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“Dolphin Chronicles gives a true and lively report of research into the intelligence and behavior of a large-brained nonhuman animal species. Emphasizing communication, Dolphin Chronicles’s message will have uncommon appeal for today’s networking generation.”

—Victor B. Scheffer, former U.S. government marine biologist and chairman of the U.S. Marine Mammal Commission, and author of The Year of the Whale and A Natural History of Marine Mammals




“Fresh, beautiful, and elegantly scientific, Dolphin Chronicles gives us a cascade of insights into our seagoing mammalian kin. Carol Howard’s sensitive, dedicated research has produced a glorious book, a must for those who love animals and for those who love the sea.”

—Elizabeth Marshall Thomas author of The Hidden Life of Dogs
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To my mother, Lorraine Leavitt Howard,
and father, Robert Bruce Howard,
who taught me to love the water






The dolphins lord it greatly among the herds of the sea, pluming themselves eminently on their valiance and beauty and swift speed in the water; for like an arrow they fly through the sea, and fiery and keen is the light they flash from their eyes.

—Oppian
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Foreword

As I looked forward to retirement after almost four decades of research work on dolphins, a most curious and poignant paradox became evident to me. It seemed that much of what we had learned in that span of years might never be expanded upon. Soon, if public opinion about research with captive dolphins followed the dictates of those espousing animal rights, we might have no chance to learn more, even though dozens of tantalizing avenues, pregnant with probable discovery about dolphin lives and capabilities, were just then opening.

A small, vocal, and insistent group of people were calling into question the capture, holding, and study of dolphins. Although at first they seemed to be a far-out minority, their views were increasingly being melded into the mainstream. The way these things work, in a generation’s time, what had been merely clamor at first was becoming the prevailing view.

What hit me hardest about this transition was the insistence of the animal-rights community that we cut off our most intimate and direct contact with dolphins; that we live with the myths many people had spun in an impenetrable web around dolphins instead of continuing to seek out true things. Viscerally, deep down, I have come to rail against this curious propensity of humans. As a scientist I do not accept that such myths give viable directions about how we should live in this world. Too many excesses and misdirections of our species have sprung from this tendency to build castles in our imaginations and then live by them. Over and over again in my career, the true things that my colleagues and I have uncovered have come to seem more wonderful by far than anything we could have made up. We had by our science forged this connection to the dolphins, and to nature more generally. This bridge had come to seem to me very precious indeed.

At the same time I also understood and resonated with the emotional underpinnings of the animal-rights movement. The more we have learned about the lives of such wild animals, especially the birds, wolves, elephants, chimpanzees, hippopotamuses, and dolphins of this world—and even those animals more remote still—the more we find we have in common. No wonder our care for them is awakening!

My house is full of cats and dogs, parrots, peafowl stomping on the roof, yelling out their loves for each other, chickens all running free, digging deep in the dust to make their baths down in the azalea garden. They are no inconsequential part of our lives here at my farmlet of El Encinal, as I call it, named for the oak grove outside the windows. It’s a little harder to do this sort of thing with dolphins, their housekeeping needs being what they are, but I’ve managed that too. What has mattered most in all these connections, dolphins included, were the modest things between me and them that I could see, hear, and feel—and sense on the emotional plane. They are different from us, yes, but all of them are sentient sharers of the Earth with the rest of us. I could not have come to understand that fact locked in a thermostatically controlled flat in Brooklyn with only an African violet to keep me company. The bridge between us is crucial, it came to seem.

But when you build a mythic connection, it is easy to shove it aside because deep down you know it is merely a myth. Ultimately, the true things we have learned about other species are what matter; they are the connections that one can depend upon. Such true things can cause a person to step back and say: “No, I must not do that! It will hurt my friend.” I most deeply want real animals at the other end of my communications; I want to feel those links of touch, smell, sharing of food, dividing of space, and the even more subtle building bridges of understanding between us.

So, as my last scientific effort before retirement, I decided to see if there was a compromise possible between the demands of the animal-rights community and dolphin scientists. Could we scientists learn to “borrow” a cadre of dolphins from nature, bring them into our laboratory, learn from them, and release them again to live out the rest of their wild lives? I called it “The Dolphin Science Sabbatical.” My hope was that the “dolphin connection” could remain unbroken and that we two species could continue to build our relationship based upon truth, not myth. This proved to be about as difficult a venture as I ever undertook.

Just before I began this effort, into my intellectual orbit came a quite remarkable young woman—Carol Howard, the author of this book. She was not a biologist, which is how I am classified, but rather a psychologist, and a skilled writer about sciences for more public audiences. She subsequently became a doctoral student in my laboratory and carried out the scientific studies of two dolphins we captured for the world’s first “dolphin science sabbatical.”

In spite of the differences in our knowledge and training, I came to regard Carol as possessing a very special, incisive talent. Time and time again, in her quiet, measured way, Carol would cut through the verbiage of our discussions to reveal the exciting, central insights that were to be had. She sees with remarkable clarity of mind and writes with an unvarnished integrity—both things evident over and over in this book. Beyond that lies Carol’s deep emotional connection to the world and all that is in it.

Did the “science sabbatical” idea succeed? Can we think of borrowing dolphins for a while to learn from them?

No. In the last analysis I finally discarded the idea of the dolphin sabbatical, at least as we performed it, as a viable way of providing a connection between our two species. It proved far too difficult a traverse for naive dolphins to take over and over again on a rather short time schedule. Misha and Echo were pushed too hard by the transition we imposed upon them. The problem was not so much the capture, or the transportation across the country by airplane. It was, rather, the difficulty of telling a fresh-caught wild dolphin that we wanted to learn from it. In retrospect, we now see that those two dolphin teenagers began their “sabbatical” not knowing that we were even asking questions of them. Repeatedly we humans confronted them with abrupt and frustrating shifts of behavior, which we thought were clear commands, but which instead presented them with unfathomable double binds. They simply didn’t know we were using “yes-no” as a bridge between them and us. In the end, however much I wanted to open the channel between us and then explore a little, this was, I concluded, not the way it should be done.

No, if the “dolphin connection” is to be kept open, a certain number of dolphins must remain in captivity, must serve as ambassadors for their species. We must allow all the time a naive dolphin needs to develop gradually what the comparative psychologists call “a set for learning”—that magic time when the lightbulb goes on over the animal’s head and it knows that it is being asked questions. Then it can become a game—one that both dolphin and human can love to play, one that enriches the lives of both participants.



Kenneth S. Norris
El Encinal, Bonny Doon,
California
14 January 1994
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Introduction

I’ve never seen a UFO, much less an extraterrestrial. Nor have I ever met any of those myriad people the supermarket tabloids claim have been abducted by such visitors from outer space. But I do know a couple of creatures who were indeed carried off by alien beings, studied intensively for a time, and ultimately returned to their own world. I know because I’m one of the aliens.

No, I don’t hail from some distant galaxy. I’m a red-blooded, air-breathing, Earth-born mammal. So are the creatures I helped carry off—two Atlantic bottlenose dolphins, whom we came to know as Echo and Misha. I was part of the team of scientists, students, and volunteers who caught these two dolphins in Tampa Bay, Florida, in July of 1988 and flew them to Long Marine Laboratory in Santa Cruz, California. We spent the next two years observing and recording their sounds, their movement patterns, and their social interactions. In October 1990 we took the pair back to their home waters and released them. We’ve been carrying on a long-term follow-up study ever since, checking in on them regularly to see how they are readjusting to the rigors of life in the wild.

I’ve been intimately involved in all aspects of this project—as a member of both the capture and release teams, as one of the dolphins’ principal trainers, and as a graduate student whose doctoral dissertation is based on the research we conducted with them. Echo and Misha are a lot more than mere research subjects to me. I didn’t just collect data from them; I fed them, played with them, talked to them, stroked them, swam with them, spent hours just watching them, worried when they were sick or not eating properly, and regaled friends and acquaintances with pictures and tales of their exploits. I cried when they left. I still miss them enormously.
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This approach of bringing animals into captivity for a relatively short period of time and then releasing them again—what we referred to as a “dolphin science sabbatical”—was a major thrust of our research with Echo and Misha. We were hoping to find a “best of both worlds” solution to the question of keeping dolphins in captivity, a way to keep open the channels of communication between humans and dolphins without making captivity a life sentence for the animals.

The “sabbatical” didn’t turn out as well as we had hoped in some regards, but far better than we could have imagined in others. It probably isn’t the way to go for either research or show facilities. For one thing, it’s too expensive. More important, it’s too stressful for the animals—just about the time they start getting the hang of life with humans, you turn around and ask them to go wild again. We did, however, learn a great deal about how to ease that transition between captivity and the wild, how to tell which dolphins might be good candidates for release, where to release them, and how best to ensure their successful reacclimation. Some of these guidelines have already been applied to subsequent releases of captive dolphins and of injured wild dolphins that were rehabilitated and then returned.

Our findings are especially important these days when there is considerable pressure to “Free Willy” and all his dolphin kin. But the movie doesn’t tell you how Willy was doing a month or a year or three years after he was freed. Everyone simply assumes that he readily readjusted to life in the wild. Not necessarily a valid assumption. The tale isn’t quite so heartwarming if Willy starved to death because he didn’t know how to feed himself. Or if he wasn’t accepted into a killer whale pod in the area and lived his life as a social outcast, perhaps even harassed or attacked by the others—not an easy fate for a creature as sociable as an orca. Or, worst of all, if he carried some disease for which the local animals had no immunity and, in exercising his freedom, managed to decimate the native population.

Ours wasn’t the first release of captive dolphins, but it was undoubtedly the best planned and the most thoroughly followed up. Other dolphins besides Echo and Misha have been released—some to considerable press play—but nobody knows for sure what happened to those animals once they swam off into the blue. We know what happened after Echo and Misha returned home.
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This book tells Echo and Misha’s story, albeit as seen through “alien,” human eyes. It isn’t just a tale of two dolphins, but a tale of two worlds as well. With Echo and Misha we’ve had the unprecedented opportunity to get to know the same individual dolphins both in captivity and in the wild, in our world and in theirs.

Though we’re increasingly able to study dolphins in the field, we humans remain limited in our ability to make ourselves at home in their aquatic habitat. Even in a boat it’s difficult to track dolphins at sea for any length of time, and then we generally see only the surface of their lives—most of their activity takes place under water, beyond our purview.

Working with dolphins in captivity gives us a glimpse beneath the surface; it allows us to observe and interact with them in ways that simply wouldn’t be possible otherwise. But we always have to bear in mind that dolphins in a tank may not necessarily act the same as free-swimming animals. With Echo and Misha, for the first time, we’ve been able to bring together both views of the very same dolphins, to come to know them first up close, as individuals, and then to place them in a larger perspective, as members of the dolphin community at sea.

Along with chronicling the two lives of Echo and Misha—their life with humans and their subsequent return to the wild life—I’ve also tried to characterize their perception and communication abilities, their senses and sensibilities, so the reader may get some feel for the dolphins’ perspective on all this. My own research has focused on dolphin echolocation, their exquisitely sensitive and sophisticated sonarlike capability. Not only do dolphins live in a world very different from our own, they also perceive that world through a sense we can’t fully imagine, one that uses sound, somewhat as we use sight, to give them a picture of their surroundings. We can’t begin to understand the dolphin world, or the dolphin mind, without a better understanding of this extraordinary sensory system.

In this research, too, we were looking for a “best of both worlds” approach. Echolocation is nigh onto impossible to study in the wild. We wanted to take a step toward studying echolocation under somewhat more natural conditions, working with free-swimming animals rather than dolphins that were physically restrained, as has been the case in most echolocation research. We looked at what dolphins actually do as they echolocate, how they move and how these movement patterns relate to the patterns of sound that they make. It’s something like looking at the facial expressions, hand gestures, and the like in human speech—movements that convey so much of the meaning of what we say, beyond just the words themselves.

This book also serves, in part, as my long answer to a question I’ve been asked many times since I first started working with dolphins: “So how smart are they really?” My short answer is simply “I don’t know.” I can cite views ranging from John Lilly’s contention that whales and dolphins are “more intelligent than any man or woman” to those that would grant them all the intellect of a hedgehog and the social graces of a cow. But I think the question is wrong. How do you judge an alien intelligence? How smart are we, as measured in dolphin terms? I know if you set me out at sea amid a dolphin school, I’d flunk out in no time.

What we think of as intelligence relates, I believe, to the degree of complexity and flexibility in an individual’s behavior. My goal hasn’t been so much to place dolphins on some cosmic hierarchy of intellectual abilities as to introduce Echo and Misha as unique, compelling individuals who behave in complex and flexible ways. I haven’t tried to measure dolphin intelligence but rather to illustrate it—to show that intelligence at work in Echo and Misha’s behavior, both in captivity and in the wild. I have tried to convey both the familiarity and the profound “alienness” of that intelligence.

In many respects dolphins are about as different from us as any mammal can be. In evolutionary terms our paths diverged some sixty million years ago when their ancestors, an early form of ungulate (yes, it’s true, they are more closely related to cows than to us), left the land and ventured back into the ocean. Their bodies, their brains, their sensory systems, all changed dramatically over time in response to that new environment—an environment so alien to us that we must approach it as we would another planet, wearing air tanks and an array of special gear if we are to spend any time there.

So why do we see some reflection of ourselves in these very alien creatures? Why do we look at that built-in curve of the mouth and see a beneficent smile? Why are we so eager to see a humanlike intelligence in that fishlike form? Humans of the Sea, John Lilly subtitled one of his books; Belgian oceanographer Robert Stenuit called his The Dolphin, Cousin to Man. (I don’t suppose The Dolphin, Cousin to Cows would sell many copies. Actually, their closest living relative, outside the whale clan, is probably the hippopotamus.) What is it about dolphins that makes us want to claim them as our long-lost kin? Or what is it about us?

I suspect part of the answer may lie in what anthropologist-essayist Loren Eiseley referred to as “the long loneliness”—we humans have no one to talk to but ourselves. What many people really want to know when they ask “How smart are dolphins?” is “Can we talk with them?”

I’ll confess, that’s the question that first drew me into this business. Ever since I can remember, I’ve dreamed of talking with the animals. My childhood readings consisted mostly of animal stories and fantasy books. I spent much of my youth in Oz and Narnia, Wonderland and Middle Earth, where people conversed readily with lions, walruses, and trees. Much later I heard about Dr. John Lilly’s work with dolphins. He claimed that dolphins communicate via a language equivalent to ours and predicted we would soon be able to decipher this “Delphinese.” I thought at last I’d found the real thing.

Unfortunately, Dr. Lilly’s extravagant claims regarding dolphins’ superior intellect, sophisticated linguistic abilities, and advanced ethics remain largely unsubstantiated, and he has long since lost most of his scientific credibility. (His LSD studies, on dolphins as well as on himself, didn’t help matters any.) But the issues he raised—intelligence, communication, ethical considerations regarding our treatment of dolphins—are still the ones nearest to my heart, the ones that inspired this book.
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John Lilly may be the name most frequently associated with dolphins by the general public; but I’ll bet if you asked the people who actually work with marine mammals to name the grand old man of the field, the response you’d hear most often by far would be Dr. Kenneth S. Norris. Truly one of the pioneers of modern dolphin and whale research, he’s been observing their behavior, both in the field and in the lab, for more than thirty years. He’s been a professor, an amazingly prolific researcher and writer, and a lobbyist on behalf of whales and dolphins, helping to bring about great changes in public attitudes and policies toward these animals. He has written two popular books about dolphins—The Porpoise Watcher and Dolphin Days: The Life and Times of Spinner Dolphins—as well as any number of magazine articles, including two in National Geographic.

I have been most fortunate to have Ken Norris as my mentor and graduate adviser. He combines a scientific outlook with a lively imagination and an appreciation of the unexpected. He is a naturalist par excellence, with a gift for observing the animals themselves and letting them—their behavior, the way they are constructed—tell him what they are about. With Ken’s assistance my idea of “the real thing” has shifted. I’ve become less concerned with the question “Can we talk with dolphins?” and more concerned with questions of who they are and how they lead their lives.
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In a sense this book follows not just Echo’s and Misha’s sojourns but my own journey as well, my efforts to come to know dolphins as living, breathing animals, not just as a source of fantasy fulfillment. Many people seem to find it funny that I became interested in dolphins while living in such a supposedly landlocked state as Minnesota. What most don’t realize is that Minnesota—the “Land of 10,000 Lakes,” after all—has more shoreline than Florida, California, and Hawaii combined. (The only problem is, all the water freezes solid for half the year.) I grew up loving water, spending most of the summer near, on, or in a lake. In the water I felt more graceful, less self-conscious than I did on land. I especially loved swimming under water and only wished I could do it better. My idols back then were the river otters, who swam with such grace and agility, who seemed to have a high time while they were at it, too. Then I saw dolphins. I was nearly thirty years old before I first encountered real, live dolphins at the newly opened Minnesota Zoo. My life would never be the same. Something in their eyes, something in the way they moved, got to me.

Dolphins seemed to bring together nearly all my major passions at once—a love of the water and of animals, and a compelling need to understand the processes of communication and language. Human language has been a major source of both frustration and fascination throughout my life. Speech has never come easily to me, and for a long time I was sure there must be some trick to it I didn’t know, some secret I was missing. Virtually all my schooling and work experience has, in one way or another, concerned the questions of language—what it is, why we have it, how it works, and where it fails.

My career has followed a quite circuitous path, cutting through several fields along the way, in my search for answers to these questions. As I earned my bachelor’s degree in psychology back in the 1970s, my central interest lay with efforts, just then beginning, to teach human sign language or artificial language systems to chimpanzees. I went on to do three years of graduate study in speech pathology, dealing with people with a variety of speech and language impairments. I worked as an instructor in a program for mentally retarded adults with behavior problems; in all cases at least part of the problem stemmed from communication difficulties. I switched course somewhat after that and worked four years in a university English department, where I gained a greater appreciation for the power and beauty of language. That made me decide to try my hand as a writer, so I enrolled in the graduate program in science writing at the University of California at Santa Cruz.

Part of the appeal in moving to Santa Cruz (besides water that doesn’t freeze over) was that I knew that’s where Ken Norris taught. I figured I just might be in the right place at the right time. I was, as luck would have it. Ken was about to begin a research project in the newly completed dolphin facility at Long Marine Lab and needed a graduate student to work with him on it. Fortunately for me, he was intrigued by my rather eclectic background and agreed to take me on. I had my chance at last.

I’ve found this business of learning about dolphins to be always fascinating but not always easy, in part because I lacked the usual training in biology at the outset, and in part because I’ve repeatedly had to let go of preconceived notions of who these creatures are—or who I’d like them to be. One problem with all the modern-day hoopla about dolphins is that it’s too easy to get caught up in the mythology and fail to see the animals themselves. As Ken Norris says, “Myths are fun, but I see a marvelous animal that’s still very much of a mystery.”

My aim in this book has been to present a view of dolphins that is well grounded in science but within a framework that allows the heart and soul of these creatures to show through as well. I have tried to portray Echo and Misha as multifaceted individuals. They are down-to-earth flesh-and-blood animals who nonetheless seem to inspire some sense of the mythic, of the mystical in us. They are strangely familiar, and yet so alien.

I believe we stand to learn much by getting to know these alien beings from our own planet. Psychologist C. G. Jung once argued that we humans are incapable of truly understanding ourselves because we have nothing with which to compare ourselves and therefore have no criteria for self-judgment. “The possibility of comparison and hence of self-knowledge,” he concluded, “would arise only if [we] could establish relations with quasi-human mammals inhabiting other stars.”

Dolphins are mammals certainly, with at least some “quasi-human” characteristics, and they inhabit a genuinely alien world, if not other stars. Even if we never achieve the in-depth philosophical discussions with them I once dreamed of, they may still provide us some perspective on ourselves, some broader basis for self-knowledge. We’re in no position to worry about establishing relations with extraterrestrials, should there be any, when we’re still so woefully ignorant of our relationship to our many “coterrestrials.”




1
Destiny Drive

Shuffle your feet, just shuffle your feet,” Larry called down at us, his southern drawl as thick as the Florida summer’s air. Perched atop the sighting tower of his fishing boat, he shouted out instructions like a square-dance caller, directing the rest of us in the steps of “the stingray shuffle.” Most of the members of our twenty-two-person crew were wading through waist-deep water just offshore from Cockroach Bay, along the eastern edge of Tampa Bay. Such shallow, sandy areas tend to be a favorite haunt of stingrays. They like to settle on the bottom and flutter their way in under the sand, rendering themselves nearly invisible. In the murky bay waters it’s impossible to see your own feet, let alone what they might be landing on. That was the problem.

Stingrays are placid enough creatures usually, and beautiful, almost hypnotic to watch as they glide along with graceful undulations of their thin, flat bodies, like waterborne flying carpets. Stepping on one is another matter. The ray’s long, whiplike tail is armed with a formidable multibarbed stinger—far worse than any fishhook—near its base. Not content merely to impale an intruder and leave it at that, a disturbed stingray will thrash about once it has implanted its stinger, further ripping the victim’s flesh with each twist. Sometimes the two-inch stinger breaks off in the tussle and, with its row of tiny barbs down each side, will work its way in deeper and deeper if left untreated, like a porcupine quill.

The idea behind the stingray shuffle is to kick sand out ahead of you with each step to alert any stingrays in the neighborhood of your approach. The rays will simply swim off peaceably if they know you’re coming, at least in theory. The method isn’t infallible, however: one of the volunteers in our crew had twice before been stung by rays, requiring medical attention each time. So we shuffled our way cautiously through the water toward the net that encircled a small group of dolphins. That’s what we were after—dolphins, not stingrays.
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We were there in Tampa Bay to catch two Atlantic bottlenose dolphins. Ideally, we wanted a pair of young males, roughly four to seven years of age—old enough to have been away from their mothers awhile but still several years from sexual maturity. That was a key element in our plan for a “dolphin science sabbatical,” in which we would essentially “borrow” a couple of years of the dolphins’ lives, bringing them into captivity for two to three years of research and then returning them. We sought two young males with the idea in mind of ultimate release. Among the wild bottlenose dolphins in nearby Sarasota Bay, juvenile males are known to form close associations with one or two other young males, bonds that may last for many years, possibly even for the rest of their lives. If our two animals were to form such a bond, we figured, they might readjust more readily to life in the wild.

Although captive dolphins had been released on several previous occasions, what we had in mind was unique. For one thing, this was the first time such a release had been planned from the outset, even before capture. We also intended to release the dolphins back into their home waters, in the same area where we caught them. Furthermore, we planned to carry out a detailed, systematic, long-term follow-up study of the results—another first—and in fact had already begun studying the resident dolphin communities in Tampa Bay.

The dolphin sabbatical was originally the brainchild of Dr. Kenneth Norris, a world-renowned expert on whales and dolphins. Ken was the scientist officially in charge, the principal investigator on the current project—or the “Grand Pooh-bah,” as we tended to call him when he wasn’t around. Not that there is anything pompous about him. Far from it. Bearded, balding, given to wearing flannel shirts and baseball caps and driving a pickup truck full of animal feed of various sorts, he tends to look more like a prospector than some ivory-tower academic. The title was intended as one of affectionate veneration.

This was to be Ken’s last big research venture before he retired. Its aims were twofold: one, a laboratory study of echolocation, dolphins’ biosonar; and two, a field test of Ken’s longtime dream of a dolphin sabbatical.

Ken had worked out the details of the sabbatical notion with Dr. Randy Wells, undoubtedly the leading authority on the bottle-nose dolphins of Sarasota Bay. Randy had been studying the resident community of roughly one hundred dolphins for nearly twenty of his thirty-five years, starting as a high school student. Working with a growing cadre of scientific colleagues, plus a steady stream of Earthwatch volunteers (a program whereby people pay to spend their vacations participating in various research projects around the world), he has amassed an unparalleled wealth of information about this wild dolphin society. He knows who hangs out with whom, what parts of the bay they frequent, how far they travel, how fast they grow, who gave birth this year, who died or disappeared. He has followed three generations or more, watching youngsters grow up and have calves—even grandcalves—of their own. Out in a boat on the bay, Randy can often recognize individuals by the shape of their dorsal fins the way most of us recognize people by their faces.

We chose Tampa Bay as a capture site for the sabbatical project because of its proximity to Sarasota Bay. In fact, the two are interconnected: the northernmost tip of Sarasota Bay opens into the southern base of Tampa Bay. We didn’t want to take dolphins out of Randy’s study group but did want a location close enough so that his findings would apply. The discovery of pair bonds among Sarasota males, for example, led to our decision to go for two young males.

Randy was largely responsible for the day-to-day planning and organizing of the capture. He also acted as coordinator of the dolphin facility at Long Marine Laboratory, which would serve as the newly caught dolphins’ home during their two- or three-year research stint. The lab was affiliated with the University of California at Santa Cruz (UCSC), where Ken taught and I was a graduate student in biology.

I’d flown to Florida three weeks earlier. We had transported Josephine and Arrow, the two dolphins we’d been working with previously, from Long Lab to a dolphin facility in the Florida Keys. Jo and Arrow were both older females, originally donated to us by the Navy—Navy surplus, I guess. Delightful characters both, but not good research subjects, as it turned out. Arrow had come to us with a variety of physical ailments and was never fully healthy; sweet of temperament, she nonetheless didn’t seem to catch on to what we were asking of her. Josephine—well, Jo had a mind of her own, and doing research was not generally what she had in mind. After their lengthy tours of duty with the Navy—more than twenty years in Jo’s case—the two of them were due for retirement, we figured. Where better to retire than Florida? We took them to the Dolphin Research Center (DRC) on Grassy Key, where they would live in bay pens with other dolphins of their kind, be well fed, but not be required to work for their living.

We had considered releasing Josephine instead of retiring her, testing the “dolphin sabbatical” first with her. We didn’t want to release her alone, however, and we had thus far been unable to find a suitable companion. Arrow simply wasn’t healthy enough to be a promising candidate; she would need ongoing medical supervision and would be unlikely to survive in the wild. For a while we hoped an older male dolphin Jo had known in the Navy might accompany her, but the Navy ultimately said no.

Lack of a companion wasn’t our only reservation. We were also concerned about Jo’s age and the length of her stay in captivity. Would she remember how to fend for herself? For that matter, would she want to? Furthermore, we didn’t know just where she’d originally been captured, so we couldn’t return her to her home waters—an important aspect of the sabbatical notion. She wouldn’t know the territory, nor the wild dolphin society in which she would find herself, and that could put her at a serious disadvantage. Perhaps most worrisome of all was that, when faced with new or frightening circumstances, Jo tended to quit eating, at least temporarily. To set her free without a familiar companion, in unfamiliar surroundings, could potentially be a death warrant. We decided, for the time being, to continue looking for an appropriate partner for Jo and to see how she adjusted to the DRC.

Michelle Jeffries, the head dolphin trainer at Long Lab, and I spent two weeks at the DRC, working with the staff there and trying to ease Jo and Arrow’s transition to their new life. From there we headed for Sarasota, where we met up with Randy Wells and his group, who were at the tail end of one of their capture-release sessions. Randy runs several two-week research sessions each year. Some are survey sessions, simply monitoring the dolphin’s behavior—who’s where doing what with whom. One or two sessions a year involve actually catching some of the dolphins in the study area —maybe twenty or thirty over the two-week period—taking a variety of on-the-spot measurements, blood samples and the like, and then releasing the animals, generally within twenty minutes to an hour.

Michelle and I joined them for the last couple days of the session. For Michelle it was her first glimpse of her husband-to-be in his element. She and Randy had met and fallen in love while working together with Jo and Arrow back at Long Lab. But clearly this was where his heart was; the dolphins of Sarasota Bay were his life’s work. The two of them seemed a good match, and not just size-wise—Randy a shade over five foot six, Michelle pushing five one. The trainer and the field biologist each knew and loved dolphins, but in different ways, in different worlds. They complemented each other temperamentally as well—Michelle volatile and expressive, as befitted her Greek-Italian heritage; Randy the serious (though not solemn) scientist, intensely focused, quietly rational.

For both Michelle and me, this was our first taste of the capture process, and our introduction to the procedures we’d be using to catch the two new dolphins. No Star-Trek—style transporters here with which to beam the animals aboard. It takes some twenty people, four or five boats, and a fifteen-hundred-foot seine net.

First the boats spread out, communicating with one another by radio, in search of suitable dolphin groups. Randy drives the RV Fandango, a tiny two-person outboard that serves as scout boat. He is largely responsible for selecting which dolphins to go after. For each session he has his “wish list” of dolphins he especially wants to catch, individuals they haven’t caught for several years (plus a few they’ve never been able to catch). They don’t want to set their net on too large a group—more than a half-dozen or so animals could be unwieldy. Nor will they go after any group that includes a mother with a calf less than about two years old. They also try to avoid catching the more geriatric members of the community—those in their late thirties, forties, or even fifties.

When someone spots a promising group, the boats converge and follow the dolphins until they are over a sandy spot of appropriate depth. Part of what makes Sarasota Bay particularly suitable for such a project is that much of it is less than six feet deep, so the animals can be caught in water shallow enough for people to stand up comfortably.

Larry Fulford, a local commercial fisherman, directs the actual capture proceedings. His vessel, the designated catch boat, is a twenty-five-foot “kickerboat,” with the outboard motor set in the center instead of at the stern, allowing for greater maneuverability in shallow water and making it possible to cast a net off the back without getting it tangled in the propellers. Larry steers and calls out his directions from atop a six-foot sighting tower directly above the engine.

Once the boats are in position, Larry gives a signal, and one of the catch boat crew tosses out the “let go,” an orange buoy attached to the end of the net. As the boat speeds up, the drag created by the “let go” pulls the net out behind it. Larry drives around the group of dolphins, encircling them within the net. Meanwhile, Michael Scott, one of Randy’s principal collaborators in the Sarasota research, zips about in a Flare, a fast sports car of a boat, circling the dolphins in the opposite direction. This maneuver generates an “acoustic barrier,” a wall of sound and bubbles that dolphins apparently are reluctant to pass through—perhaps because it interferes with their echolocation—preventing the animals from escaping before Larry completes the net enclosure.

Additional crew members stand by in one or two slightly larger boats correcting overlays (where the lead line that weights down the bottom of the net gets hung up on the float line at the top). Once the net is in place, most of the crew jumps into the water—praying not to land on any stingrays on the way in—and shuffles over to the net. People deploy themselves every ten feet or so around the outside of the net to discourage the dolphins from rushing into the net and to free them should any hit it.

Several of the more experienced members of the team then step inside the net to begin catching the animals individually, one at a time. Often they use a smaller “crowder net” to corral some of the dolphins into a more manageable space. Michael Scott generally makes the actual grab; not only is he most efficient at it, his gentleness tends to calm the animals. He takes hold of the dolphin from the side, just in front of its dorsal fin, with one arm over its back so he can hold it by both pectoral fins (front flippers). Andy Read, another scientist on Randy’s regular crew, quickly falls in behind him. Several people hoist the animal into a small inflatable boat, where Randy and a veterinarian take the various measurements and samples and check the dolphin’s condition. They then free the dolphin and repeat the process with the next animal.

Marine mammal veterinarian Dr. Jay Sweeney was helping Randy this session, as he’d done many times before. Swarthy, with a dark beard, a wiry build, and a touch of the rogue in his eyes, Jay has a certain swashbuckler air to him. He discovered a stingray barb deeply embedded in the side of one dolphin’s head, just below the left eye. This wasn’t the first dolphin they had found evidencing a close encounter with a stingray. While feeding in very shallow waters, the dolphins may drag a fin along the bottom and inadvertently stir up a stingray. Sometimes the stirring up is more deliberate: dolphins have also been known to toy with the rays, taking them in their mouths and tossing them about like Frisbees. Some such encounters may prove fatal for the dolphin, however, if the barb works its way into the heart or brain or other vital organ. Jay removed the barb before releasing the dolphin.
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Most of the people who would form the catch team for the sabbatical project had worked with Randy before, either as staff or as volunteers, on these capture-release ventures. Jay Sweeney, a consultant to many oceanariums around the world, had led a number of previous dolphin captures and would serve as the “collector of record” for this one, supervising the operation. Larry Fulford would captain the catch boat. Michael Scott and Andy Read also agreed to help, though somewhat reluctantly; they were willing to catch dolphins, but they both clearly preferred releasing the animals right away to even the relatively short-term captivity we had in mind. Several other of Randy’s old friends and colleagues offered their services, as did a few experienced Earthwatchers, including a postman from New Jersey who’s spent every vacation he’s had since 1985 working on the project.

Three of our people from Long Marine Lab also had prior experience on Randy’s project and had assisted this past session. Howard Rhinehart was the lab’s veterinary technician. His rather unimposing appearance—medium height and build, with sandy-gray hair and glasses—and his even-tempered, soft-spoken demeanor were the perfect foil for an outlandish sense of humor. Kim Urian and Jill Madden were both members of the crew that had cared for Jo and Arrow and would care for the two new dolphins when they reached Santa Cruz. For the last few weeks they had worked together as co-coordinators of Randy’s Earthwatch volunteers. They had become such a twosome that everyone seemed to lose track of who was Kim and who was Jill, often using the names interchangeably, or calling them both Jim and Kill. Not that they really look alike, though both might be described as blond, petite, and pretty. Each is striking in her own way—Kim with a delicate, almost ethereal beauty, and a deep spirituality to match; Jill with a spectacular mane of golden hair and an expression that somehow manages to be feisty, mischievous, and acutely vulnerable all at once.

After the research session ended, those of us who had gathered at Sarasota drove up to Ruskin, on the northeast side of Tampa Bay, where we set up our base camp at the Bahia Beach Resort Motel. There we met up with the last few members of the team, including National Geographic photographer Flip Nicklin, noted for his photos of dolphins and whales, and Casey Silvey, part of the Long Lab dolphin crew. An ample, buxom woman, generously endowed in both body and spirit, Casey greeted each of us with one of her trademark all-encompassing bear hugs.
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After we’d unloaded our gear in one of the rooms, Casey and I headed out toward the pier in front of the motel. Casey stopped in midstride, grinned, and pointed up to the street sign on the road that ran along the end of the dock: Destiny Drive. “A sign from God?” she mused.

The local harbormaster, with the wonderfully appropriate name of Captain Thomas Sehorne (pronounced “sea horn”), had agreed to let us build a temporary holding pen for the dolphins alongside the pier. His sixteen-year-old son, Lee, immediately became an eager and invaluable member of our crew. We fashioned a rather crude-looking structure, with ten-foot lengths of PVC pipe glued together into rectangles, which we then lashed to the wharf pilings. We covered this framework with a two-inch mesh fishing net, secured to the pipes with plastic electrical ties. The finished product measured twenty by thirty feet, with a height of ten feet. Water depth in the pen varied with the tides, ranging from a low of about five feet to nine feet at high tide.

The next day, Monday, July 11, 1988, we set out looking for dolphins. I had thought Sarasota Bay seemed a good place to be a dolphin. The shallow, irregularly shaped bay, with all its cozy little mangrove-lined inlets, simply looked inviting. Tampa Bay seemed, to my eyes, far more intimidating. Not only was the bay itself bigger, but it sported bigger ships, bigger waves, bigger cities, and bigger industries on its shores. Deep shipping channels coursed the middle of the bay, where huge freighters and barges rumbled by. The dolphins apparently aren’t intimidated by it all, however: more than a thousand of them make their home in Tampa Bay.

We spent most of Monday morning cruising along the coast-line, searching for suitable-looking groups of dolphins in suitably shallow water. We wanted to find a group of subadults. Bottlenose dolphins, at least in this area, tend to form their own brand of youth gangs—not exactly violent, though they can get pretty rowdy. Once the calves are old enough to leave their mothers, usually around three to five years of age, they tend to hang out with a bunch of other kids about their own age. These youngsters engage in a lot of rough-and-tumble play, including a great deal of sexual activity. They will stay in such groups until they reach sexual maturity—at about ten to thirteen years of age for the males, somewhat younger for the females.

Mostly the dolphins we saw were either in the wrong age category or in water too deep for us to catch them. At one point, as we approached two very large dolphins, Randy said, “There’s Jimmy Durante and Norman, and they’re a long way from home.” Jimmy Durante—so named because his misshapen dorsal fin resembles the late performer’s great schnozz—and Norman formed one of the longest-standing male pairs from Sarasota Bay. Randy’s crew had sighted them together consistently since 1980; wherever you saw one, you saw the other. This time they were well into Tampa Bay, about fifteen miles from their usual Sarasota haunts. That’s one of the advantages of being part of a pair bond: such a duo can range much more widely than any single dolphin would dare.

We finally found a group that looked promising and cast the net around them. The crew jumped into the water and headed toward the net, to the strains of Captain Larry’s “Shuffle your feet.” As we reached the net, we discovered that only two dolphins remained; the others in the group had apparently slipped out before the net closed. We caught each of them individually, checked their genders, and measured them. The pair turned out to be a mother and a female calf, three years of age or so, judging by her size. Commercial aquariums and marine parks sometimes take older calves such as this one, figuring that the dependence the youngster still has on its mother may transfer to the trainer and thereby speed up the bonding process. Jay turned to Michelle, indicated the calf, and asked, “So what do you think?”

Michelle looked at Jay as though he’d offered her the business end of a stingray. “I’m not taking a baby from its mother,” she told him. “Besides, we wanted two males—let’s stick to the original plan.”

Randy agreed. Since we were planning to release the animals again later, we wanted to be sure they already knew how to fend for themselves; we didn’t want one that was still dependent on mom. We opened the net and watched the mother and daughter swim away.

We’d managed to avoid stingrays on that set but encountered instead another brand of “stingy thingies” as we came to call them: swarms of stinging jellyfish. The water around us teemed with the gelatinous, tentacled creatures. As we stood holding the two dolphins, the jellyfish stung us repeatedly, setting our legs, arms, backs, and bellies on fire.

We climbed back into the boats with no dolphins to show for our efforts but with plenty of stinging red welts rising all over our bodies. Conversation on the boat was devoted mostly to discussions of how to treat the stings. “Meat tenderizer,” Howard suggested. “We can just sprinkle ourselves with Adolph’s.” “What, to make ourselves more palatable to the sharks?” I asked. No, Howard explained: jellyfish toxin is protein based, so anything that breaks down proteins should help. And that’s precisely what meat tenderizer is designed to do. Unfortunately, nobody had thought to bring any along. Heat has a similar effect, so putting the affected areas in the hottest water you can stand should also take the sting out. Tampa Bay in mid-July may reach ninety degrees or so, but that’s not hot enough to do the trick. The most commonly proffered remedy called for rubbing the stings with urine—also good at breaking down proteins apparently, and readily accessible. A somewhat embarrassing procedure to carry out under the circumstances, however. We just left our welts untended (and untenderized).

We continued farther down the coast and caught what turned out to be a single male off Port Manatee. He was larger than we were looking for, however, so we released him. By early afternoon a storm came up and blew us off the water. Because of Jay’s schedule and our budget limitations, we had only a three-day time window in which to catch our two dolphins. One day down, and so far we remained empty-handed.

We set out again early the next morning. But the engine on Larry’s boat kept overheating. By midmorning we had to head back to home base, empty-handed yet again. Efforts to repair the ailing motor failed. So his father’s kickerboat, the Little Terry (generally referred to as the Little Terror, because it was a challenge to drive), which had functioned as our equipment and transport boat, now became the catch boat. We headed out again after lunch, with one less boat and several fewer people: those who weren’t actively part of the catch teams had to stay ashore, including Casey, who was there primarily to take pictures, and a Florida Department of Natural Resources employee, who had been invited along as a courtesy.

This time we decided to head up into Old Tampa Bay, across the main bay from Ruskin, which meant crossing the shipping channel. At one point the boat I was in cut far too close, at least for my comfort, to a passing freighter. The wind was picking up, and with it the wave size, making for a jolting ride in our small craft.

I’d started my period that day, a definite inconvenience on this kind of venture. The men had a much easier time of it in general on these all-day journeys in small boats with no toilets. They could simply pee off the side if need be, a more difficult feat for the women in the crowd. The day before, Casey had reached the emergency stage and ended up hanging her backside off the stern while the boat slowed down a bit and the rest of us looked away. Sometimes, if time and place permitted, we could stop for a “swim break,” where anyone who needed to could jump into the water and relieve themselves. Even that’s of no use when you need to change a tampon, though. And
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