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Aloud, percussive pfhooo awakens me from the shallow half-sleep one has on board a boat. I lay still for a moment, wide-eyed, listening. No doubt a dolphin breathing and, again, surprisingly close. After pulling back the salt-damp covers, I clamber out onto the deck of Nortrek, our forty-foot catamaran. A persistent cool breeze blows out of the southeast, and the stars are blinking fiercely, a broad and brilliant arch overhead. The moon is trailed by a strip of shimmering water, but otherwise the water is dark and calm. The flow of an incoming tide tugs gently on Nortrek’s moorings and slips back along her twin hulls. There in the moonlight I see the silvery shape of a dolphin’s back rolling at the surface as it breathes and submerges in one fluid motion. Then a burst of glittering phosphorescence shoots forward like a comet and dissipates in a sparkling splash as the dolphin lunges after a fish, then breaks through the surface to breathe again.

I can just barely make out the dorsal fin, squat with nicks along the top edge; it is Nicky. She moves past the line of moonshine, and her silver-smooth skin glows as she rolls back under the surface and is transformed into another comet of phosphorescence. I know by her breathing and the way she is moving that she is hunting.

My mind still in that floating, receptive state of the recently asleep, I settle down on the deck to admire the spectacle: the phosphorescent comets below and the Milky Way above. The magnificence of the scenery pulls me far above and beyond myself. Shark Bay is a tremendous, wide-open expanse, jutting out into the Indian Ocean. Distant from any city lights, it is a place where the night skies offer up a slowly rotating banquet of constellations, pulsating multicolor planets, bright clouds of star clusters, and dark, eerie nebulae. The occasional passing satellite and shooting star are the only objects that disrupt an otherwise constant and by now familiar geometry. Right now Orion is low on the horizon, so it must be about three A.M.

On a night like this, the water seems literally to seethe with creatures that flip, splash, jump, skitter, snap, and gulp at the surface. Just a small indication of the world that lurks below. I am glad to be sitting up above it on Nortrek’s deck, high and dry, and can’t help but wonder what it is like for Nicky, moving through this underwater world in the dark. Her echolocation permits her to “see” things with sound, but only in a narrow flashlight beam in front of her. So many of the creatures that are swimming around with her in this dark liquid soup are dangerous, even deadly. This is Shark Bay, after all. Some of the sharks are harmless, but others, like the tiger shark, prey on dolphins. There are also poisonous scorpionfish with their elaborately decorated and deadly spines, the hideous cryptic stonefish, whip-fast stingrays, and sea snakes. All are capable of making life miserable for a dolphin who might blunder into them on a dark night.

I hear at least one other dolphin breathing in the distance—probably Nicky’s mother, Holeyfin, and perhaps also her age-mate and friend Puck. After listening to the rhythms of their breathing for a while longer, I can tell that Nicky is progressing out in the direction of the other dolphins. I can envision the others pausing to wait for her as she catches up: gliding alongside Holeyfin, Nicky subtly tilts her belly toward her mother in greeting as they both dive down to examine a seagrass patch on the bottom where a fish has taken refuge. I know Nicky well, and she is not prone to excessive displays of affection. She is smart, usually quite serious, hard to please, and introspective, it appears, at times. In some ways she reminds me of myself, and I have always felt a particularly strong bond with her.

Nicky, her family, and the many other dolphins in Red Cliff Bay (a small embayment within the much larger Shark Bay) have been the focus of much of my life for over fifteen years now. I have been granted the privilege of sharing their world and in the process have cultivated a deep affection for them. It is the sort of eager affection I have felt at times when encountering some unusually interesting and exotic foreigners while traveling in their country. Though we can barely communicate, and I know little about their world, somehow the juxtaposition of what is common and what differs between us inspires in me both a deep sense of kinship and a keen and inescapable awareness of being merely an observer. With dolphins, the kinship is further removed, and I am even more an observer from outside.

Perched aboard this fragile shell of a boat, as she clings to her anchor against the shoreline of this remote, windswept outpost, I feel the vastness that surrounds me on all sides—it is a tangible sensation. To the west, across the entire width of the Indian Ocean, lies Madagascar and the east coast of Africa. Far to the north lies Indonesia, and to the south, just wind, waves, and ocean reach all the way to Antarctica. To the east lies the tiny fishing camp of Monkey Mia and, beyond that, hundreds of miles of desert, the outback of Australia. Above, the unfathomable expanse of space.

This perspective enhances my sense of kinship with Nicky and the other dolphins. After more than fifteen years spent observing them, I, along with several other members of our research team, have made many discoveries about the lives of the Shark Bay dolphins. More than anything, what we have learned has defined the contours of what we do not know about them. Yet in spite of all the senses, experiences, and capabilities that we cannot share with these dolphins and do not understand, there is a simple, vital, powerful, warm-blooded commonality that binds us.

My journey into the world of the Shark Bay dolphins really began when I was a child, although I didn’t realize it at the time. Most dolphin enthusiasts I’ve talked with claim their interest in dolphins was sparked during childhood, usually from watching Flipper reruns on television. I never watched Flipper and really never gave dolphins much thought. But I was the daughter of two biologists and was obsessed with animals from an early age. My father, an ornithologist, was the local repository for baby birds fallen from nests or injured birds discovered by our neighbors on rural Long Island. These he handed on to me to take care of. I spent all my free time searching for inchworms and grasshoppers, coaxing the babies to eat, keeping them warm and clean.

Sorting through a box of my mother’s old photographs recently, I found a collection of shots labeled “Rachel and Her Pets.” In one photograph, a beautiful yellow-shafted flicker is perched on my hand. I look both thrilled and a bit nervous, as though the responsibility of posing with the bird for my father’s camera were an onerous one. This flicker had come to us as a baby, and I spent most of a summer diligently carrying it through the woods, seeking out termite nests and teaching it to forage. Later he (or she?) would follow me through the woods as I rode on horseback, returning occasionally to perch on my shoulder and probing my ears and nostrils and eyes with that phenomenally long woodpecker’s tongue. There is also a series of pictures of me with various baby ducks. Imprinted from hatching, they followed me everywhere, and I adored them.

The birds were part of our family’s larger menagerie: dogs, cats, a horse, guinea pigs, rabbits, raccoons, gerbils, hamsters, turtles, chameleons, snakes, a toadfish. In my child’s mind, the greatest pleasure of all was to watch and care for animals. I loved them with an intensity that I later recognized only with the birth of my own children. Their well-being, safety, and comfort were everything to me.

I believe now that those experiences with animals were not by any means trivial to my development as a human being. They taught me about the responsibility involved in taking care of another living creature: I remember sleeping night after night with a baby bluejay carefully cupped in my hands for warmth. They taught me about how life unfolds: I remember being completely awestruck when my mother and I made tiny windows into the shells of incubator-raised chicken eggs using wax and microscope slides so we could watch the chicks develop within. And they taught me about death: when my pets died or disappeared, as they all did sooner or later, I was distraught but learned to cope.

As an adolescent, my interests turned from animals to boys (perhaps not so different). I followed one of those boys, Peter Birns, to California after dropping out of high school. Peter got me interested in dolphins; together we read John Lilly’s books about dolphins: Man and Dolphin; The Mind of the Dolphin; and Communication Between Man and Dolphin. Lilly, a neurobiologist by training, had brought to public attention the fact that dolphins have extraordinarily large brains. He claimed that dolphins might be even more intelligent than humans and that they might have a language on par with our own.

Unfortunately, as Lilly became more and more enamored of experimentation with LSD, his arguments on behalf of dolphin brainpower became increasingly incoherent. Nonetheless, his books planted the notion in many minds, including my own, that there might just be another species on the planet—in the oceans—possessed of a sentient intelligence and capable of tremendous empathy and kindness. Fellow earth travelers with whom we might commune intelligently and who might be able to relate to our deepest thoughts, ideas, and yearnings. These ideas were fantastic, inspiring, compelling.

Neither Peter nor I had ever seen a real live dolphin, but we were convinced that dolphins are highly intelligent. Magically so. Not only that, but they are also gentle, perpetually smiling, and kindly disposed toward people.

After all, like most people, we had heard stories about dolphins rescuing people in trouble at sea, befriending children, and helping fishermen. We had seen the old movie classic Day of the Dolphin, where the dolphin star engages in heroic antics to rescue George C. Scott from various dangerous situations, all the while reciting “Fa loves Pa” in a dolphin imitation of human speech.

Some of us have had the good fortune to see dolphins in the wild, but mostly we see them on television (Flipper) or in the movies (Free Willy). At best we might have the opportunity to watch dolphins perform in oceanaria like Sea World, where they seem to enjoy entertaining us with breathtaking leaps, friendly antics, and perpetual smiles. From these sources, part fact and part fantasy, most people derive a sense that dolphins are sweet, lovable, friendly, and very smart. Peter and I were taken in. What could be more appealing than an animal both highly intelligent and also good-natured? My interest in dolphins was sparked before I had ever even met one face-to-face.

My first opportunity to do so came about in 1980. Following Peter around California from college to college as he pursued a degree in psychology, I had kept myself busy with odd jobs, making music and pottery. But when Peter transferred to UC Santa Cruz, I finally came full circle and returned to my roots as a biologist. UCSC, fondly known as “Uncle Charlie’s Summer Camp,” was also home of the Long Marine Laboratory, where Ken Norris, a pioneer in the study of dolphin biology, had an office. I simply had to be his student, so I crammed as many credits as was humanly possible into one semester at the local community college in order to meet the requirements to transfer to UCSC.

Ken invited me to participate in his research project, studying the Hawaiian spinner dolphins. These dolphins, named for their spectacular spinning leaps, came every morning into Kealakekua Bay, on the Kona coast of the big island of Hawaii, where they would rest and play during the day. Late in the afternoon they would begin to rouse, their aerial acrobatics becoming more and more athletic as they gained momentum for a grand exodus out to sea, where they spent their nights foraging in deep, dark waters.

My year with the spinner dolphins was a fantasy come true, but it was also frustrating. Spending my days watching dolphins, living in a tropical paradise, eating mangos and papayas and fresh fish, swimming in clear, coral-filled waters, was idyllic. We watched the dolphins from shore, from boats, from a clifftop surveyors theodolite station, from a small airplane, and in an aquarium, the Sea Life Park on Oahu. But rarely were we able to identify the dolphins as individuals even though we took hundreds of photographs of the natural markings on their dorsal fins in an attempt to learn to do so. These fast, sleek, oceanic dolphins seemed to operate on a time scale much faster than ours. We caught fleeting glimpses of their lives, and more often than not, things happened so fast as to be incomprehensible to us. At the end of a year I had learned a lot about how to go about watching dolphins, but I didn’t get to know them in the ways that I craved. It was as though I had tried to satisfy an interest in people by making a study of subway riders in New York City rather than making friends with a few individuals. I wanted to know a dolphin personally. I wanted to put my hand against its skin, look it in the eye, and develop and explore some sort of more personal rapport.

Back at UCSC, I found myself sitting in on graduate seminars on the evolution of social behavior with Bob Trivers, who is responsible for several of the most important theories about why animals (including humans) behave as they do. Drawing upon an awesomely broad knowledge of biology, Bob gave lectures that ranged from the ridiculous to the sublime. When he was on, there was nothing to do but sit back and concentrate hard in order to keep up as he led you through his reasoning to new and mind-expanding insights. It was while reading one of his papers, “The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism,” that I experienced a life-changing epiphany. My grasp of evolutionary theory had reached a gel point, and suddenly everything, from the behavior of ants, bees, and wasps to the way I felt about certain people in my own personal life, made sense to me.

Anyone who finds it impossible to ignore the bones and stones of the fossil record believes in evolution. For a few creatures, the fossil record is so well documented that we can easily trace how each successive species differed ever so slightly, transforming from an ancient form to another, perhaps quite different modern one.

Roughly sixty million years ago, a creature that was also the ancestor to the ungulates (cows, hippopotami, and their two-toed relatives) began a gradual return to the sea. Initially foraging in the shallows, a bit like modern raccoons and otters, these newly aquatic mammals were probably not too adept as swimmers. But there were advantages to venturing into deeper and deeper waters, and over time they became more and more aquatic. Their nostrils moved toward the top of their heads, where the modern dolphin’s blowhole now lies, making it easier to surface and breathe. Their ears became modified to take advantage of underwater sounds. Their eyes adapted to seeing underwater. They gradually lost their hind limbs and evolved a torpedolike shape powered along by strong tail flukes. Their forelimbs became fused into flippers, and they lost their fur. Even their skin changed, to withstand the constant soaking. Virtually every aspect of their physical form and physiology had changed dramatically, adapting to the specific challenges of a marine existence.

This was a gradual process, and one that proceeded along without any conscious plan or goal in mind. Instead, over countless generations, the few rare mutations in those ancestral cetaceans that helped the animals better to cope with the marine environment also enabled them to leave more offspring. In the parlance of evolutionary biology, those individuals better adapted to a marine lifestyle experienced greater reproductive success. In the next generation, more individuals carried those genes and those characteristics. Biologists, beginning with Darwin, refer to this process of gradual modification as “natural selection.”

Though selection is seemingly a simple concept, the ramifications are tremendous. Perhaps the most significant is that the “currency” of evolution is reproductive success. Reproduce well (meaning more or better than others of your species), and you shall be represented in future generations. Fail, and you contribute nothing toward shaping the future of your kind.

It was, for me, a revelation to finally understand that the most important and defining feature of the behavior and biology of all animals, including humans, was reproduction. I hadn’t thought much about reproducing myself at that time, and few people around me at college were talking about it. Certainly none were scheming about ways to ensure their genetic representation in future generations.

But there is no need for any organism to be aware of the mechanisms of evolution. A spider does not know why she spins a web, but she does so anyway, and does a good job of it, because her ancestors made better webs and thereby outreproduced their spiderly neighbors. The importance of reproduction and the drive to do so may be completely hidden from our conscious consideration. Instead, a million other seemingly unrelated little matters may occupy our thoughts and direct our actions. Yet on closer analysis, indirect and circuitous though the path may be, it is the impact of those little matters on reproduction that shapes the future course of individuals and species.

The more I read and thought about evolution, the more I found myself thinking in terms of an economy of behavior, with the currency being costs and benefits to the goal of reproduction. A simple implication of the mechanism of evolution is that any individual should, for the most part, only do things that will help him or her to reproduce and avoid incurring costs.

An animal who generously hands over all his food to another will likely starve to death and fail to leave any offspring. Any genes that played a role in this generous behavior will go extinct with him, while an animal who hordes as much food as possible and is able to fatten himself up, feed his offspring well, and leave some to spare for an emergency will leave more surviving offspring than his generous counterpart, and the genes involved in hoarding behavior will be passed on. Thus, behaviors like generosity are somewhat surprising and quite rare.

The logic of evolution is not always “nice” according to our moral standards. But all behaviors involve a complex interplay among many genes and the environmental context in which they are expressed, so the process is not as neat and tidy as it sounds. One of the fantastic characteristics of human beings is that our behaviors are not bound by our history or our genetic makeup. Both the most hideous, selfish behaviors—warfare, thievery, infanticide—and the most glorious, selfless behaviors, like friendship, generosity, love, and intelligence, spring from the same basic process: adaptation through differential reproductive success. Base and heartless though the process of natural selection may seem, it is possessed of a distinct elegance.

With my newfound comprehension of how evolution works came some exciting new questions about dolphins, particularly dolphin intelligence. The dolphin brain is the largest (relative to body size) of any animal other than humans. Having a large brain is quite a remarkable characteristic. Brains are extremely expensive organs, requiring a huge amount of caloric energy to operate. Animals with large, expensive brains must gain some major advantage or they simply would not maintain such a “gas guzzler.” The question is, what are the advantages, and in what circumstances do the benefits of such an organ outweigh the costs?

Physiologically, dolphin brains differ from human brains in some significant ways. For example, the cortex is the part of the brain involved in such “higher-order processes” as abstract thought and reasoning. It is considered to be the seat of consciousness. It is also the most recent innovation in human brain evolution. Around one million years ago the ancestral human skull began an exponential expansion in size, apparently to accommodate an expansion of the cortex, roughly coincident with the origins of design and construction of fine tools, art, complex civilizations, and distinctive cultures—the aspects of our own behavior that we consider to be hallmarks of human intelligence.

Dolphins also have a very large cortex, but it is spread more thinly over the rest of the brain, and the neurons that make up the cortex differ in form and organization from those in the human cortex. What this means about how dolphins think and feel is hard to say. Do they have the same powers of reasoning that we have? Are they self-aware? Do they feel love and hate, compassion, trust, distrust? Do they wonder about death? Do they have ideas about right and wrong and accompanying feelings of guilt and righteousness? What could they teach us about the oceans? How do they feel about one another? What do they think of us?

Finding out what dolphins do with their big and very different brains is no simple task. It is hard enough to figure out what might go on in the brains of our fellow humans. But certainly the most frequently asked question about dolphins is “How smart are they?” We think of ourselves as being smart. Does that mean that dolphins are smart only insofar as they are like us? Why not reverse the argument and compare us to them? We would probably come out looking pretty foolish, but who’s to say what the standard should be?

Many a biologist and psychologist has struggled with the difficult question of defining intelligence. The more we have looked and conducted experiments and compared different species, the more we have been forced to rephrase the question “How smart are they?” to ask “How are they smart?”

Scientists studying animal intelligence have come to think in terms of the learning specializations that different types of animals exhibit. Each creature seems to be able to learn certain things and not others, and what it can learn may depend partly on the nature of the problem, but also on the particular stimuli involved. Some animals have shown us that they are highly capable of learning complex skills, but only under very precise conditions.

John Garcia’s classic experiments with rats are a fine example of learning specializations. He was interested in how animals learn taste aversions. He easily trained rats to associate certain tastes with feelings of nausea. The rats quickly learned to avoid flavors that had previously led to nausea, and they made these associations even when there was a long time delay between the taste and the nausea. He also trained them to associate certain sounds with unpleasant skin sensations (electric shocks). But he found it extremely difficult to train the rats to associate taste with shock. The implication is that animals like rats are predisposed to associate tastes with nausea, but ill disposed toward developing associations between taste and shock. This makes sense given that in their natural environment rats must learn to avoid dangerous foods. Learning to associate one stimulus with another depends on the relationship between the two stimuli and on the biology of the animal. Developing good tests of an animal’s intelligence therefore requires a good solid understanding of the animals’ natural history. And since different species have very different natural histories, it is hard to come up with one universally applicable test that we can use to compare many different creatures.

Certainly our best measure of dolphin intelligence comes from watching what they do rather than looking at their brain anatomy and guessing how they might use such an organ. We can study dolphins in laboratories, devising tests that we think might reveal “how they are smart,” but ultimately we must also go out on the oceans and see what they do, how they live. It is out there, after all, that they evolved those large brains over millions of years, and it is there that they now make use of them.

Questions about how dolphins use their brains in the wild are compelling because of what we might learn about dolphins, but also because, in the process, we might learn something about our own intelligence. Dolphins avail us of an invaluable opportunity: because they are so different from humans and yet, like us, they have evolved very large brains, they provide an especially fascinating point of comparison. We can ask, “What is a big brain good for? Under what circumstances do big brains evolve? What is the relationship between brain size and intelligence?” We live in such incomprehensibly different worlds, what could possibly have led, in two such unrelated creatures, to the evolution of big brains and intelligence? Could both dolphins and humans have been faced with challenges in adapting to their very different ecological circumstances that are somehow parallel? Perhaps there is something about the way we search for food, avoid predators, navigate through our surroundings, or deal with social relationships that is similar.

Questions about dolphin intelligence, and the evolution of intelligence in general, became the focus of my intellectual motivation for studying dolphins, but what really endeared them to me were a few stories I came across from people who had the opportunity to interact with dolphins face-to-face.

One such story that made a particularly strong impression involved a baby dolphin, housed in a large tank at the Port Elizabeth aquarium. She and her mother and the other dolphins in their tank were the subject of some of the first detailed observations of dolphin behavior. One day, a researcher was sitting by the glass observation window, smoking a cigarette. The baby dolphin came to the window, taking an interest in the smoke rising from the cigarette. As the smoke trailed up along the glass, the baby followed it intently. Then she swam over to her mother, suckled for a moment, came back to the window, and released a trickle of milk from the corner of her mouth. The milk rose against the glass, just as the cigarette smoke had done.

This story and others like it offered rare glimpses into the creativity and intelligence of dolphins and inspired me to embark upon a journey into the dolphin’s world. Over the course of more than fifteen years spent watching wild dolphins, my colleagues and I would make discoveries that profoundly changed the way people think of dolphins, the way we define intelligence, and the sense of kinship we feel with another species.

More personally, this journey into the dolphin’s world taught me not only about them, but about myself and my fellow humans. It is as if, having for so long strained to see dolphins moving below the reflective surface of the water, my eyes suddenly shifted their depth of focus and I realized that I was all along staring through my own reflection.
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In 1981 Elizabeth Gawain was passing through Santa Cruz. A retired city planner who now spent much of her time traveling the world, teaching the occasional yoga class, she was a woman wise from her sixty-plus years, but she still retained the energy and curiosity of a child. Her unadorned eyes sparkled from beneath a stray hank of graying hair. Tiny laugh lines spread from the corners of her eyes and the edges of her mouth. She carried herself with the graceful ease of someone who had always been limber and strong and was not at all self-conscious about being unusual.

Elizabeth had just returned from a visit to a place called Monkey Mia in western Australia, where, quite remarkably, wild dolphins came directly into a shallow, sandy beach and accepted fish offered to them right out of people’s hands. Though not a trained scientist, Elizabeth was a keen observer, and she recognized instantly the potential for learning about the lives of these friendly dolphins. She came to Long Marine Laboratory to tell Ken Norris about the Monkey Mia dolphins and presented a small talk and slide show to Ken and his band of students. She told us what she knew about the lives of each of the dolphins she had learned to identify: Holeyfin, Joy, Nicky, Crookedfin, Puck, Snubnose, and Bibi.

The dolphins were a well-kept secret, familiar to only a handful of people. Sometime during her presentation, Elizabeth mentioned that Monkey Mia would be an ideal place for a scientific study of some sort. The idea of traveling to a remote and exotic place in Australia and making friends with wild dolphins seemed too good to be possible.

After her talk, I joined a small crowd of eager dolphinologists as we walked Elizabeth out to the parking lot, trying to get in the last of our questions. Just before getting into her car, she paused. Focusing her attention squarely on me, she looked me in the eye with a penetrating gaze and said, “You’ll go there.” Then she got into her car and drove away. I was dumbfounded. It was not just the fact of her saying this, but the way in which she did so. As if she knew.

Afterward, as I rode my bicycle home, I tried to imagine what it would be like in fact to go to Australia. I wanted to learn about dolphins at least in part from interacting with them directly. I wanted to know something about their minds, their emotions, their relationships with each other, their personalities. I had begun to imagine that this would be possible only with captive dolphins. Wild dolphins were simply too inaccessible. They were difficult to find and too busy with their own lives to bother with me.

I had spent a little time watching captive dolphins at Steinhart Aquarium in San Francisco. The Steinhart dolphins were certainly interested in me. They would look me in the eye, and I did develop some sense of dolphin presence from my time with them. But they lived a bizarre and unnatural existence: two strangers thrown together in a tiny, virtually empty tank with one wall made of glass through which an endless stream of human visitors peered. I wanted to watch dolphins in the wild, but I also wanted to see more than the occasional fleeting glimpses we had experienced with the Hawaiian spinner dolphins.

At the time, there was one long-term study of wild dolphins under way, in Florida, under the direction of Randy Wells. The emphasis of Randy’s studies, which had been going on for a number of years already, was population biology. He and his co-workers kept track of the movements of dolphins around Sarasota and regularly captured the dolphins for measurements and samples of tissues. Interesting, but not what I was looking for.

I wanted to be a part of the dolphin world, not force them to become part of mine. Monkey Mia seemed like the perfect solution: wild dolphins accustomed to interacting with people.

Even the most basic questions about dolphin biology, upon which any deeper understanding of their lives would necessarily be based, remained unanswered. How long do they live? How often do they have babies, and how are dolphin youngsters raised? Where and how far do they travel? What sorts of groups do they form? What do they eat, and how do they catch their prey? How much time do they spend at different activities? What are their social relationships like?

Considering the possibilities for discovery that the Monkey Mia dolphins might provide, my mind reeled with questions. That evening the phone rang. It was Richard Connor, a fellow student, who had also attended Elizabeth’s talk that afternoon. I didn’t know Richard very well at that time. We had been in a few classes together, and I knew he was intensely bright. He impressed me as something of a big, sloppy puppy dog, exuding a boyish enthusiasm for all things dolphin. “Why don’t we just go there and check it out,” he suggested. That was all the encouragement I needed. Richard and I talked to our various mentors: Ken Norris, Bernd Wursig, Randy Wells. Everyone was encouraging, but the logistics were up to us to resolve, and the really big hurdle was money.

Richard and I had both applied for student loans to pay for college expenses that term, but the loans had been long delayed in the processing, and checks weren’t distributed until nearly the end of the term. By then, of course, we had managed somehow to survive without the money. But we hung on to those loan payments, sold our stereos, books, clothing, and everything else we could part with. By late July of 1982 we had enough money scraped together to buy two tickets to Australia.

We had been in airplanes and transit lounges for over thirty hours by the time the plane descended into Perth, Western Australia’s capital city. It felt like a lifetime. Our world had been shrunken to the dimensions of those two airplane seats, the tray tables, the tiny square-windowed view of endless blank sky, the backs of the heads of the people seated in front of us, earphones spilling out of the seat pockets, the busy stewardesses. We hadn’t slept a wink and had overstuffed our faces with innumerable offerings of Qantas airline’s edible entertainment. We didn’t feel so good.

After collecting all our luggage, I pulled out a scrap of paper on which my mother had scribbled the phone number of some old friends from her college-student days, Bert and Barbara Main. An hour later we were comfortably ensconced in the Mains’ living room, which would become our Perth waystation for years to come, and a few days later we were standing on the roadside just north of Perth, with our luggage in a heap and our thumbs out.

A decrepit old station wagon, driven by a red-faced man in high white knee socks and shorts, pulled over and we loaded in. We struggled to make conversation, tripping over his heavy Aussie accent. It turned out he worked in an opal mine up at Marble Bar, way out in the middle of the Outback. Stinking hot and dry, from all accounts. He started to tell us about the aborigines he encountered there, how they would come wandering into the mining settlement. Here he opened the glove compartment of his car, revealing a .22-caliber pistol. I don’t think Richard or I had ever seen a real pistol before, much less been in a car with one. “We shoot at ’em,” he declared.

That night we stayed overnight in the town of Geraldton and toured the maritime museum, featuring an exhibit of remains from numerous boats that had failed to navigate through the tricky Abrohlos Islands and Zutydorp cliffs. These treacherous waters sit just below Shark Bay, the huge embayment within which lies Monkey Mia.

The following day we were back on the road again, our thumbs out. After several short rides, a ratty old Holden station wagon pulled over. Two young men sat up front, and the back was filled to the brim with junk. “No worries,” said one. “We’ll just move stuff around a bit. There’ll be plenty o’ room.” Dubious, but eager to get to Monkey Mia, we got in. My place, as it turned out, was flat on my back, crammed between a heap of dirty old mattresses, boxes of junk, and the roof of the car. We roared up the Great Northern Highway at eighty miles per hour. Up front sat Richard and the two other guys, guzzling can after can of beer and flinging the empties out the window as “Steel Maiden” pulsated from the speakers located just behind my head. I shut my eyes and tried to will myself elsewhere. After what seemed like a painful eternity, we arrived at the Overlander.

Plunked down at the intersection of the main road that heads on north to Carnarvon, Broome, Dampier, and Darwin and the turnoff to Shark Bay, the Overlander road station was the only sign of human civilization for a couple of hundred miles. Almost every truck or car that heads up the coast of Western Australia must stop there, for fuel, to use the toilet facilities, or to take advantage of the diner. The station is bleak, the workers bored, the air dusty, the water fetid. In typical stoic good humor, the management had declared the fly as their “Overlander mascot.” The flies here can be overwhelming. They don’t bite, but rather seek fluid from your eyes, nose, and mouth. Gathering in great numbers around these parts of your face, they are persistent beyond belief. If you swat at them, at best they may jump off, fly two inches from your face, and then swing back for the return. The only way to keep them in check is to pretty much constantly swat yourself in the face and swipe at the air all around your head: the “Aussie salute.” It doesn’t take long before one either gets used to them or goes insane.

But I still feel a certain fondness for the Overlander. It is an essential stop along the way to Shark Bay, and each time I have made the journey, I’ve emerged from whatever vehicle brought me that far and been met by the familiar smells and sounds and sights that mark a return to Shark Bay country. Adrenaline courses through my veins, and I am antsy to get out to Monkey Mia.

On this first journey, I unfolded myself out of the back of the station wagon and onto the red dirt of the parking lot, grateful to be alive and with no clear idea of what still lay ahead before we reached our destination.

Just out of Perth, we had traveled first through rolling green countryside with flocks of screaming black cockatoos, vineyards, horse farms, and tall eucalyptus groves. As we headed north, the bush transformed. Now we were surrounded by short, pale sage-green scrub and brilliant rust-red dirt. Crows rattled and cawed, and a huge wedge-tailed eagle flapped down to the roadside to grab a rabbit carcass. Kangaroo remains, in various states of decay, lined the roadsides at a rate of about one for every fifty feet of highway. The kangaroos are such a hazard that most vehicles traveling outside of city limits are equipped with a “roo bar,” to protect the front of the car from damage should a roo be hit, as is practically inevitable.

Other than the Overlander service station and the two-lane road, there was nothing but a vast, pretty much flat expanse of wild, desert brushland. By the time we had used the facilities and refreshed ourselves with cold drinks, the sun was low and the huge sky dotted with clouds, the undersides of which were now turning pink and orange in the fading light. We caught a ride with an alcohol-soaked roadworker who was camping ten kilometers down the road toward Shark Bay. Disgorging ourselves and all our gear from his dusty old rattletrap, we watched the taillights disappear as he pulled away and took stock of our situation. We were really out in the middle of nowhere. The fact that we had no food or water with us suddenly loomed ominously. Unless another ride came along, we were going to have to sleep on the ground out here with who-knew-what slithering and bouncing around us. I didn’t have a sleeping bag, and the desert nighttime chill was already descending.

We hunkered down as best we could, and I spent much of that night shivering and watching the stars slowly roll past overhead, listening to strange, unidentifiable thumping sounds, which I later realized were kangaroos. Sometime during the night I dreamed that a strange little marsupial creature crawled in alongside of me, seeking warmth against the small of my back. When I woke up I wasn’t entirely sure whether it had been a dream or not.

The morning dawned with a surreal clarity. A small group of galahs, the flashy pink-and-gray parrots, foraged nearby in a patch of wildflowers, various sizes and shapes of ants scurried and marched around and over us and our gear, and unfamiliar birds sang and hopped around in the bush, revealing themselves as flashes of iridescent blues and yellows. In the morning light the sage green brush contrasted even more dramatically with the iron red dirt, all dotted with yellow flowering acacia bushes. The landscape was so beautifully strange, I felt as if I had woken up on another planet altogether. It was a day later when we finally came over the last rise and were met with our first view of Monkey Mia, a tiny beachfront campground sitting on a northeast-facing pucker on the inland coast of Peron Peninsula, surrounded by the blue-and-green waters of Red Cliff Bay.

When we first arrived, Monkey Mia was a remote fishing camp scratched into the dirt and sand, with few amenities and no luxuries. A noisy generator ran all day, providing electricity to about fifty powered campsites: squares of dirt with outlet posts into which people could plug their RVs. Farther along were cheaper, unpowered campsites for backpackers. A temperamental pay phone hung in a booth under the radio antenna at one end of the grounds. A spare brick building, the “ablution block,” housed toilets and showers featuring salty water.

Denham, a sleepy little fishing village eighteen miles away on the other side of the peninsula, was the closest town, but with no car even that seemed remote. Denham had two shops, one of which doubled as post office. Mail was flown in twice per week to Denham International Airport, a short strip of dirt and a corrugated tin shed. Denham also featured a pub and church and a small golf course carved into the red dirt.

Leaving our gear in a heap, we located Wilf and Hazel Mason, the proprietors of the camp, whom we had corresponded about our visit. Wilf and Hazel had moved to Western Australia from Queensland in 1975. As permanent residents, they had fallen in love with the dolphins and had begun to recognize the potential tourist attraction that could be developed. Wilf, in his early sixties, sported a protruding beer belly, a bright red sun-tortured complexion, small gleaming eyes, and pure white hair. He worked incredibly hard, long hours to keep the camp, such as it was, up and running. Hazel, a small woman with huge brown eyes set over a mouth prone to scowling, tended the small shop where visitors could purchase frozen milk and bread, a can of beans, or a chocolate bar.

Monkey Mia was inhabited by a small group of “regulars,” retired folks (we referred to them as “the oldies”) who had been coming to Monkey Mia for a few weeks or months each year for as long as anyone could remember to fill their freezers with fish and enjoy Shark Bay’s charms. They were all friends with a history of sharing the camp and looking out for one another. They were also a somewhat insular bunch who looked upon newcomers such as ourselves and the expanding crowd of tourists with some disapproval. They had grown accustomed to having Monkey Mia to themselves, and in their view, the attraction was fish and peace. The
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