world of fishers. I began to 
read heavily on whaling, historical ecology, and mythology. What I’ve set out to do in 
this book is to travel to shores around the world, to get to the core of what fishing 
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illuminates about immutable human truths. Humanity has long battled the sea, 
wrenching from its depths our sustenance. People have long lived in awe of the sea’s 
mysteries, and we still know more about space than the deepest depths of the oceans.  

But the game has greatly changed. The ever-growing demand to feed markets has 
replaced our measured need to feed ourselves, and this shift portends the decline of 
fisheries all over the world. What was once closer to hunting now more closely 
resembles mining. And for the first time in our long history, the seemingly 
inexhaustible depths are proving to be fragile. 
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