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For my parents, who taught me

to be curious, and to care.







FOREWORD

by Sy Montgomery

I SHOULD CONFESS TO YOU, dear reader, right from the start: I have always been pro-seal.

 In reading this splendid, warm, and exhaustively researched book about these charismatic and controversial animals, I started out squarely on the side of the native animals.

 After all, they were here first. The ancestors of today’s modern seals and sea lions reached the west coast of North America about twenty-eight to thirty million years ago from the North Pacific. The first humans to arrive in North America were latecomers: they showed up a mere twenty-five thousand years ago. (And the immigrants who arrived on the Mayflower? They only landed in 1620.)

 We humans, having evolved in Africa, are an invasive species. When we first showed up on this continent, who knows how many seals there were? But we do know there were plenty of fish for everyone back then. So who are we—having multiplied at the rate of shower mold to cover 90 percent of the earth with ourselves and our stuff—to complain, as some do today, that “too many” seals are “eating all the fish”? How can we blame the native wildlife when, on very rare occasions, a great white shark mistakes a human for its seal prey and injures or kills a person?

 But I write this from my comfy home office in New Hampshire, where I make my living writing books—not fishing. Not surfing. Not earning my income from visitors to a formerly shark-free beach.

 Another confession: though I’ve not eaten birds or mammals for forty years, I do sometimes enjoy wild-caught seafood. I seldom visit the beach, but I love it when I do, and I swim and scuba dive in the sea—where I would rather not be mistaken for a seal and eaten by a shark. And I deeply respect the life ways of Native Americans, and support their struggles in the face of centuries of persecution under the rule of the United States government—a government that I support with my taxes. That rule has included legal restrictions on hunting seals, both for food and to protect traditional fisheries Native people depend upon to survive.

 It’s impossible for me not to love seals, though. They are so doglike. In fact, they share ancestry with our dogs: the pinnipeds (seals, sea lions, and walruses) are all descendants of an ancient group called the Arctoid Carnivores—bears, dogs, and seals. Just look at their faces and you’ll see the resemblance. And like dogs and bears, human-raised seals easily learn to enjoy our company (as you’ll soon read, in the story of Andre the seal) and to emulate all sorts of human behaviors (you will learn about one seal, Hoover, who even learned to speak—with a Down East accent!).

 Like the author of this book, my good friend Alix Morris, I have several times had the opportunity to be kissed by trained seals. (I liked it!) I admire their fluid agility in the water; I love watching them galumph on land; and I am constantly dazzled by their intelligence. In the 1980s, I visited a Seal Cognition Lab where researchers were successfully teaching seals and sea lions to use symbols to string together the equivalent of words into sentences. The animals were able to demonstrate to the scientists that they understood not just the meaning of the symbols, but that their position in the “sentence” is crucial. “Bring the ball to the stick” is different from “bring the stick to the ball.” That is known in human language as syntax, and is recognized as a sign of sophisticated intelligence. They also understand musical rhythms, which demands a kind of pattern recognition known as beat perception and synchronization, another hallmark of advanced cognition.

 Though seals may possess many of the mental abilities we admire in our own species, we are not always on the same wavelength. Years ago, also back in the eighties, I had the opportunity to work with a seal researcher who invited me to help tag gray seals she was studying in Maine. We were focused on young animals whose mothers had recently returned to the ocean, leaving the babies to finish growing their waterproof, adult coats before, themselves, heading out to sea. These babies, with their huge, liquid eyes and doglike faces, were so adorable that I worried that I might not be able to forcibly hold their head and shoulders down so the researcher could attach a plastic tag to a hind flipper, a quick and relatively painless process rather like piercing an ear. But doing this correctly, the researcher explained gravely, was essential so the seal would not bite us. And a seal bite is no joke. It can cause extensive bleeding. It can rip and tear flesh. It can break bones.

And then she told me about seal finger.

This is a serious and hideously painful infection that can afflict people who handle seals. The infected bite will swell up, hot and red—and there was no antibiotic that worked to cure it. Some patients begged docs to amputate the finger, because the pain was unbearable. (The bacterium responsible, a mycoplasma, was discovered only in 1991, and today it can be treated effectively.)

 I promised my new friend I would hold the baby seal down. I started out attempting to do this gently—but then the horrified youngster, understandably desperate to escape, let out an unearthly bellow, twisted its incredibly strong, thick neck, and displayed to me some of its thirty-four, needle-sharp, backward-pointing teeth. I suddenly discovered I was quite capable of forcing the adorable baby’s head down against the rock and holding it still, with strength I didn’t know I had.

 Yes, seals are adorable. Yes, seals are smart. But after her year with wild seals, Alix Morris tells us they are also strong, sometimes dangerous, wild animals, and that their agenda doesn’t always fit with ours.

 As I discovered when we worked on an Asiatic wild dog project together in Thailand, Alix Morris is an exceptionally skilled observer of wild animals. Her evocative, sometimes humorous, always compelling descriptions of seal behavior in this book are delightful and, alone, they are well worth the price of this book. But the pages you are about to read are about more than seals. Here you will read about seals and people. If you care about seals, you need to understand the source of the conflicts between them and our own kind—even if you, like me, are a seal supporter from the start.

 Alix is a huge animal lover. But because she is an excellent journalist, she knows there is always more than one side to a story. As she researched this book, talking with seal friends and seal foes alike, she reports on some excellent advice given by an Atlantic white shark researcher, wildlife advocate, and educator: “Just listen.” This Alix has done, using the same respect, empathy, and open mind with which she observes the seals.

 As you join Alix in the pages ahead on her yearlong quest to understand seals and their complex relationships with human beings, she’s going to share some poignant and revelatory stories. Some are tragic. Some are frustrating. Some are funny. Some are sweet. Just listen. All these stories contain truth. And we will need to listen to everyone’s truth—including the seals’—if we are to successfully share our sweet, overcrowded, blue and green world together.







PREFACE 

IT WAS LATE JULY of 2020, and Maine was in the midst of a brutal heat wave. Daily temperatures stretched well into the nineties, and the air was thick with humidity. To escape the sizzling heat, Mainers flocked to local beaches, plunging into the frigid salt water with uncharacteristic enthusiasm. But on the morning of July 27, the days of carefree summer swims came to an abrupt and tragic end. Julie Holowach, a sixty-three-year-old New Yorker who had long spent her summers in Maine, was swimming with her daughter just twenty yards off the coast of Bailey Island, in Harpswell, when she was killed by a great white shark. It was the first known fatal shark attack in Maine’s history.

In response to the attack, state officials dispatched marine patrol boats and aircraft to scan Maine’s coastal waters. Swimmers at nearby beaches were warned not to venture beyond their ankles. A wave of shock and fear reverberated up and down the coast. Few had known there were white sharks swimming in Maine’s nearshore waters. Holowach’s death was a terrible wake-up call.

I had been living in Portland at the time, not far from where the shark attack had occurred. I braced myself for what I assumed would come next—a Jaws-era anti-shark movement. Instead, to my surprise, the spotlight fell on seals. Headlines in prominent news outlets highlighted growing concerns over rising seal numbers: “Increase in Seal Population Likely Attracting More Sharks to Maine Waters”; “… Debate Intensifies Over Culling Seals.” During a press conference, Maine’s Department of Marine Resources commissioner, Patrick Keliher, said, “This is a predator-prey relationship issue. It’s the presence of seals that [is] really the driver.”

The truth was, I’d never thought much about seals. They seemed harmless, curious, playful—reminded me a bit of my dog. It was clear they were intelligent, often a mainstay at zoos and aquariums, trained to perform various tricks in front of throngs of tourists in exchange for fish. Occasionally, I’d see them sunbathing on rocks or ledges along the shoreline, their heads and tails raised as they lounged on their bellies, like blubbery bananas.

But seemingly overnight, spotting seals anywhere along the nearly 3,500 miles of Maine coastline no longer instilled a sense of wonder and amusement for Mainers. Instead, seals conjured our most primal fears. They served as a visible reminder of the great white predators lurking beneath the surface.

As I dug into the research, I discovered it wasn’t just shark-fearing beachgoers who were frustrated by rising seal numbers. Many fishermen throughout New England were outraged over what they perceived to be out-of-control seal populations feasting on their catch and occasionally damaging their fishing gear.

On the other hand, wildlife advocates and nature lovers were thrilled to see thriving populations of seals along the shoreline. Their enthusiasm for these potato-shaped, big-eyed creatures powered a thriving tourism industry in New England—there were seal boat tours, seal walking tours, seal stuffies and post cards at gift shops, seal-shaped cookies at my local bakery (which were delicious, I should add—all part of my research).

While seals have coexisted with humans for millennia, in recent centuries, seal populations in many regions of the world were hunted to near extinction. The U.S. was no exception. By the mid-twentieth century, gray seals had been virtually eliminated from New England waters, and the population of Atlantic harbor seals was reduced to a tiny fraction of its former size. Since then, largely thanks to the 1972 Marine Mammal Protection Act, gray and harbor seal populations in the region have made a tremendous comeback. Today, there are roughly 61,000 Atlantic harbor seals and 28,000 gray seals living along the East Coast of the U.S. But their expanding populations have fueled a rise in interactions with humans, and reignited a heated controversy I didn’t even know existed.

I began to wonder, what happens if the laws and policies we enact to protect a species—to undo centuries of human exploitation—work too well? How many seals is the right amount, the natural amount? What do we know about the life cycles of seals, their behavior, their ecological role? How will our relationship with these animals shape their future, and ours?

THROUGHOUT HISTORY, OUR UNDERSTANDING of seals has been dramatically shaped by the stories we tell about them. Their survival, their destruction, is often guided by the competing interests and demands of humans.

What began as a backyard investigation into the growing populations of seals in New England evolved into an obsessive quest that took me across North America—from the seal-speckled craggy coast of Maine to a mythical, storm-ravaged island in Atlantic Canada, from human-seal battlegrounds in the Pacific Northwest to the sharky waters of Cape Cod.

This book follows my year of reporting as I explored the clashing human perceptions of this iconic marine mammal. Through the changing seasons, I followed the lives of seals, discovering as much as I could about how they interact with their environment. By learning from the people closest to seals, I tried to make sense of our relationship with these mysterious yet familiar creatures.

In the end, this is just one person’s story. It is shaped and limited by my own history, experiences, biases, and gaps in knowledge. While I did my best to give voice to competing perspectives, I’m of the mindset that reporting can never be truly objective, as hard as we might try to make it so.

What follows is one of the most complex conservation tales that exists, told as I saw it playing out in real time. And it all begins, or at least I think it’s appropriate to begin, with a talking seal named Hoover.







PART ONE

AUTUMN 
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Oh! hush thee, my baby, the night is behind us,
 And black are the waters that sparkled so green. 
The moon, o’er the combers, looks downward to find us 
At rest in the hollows that rustle between. 
Where billow meets billow, then soft be thy pillow, 
Ah, weary wee flipperling, curl at thy ease! 
The storm shall not wake thee, nor shark overtake thee, 
Asleep in the arms of the slow-swinging seas!

—RUDYARD KIPLING, “SEAL LULLABY,” FROM “THE WHITE SEAL”







MAP OF NORTHWEST ATLANTIC
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A Seal with Something to Say 

ON A CLEAR, QUIET morning in 1971, in the remote fishing village of Cundy’s Harbor, Maine, Scottie Dunning heard the unmistakable bark of his German shepherd. Dunning followed the sounds down the road, where the white pines and red maples gave way to a rocky beach that spilled out into the bay. There, he found his dog standing beside the smallest harbor seal he’d ever seen. The wide-eyed pup was no bigger than a watermelon.

Dunning wasn’t sure what to do with the seal, which couldn’t have been older than a day or two. He returned home to call his brother-in-law, George Swallow, who lived just down the road. Swallow was known for his love of animals and was prone to adopting an eclectic mix of injured wildlife. Together, the men searched for the seal’s mother along the rockweed-covered rocks that jutted into the cove. It wasn’t long before they found her—her lifeless body lay across a ledge. She had been shot.

At the time, seal shootings were nothing new, particularly in New England fishing communities. Fishermen were known to be hostile to seals, as they were viewed as competition for commercially important fish like cod and herring.

Swallow knew the seal pup wouldn’t stand a chance without its mother—harbor seals rely exclusively on their mothers’ high-fat milk for their first four to six weeks of life to survive—so he decided to bring him home. He and his wife, Alice, tried to feed the seal warm milk from a baby bottle, but he refused to eat until a local fisherman advised Swallow to grind up some fish in a meat grinder. The tiny seal was soon sucking up mackerel mush like a vacuum. They named him Hoover.

At first, Hoover lived in the Swallows’ bathtub, but Alice soon tired of sharing their only bathroom with a fast-growing and pungent marine mammal, so she asked her husband to find a more suitable location to house the pup. Swallow moved him to the freshwater pond behind their house, built a tent-like shelter next to the pond for him, and surrounded it with wire fencing to protect him from predators at night.

Hoover adjusted quickly to his new home, playfully swimming in circles in the pond before hauling out of the water onto a flat rock to warm up in the sun. If Swallow was late in giving Hoover his breakfast, the young seal would galumph from the pond to the house, belly hopping his way up the back steps. Swallow would open the door to find Hoover staring up at him. “Hello there,” he’d say to the seal, then cart Hoover back to the pond in a wheelbarrow. According to Alice, who recounted the story in her book, Hoover the Seal, and George, Hoover enjoyed this so much, he’d often return to the house for another ride.

Swallow enjoyed bringing Hoover along for car rides while running errands in town. Alice recalled one such trip to a hardware store in the nearby town of Brunswick. Swallow left Hoover in the car with the window open while he went into the store. “As he was paying for his merchandise a lady beside him let out a scream and pointed to the floor,” wrote Alice. “There was Hoover! He had somehow gotten out of the car and come to find George.”

Swallow often spoke to Hoover while spending time with him at the pond. If Hoover was hiding in the cattails, Swallow would holler for him to “get out of there, and come over here,” and Hoover would rush toward his human caregiver and greet him with a wet kiss. It wasn’t long before word spread throughout the neighborhood of Cundy’s Harbor about the newest addition to the Swallow household. Hoover quickly became a beloved member of the community, and local children often popped by to visit him. One day, Hoover made a noise that sounded to Swallow an awful lot like “Hello, dere.” Swallow gave Hoover a funny look but otherwise didn’t think much of it. But days later, some of the neighborhood children told Swallow that Hoover had said hello to them. Eventually, Swallow was able to ask Hoover, “What’s your name?” and he’d respond, “Hoover,” although it technically sounded more like “Hoov-ah.” The seal mimicked the same gruff New England accent as Swallow, who was born in a small town just outside of Boston.

As Hoover grew, so too did his appetite. At first, the Swallows were able to keep the young seal well satiated thanks to the seasonal arrival of Atlantic mackerel along the coast of Maine. In the late spring, these silvery, schooling fish gathered in large numbers in protected coves and harbors in search of food, and the neighborhood children would collect the fish in buckets to bring to their flippered friend. But by the late summer, as the fish began migrating back to the open ocean, it became a challenge to secure enough food for Hoover.

For a time, Swallow fed him frozen whiting he’d collected from a company in Portland, along with a variety of vitamins and supplements to maintain his health—a recommendation from the animal care team he’d called at the New England Aquarium. But by August, Hoover’s need for up to fifteen pounds of fish a day had become too costly for the family to maintain, so Swallow called the aquarium once more to ask if they could take him in.

On the day they drove Hoover to Boston, Alice was in tears. Years later, during an interview for a New Yorker article about Hoover, Swallow recalled that before they left the aquarium to return to Maine, “… I told a fellow there, ‘I think he can talk,’ but he gave me such a look I never mentioned it again.”

ON A WARM EVENING in early autumn, I embarked on the short drive from my house in Midcoast Maine to Cundy’s Harbor. It was my favorite time of year. For a few short weeks, after the summer visitors have left but before the leaf-peeping tourists arrive, Maine settles into a period of relative calm. The nights are cool enough for cotton quilts, the days warm enough for impromptu swims during quiet coastal hikes. But that evening, I was singularly focused on my peculiar, self-assigned fact-checking mission.

A low haze had gathered along the roadway by the time I arrived at my destination: Cranberry Horn Cemetery. I turned onto the narrow dirt road that ran between the rows of gravestones. The mist hovered like a blanket above the hollow ground, adding an ominous Stephen King vibe to the evening. Thankfully, it didn’t take long to find the gravestone I was seeking, as “SWALLOW” was written in large block letters across the center of the stone. Underneath the surname was a quote: “Keep out of the hot sun, don’t take any wooden nickels.” And etched across the top, just as I’d read, was a detailed illustration of George Swallow with his arm wrapped around a seal. The two creatures were gazing warmly into each other’s eyes, and the words “George and Hoover” were written in small letters underneath.

George Swallow died in 1997 at the age of eighty-two, more than a decade after Hoover. While I’d become captivated by the story of a talking harbor seal that grew up a short distance from my own backyard, it seemed paradoxical. How could an animal beloved enough to have his image carved onto a man’s gravestone also be despised enough for someone to shoot his mother dead on a rock? What was it about seals that elicited such intense human emotion?

A FEW DAYS AFTER my graveyard visit, I drove south from Maine’s historic shipbuilding city of Bath along a peninsula that stretched into the town of Phippsburg. It was midmorning, the September sun glistening off the slate blue waters of the Kennebec River. I was on my way to a seal release.

Months earlier, I’d discovered a nearby marine mammal rescue organization that responded to sick and deceased animals up and down the coast. The group, Marine Mammals of Maine, was led by a forty-seven-year-old Phippsburg native named Lynda Doughty. Lynda and her team were responsible for monitoring roughly 2,500 miles of beaches and rocky coastline—from the southernmost town of Kittery to the Midcoast town of Rockland. (Their partner organization, Allied Whale, covered the remainder of the coast, from Rockland to the Canadian border.)

Marine Mammals of Maine also operated the only marine mammal rehabilitation center in the state, with the largest capacity for seals in the Northeast. As it turned out, the rehab center was just a fifteen-minute drive from my house. I was eager to learn more about this group and their warm, friendly, and impressively hard-to-pin-down founder and executive director, Lynda. I’d been trying for weeks to set up a time to meet her and hopefully see her staff in action. So I was thrilled when she let me know that they’d be releasing two harbor seals back into the wild that very morning. And I was invited.

The populations of gray and harbor seals—New England’s two resident seal species, with harp and hooded seals as occasional visitors—were thriving along the northeast coast of the U.S. I’d recently spoken to a veterinarian and marine wildlife expert in Massachusetts who had been involved in seal rehab efforts in the past. When I asked him why his team no longer focused on seals, he said that one of the big reasons was the lack of available funding to support the work. Given how well seal populations are faring, he told me, they aren’t priority species for limited state and federal grant opportunities, and the work had become hard to justify. It would be like rehabbing deer or squirrels, he explained. Instead, his team had shifted their focus to supporting marine species whose populations were threatened or endangered.

I could see how that made sense. And yet, Lynda and her team dedicated considerable time and effort to seal rescue and rehab efforts, and they weren’t the only group invested in that work. I was interested in her perspective.

I arrived at Head Beach, on the southwest tip of the Phippsburg peninsula, just after nine a.m., surprised to discover there were already more than two dozen cars and trucks parked in a row. A small crowd had gathered at the entrance to a beach path that led over the dunes, while others had made their way to the water’s edge, anxiously awaiting the arrival of the seals.

It wasn’t long before the Marine Mammals of Maine truck—a gray Ford crew cab with a shell over the bed, the perfect human-seal transport vehicle—appeared in the distance. As it approached, I spotted Lynda’s bright blonde hair behind the wheel. She backed the truck up to the entrance and several staffers quickly hopped out, arming themselves with large plastic boards that could be used, if needed, to gently guide seals toward the surf. Lynda, meanwhile, began urging the enthusiastic crowd to move to the beach to help clear the path for the seals. She then lowered the tailgate of the truck, revealing two large, sand-colored kennels with metal cage doors. For a moment, the kennels appeared empty, their contents dark, with no perceptible sounds or movements. But the darkness soon began to take shape, as two sets of large, glistening eyes peered out from behind the cage doors.

Volunteers carried the kennels over the dunes to the beach, setting them a few feet apart, a short distance from the surf. Lynda then turned to face the crowd. “I just want to say a few words,” she said. Unfortunately, her words were largely muffled by the roar of crashing waves and wind whipping across the dunes, but I did make out the seals’ names: Number 64 and Number 87. I later learned these numbers reflected the order in which they were rescued—they were the sixty-fourth and eighty-seventh seals the team had responded to that year. After undergoing several months of rehab support, the now-healthy seals were ready to return home.

Lynda cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted over the wind, “Is everyone ready for the countdown? Five… four… three…” As we reached zero, the staff unlatched the kennel doors. A few seconds later, two shiny, round heads cautiously poked out. Before long, the seals were galumphing toward the surf like determined caterpillars. The dynamic duo splashed through the shallows, using their front flippers to steer their rotund bodies toward the depths. But as they approached an oncoming wave, they hesitated, then turned and quickly retreated. They swam horizontally along the edge of the surf, searching for a calm portal to the deep blue beyond the breakers.

As the crowd watched the seals adjust to their new habitat, I approached two young women standing nearby to ask how they’d heard about the release. As it turned out, they had both been interns at the rehab center the preceding summer and had taken time off from their fall semesters to watch the seals they’d spent months caring for finally be released back into the wild. One of the women, Ciara Dunn, a student at Trinity College, said that Number 64 had kept them on their toes with her antics that summer. She was notorious for diving to the bottom of the tank to evade them when it was time to administer her medicine.

But the story they shared about Number 87 was particularly alarming. The seal had been born on a crowded beach in Southern Maine, and had been harassed by overly attentive humans who were enamored with the tiny, big-eyed pup. One beachgoer became concerned about the seal’s welfare and called the Marine Mammals of Maine hotline to alert them. The staff quickly dispatched local volunteers to stand watch until they could get there to assess the seal’s condition. For a time, the volunteers successfully discouraged people from approaching the seal, but during a volunteer shift change, the pup was briefly left alone. During this window, Number 87 was carried to the surf as beachgoers attempted to put her “back” in the ocean. In their early days and weeks of life, harbor seal pups require long stretches of rest time out of the water, and their mothers often leave them alone while they go off to forage. By the time the staff arrived, the pup was in such a state of stress and exhaustion, they had no choice but to admit her to the center.

As seals and humans have expanded along Maine’s coastline, human-seal interactions like these have been on the rise. Without the support of Marine Mammals of Maine, it was unlikely either of these animals would have survived.

The two seals eventually dove beneath the waves, then popped their heads up to look back at the humans quietly cheering them on from the beach. We glimpsed them several more times as they swam farther out to sea, until we finally lost sight of them, well beyond the breakers.

Driving home after the release, I thought about the crowd’s collective excitement to see the two seals return to their wild waters. I had felt it, too: the anticipation, the enthusiasm, the sense of connection to a creature that seemed at once familiar and foreign.

THE CLOWNS OF THE marine mammal world, the personalities of the sea, seals have endeared themselves to humans for millennia. Throughout history, we’ve been fascinated by their inquisitive nature, intelligence, and silly mannerisms. Humans are hardwired to care more about animals that resemble us, said Jon Mooallem, author of Wild Ones, a phenomenon known as “phylogenetic relatedness.” As Mooallem explains, this may be because “… we assume that a creature that looks vaguely like us will have similarly high capacities for thought, pain, and feeling.”

As it turns out, “charismatic appeal” is a quantifiable metric in conservation science—one of a host of measures scientists and policymakers use to rank which species’ protection we should devote limited resources to. In a world where wildlife extinctions are rampant, the emotional connection humans have with an animal can affect its very survival. As evolutionary biologist Stephen Jay Gould said, “We are, in short, fooled by an evolved response to our own babies and we transfer our reaction to the same set of features in other animals.” Seals’ round faces, large eyes, floppy movements, and plump bodies have, in some ways, worked to their advantage when it comes to eliciting human compassion.

Seals are part of the order of mammals known as Pinnipedia, Latin for “fin- or feather-footed”—a group that also includes sea lions and walruses. It’s believed that the ancestors of pinnipeds were bear- and weasel-like landlubbers that were increasingly drawn to the water for its abundance of food. Over time, they adapted to a life aquatic. But pinnipeds have maintained close ties to the terrestrial world, as they spend long stretches of time on land. As a result, we feel we know them better than other marine mammals, which, as naturalist and conservationist Farley Mowat points out in his book, Sea of Slaughter, is partly evidenced by the names we’ve given them: sea dogs, sea lions, and sea elephants, to name a few.

Gray and harbor seals are among eighteen seal species that comprise the family of pinnipeds known as Phocidae, also referred to as “true” or “earless” seals. The other two families are Otariidae, or “eared” seals, so named for their possession of external ear flaps (true seals have flat slits for ears), which includes fourteen species of sea lions and fur seals, and Odobenidae, which includes just one species—the walrus.

Eared seals have large front flippers and hind flippers they can turn to face forward, allowing them to move with relative ease on land. True seals, on the other hand, have short, stubby front flippers, and their hind flippers only face backward. If you picture a seal at an aquarium clapping its flippers and “walking” alongside its tank or pool, that’s likely a sea lion or a fur seal. Asking a true seal to clap its front flippers would be like asking a Tyrannosaurus rex to give you a bear hug. On land, true seals move like giant, blubber-bellied caterpillars, shifting their weight from back to front as they shuffle forward. They use their front flippers mostly for balance and a little extra oomph. Despite these comically clumsy belly shuffles, however, seals are surprisingly swift on land and have been known to outrun humans.

When it comes to vocalizations, sea lions take the cake as being among the most vocal mammals in the world, with their distinct “ark ark” barks. Although less chatty than sea lions, the northern elephant seal is one of the loudest mammals ever recorded. Elephant seals get their name not from their massive size but from their noses, which resemble an elephant’s trunk. When male elephant seals reach sexual maturity, they develop a proboscis that helps to attract females during mating season, in part by enabling them to produce ear-piercing, sexy roars.

One reason for pinnipeds’ unique ability to vocalize is to help mothers find their pups in crowded breeding colonies. Some pinniped mothers and pups recognize one another’s distinct calls long after the pups have grown up and separated. Scientists in Alaska found that northern fur seal mothers can identify their pups’ vocalizations even after four years apart.

AFTER HOOVER’S ARRIVAL AT the New England Aquarium in 1971, aquarium staffers’ skepticism about the seal’s ability to talk appeared, at first, to be justified. Among the thirty-three species of pinnipeds, harbor seals are known as the “quiet seals,” and Hoover was true to his species’ reputation. But after a couple of years, he began emitting a string of strange and, for the aquarium staff at least, startling vocalizations, including growls, squawks, shrieks, and “blood-curdling screams,” according to one record. Then, in mid-November of 1978, a staff member recorded the following observation: “Says ‘HOOVER’ in plain English. I have witnesses.”

Before long, Hoover was entertaining throngs of tourists with his vocal talents. Bobbing vertically like a soda bottle in the pool he shared with several other harbor seals, Hoover would tilt his head backward until his eyes were submerged, and in a deep, rumbling voice that appeared to come from the back of his throat, his mouth hardly moving, say, “Come ov-ah hee-yah” or “Hello dere” in his signature accent. He would speak only of his own accord, when he felt the urge, which happened more often during mating season. And it wasn’t uncommon for Hoover to wait until an unsuspecting visitor strolled past the seal exhibit before abruptly calling out, “Get outta there!” in a deep, raspy voice, followed by a humanlike belly laugh.

According to Alice, “… if you ever heard Hoover speak he sounded just like George.” Andrew Hiss, the New Yorker journalist who penned the 1983 Hoover article, agreed: “Hoover sounds exactly like Mr. Swallow, except, as Mr. Swallow himself points out, when Hoover says ‘Hoover.’ Then, Mr. Swallow says, Hoover sounds more like the daughter of a neighbor of his who used to hang around the pond and liked to tell Hoover what his name was.”

In the summer of 1981, George and Alice Swallow visited Hoover at the aquarium—more than a decade after they’d adopted him as a pup. Swallow positioned himself on the side of Hoover’s pool and yelled, “Hey, stupid!” Upon hearing the familiar greeting, Hoover was so excited that he quickly swam over, took Swallow’s hand in his mouth, and attempted to pull him into the pool.

Hoover died in 1985 at the age of fourteen. His death, on the younger side for a captive harbor seal, was said to have resulted from complications related to his annual molt, when seals shed their fur to make way for a new coat.

The day after Hoover died, the Boston Globe published his obituary with the headline, “Hoover Will Talk No More.” While he had sired six pups during his fourteen-year tenure at the New England Aquarium—Trumpet, Amelia, Joey, Lucifer, Cinder, and Spark—none of his offspring exhibited a desire nor an ability to mimic human speech.

IN 1971, THE YEAR Swallow took Hoover in, the population of harbor seals off the U.S. Atlantic Coast had been reduced to a tiny fraction of its former size, and gray seals had been virtually eliminated from U.S. waters. But in the decades since, the populations of these two species have dramatically increased. According to the 2023 stock assessment reports from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, or NOAA, the breeding population of gray seals in the U.S. is roughly 28,000, most of which pup and mate in large colonies on beaches in Nantucket and Cape Cod, and on remote islands in Maine. The population of harbor seals in U.S. Atlantic waters, meanwhile, is an estimated 61,000, the vast majority of which give birth along Maine’s rocky coastline.

This dramatic increase in seal numbers has been largely attributed to the passing of the Marine Mammal Protection Act in 1972—just a year after Hoover’s mother was killed. The act, which bans the hunting, harassment, capturing, or killing of any marine mammal in U.S. waters, or by a U.S. citizen on the high seas, was groundbreaking legislation at the time, paving the way not just for the recovery of gray and harbor seals, but for many other species, including gray whales, humpback whales, northern elephant seals, and fur seals.

Anna Magera, a researcher at Dalhousie University, and her colleagues analyzed trends for ninety-two marine mammal populations. According to their findings, published in 2013 in the scientific journal PLOS One, 42 percent were shown to be increasing, 10 percent decreasing, with the remainder either unknown or showing no change.

In a world where wildlife populations have been disappearing at an alarming rate, stories about recovering species are a relatively new phenomenon. This is particularly true when it comes to marine wildlife, given our long history of exploiting the seas through whaling, the fur trade, and industrialized overfishing. Thriving seal populations have been hailed as a victory by many conservationists and wildlife advocates, the result of one of the most successful pieces of environmental legislation in history, but the reality has been more complicated. As seal populations have rebounded, so too have conflicts with humans—particularly fishermen.

Fishing communities throughout New England have struggled with increasing seal numbers, as seals have demonstrated a healthy appetite for many of the same fish that fishermen are targeting. They won’t turn down the opportunity for a quick and easy meal, even if it requires chomping through a fishing net to gorge on an all-you-can-eat sushi buffet. And conflicts between seals and fishermen are by no means limited to New England. Similar challenges are playing out in coastal communities around the world as seals and humans attempt to coexist on either side of productive fishing grounds.

Seals live on every continent on Earth, although most prefer colder waters. Some species, such as Hawaiian monk seals and Baikal seals (the latter being the only species that lives exclusively in fresh water) have relatively small ranges. But other species, including gray and harbor seals, are more widespread. Gray seals live in coastal areas on either side of the North Atlantic, while harbor seals have the widest distribution of any seal species, inhabiting coastal regions across much of the Northern hemisphere.

I spoke to Rob Lambert, a British environmental historian at the University of Nottingham, who told me that in the U.K., gray and harbor seals are the most deeply contested of all wildlife species, given how polarized stakeholder viewpoints are. I had called Rob to get his perspective on what I’d begun to think of as “the pinniped paradox”—the ways in which seals inspire devotion and hostility in seemingly equal measure. “Ultimately, the story of seals is less about nature than it is about human nature,” he said.

Rob told me about a Cornish fisherman he’d met who used to shoot gray seals as target practice for fun in his youth. The fisherman and his friends had a point system—more points were given for a seal pup, as opposed to an adult, but the most points were reserved for seals with rehab markings. From their perspective, Rob explained, the very concept of rehabbing seals was a personal affront. The idea that these animals were being rescued, cared for, filled with milk, snuggled up beside seal stuffies, and sent on their way in perfect health was too much for some fishermen to bear.

The fascinating thing about Rob’s story was that the fisherman who shared it with him did so at the end of a seal-watching nature tour—one Rob had been leading. The fisherman, who was in his seventies at the time, had joined the tour with his seal-adoring granddaughter. He told Rob that he was horrified by what he had done in his youth.

When it comes to human-seal conflicts, Rob explains the pinniped paradox in simple terms: “Those of us who take great delight in seals do so without any economic loss.” I thought about the seal release I’d watched in Phippsburg, the dozens of delighted seal fans cheering them on as they galumphed into the surf. Days before the event, I’d called my sister, who lives with her husband, a commercial fisherman, and their three-year-old son in Gloucester, Massachusetts. “You should come up to Maine to see the release,” I’d said, knowing how much my nephew would love it. I then asked if she thought my brother-in-law, a huge fan of animals and nature, might want to join. In response, she burst into laughter. “I actually can’t imagine anything he’d hate more than a seal release,” she said.

THERE SEEMED TO BE so many competing perspectives on seals that it was hard to make sense of how, or if, they fit together. Everyone I spoke to had such strong feelings about them, but generally that had to do with the very local, specific ways they interacted with seals. Was it true that seals were destroying inshore fisheries? Had their populations reached unsustainable levels? Were seals luring sharks to busy New England beaches?

I wanted to find out what marine mammal biologists thought about rising seal numbers—and what fisheries and shark scientists thought, for that matter. It was hard to imagine wildlife officials responding to calls for a seal cull—that it would be possible for the species that helped to inspire the Marine Mammal Protection Act in the first place to now trigger its dismantling.

Yet at the same time, the political landscape has dramatically changed since the 1970s environmental movement. Support for environmental policy has become an increasingly divisive issue, and some of the protections put in place over fifty years ago have been significantly weakened or eliminated in recent years, often fueled by corporate interests. It wasn’t inconceivable to think that the days of blanket marine mammal protections could be numbered.

Politics aside, I wanted to understand our relationship with these iconic sea creatures, in part because I’d started to develop my own fascination with seals—their curiosity, their goofy behaviors. But I also had a lingering sense that seals had something to teach us about the broader ecological challenges we’re facing today.

One thing was for sure—seals had their fair share of fanatics and foes. Even Hoover wasn’t immune to controversy. Although in his case, his nemesis wasn’t human. Rather, it was a fellow harbor seal named Andre.







2




[image: ]







The Traveling Seal 

THE CHALLENGE WITH OBSESSIVELY researching all things seals was that the more I learned, the less fun I became in human social circles. When a friend jokingly imitated a seal by barking and clapping her arms like flippers at a dinner event, instead of politely laughing, I spent the next ten minutes explaining the biological differences between true seals and eared seals, emphasizing the ways in which she had mistakenly imitated a sea lion, rather than a seal. By the time I’d reached my closing arguments, which consisted of a personal rendition of seal vocalizations complete with howls, hisses, and frog-like croaks, the room had gone silent—all eyes were on the crazy seal lady.

But it was also true that I’d amassed a collection of stories about charismatic seals by this point, and unlike my seal mimicry attempts, these never failed to entertain. It always seemed the most popular stories were the ones that featured seals befriending or behaving like humans. The more seals seemed like us, the more enamored we became.

YOU’D BE HARD PRESSED to find a more famous pinniped in all of New England than the ball-bouncing, hoop-leaping, television-watching, high-fiving harbor seal known as Andre. But Andre’s allure stemmed from more than his behavioral talents. One of the most captivating things about this seal was his relationship with the human who adopted him—a salty, eccentric Mainer named Harry Goodridge.

In late autumn each year, beginning in the early 1970s, as the





















































OEBPS/images/Art_pt.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781643755045.jpg
Unlocking the f
Secrets of the Sea’s Lo
Most Charismatic and
Controversial Creatures

ALIX MORRIS

With a Foreword by Sy Montgomery





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
A YEAR
WITH THE
SEALS

Unlocking the Secrets
of the Sea’s Most Charismatic

and Controversial Creatures

ALIX MORRIS

NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN





OEBPS/images/Art_map1.jpg
Northwest Atlantic Seals Labrador

Sea
The Northwest Atlantic is frequented LABRADOR
by gray, harbor, harp, hooded, and
ringed seals. Gray and harbor
seals are the only species
known to breed in U.S. —Conche
Atlantic waters.

NEWFOUNDLAND

NEW
BRUNSWICK

MAINE g\
S

A\ o o
Seal Is. N Halifax o
Harpswell Sable Island

Portland. oL

v \‘\*\\.\\
Gulf of

f George® 2
Muskeget Is.

Monomoy Is.

Boston-

@\\\h ATLANTIC OCEAN

€ Prominent Gray Seal Pupping Colonies
Note: While gray seals tend to form large breeding
colonies, harbor seal pupping is dispersed along the
coasts of New England and Atlantic Canada.






