
[image: ]


[image: ]

PRAISE FOR BECKONED BY THE SEA

[image: ]

“Amazing women, an amazing landscape, an amazing book!”

Mark Leiren-Young

author of The Killer Whale Who Changed the World and Never Shoot a Stampede Queen: A Rookie Reporter in the Cariboo

“Beckoned by the Sea is a beautiful exploration of the ocean through the eyes of women who have devoted themselves to it. Taylor does a captivating job of portraying twenty-four seafaring women with iconic Cascadia coast livelihoods, from captaining tugboats to harvesting kelp to building boats. This book not only gives us an insider’s perspective of careers sculpted by water, but the passion and inspiration that drives women to commit their lives to it.”

Julie Angus

author of Rowboat in a Hurricane: My Amazing Journey across a Changing Atlantic Ocean and Olive Odyssey: Searching for the Secrets of the Fruit That Seduced the World
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Eric Enno Tamm

author of Beyond the Outer Shores: The Untold Odyssey of Ed Ricketts, the Pioneering Ecologist Who Inspired John Steinbeck and The Horse That Leaps through Clouds: A Tale of Espionage, the Silk Road, and the Rise of Modern China
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“A worthy read. Sylvia Taylor has respectfully researched and written a wonderful tribute to the women who share their souls and tell their compelling stories about all things marine in Beckoned by the Sea.”

Margo Bates

author; past president, Canadian Authors—Metro Vancouver


[image: ]



To women everywhere and always who answer their call.

And to the sea and all who protect it, forever may you flourish.
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Renée Sarojini Saklikar

What is your first memory of the sea?

Mine is not mine at all, but my father’s: Bombay/Mumbai, on Juhu Beach, before the time of the billionaires. He walks on sand, out toward the bay. Fishermen call from their boats, in the sweet language of Marathi, my father’s mother tongue, a language he never taught me. He and my mother brought up both their daughters in English.

As an immigrant-settler to Cascadia, and a poor swimmer at that, I still somehow crave stories of our Cascadia coast and will often awake from dreams of that long north-to-south coastline. From Juneau, where I’ve spent hours up at the city museum or at Dee Longenbaugh’s book-shop, all the way down to the Sylvia Beach Hotel in Newport, Oregon, where all the rooms are named after famous writers, and where one shimmering September I attended a writers’ conference.

As I write these notes, a copy of Beckoned by the Sea sits by my side, in manuscript form. Come, the twenty-four stories inside its covers beckon, come and learn, be fascinated and entranced: by detail, by myths and legends, personal anecdotes, geographic and historical lore. The gift of this book is the way it taps into all kinds of desires. For instance, just this moment, I paused at my computer, went to my bookshelf, and looked at a file entitled, “from Alaska, down the coast,” and there, in that file, stored for years: pamphlets, brochures, chapbooks, letters, recipe cards, old dusty print-outs of emails, all from folks I’ve corresponded with up and down the length of Cascadia. Distracted by the busyness of city life, I’d forgotten all about my plans to one day weave together these oddments into a poem. With this book, I have a companion help-guide to remind me about the power of story, and of the sea.

If you’ve ever heard of the great American oral story-gatherer Studs Terkel, who collected a generation of working lives for his book Working, you’ll understand when I share the feeling that here we have a unique equivalent, specific to the Pacific Northwest bioregion that is Cascadia. And if you’re too young to have even heard of Terkel, no worries: come, be amazed by the life and times of women caught and held by the magic and risk and hard work of the sea. Under Sylvia Taylor’s encyclopedic stewardship, her observant eye, and her compassionate heart, the stories of twenty-four women come alive. Here’s a brief excerpt from a story that I haven’t been able to put down, that of Mary Kimoto, a ninety-five-year-old Japanese-Canadian woman from the far-flung village of Ucluelet on the Pacific Rim of British Columbia’s Vancouver Island:

I came to Nootka to work in the Nootka Cannery in ’37. They were looking for workers to process the pilchards—they’re sardines. I wasn’t fifteen yet but my mother lied about my age and put me into this group that was going. I was the youngest. We went on the Princess Maquinna from Port Alberni. I think there were just five of us girls that didn’t get sick and I was one of them. I didn’t know the first thing about fish but I seemed to manage ’cause I didn’t get fired and sent home. Mother had said we have to go to work so I didn’t get homesick or anything like that. I was just busy and working with the girls and that kept me occupied.

Now, here’s the thing: I’m perhaps a typical/atypical city dweller and will often forget to be mindful of those working women and men whose coastal lives create the very culture and history of place that form the foundational fabric of life on the west coast. This book refreshes and stimulates memory and masters that feat only truly good books accomplish: educates while entertaining. I believe there is nothing out there quite like this book in its scope and texture.

I love living in our multicultural Metro Vancouver, as it’s referred to, although growing up in New Westminster, we just said “Vancouver” for the whole Lower Mainland. Unlike many “mainlanders,” I’ve not trekked west to Ucluelet nor north to Haida Gwaii, and yet, I do long to do just that. Sylvia’s book not only speaks to some deep longing that perhaps many of us feel about our coastline, but also unlocks memories long forgotten.

In her capturing of Mary Kimoto’s story, I remember my own parents hurrying down to the Fraser River come the eulachon run, part of the annual fundraiser for the CKNW Orphans’ Fund. Fishing boats would tie up dockside by the New Westminster quay, and Mom and Dad would buy bags full of the small oily fish, which Mom would then flour and pan-fry. We’d eat an enormous number. In Beckoned by the Sea, we learn that pilchards, so much like those eulachons, started “showing up in vast numbers off the west coast of Vancouver Island … around 1925.” I didn’t know this!

One of my favourite Cascadia poets, Gary Snyder, who lives in northern California, writes about “staying put” in order to know even a fraction of the interconnectivity of any locale, all the aspects of place that make up the “where” of living. Sylvia Taylor, merwoman extraordinaire, captures, distils, and shares that depth of diversity in these stories filled with personal triumph, loss, success, and hardship, giving us a tapestry rich with fascinating historical, cultural, and natural history facts and information. What a treasure: the working lives of women, interwoven with knowledge generously shared about this place we call home: vast, complex, and still, mercifully, wild.

Take this book with you on your travels: store it in your designer city-bag, right next to your cell phone; shove it in a side pocket of your backpack, with the beautifully designed cover facing out. Pull it out on the bus, on the ferry, in your canoe: Reading the stories of these women will make you, and this Cascadia, come alive. As for me, I’m signing up for swimming lessons and one day hope to take surfing lessons. And with every step, beckoned by the sea. Thank you, Sylvia. You bring much joy.
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INTRODUCTION
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Cascadia is not a State, but a state of mind.

—Paul Schell and John Hamer, “What Is the Future of Cascadia?”

For to be a woman is to have interests and duties, raying out in all directions from the central mother-core, like spokes from the hub of a wheel. The pattern of our lives is essentially circular. We must open to all points of the compass … stretched out, exposed, sensitive like a spider’s web to each breeze that blows, to each call that comes.

—Anne Morrow Lindbergh, Gift from the Sea

The sea is the Great Mother of the world. From her depths came the life that fills the earth and skies. Her house holds the highest mountains, the deepest valleys, the broadest plains, and to this day, much of the world’s life, and most of its water. She is still in charge, conjuring climate and weather and even the air we breathe.

When we are out on the sea, she strips away our artifice and devices and brings us down to our essential self. For those of us who love the sea, deep in our bones, our connection is transcendent. To be with her is to be utterly engaged with life and death, to be present in all the senses. She changes us forever.

Those of us who have been called by the sea and make our way to her feel a sense of rightness and connection, even when she is wild and dangerous. We feel a fierce protectiveness, especially now that she is threatened. When we are called to the sea, we answer by choice and according to our own purpose. We stay because we have found our home.

Love for the sea coexists with fear of it, joy with respect, courage with caution, beauty with despair. We have lost people and places and dreams, and sometimes nearly ourselves, in the sea.

This book is about women of the Cascadia coast, from Alaska to California, who have been called to the sea—to work with it and in it; to harvest it, protect it, explore it; to learn and teach about it. It is also a book about this place called Cascadia, about how it calls and informs us.

I was called to write this book in one precise and crystalline moment. In 2014, as the featured author for the Pacific Rim Arts Society’s annual Cultural Heritage Festival, I spent a glorious week on the tempestuous west coast of Vancouver Island, presenting writing-related workshops, reading from my historical memoir, and coaching authors’ book projects. During a festival event, a group of phenomenal women who had all loved and worked with the sea gathered around my book display table and soon launched into a whirl of storytelling. A part of me stood back and revelled in these accomplished, clever, sparky women, and in this part of the world that is like no other. In that moment I knew I would bring their stories to the world.

I can also recall the moment the sea called me. I was born in an island nation. My first memory is as a toddler, standing thigh-deep in the chilly North Sea waters of England’s east coast, on a pebbly grey beach, looking out at the endless grey horizon and down at my sturdy little legs braced against the wavelets. I turn to see my vivacious young mum and her sister chatting on the picnic blanket, two Mediterranean flowers in their summer dresses. Their bright smiles and happy waves beckoning me, I am suddenly aware of my separateness, and instead of waddling to shore, I turn back again to the water, in the direction of my father’s Nordic forebears who loved the sea and were ever drawn to it.

As a child, I yearned to join the mermaids and other sea creatures. I would create my own personal ocean in the bottom of our claw-foot bathtub strewn with shells and pebbles. My coltish legs stuffed into one pyjama leg, I unravelled my long braids and blissfully wafted under the water.

The myths of sea goddesses and their sisters, the mermaids, have long enchanted us. Half fish, half human, half feared, half adored, mermaids represented the link between land and sea. With nearly three-quarters of the Earth covered by water, much of it unexplored, it is no wonder ancient peoples believed the oceans contained many mysterious and dangerous creatures. While some people say that women were forbidden on ships to avoid the unleashing of sexual tensions, others say this taboo stretches back to our earliest times when boats were dedicated to a goddess of a watery place, and bringing mortal women aboard could provoke her jealousy. Ironically, the figureheads of ships were almost always female, and often, a mermaid. As humans began to fear the sea less and understand it more, the mermaid icon shifted to a more benevolent figure.

Perhaps modern women reach for this mythic symbol because it represents all that is magical, untamed, and wild in us—the indomitable spirit of the women who are drawn to it. In the same way, Cascadia, too, has always been considered counterculture, liberated, transgressive, rebellious, transformative.

Named for its rushing waters by a Scottish naturalist, and though not part of any official map, Cascadia is a bioregion that encompasses nearly 385,000 square kilometres. Along the coast, it ranges from southeast Alaska through British Columbia, Washington, and Oregon to northern California; and inland from the Pacific Ocean to the Rocky, Cascade, and Coast mountain ranges, extending east across the depth of British Columbia, Washington, and Oregon, and encompassing the western parts of Yukon, Montana, Idaho, and Wyoming.

The Cascadia coast is indeed a land of rushing water, of mists and rain and winds, both benign and fierce. Of towering trees, broad fertile plains, and marshy estuaries, all exploding with life. Rivers from inland plateaus race through canyons and temperate rainforests to spread into rich deltas and the Pacific Ocean. Land and sea are interlocked in a dynamic tension: the sea pushes into the land—the land thrusts into the sea. But the sea always wins.

Everything is dynamic, strong, productive: wind, tides, reefs, continental shelf, shallows, narrows, waves. Forests are dense and moist: pine, fir, salal, alder, fern, salmonberry, all heavy with moss and mist. Trees are either cathedrals or gnarled and stunted by the relentless wind and waves at sea’s edge. Mountains and forests and boggy marshes have kept us close to the sea and rivers. For much of the area’s history, water was safer and easier for travel, and more bountiful by far, a veritable smorgasbord, a well-stocked hardware store.

Distances and coastlines of Cascadia are vast, and the farther north, the more convolutions and islands. The coast of British Columbia alone has over forty thousand islands, and its shoreline could contain the shorelines of Washington, Oregon, California, and most of New England. Even with the sweeps of sandy beaches along the nearly five thousand kilometres of Cascadia coast, the actual coastline is eight times that, a network of deep fjords, bays, river mouths, narrow channels, rock-bound islands. Ragged peaks plunge into the sea. Outcroppings thrust out of it. Seven-metre tides, tidal surges of fifteen knots. Thousands of kilometres of uninterrupted Pacific swell slam into coastal shelves and islands, creating powdery white beaches and some of the most dangerous waters in the world. Known as the Graveyard of the Pacific, the Cascadia coast along British Columbia has claimed over a thousand vessels in the last two hundred years.

Dramatic and intense, it is a world of many faces and moods. The elements are wildly active: earth, air, fire, water. Jagged mountain ranges march to the sea: Coast, Cascade, Olympic, Columbia, Rocky. Vastly different climates—oceanic, alpine, semi-arid, arid, humid continental, subarctic—crash into each other and create monumental coastal winds and weather. Meteorologists call the north coast of BC the Cauldron, with winds clocked at 320 kilometres an hour and waves ten storeys high. Katabatic winds funnel down the fjords and inlets from the mountains. Winter storms roar down from the Arctic. Tides force massive volumes of water in and out of inlets, around islands, and over shallows.

And then come the whisper-calm, pussy-willow days, the silent grey days. The glorious sun-drenched, sparkling days. Days when Cascadians tumble out to the hiking trails, the canoeing streams, the seawall walks, the bayside bistros, the music festivals. The days when the women of Cascadia can’t imagine being anywhere else and turn to their work with the sea.

The human story of Cascadia begins with ice. Fifteen thousand years ago much of North America was covered with glaciers from the Ice Age. Hunter-gatherers migrated across the Bering Land Bridge between Siberia and Alaska, a rolling plain of thousands of kilometres of grasslands in the summer months. Glaciers held so much water, the sea level dropped and exposed the land bridge. Glacial ice fields rose up in southeast Alaska, 160 kilometres wide and 600 metres thick, extremely dangerous, rugged and unstable.

One theory of human settlement in North and South America is that the ice melted and a land channel opened up between the Rocky Mountains and the central plains, creating a migration route for ancient peoples. A more recent theory is that people created wood-frame and hide canoes and paddled southward by hugging the coast, settling along the narrow strip of ice-free land. Human bones were recently discovered on the Channel Islands off the California coast at Santa Barbara that were thirteen thousand years old.

The first peoples of Cascadia developed unique and complex societies that combined hunting and gathering with settled communities that thrived on diverse fishing and extensive trading networks reaching far inland. Culturally based in salmon and cedar, they created sophisticated and decorated tools, homes, clothing, and sacred ritual objects. Their numerous and distinctive languages and dialects came close to extinction following devastating losses from European-borne illnesses, colonization, and separation.

Curiosity, collaboration, and conquest mark European movement into Cascadia. Well known for millennia to the First Nations, it was a vast uncharted region to the Europeans, as they relentlessly searched for a route connecting the Far East with Europe. For nearly 350 years, Spain, Great Britain, Russia, France, Austria, Portugal, and the United States all explored and laid claims in Cascadia.

Eventually, England and the United States held shared ownership of the land and sea from northern California to Alaska, from the Pacific Ocean to the Rocky Mountains. The territory was called Oregon Country by the Americans and the Columbia District by the British. After the War of 1812, the two powers signed the Oregon Treaty of 1846, creating a partition along the 49th parallel, which later became the border between the United States and Canada. As the various gold rushes led to a massive influx of Americans pouring across the border, the British pushed to include the emerging British Columbia into the Dominion of Canada, finally succeeding in 1871.

For generations of newcomers, work on the west coast focused on harvesting and trading the bounties of forest, sea, and land. For some people it meant harvesting the old-growth forests of massive western red cedar, giant sequoia, Sitka spruce, and Douglas fir, forests that once reached from mountain peak to seashore. By the 1780s, most of the tall trees in Europe were gone, serving as ship spars and masts, and British captains were commissioned to bring back as many from the BC coast as could fit in their holds.

Sea otter became the Golden Fleece of the Pacific Northwest, along with beaver, fox, and ermine, as trappers and traders filled the holds of sailing ships bound for China and Europe. By 1830, sea otters were almost extinct from Alaska to California. The industrialization of Britain and Europe fuelled a frenzied demand for canned salmon to feed thousands of mill workers, creating hundreds of canneries on the coast and river deltas. The lure of gold and industrial metals sent thousands, desperate for jobs and glory, rushing to the mines.

Just as in its earliest persona, modern-day Cascadia is a distinct, vibrant culture and more than a bioregion, approaching an ideal of geography and identity. Nearly sixteen million people continue to live out the fundamental shared drives and experiences of this coastal culture and environment. Common bonds are north–south, not east–west; Cascadia, not country. With one foot in the wild waters, the other in shiny hip cities and funky towns, the area is a palette of greys one day, bold blues and greens and white the next. Derelict pulp mills, abandoned wharfs, and fish camps are juxtaposed with million-dollar condos, sailboat marinas, and fish farms.

The rich tapestry of Cascadia continues to add new colours and designs and textures. The diversity of people creates exciting cuisines and cultural experiences and communities. The hippie movement that flourished in the 1960s birthed an ongoing culture of environmentalism, healthy eating and fitness, curiosity, tolerance, forward-thinking, creativity. The ideals of equality and community revered by early Scandinavian immigrants helped pave the way for a world where every form of the arts is deeply woven into the fabric of life in the Pacific Northwest, a world where modern-day mermaids can thrive.

On the coast of Cascadia, women have often dreamed of roles not traditionally pursued. In the annals of our history, women flex their powers of independence and resilience, become their own boss, earn a living the way they want. That entrepreneurial and pioneering spirit among women is still alive and well.

First Nations women have worked on the Cascadia coast for millennia, trained from childhood as expert canoe paddlers and able to handle themselves in treacherous waters. Though historically, European women were not welcome on the sea, some could not be kept from it. Medieval Scandinavian noblewomen commanded their own ships, as did female pirates. Other women disguised themselves as males and stowed away on their husbands’ ships, or occasionally were allowed to help their husbands behind the scenes. A British sea captain could openly hire his wife to serve meals, clean, and keep financial records. Some women even learned navigation from their captain husbands, or worked alongside their husbands as shipwrights on land. For most women in many cultures, they and their children stayed onshore, processing seafood to keep the village alive through the storming months of fall and winter. Providing an anchor point, a reason to brave the seas, a calling back to home.

During the First and Second World Wars, women took on traditionally male roles in shipbuilding, filling up to 10 percent of the positions in the United States, with “Rosie the Riveter” as their symbol. Their freedom and high pay was short-lived, as their jobs were soon given to the returning servicemen. Since the late 1980s, women have been actively encouraged to work on and with the sea. Mentoring and educational opportunities for women arose, such as the International Maritime Organization’s strategy for the Integration of Women in the Maritime Sector. The Council of Marine Professional Associates is also working to correct the gender imbalance. Today, women work with the Cascadian sea in every capacity imaginable. Perhaps not in great numbers, but their presence is felt, their contributions weighty.

Among northern European people, girls and boys are often raised in much the same way. And so I rarely felt that because I was female I could only do and be certain things. Being the eldest helped, as did my very broad worldview gained from my early experiences of other countries and languages. And being my dad’s favourite and an outdoorsy kid, something I have in common with many of the other women in this book. By ten I could pitch a tent, build a campfire, gut a fish. That’s how I connected with the wilderness, the sea, and my dad. I lived in duality: one foot in the city, one foot in the wilding world. Drawing house plans for a living and running departments; nursing the critically ill; teaching people how to write a book. I never thought I had to choose.

My father worked as a light-stepping log driver for a few years after we immigrated to Canada. It suited his Nordic spirit perfectly, but it drove my mother to distraction, so he took up a nice, safe land-based trade. She sighed in relief that everyone was safe in her nest until that same spirit came alive in me, with white-water canoeing and backwoods skiing and overseas travelling—and then the very, very worst: deckhanding on a fish boat.

Before I began my three fishing seasons during college, my father told me that if life had been different, if he had followed his heart, he would have gone to sea and been a fisherman. Now his daughter was doing it for him. When I asked him if he was disappointed that his first child wasn’t a boy, he said that he had hit the jackpot: a kid who could do all the girl stuff and all the boy stuff.

I have become a mermaid of Cascadia myself, with my own lifetime of harvesting, travelling, creating, teaching, history keeping, and protecting. My first book, The Fisher Queen: A Deckhand’s Tales of the BC Coast, chronicled my experiences as one of a handful of young women deckhanding in BC’s commercial salmon fishing industry. Set in the turmoil of the industry’s tipping point, it explores the west coast’s untamed waters and its fishing legacy, and a way of life forever changed.

For the Cascadia coast and its women who work with the sea, I draw on both my ability to shape stories and my love of the sea. A born storyteller, I have gone to the heart of these women’s stories, presenting them to readers much as I once entertained my parents with my childhood tales of the endlessly fascinating world around me.

I am still endlessly fascinated by the world around me. Now I tell my stories in books, signing them, “May your compass always point to your True North.” I infuse the ink with the hope that those who read my stories will answer whatever calls them, and find stories for themselves as rich and powerful as those of the women in this book.

The women who work with the Cascadian sea both represent and transcend our common selves. The people who are drawn to this area, writes the early twentieth-century historian Dorothy Hull, are “not aristocrats, but the common people—rugged, self-reliant, and ambitious.” The twenty-four women you will meet here are the living bridge between the Cascadian land and sea. A human rainbow of cultures and ancestry, ages and vocations. They are the Harvesters, the Travellers, the Creators, the History Keepers, the Teachers, and the Protectors, each forming a part of the book, each part introduced with a brief exploration of the theme. These women live and work in southern Alaska, British Columbia, Washington, Oregon, and northern California: fish boat captains to artists, conservationists to lighthouse tenders, history makers, history keepers. From policy makers to rule breakers, these women and their stories bring their marine world to life and showcase the contributions of women in the world.

“Warp,” the foundational threads of a tapestry, comes from Old Norse and means “the cast of a net.” The Cascadian sea beckoned these indomitable women, cast its net, and brought them to us.


PART 1

THE HARVESTERS

Earth is really a water planet. As land dwellers, we are air chauvinists who are immensely ignorant of what lies beneath ocean waters. Yet while atmosphere, climate, and topsoil are being altered, marine systems seem to be buffered from rapid change. So, increasingly, we are turning to the oceans for resources, especially food.

—David Suzuki,

The David Suzuki Reader: A Lifetime of Ideas

from a Leading Activist and Thinker

While the winds and rains of winter lash the Cascadia coast, harvesters of the land and sea focus on preparations for the coming months. Like their earthy counterparts, seagoers repair and replace and redesign the tools of their trade: nets and traps, boats and floats, lines and lures and hooks and containers. They renew supplies, re-establish territory, build alliances.

When I worked on a salmon troller in the 1980s, I loved being part of the winter whirlwind of preparations preceding the opening of the season for the BC fleet. The build-up of tension and resilience and focus would somehow get me through the five gut-busting, brain-bending months of dangerous work for an uncertain outcome—in one of the most thrilling experiences and beautiful places on Earth. Blowtorch in one hand, brush in another, I scraped and painted the acres of hull and deck and cabin. Would the boat get up on the ways in time to finish the hull? Did the electrician have time to rewire the electronics? How much gear needed replacing? In just a few years, though, the season would dwindle from months to weeks and the fish camps and wild waters would host luxury condos and adventure tours.

Nevertheless, our most fundamental need is nourishment: of ourselves, our loved ones, our community. The First Nations people living along our northern coasts believed that the hands of their beloved Mother Goddess of the Sea, Sedna, nourished her people. Her fingers were the fish, seals, and whales that sustained them through the year. But can even a mighty goddess feed the world’s growing population? A billion people in 1828, two billion in the mid-1930s, four billion in 1980, seven billion in 2015, and by 2050—nine billion hungry mouths.

Though the world still relies heavily on wild catches, responsibly sustainable and otherwise, alternate methods of marine food production are on the rise. Catch numbers are increasing, not because the fish and seafood populations are increasing, but because of more efficient catch methods at much larger scales. In fact, the wild-catch populations are decreasing. Alternate methods of harvesting include aquaculture—raising plants and animals in marine waters—and aquaponics, which function inland, in ponds or containers in closed loop systems. These two methods have existed for hundreds of years, especially pond farming, but the push is on now to create new sources and larger yields. Controversy rages: the need for food versus the need for sustainability.

One of the greatest concerns is the weakening warp-thread of the five salmon species that are integral to the ecosystems, cultures, and economies of Cascadia. Salmon is the only wild fish that needs both inland fresh water and oceanic salt water to complete their intriguing and complex lifecycle. Another bridge between land and sea, they nourish both sea and land creatures, both plants and animals, from orcas to people to trees that absorb nutrients from rotting salmon carcasses left by bears in the woods. Scientists know more about distant planets than about these integral fish, including where they go and why. Some say that if the salmon-thread breaks, the entire tapestry of Cascadia will begin to unravel.

In 2016, the US’s National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) released the results of extensive studies on the world’s fisheries from 2005 to 2014. Mandated to share information about changes in climate, weather, and oceans and coasts, and to conserve and manage those environments, the NOAA navigates by the motto of “science, service and stewardship.” Their statistics show the world’s total catch and harvest of marine and inland fish in 2005 was approximately 136,772,000 metric tons and in 2014 was 167,229,000. The aquaculture increased by almost 30 million tons by 2014, and the marine catch by 1 million. The Pacific Ocean yielded 42 percent of the total catch and aquaculture in 2014, with the northeast region, which includes Cascadia, increasing its catch and aquaculture at about a million metric tons each. Between 2010 and 2014, the United States increased its seafood imports by nearly 30 percent.

Though products and methods differ, all the harvesters you will meet here share a deep pride in providing sustainable, healthy food from clean environments. They are committed to the ancient and fundamental act of nurturance, reaching beyond historical and cultural roles.

The pioneering entrepreneurial spirit and fierce independence burns bright in a prawn fisher of the BC coast. Following in the footsteps of her Nordic father and grandfather, this certified captain lives her life-long passion for the sea and feeding people from the sweat of her brow and the strength of her back. The longest-serving prawn harvester in Canada, she deftly manoeuvres and modifies to meet the challenges of her ever-changing world.

From family business owner to consultant to chief administrator, a shellfish farming expert has devoted her career to providing cultivated shellfish to this clean and vital industry and helping educate people about it. She believes that responsible wild harvesting and cultivation of marine foods can and must coexist to meet the mounting demands. Her work points the way to integrated, combination farms with kelp, shellfish, and certain finfish, as a viable way to combat warming and acidifying ocean waters.

A kelp grower and cultivator works with her researcher husband to not only wild harvest sustainably from pristine waters, but also to develop cultivation methods for future needs and current environmental challenges. In addition to being an excellent food source, kelp helps stabilize marine environments by removing carbon dioxide from seawater, which increases the pH and decreases acidification. In turn, creating a positive environment for the reseeding of kelp beds damaged by contaminants and destructive fishing methods.

A restaurateur on the Oregon coast brings together all the purposes and passions of her lifelong work with the sea. Born into a Washington commercial fishing family, she began fishing with her father as a teenager, living that world from the inside out. She pursued a master’s degree in marine resources management and gained a broad worldview working overseas in the Peace Corps with small fishing communities. Her restaurant and seafood market buys directly from local fishers in a working model that supports the community, the economy, and the environment.


LAURA RASMUSSEN
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Captain and commercial prawn fisher

[Nanaimo, BC]

The first time I saw Laura Rasmussen she was boisterously waving to me from the bow of her monumental aluminum prawn boat, the Polara, at the bustling Steveston commercial fishing docks in Vancouver. She called my name in a voice trained to best the howling wind, the grinding machinery, and the grousing of a deckhand too long in the bar. She already seemed larger than life, and twice as mythic.

Now there’s a real Viking warrior mermaid, I thought, as I watched her stride down the deck and give the tie-up ropes an automatic yank before hauling her sturdy self over the side to the wooden walkway. The little hitch in her hip tells stories of her twenty-seven years of prawn fishing and the thirty years before that, growing up and working on her dad’s fish boats from the age of four. She follows a tradition of thousands of years of going to sea and bringing food back to the land.

Her decades on the sea and intensely physical work were belied by luminous skin and hair, sky-blue eyes crinkling at the seams, and dimples that chased each other across her cheeks. Then I walked straight into a bear hug that nearly lifted me off my feet.

Serendipity and the sea had brought us together. Our mutual colleague, Jacqueline Chamberland, the executive director of the Pacific Rim Arts Society in Ucluelet, on the legendary west coast of Vancouver Island, had also brought us together. Laura had read The Fisher Queen soon after it was released in fall 2012 and phoned Jacqueline, babbling and tearful: “She really gets it, Jacqueline. She understands what this life is all about, what I do, what I have to do. She really gets it. I can feel it in her writing. Even if I never meet her, I feel better just knowing there’s another woman out there who understands. I feel like I already know her.”

It was bred in the bone, her love affair with the sea, in the misty fjords of Norway. Forged on the anvil of Nordic resoluteness; pushing, striving, fiercely independent, driven by dreams of a better life, of a place like home, available for the taking if you worked hard, expected nothing from no one, carved a life from this wild place still teeming with the raw essentials. Her grandfather found his way to this coast, so much like home but bigger, better, more, where a man could provide for his family from the bounties of the land and sea. Be the captain of his own ship, the king of his own castle. And so could his granddaughter.

“I’m a fully certified captain with Transport Canada and am in official records as the most senior prawn fisher with the most logged sea and fishing time in the country. Twenty-seven years of owning and skippering and running my own boats on the BC coast. And I did it all on my own. That’s what I’m most proud of. I never got a handout, I earned everything myself. I worked on my dad’s boats till I was twenty, longlining halibut, trolling salmon, gillnetting herring and jigging for cod.

“There was no doubt in my mind about what I wanted to do. When I was a little girl out there on the boat with my dad I was just happier and wanting to be on the water. I followed in my father’s footsteps to be a commercial fisherman. I have a picture of me sitting on the bow of the boat when I was four years old. Had my little green pail, which got me into a lot of trouble because I dropped it over and went in after it. I didn’t even think twice about getting my pail back. You see me after that in photos wearing a life jacket all the time.”

Her father, Ronald Rasmussen, spent his whole life on the water, he and his brother as confident and quick as sea otters. By nine, he had his own rowboat and worked part-time on his father’s fish boat. By thirteen, he was done with school and went off to the logging camps and later, his own fishing career. His brother spent his life on the tugs.

Laura may have begun life in the bustling marine metropolis of Vancouver, but the rough-and-ready coastal mill town of Powell River is where she evolved into an entrepreneurial powerhouse.

“It took years of thinking about how I could go out on my own but not knowing how I was going to get started. The year I was twenty-eight we had a really huge season out on the herring gillnet fishery and I finally had the funds to create my own employment. I always knew I wanted to be self-employed and to own and run my own boat. That was always a goal. And if you really want something then you’re gonna really work for that dream, that goal. So I picked prawn fishing. It was something that no one else in my family had done. I picked that just because it’s in more inside waters. I could be home every day. It was a lifestyle back then.

“Talk about humble beginnings. My first boat was just an open herring punt, an aluminum skiff twenty-eight feet long that could hold up to eight tons. No one else in BC had ever done that before. We used that when we were gillnetting, just shaking the fish into the punt. That’s the only thing I could afford to use and I had no other means of doing this. I really wanted it for prawning. I had no doubt in my mind that I wanted to get out there on the water.

“I ran that all the way down the coast to Vancouver from Powell River with a forty-horse motor and a compass, staying along the shoreline
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