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				For Tamanna—

				nurses and farmers belong together
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			Introduction

			I am a restorative ocean farmer. It’s a trade both old and new, a job rooted in thousands of years of history, dating back to Roman times. I used to be a commercial fisherman, chasing your dinner on the high seas for a living, but now I farm twenty acres of saltwater, growing a mix of sea greens and shellfish.

			I’ve paid my debt to the sea. I dropped out of high school to fish and spent too many nights in jail. My body is beat to hell: I crawl out of bed like a lobster most mornings. I’ve lost vision in half my right eye from a chemical splash in Alaska. I’m an epileptic who can’t swim, and I’m allergic to shellfish.

			But every shiver of pain has been worth it. It’s a meaningful life. I’m proud to spend my days helping feed my community, and if all goes well, I will die on my boat one day. Maybe get a small obit in the town paper, letting friends know that I was taken by the ocean, that I died a proud farmer growing food underwater. That I wasn’t a tree hugger but spent my days listening to and learning from waves and weather. That I believed in building a world where we can all make a living on a living planet.

			
			Fishermen must tell our own stories. Normally, you hear from us through the thrill-seeking writer, a Melville or Hemingway, trolling my culture for tall tales, or a Greenpeace exposé written from the high perch of environmentalism, or the foodie’s fetishization of artisanal hook and line. When fishermen don’t tell our own stories, the salt and stink of the ocean are lost: how the high seas destroy our bodies but lift our hearts, how anger and violence spawn solidarity and love. There’s more edge to fishermen—more swearing, more fights, more drugs—and we are both victims and stewards of the sea.

			So this is my story. It’s been a long, blustery journey to get here, but as I look back over my shoulder, a tale of ecological redemption emerges from the fog. It begins with a high school dropout pillaging the high seas for McDonald’s and ends with a quiet ocean farmer growing sea greens and shellfish in the “urban sea” of Long Island Sound. It’s a story of a Newfoundland kid forged by violence, adrenaline, and the thrill of the hunt. It’s about the humility of being in forty-foot seas, the pride of being in the belly of a boat with thirteen others working thirty-hour shifts. About a farm destroyed by two hurricanes and reborn through blue-collar innovation. It is a story of fear and love for our changing seas.

			But, most important, it’s a search for a meaningful and self-directed life, one that honors the tradition of seafaring culture but brings a new approach to feeding the country among the wandering rocks of the climate crisis and inequality. As fishermen and farmers before me, all I’ve asked for is a job that fills my chest with pride, a working life that my people can write and sing songs about.

			
			I still miss being a commercial fisherman. But that’s over now. Overfishing, climate change, acidification have forced me to change course. Now I have more in common with a kale farmer than I do with fishermen. My life is quiet, constant—working the same patch of ocean day after day for over a decade. I can’t hang out in the same bars: What fish tales would I tell? Would I swagger into the Crow’s Nest, turn up the lilt of my Newfoundland accent, order a stout, and tell a yarn about seaweed? “There I was in fucking flat calm. Reached down with my gaff, hooked a buoy, and up came my kelp, glistening brown wide blades. Fifteen feet. Longest I’d seen it in years. Yes, b’y, it was something to see.”

			I’d be laughed out of the bar.

			
				ABOUT THIS BOOK

				Writing this book was hard. My early years are fogged with drug-fueled violence and adrenaline, and I suspect drenched in over-the-shoulder romanticism. A life seen in reverse is an untidy affair. I struggled with structure. After much wrangling, I decided to weave together five concurrent strands.

				First is my evolution from fisherman to ocean farmer. It was a difficult, emotional birth. I had to rewire my nervous system to new tempos of work, grow a blue thumb, hang out with odd breeds of people, even learn a new vernacular of food. It was a bumpy trip: my first brush with aquaculture left me disillusioned, and I’ve made many mistakes along the way to becoming a restorative farmer, but in the end I landed on my feet.

				The second strand is my rocky romance with sea greens. Like most Americans, I was skeptical about moving seaweed to the center of the dinner plate. Honestly, except for sushi, it sounded kind of gross. But I fell in love with a food lover, and she took me by the hand on a long journey of discovery. We met chefs specializing in making unappetizing food beautiful and delicious, learned about the lost culinary history of Western seaweed cuisine, and tested out kelp dishes on roofers and plumbers. In the book I’ve included a handful of recipes developed by Brooks Headley and David Santos, two of the most creative chefs in the United States, whose work points the way toward a delicious future.

				
				The third strand is instructional: how to start your own underwater garden. It provides the basics for building a farm, seeding kelp and shellfish, and provides tips on farm maintenance and harvesting. It’s not comprehensive, of course, but it might wet your whistle.

				Fourth is my journey of learning. I had a long history of struggling in school, but yearned for a way to understand my life on the ocean within a larger context. So I trace my learning curve through the rise of industrial aquaculture and the origins of restorative ocean farming to the secret strategy to convince Americans to eat kale and the emergence of the regenerative economy. There were many surprises along the way. Who knew that the Japanese consider an Englishwoman the birthing mother of nori farming and hold a festival in her honor every year? Or that during World War I there were 1,500 dock workers making dozens of kelp-based products in the Port of San Diego? Or that McDonald’s pioneered a seaweed-based burger in the 1990s?

				Finally, there is my tale of passing the baton. This didn’t always go well. I swam with the sharks of Wall Street, drowned in viral media, and failed at building a new processing company. But it was worth the trip, because out of the ashes came GreenWave, a training program for new farmers, partnerships with visionary companies like Patagonia in the era of climate change, and a new generation of ocean farmers to take over the helm and release me back to my beloved farm.

				
				You’ll also hear a lot about kelp in the book. On my farm, we’ve experimented with a few different kinds of seaweed, but sugar kelp has emerged as the most productive, delicious, and viable native species in my area. Most of the book will refer to kelp, but know that, every day, farmers, scientists, and chefs around the world are figuring out new ways to grow and use the thousands of vegetables in the ocean.

				Though I include a lot about kelp, I’ve written very little about Asian cuisine. The history of seaweed use in East Asia is well documented, and I could never do it justice. What’s surprising is the largely unknown parallel history—reaching back thousands of years—of shellfish and seaweed cultivation and cooking in the West. At times these two histories intersect, which I explore in the book, but I figured my job as a U.S.-based ocean farmer was to explore my own regional roots, and ways to cook and work with sea greens within the region I know.

				Although I’m an ocean farmer, I am not a fish farmer. The vast majority of aquaculture has entailed humans’ trying to grow animals that swim. Recently, there have been major advances in the industry, but my take—which routinely drops me into hot water with the fish-farming crowd—is that the United States possibly chose the wrong path for ocean agriculture and continues to do so. Over the previous decades, there were countless opportunities to reflect on the unique qualities of the ocean from an agricultural perspective. If the nation had chosen to focus energies on growing restorative species such as seaweeds rather than jailing and feeding fish, we’d have a more sensible dinner plate today. We’d be feeding the planet while breathing life back into our seas, and protecting wild fish stocks while creating middle-class jobs.

				There will be gaps in my story. For example, I am estranged from most of my family, a history that I will address with silence. They are good people; I could have been a better man. And I’ve worked many different jobs in my life. I’ve driven lumber trucks and sold my wood carvings on the streets of New York City. I’ve worked on community-organizing campaigns with coal miners, immigrants, and fishermen, and even did a stint for a politician. But these have all been mere tributaries. Though I have been pushed off the water many times in my life, I have always fought to return. This is a tale of a fisherman’s forty-five-year search for meaningful work at sea. Maybe one day I’ll spin another yarn of my dizzy days on land, but for now I’ll stick mostly to the saltier side of my life.

				

				—

				
				A note about foul language. In his book Distant Water: The Fate of the North Atlantic Fisherman, Pulitzer Prize–winning author William W. Warner tries to prepare his readers for the cultural shock to come:

				
					The fishermen in some chapters swear more than others. No national slights are therefore intended. All fishermen have their choice epithets….Their oaths and swear words are mere interstices—points of emphasis, like raising one’s voice—devoid of literal meaning. The reader should so understand them, and take no offence.

				

				So, before we dive in, let me apologize in advance. I write about the slimy, violent end of things, especially in describing my early years. And I swear a fair amount, always have, which has remained a sore point even at home.

				Convention says I should repent and prefer the sober, inoffensive, and violence-free life—but I don’t. The knife’s edge has been good to me. Making the world a better and more beautiful place isn’t about “softening” for the dinner crowd. It’s about the granular hard work of fighting waves and rolling sleeves up tattooed forearms to work with nature. It’s not about “domestication,” it’s about blue-collar innovation. So leave civility on the docks; hop aboard and revel with me in the profane. It tastes so good.

				
				A few words about word choice. While some prefer the term “fishers,” I use “fishermen” to refer to both men and women who fish commercially for a living. Many have come to this consensus. As Clare Leschin-Hoar, who has extensively covered the fishing industry, explains: “I’ve met many female fishermen…and 100 percent of the time, they have told me they like the term ‘fishermen’; they don’t want to be called fishers.” She says women in the fishing industry see the term as a badge of honor. “They worked very hard to become commercial fishermen, and they want that respect.” I follow their lead.

				To refer to my farming model, I use “restorative ocean farming,” “regenerative ocean farming,” or “3D ocean farming.” This signals my search for a new lexicon for sea-based agriculture. I hate the term “aquaculture,” but honestly, I haven’t yet settled on what to call my type of farming. Same goes for seaweed, which I refer to as “sea greens,” “sea vegetables,” and “ocean greens.” In some of the more scientific sections, you might even see “macroalgae”—that just means seaweed, too. If you have better names, let me know; I’m keeping a list. Also, for all you landlubbers: at sea, rope is called “line.”

			

			
				WHAT IS RESTORATIVE OCEAN FARMING?

				Picture my farm as a vertical underwater garden: hurricane-proof anchors on the edges connected by horizontal ropes floating six feet below the surface. From these lines, kelp and other kinds of seaweed grow vertically downward, next to scallops in hanging nets that look like Japanese lanterns and mussels held in suspension in mesh socks. On the seafloor below sit oysters in cages, and then clams buried in the mud bottom.

				
				My crops are restorative. Shellfish and seaweeds are powerful agents of renewal. A seaweed like kelp is called the “sequoia of the sea” because it absorbs five times more carbon than land-based plants and is heralded as the culinary equivalent of the electric car. Oysters and mussels filter up to fifty gallons of water a day, removing nitrogen, a nutrient that is the root cause of the ever-expanding dead zones in the ocean. And my farm functions as a storm-surge protector and an artificial reef, both helping to protect shoreline communities and attracting more than 150 species of aquatic life, which come to hide, eat, and thrive.

				Shellfish and seaweed require zero inputs—no freshwater, no fertilizers, no feed. They simply grow by soaking up ocean nutrients, making it, hands down, the most sustainable form of food production on the planet.

				My farm design is open-source and replicable: just an underwater rope scaffolding that’s cheap and easy to build. All you need is $20,000, twenty acres, and a boat. And it churns out a lot of food: up to 150,000 shellfish and ten tons of seaweed per acre. Because it is low-cost to build, it can be replicated quickly. Best of all, you can make a living: one farm can net up to $90,000 to $120,000 per year.

				Finally, the model is scalable. There are more than ten thousand plants in the ocean, and hundreds of varieties of shellfish. We eat only a few kinds, and we’ve barely begun to scratch the surface of what we can grow. Imagine being a chef and discovering that there are thousands of vegetable species you’ve never cooked with or tasted before. It’s like discovering corn, arugula, tomatoes, and lettuce for the first time. Moreover, demand for our crops is not dependent solely on food; our seaweeds can be used as fertilizers, animal feeds, even zero-input biofuels.

				
				As ocean farmers, we can simultaneously create jobs, feed the planet, and fight climate change. According to the World Bank, a network of ocean farms equivalent to 5 percent of U.S. territorial waters can have a deep impact with a small footprint, creating fifty million direct jobs, producing protein equivalent to 2.3 trillion hamburgers, and sequestering carbon equal to the output of twenty million cars. Another study found that a network of farms totaling the size of Washington State could supply enough protein for every person living today. And farming 9 percent of the world’s oceans could generate enough biofuel to replace all current fossil-fuel energy.

			

			
				FORK IN THE ROAD

				In 1979, Jacques Cousteau, the father of ocean conservation, wrote: “We must plant the sea…using the ocean as farmers instead of hunters. That is what civilization is all about—farming replacing hunting.”

				Cousteau’s dream—and mine—of hundreds of ocean farms dotting our coastlines is unsettling to some environmentalists, because it represents a new vision for our seas. I’m sympathetic to these fears, especially given the history of industrial aquaculture in the 1980s. But we face a trinity of crises: the leveling of agriculture yields, skyrocketing global population, and plummeting global fish stocks.

				Unlike the climate change deniers sequestered in their congressional bunkers, these environmentalists don’t dispute the facts, but the true significance, the implications, the urgency of the crises haven’t yet sunk in. To keep pace with rising population, we need to produce as much food in the next fifty years as was grown in all of human history. But agriculture already uses 70 percent of the world’s freshwater resources and produces more carbon emissions than all of the world’s power plants combined. As a result, more and more of our food system is being pushed out to sea, and the UN estimates that 90 percent of world fish stocks are already maxed out under the stress of overfishing and climate change. In Asian waters alone, if the world continues at its current rate of fishing, there will be no fish left by 2050. That’s only a few decades from now! Our wild fish cannot continue to bear this burden.

				
				Necessity pushes us to farm the seas, but we can embark on our journey with anticipation and joy. With ocean agriculture still in its infancy, we have an unprecedented opportunity to build a food system from the bottom up. We can avoid the mistakes of industrial agriculture and aquaculture, farm for the benefit of all, not just the few, and weave economic and social justice into the DNA of the blue-green economy, all the while capturing carbon, creating millions of jobs, and feeding the planet.

				Just in time, our seas are here to save us. As Jacques Cousteau said: “The sea, the great unifier, is man’s only hope. Now, as never before, the old phrase has a literal meaning: we are all in the same boat.” Indeed.

				This is our chance to reimagine our dinner plate by inventing a new “climate cuisine,” not around our industrial palate of salmon and tuna, but around the thousands of undiscovered ocean vegetables and shellfish found right outside our back door. Picture hundreds of small-scale ocean farms dotting our shorelines, surrounded by conservation zones supporting wild fisheries and breathing life back into our oceans. A Napa Valley of ocean merroirs, producing ocean vegetables with distinct flavors in every region. Ocean farms embedded into wind farms, harvesting not only wind but also food, fuel, and fertilizers.

				
				In 1962, President Kennedy reflected on our bond with the sea:

				
					All of us have, in our veins, the exact same percentage of salt in our blood that exists in the ocean…Salt in our blood, in our sweat, in our tears. We are tied to the ocean. And when we go back to the sea…we are going back to whence we came.

				

				The time has come to return from whence we came. What a beautiful tale this could be about the return of a prodigal nation. We were founded as a maritime nation; more of U.S. territory is located underwater than above. Every other breath we breathe comes from ocean ecosystems. If the pioneering spirit of the nineteenth century was captured by the instruction to “go west, young man,” then this book is a twenty-first century call for our generation to “head out to sea.”
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			CHAPTER 1

			Thank God We’re Surrounded by Water

			I was born in Maddox Cove, a Newfoundland outport bolted to the easternmost rocks of North America. A couple dozen houses, a fish plant, and a fisherman’s co-op, all brightened with coats of leftover boat paint—oranges, reds, yellows, greens—guiding us home through the fog.

			Our house, a traditional two-story saltbox, was perched on a hundred-foot cliff. It was a sometimes brutal, sometimes beautiful life. Dad believed in hard, heatless living: frozen toilet water in the morning, and oversized down jackets from Canadian Tire. Mom, born in Brooklyn, New York, was delicate and rail-thin, and spent decades shivering against the wind.

			Both Americans, they had crossed into Canada in protest of the Vietnam War. They were in their early twenties choosing between Newfoundland and Montreal, both places with their own promise of romance and adventure. Newfoundland won out, a tack that shaped the course of my life. I might have grown up nibbling croissants and sipping espresso, but instead I was born on the Rock.

			
			Newfoundland became my father’s domain. He was manic and larger than life, and secondhand stories about him litter the outports. The time he cut a house in two with a chainsaw, pulled each half by truck over a mile, and nailed it back together. Or when his boat engine died and he was marooned among the towering icebergs and paddled home. When he ate raw baby seal. When he stopped the drunken slaughter of a pig by a gang of kids who were chasing the poor swine with sledgehammers. And the time he built a barn with no nails and no saw.

			A linguist who studied with Chomsky, he spent months at a time living and working with the Inuit of Labrador. Year after year, he would take the mail boat up the coast, sleeping on the deck, living in the grinding poverty of the tundra. He was a father who lived with the intensity of the true North. He would return home in a swirl of stories: hunting for seal on the ice pack; dogs eating a four-year-old child; his good friend Ken, the bear hunter, shooting at American military jets when they scared away caribou.

			Back in Maddox Cove, my mother was often on her own with two small children. She had to learn to keep house at the edge of the earth. There were no fresh vegetables, so she planted a garden, but was only able to coax potatoes, cabbage, and turnips from the unforgiving rock. She hauled firewood to heat the house, churned butter by hand, and baked mountains of rolls. All the while, she had to be vigilant to keep my sister and me from tumbling over the cliffs. She kept Newfoundland custom, serving fish cakes on Fridays, and looked the other way when neighbors plied me with soda, candy, chocolate bars, and French fries. My mom was cut from different cloth than my dad, but they shared a fearless, open spirit.

			
			Our house was crammed with collected treasures: half-broken antiques that my dad was going to fix one day, huge pieces of driftwood that my mom hauled back from the shore. Dad drove Mom crazy by taking apart engines in the living room, leaving parts scattered everywhere. And there were towers of books. Books about statistics, Cuba, poetry, Sartre. Books of riddles. A book about the Mafia, another on the Japanese game of Go. Engine-repair manuals, mushroom-hunting guides. Eventually it got so bad that they built a two-story-tall bookcase, firmly bolted to the wall, that was designed to be climbed to retrieve a volume. That was our jungle gym.

			In the attic, there were dozens of boxes of cassette tapes. I’d sneak up with my tape player, choose one at random, and listen for hours. I’d hear disembodied voices from worlds apart. Inuit and Gaelic songs. Newfoundland outport stories and reels. Bits of German, French, Italian. A lifetime of hoarding for a linguist.

			Over time the family grew, but not in a straight line. My dad set up a homespun work-release program, recruiting Inuit parolees from the local jail as graduate assistants for the Inuit dictionary he was working on. They lived with us, and their stories became part of the fabric of our family. Nora stuffed my cheeks full of warm cakes two at a time, and made me laugh by dislocating her jaw and pulling her lips over her cheeks and nose. Grace was a quiet, steady hand, helping my mom keep me in line; she went on to become a well-known scholar in her own right.

			Nora and Grace had the haunting gift of laughing at pain. Not at others’ misfortune, just at their own. The tail ends of their stories of beatings by boyfriends or the bigotry of neighbors were punctuated with full-throated belly laughs. I learned to giggle along. And the trait soaked in. Decades later, upper-class New England WASPs would point out my dark habit, worried I had a fetish for pain. I don’t. The Irish sum it up: Gather around you those that have just the right amount of suffering.

			
			When my parents worked in the yard, my sister was old enough to play on her own, but I had to be locked in the “whale pen”—a roll of fishing net staked out in a circle—where I spent hours throwing myself against the sides with all my baby-fat fury, unable to reach the cliffs just beyond my cage. An extreme stutter kept me mute and fiery with rage. The doctors advised teaching me sign language, but Mom pushed hard to unlock my tongue, spending hours playing my favorite card game, Go Fish, while practicing impossible sounds.

			I retreated to the sea, combing the pebble beaches for whale bones and sea glass. The rolling breakers, sharp relentless winds, icebergs floating outside the harbor—this was my comfort zone. One day, in Middle Cove, my mom found me building a wall of beach stones and chattering fluently to the sea. She listened with surprise. The ocean helped loosen my tongue, and I’ve never shut up since. The only time in my life my stutter returned was while dropping acid in my teens.

			As my mom had learned, growing food on the Rock was all but impossible. Vegetables and fruits were shipped to our shelves in the belly of the Joseph and Clara Smallwood ferry, arriving mushy and discolored. Meat was long frozen, passed from province to province, till it hit the docks with freezer burn. The national dish was the Jiggs dinner: a pot of cabbage, turnips, and potatoes simmered for hours, with, on rare days, a hunk of salt beef. It was poor folks’ food, but well loved.

			Years later, on a return trip to Newfoundland, I took an old couple out to dinner at a fancy restaurant on Water Street in St. John’s. They hadn’t been out to eat in nearly a decade and ate Jiggs many nights. They pored over the menu, eyes wide at the seared salmon and prime rib. When the waitress came to the table, the old woman ordered the Jiggs dinner. I had noticed the back of the menu offered up “Favorite Newfoundland Dishes” for the tourists to play pauper for a day.

			
			With a mix of frustration and disbelief, I asked, “What the hell are you doing, ordering Jiggs dinner?” She looked at me with a sly smile. “Well, I wanted to try theirs!” Only a Newfoundland cook can take the mainland’s rotting produce and turn it into cherished cuisine.

			Seafood was a different story. Fish was measured in hours, not days. Shopping for dinner meant a five-minute walk down to the docks for cod, flounder, or bycatch coming off the day boats. Kids sold cod tongues door-to-door for pocket change. When the squid came ashore by the thousands in the spring, we’d run down to the beach to turn them into squirt guns. I’d grab one slippery six-gun in each hand and give a hard squeeze, squirting blue-black streams of ink into my sister’s hair. We’d eat them, too, piling driftwood and rocks to roast squid strips till they charred and curled. A flask of Ballantine’s would soon slide from someone’s pocket, and if the weather held, an old-timer would show us how to hammer out a few reels on the fiddle.

			Our neighbor Mrs. Doyle would trade pickled moose for a jar of Mom’s partridgeberry or bakeapple jam. Hardtack—two-by-four-inch blocks of flour, lard, and salt—was the fisherman’s midday snack. It could break a tooth, but had the shelf life of a Twinkie and softened to sweet mush in a cup of tea. On weekends, Dad and I would head to the cliffs of Middle Cove to hunt for mushrooms. We’d race through the moose trails—Dad did most things at a half-to-full running speed. He’d point to a spruce tree, and I’d drop to my knees, stick my head under the boughs, and pop back out with a bunch of chanterelles. Back home, cooking them in a pan of butter, with the smell of mushroom meat hanging heavy in the air, he’d repeat stories about European tourists who died violent, convulsive deaths because they confused Newfoundland species with their own. As I shoveled in mouthfuls, I’d imagine emergency rooms packed with mouth-foaming tourists strapped to hospital beds, unable to say goodbye to their families.

			
			We were 1980s foodies. When McDonald’s hit the stony beaches of Newfoundland, hundreds of us waited in line. We swarmed from the nooks of our rock: Bay Bulls, Goulds, and Flatrock. Chatting about the future of our island, what we’d order for our first meal. My first time, I choked down two Big Macs, large fries, and a vanilla shake. It was the best thing I’d ever tasted. To this day, when I need a dose of solitary pleasure, I pull into McDonald’s to order a few Filet-O-Fish sandwiches. This need will never die.

			My great-aunt, a lifelong secretary at Standard Oil in New York City, used to mail us monthly packages of toilet paper, paper clips, pencils, and note cards. I still have the fifty-cent pin the multibillion-dollar company gave her on her forty-fifth work anniversary, which she had made into a ring and wore with pride. Every couple years, we’d make the long journey to the States to visit. Off-island, I ate in a panic. After the nine-hour drive and seven-hour midnight ferry to reach the mainland, my parents would pull into an all-you-can-eat chicken place. I ran from the car as fast as I could, leaving my family behind. By the time they came through the doors, I’d already be tearing through a plate piled with wings.

			No surprise that hockey ran bone-deep. Like many kids north of the border, we woke at 4:00 a.m. to practice, and every weekend was taken up by driving game to game. The first non-kid book I read was the autobiography of Wayne Gretzky (my second was a bio of Muhammad Ali given to me by my dad, which I had trouble wrapping my Newf head around). I was pretty good, playing on a team of kids two years older than me, which meant I got to wear an orange jacket with black stripes to school. I was small but disciplined, running drills and practice pucks on every patch of ice I could find.

			
			My favorite hockey game of all time was between the New York Rangers and the Montreal Canadiens. Packed rink, third period, both the crowd and players itching for blood. Down by one goal, and the announcer comes on: “If we score a goal in the next two minutes to tie it up, everyone gets a free hamburger.” We leapt to our feet, fans on both sides, and began to stomp and chant, “Hamburger! Hamburger!” The stands and glass shook. “Hamburger! Hamburger! Hamburger!” The center forward took a shot from the outside, hit the top right corner of the net. Scored. We went crazy.

			As an outport kid, I was bused an hour into the city for school. I was built for the yard, not the classroom. We played marbles and brawled at recess in a playground with no grass, just dirt and gravel mixed with shards of glass. Rain or shine, I’d lie belly-flat in the mud in my tight white T-shirt and brown cords to line up shots of balls ranked as “goat’s eyes,” “normals,” and “ball bearings.” Soon I was banned from classes, because I’d sneak back in covered in filth. My mother was called and told I’d be kicked out unless I cleaned up. She knew the pent-up fury I carried into the classroom, always struggling to follow what others breezed through with ease. Her solution was to bear the burden: each day, at lunchtime, she’d drive an hour to school, bringing hot towels, a change of clothes, and a Swanson’s Chicken Pot Pie. I’d climb into the back seat, strip, and let her wash me down as I stuffed in bites of warm crust, gravy, and meat. A mother’s love runs deep.

			Though classroom grammar and numbers left me isolated and confused, the lessons of the outport did not. We learned at the edge of truth and untruth, where the magic of the cliffs met the raging of the sea. We were taught that injustice must be met with swift and righteous punishment from the story of how the local priest, a massive barrel-chested giant, beat a fisherman to a cowardly whimper for drunkenly beating his wife. We learned the value of blind compassion from the story of how Mr. Doyle, who couldn’t swim, jumped off the pier to save a dog, and then had to be fished out before he drowned himself.

			
			We were a people that salted our words. “Who knit ya?” meant “Who are your parents?” “Fire up a scoff” meant “Make some food.” “Gutfounded” meant “hungry.” “Long may your big jib draw” meant “Good luck.” “Put the ol’ slut on” meant “Put the kettle on the stove.” Television channels used subtitles when our people were interviewed on the nightly news. Buying was a protracted affair. Cultural norms required conversation before commerce could commence. You’d go into the corner store, ask how things were going. Let the owner pass a bit of gossip or a quick health update of a loved one. You’d chat it up, wait for the owner to pop the question: What do ya need?

			History lessons were homespun tales. We were once a self-governed land with our own foreign policy and currency, until a rigged vote forced a marriage with Canada, consecrated on April Fool’s Day, 1949. Families floated their houses across the water when the government shut off supplies in the name of progress—more than 250 outports were emptied between 1954 and 1975. Foreign companies stole our fish while we read books like No Fish, Our Lives. The best-selling album throughout the 1980s had a picture of an oil platform on its cover and was called Original Newfoundland Gold. And surely we were the only country whose nationalist anthem contained verses about “blinding storms,” “wild waves,” and “tempest roars.” Our favorite bar sing-along was “Thank God We’re Surrounded by Water.”

			Firemen, cowboys, astronauts: those were off-island dreams. Where I grew up, it was fishermen who filled my silver screen. They worked in the event horizon, out of reach, and barely governed by the rules of men, and when they hit the docks, laughs and whoops announced their landless happiness.

			
			The allure of the fisherman’s life is the anticipation of each haul—that leaning over the gunnel, not knowing what might be pulled from the sea. Even after decades of fishing, that moment still thrills me: the sound of the hauler straining under weight, the first glimpse of fish as the net breaches, then the delight or disappointment at what’s inside. Maybe it’s the sheer volume of fish, how mind-blowing it is that so many things that swim can be pulled from the sea. Or the sheer diversity hidden in every ocean: sea cucumbers, octopuses, snails, stingrays, jellyfish, corals. And then there’s the haul of men: lost anchors, traps and cages, gloves, and bottles. Every fisherman has a story that captures that moment when the nets break the water. Once, a fisherman told me a tale of the time he pulled a missile up in his nets and the Coast Guard cleared the harbor as he came into port.

			The first fish I caught was a cod. I was probably four or so. My father took me out to Flatrock, a huge slab of sandstone that tilts into the sea. Weather started fine, but switched suddenly to sideways rain. Cast after cast, no bites, just snags. To keep warm, I sipped tomato soup from an army-green thermos my father had packed. It was getting dark, so he told me, equally disappointed, the next was my last cast. Out went my line. I reeled in slow to delay our leave. Then a hard yank, and I landed my first fish. I have a picture of my father and me in the kitchen, holding the huge cod. It was half my body in length, and there was a new hunger in my eyes.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 2

			Saltwater Cowboys

			Just as I was almost old enough to skipper a skiff, my parents shanghaied me off the docks and forced me into a rigged referendum. Dad called us into the living room and told us that he and Mom had been talking and thought it was time to head to the States so we could get into better schools and my mom could find a job. He called for a show of hands—whether to stay or go. For me this was a choice between staying in a glimmering world of sea glass, hockey, and cod tongues, or heading for what I thought was a landlocked tooth-and-claw of a country. I lost, three to one. We piled our things into our orange station wagon, and I said goodbye to the sea.

			We moved to suburban Massachusetts. I was an innocent-eyed Newf kid—good at hockey and hooking cod. On my first day of school, I dressed up to make an impression—rust-colored corduroys, a striped shirt, cowboy boots I’d gotten for my birthday. The suburban kids were ruthless. When I talked, they laughed, unable to understand my Newfoundland accent. It didn’t help that I looked like a 1970s Canadian cowboy.

			
			Plus, I couldn’t keep up with the schoolwork, and at home, things weren’t much better. Since we arrived in the States, my parents’ marriage had been in a bad place, and the family was falling apart. I retreated, sliding down the white working-class ladder. At school, I started getting into fights—first with other kids, then with the principal, finally with the cops at a football game. The school and I agreed: it was time for me to go.

			My girlfriend Stacy and I, locked in a downward embrace, dropped out on the same day and moved into Section 8 housing with her mom. Her mom got us both jobs at the local hospital where she worked, Stacy in the X-ray department, me as night-shift janitor in the emergency room. I was fourteen and mopping up piles of vomit and blood for a living. Pushing a supply cart, changing bedsheets, scrubbing toilets, emptying trash. I wouldn’t see my own family again for months.

			The hospital was up the road from a prison, so pushing a broom was high-octane work. Inmates, handcuffed to their beds, squirmed in pools of blood. One time, a farmer stumbled in to the ER, his pants soaked in blood. He had jumped off his truck while holding a pitchfork, and the fork had stuck into the dirt so that its wooden handle impaled his scrotum up through his innards. He pulled it out and drove himself to the emergency room. Another time, an old man came in after a stroke, has face half paralyzed. I scrubbed the bed next to him, a curtain between us, while listening to him trying to eat his breakfast. It wasn’t working. He’d fork a bite, try to swallow, vomit. “Fucking coward,” he’d growl and try again, spooning his vomit. Tough bugger of a man—wouldn’t surprise me if he was a farmer too. I moved on. He needed to fight this battle alone.

			
			The ER nurses wouldn’t let me be. The first day I pushed my cart into their domain, they swarmed, demanding to know my story. They were all ages and sizes, but all shared a mix of warmth, strength, and irreverence. They made fun of my teenage silence and anger, forcing me to unfurl. I’d join them at the nurses’ station, listening to gossip about new patients, shitty boyfriends and husbands, grim tales of bad sex, frustration with sloppy and arrogant doctors. They were great storytellers, able to slide from ridicule to compassion mid-sentence. During that time in my life, they were my ballast. No wonder I later married a nurse.

			Off the job, I was getting arrested a lot: stealing, dealing, fighting. Even went on the lam for a week, running from the cops after getting fingered for stealing. Too young to drive, I hid under a highway bridge for two nights, shivering in the late-fall freeze. The police were on the prowl, stopping my friends on the streets to find out where I was holed up. On night three, I slept outside a gas station. The temperature dropped below freezing, so I broke into a car and built a fire on the floor of the back seat, kindled by newspaper, a glove, paper cups. I could have blown myself up, but it got me through the night.

			After a few days, I made my way back to Stacy’s house, wading through the marshes, scurrying across backyards and roads after dusk. I hid in the attic. The police came to the house again and again to question her family. On the seventh day, her brother drove me to the police station so I could turn myself in. I was already on probation for assault on a police officer two months earlier. I look back on myself—that stupid, violent boy sitting alone in jail. I logged concussions from fights lost, and I still have scars on my hands from teeth crushed against my fists. There was an uneasy, unrelenting momentum to my life. That night, sitting in my cell, I figured before long I’d be dead or in jail for good.

			
			These were the three-strikes-and-you’re-out Reagan years. Black kids were being thrown into jail by the thousands, but I was playing the role of a white trash suburban kid, so I got pushed back onto the streets. The judge said I deserved a year in juvie, but my parents, who hadn’t seen me in months and couldn’t find a trace of their little Newf in my eyes, pleaded with him. He gave in, and I was sentenced to a regimen of NA meetings twice a week, AA three times a week, once-a-week sessions with my probation officer, and court-ordered therapy.

			I was still too young to have a driver’s license, so I hitchhiked to all the meetings; often my rides got me high. I’d arrive at NA group meetings in a fog. I was the youngest and least experienced of these hungry ghosts, so after the meetings they mentored me in artisanal techniques like dropping acid directly into my bloodstream through tiny cuts.

			After NA, I’d hitch to work, pull my shift, crash, then hitch to an early AA meeting, where I learned from the living dead to drink black coffee and chew tobacco at the same time. Long-winded, stupid, boring stories from the hoarse, wilted, unemployed, and destroyed. I still can’t shake the smell: cigarette smoke curling with hopelessness. I sat in the back, refused to talk; no one cared.

			I lived to work. On the job, numbness faded and the electricity in my blood watered down. School, AA meetings, police: all of it injected fury, revolt, a cruel streak into my veins. But in work—the routine, the physicality, the solidarity—I found a cure. This was my first job, and it was the first time I felt the emotional effect work has on me: the rest of the world fades, the chaos in my brain settles.

			During my second stint in probation, I began spending more time with my mom, who was pushing hard for a new career path. She tried to get me a job as a fireman in Brooklyn, through some friend she
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