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Praise for Kings of Their Own Ocean

‘Karen Pinchin has written a moving, vivid, often heart-pounding narrative of the love, greed and dramas surrounding the lives and deaths of a fish upon whom human fortunes rise and fall – each an individual animal who surely loves his or her life as much as we love ours. Kings of Their Own Ocean is a moving and ultimately hopeful story, reminding us that if we are honest and we are wise, we still may save the denizens of our imperiled seas’ 

Sy Montgomery, New York Times bestselling author of The Soul of an Octopus

‘A new look at the beauty and the importance of an ancient fish [that] asks where we should go from here’

New Yorker

‘Ms. Pinchin writes acutely about the codependence between fisheries science and politics … It makes for good storytelling, as well as a point of entry into Ms. Pinchin’s deft portraits’

Wall Street Journal

‘The people in Kings of Their Own Ocean are portrayed in all their rich human complexity, a quality that sets this  book  apart’

Science

‘Turns out a would-be biography of an Atlantic bluefin tuna  can be riveting. Especially when you bring its unlikely two-time catcher into the mix and make it a story about the precarious state of conservation efforts’

Globe and Mail




Dedication

For my father, Don Pinchin,

a

star

on

the

sea
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Epigraph

Dead

in front of me,

catafalqued king

of my own ocean;

.....................................................

a well-oiled ship of the wind,

the only

true

machine

of the sea: unflawed,

undefiled,

navigating now

the waters of death.

—PABLO NERUDA, “ODE TO A LARGE TUNA IN THE MARKET”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

In this book, I use the terms “fisherman” and “fishermen” to refer to both men and women engaged in the act of catching fish, despite the fact that those labels largely obscure the latter’s massive importance within global fisheries. (Women compose half the world’s total working population in the seafood industry.) Throughout my reporting, many women I interviewed expressed preference for the moniker; I have also used the gender-neutral “angler” when appropriate.

For clarity, I’ve used imperial pounds for fish prices and weights, reflecting current industry practice in many parts of the world. Otherwise I’ve used metric units—tonnes, for instance—throughout.





PROLOGUE

AN ENDING
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In the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, between swells of blue-gray water, the sky is a dome over a dinner plate, vast and variable. The horizon’s flatness cleaves a line through the elements, a trick of perspective obscuring the earth’s true curvature. On an unpredictable sea, the permanence of that line, its physical declaration of up and down, anchors a reality a seafarer can cling to, a reality without which she—or you, or I—could lose herself.

At exactly 45° west longitude, between the coasts of North America and Europe and hundreds of kilometers from the nearest land, there’s another line. This one cuts the ocean perpendicular to the horizon and runs vertically from surface to seafloor. Plummeting downward along this vertical cross section, dropping through watery layers, white sprays are tossed from wave tops; clouds of plankton and krill drift languidly; the sunlight fades and eventually disappears. Spidery starfish creep along the sandy seafloor past lurking wolffish. From spitting surface to deepest undersea canyon, these strata take shape in my imagination like a painting in one of my son’s picture books.

Ever since this line at the 45° west meridian was invented by humans, it has dictated the fortunes and fate of Atlantic bluefin tuna, one of our planet’s most spectacular and vital apex predators. The line is also entirely theoretical, except to the extent that it controls a billion-dollar industry and has allowed humans to run roughshod over one of the world’s most contested species for decades.

Atlantic bluefin tuna, Thunnus thynnus, have lived for millions of years in our physical world and captured human imaginations long before the written word. Ancient peoples trapped bluefin in shallows and killed them with rocks and sticks; Greeks and Phoenicians immortalized the economically important fish in art and theater, and even stamped its image on early currency. Bluefin are “charismatic megafauna”—a category of large, big-eyed beasts including elephants, lions, and whales that serve as placeholders in the public imagination—and have come to represent the health of our oceans and the overfishing that besieges them.

Compared with floppy, schooling fish, giant bluefin are more machine than fuel, more predator than prey. I was in my mid-20s when I first saw one in person, and it fit my idea of “fish” as much as a dinosaur resembles a chickadee; there was, from that initial impression, a problem of scale. The largest tuna ever caught weighed 1,496 pounds, if you can imagine a grand piano shaped like a nuclear weapon. To stand beside a just-landed giant bluefin, still slick from salt water, feels akin to standing beside a natural marvel like Niagara Falls or an erupting volcano. There’s beauty, but also danger.

Every late summer and early fall, schools of gorgeous, massive bluefin rocket along North America’s Atlantic coast. They are an advanced rod-and-reel sport fisherman’s fish: catching one requires time and a full set of pricey and intensely specific gear, including a volleyball-sized brass reel built to handle a tuna’s heft. Some fishermen call bluefin “marauders”; others, “racers.” The genus name Thunnus, after all, comes from the ancient Greek word θύνω, or thuno: rush.

Throughout the mid and late 1970s, the world’s three bluefin tuna populations—Atlantic, Pacific, and Southern—plunged globally because of rampant overfishing, largely due to demand for the sushi-grade fish in Japan. In 1981, two dozen tuna-fishing countries made their first move to restrict the trade, drawing a line down the middle of the Atlantic Ocean during a meeting hosted by the Spanish government in Madrid. That line ran from the southernmost tip of Greenland, zigzagged around Brazil’s rocky bulge, then progressed south off the map toward Antarctica. Starting the following year, all bluefin tuna caught to the right of the line toward Europe and North Africa would be considered “eastern” fish, while all to the left would be “western.” At the time, prevailing scientific thought held that the powerful, warm-blooded fish largely gravitated back to the coastlines where they were born, with eastern fish spawning in the balmy Mediterranean and their western counterparts in the Gulf of Mexico.

Overnight, this conceptual line transformed the fisheries for Atlantic bluefin tuna. Toward the European side of the Atlantic Ocean, harvests remained a free-for-all with no quotas on how many fish could be caught and killed for the countries that had historically fished those waters. Toward North America, for countries including the United States and Canada—and for historical reasons, Japan—not a single fish, other than those purportedly caught for “scientific purposes,” could be legally caught. Called the two-stock theory, this understanding of how tuna breed and migrate, as two almost entirely separate populations, set the stage for how Atlantic bluefin have been protected and managed for the entirety of my lifetime.

Growing up in a leafy suburb abutting Lake Ontario, I learned how to catch and gut a fish before I knew how to blow-dry my hair or paint my nails. My father, Don, a successful businessman and scientist, had spent his own childhood angling on rural rivers and lakes with his farmer parents and wanted to pass along his love of fishing to me and my two younger siblings. We spent summers jamming oozing worms onto hooks, threading bobbers, and paddling to find the best fishing holes. Fishing, he lectured, was a controllable craft and act of human will, hypothesis testing, and logic—with results you could eat for supper. In this and other ways, raising us alongside my chemist mother, he tried to teach us about the immutable final authority of science. In contrast, I wanted to write poetry or maybe books, captivated by our world’s living systems and its nuanced, pulsing rhythms. My parents rolled their eyes at my earnestness.

Still, I refused to give up my dream of being a writer. Curious about food, I enrolled in culinary school and used that training to write about chefs and restaurants while earning extra money cooking and catering. Once, a fisherman supplied a three-foot-long bluefin tuna to a restaurant where I worked, forcing me to search online for an instructional video on how to butcher the pricey fish. Before inserting my razor-sharp knife along its backbone, I stroked its metallic, glossy sides, marveling at its heft and beauty. With dense, red flesh, it was nothing like the flimsy perch and bass I had grown up catching. Once I had cut and vacuum-sealed the bluefin’s slabbed steaks, they all sold out within hours. I scraped extra flesh from the carcass with a spoon and used it to make a marinated Hawaiian poke. I heaped the unctuous result onto tortilla chips, the richness of its flavor mingling with salty soy sauce and fiery chilies. I felt thankful, and lucky.

In my early 30s, in the months before I gave birth to my son, my father was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. I found out he was dying on an unexpected video call from my family, who had gathered to break the news. It sucked me under, swamping me with the cosmic unfairness of receiving new life just as the universe demanded one in return. Cancer doesn’t run in our family; my father didn’t smoke or drink heavily. There seemed to be no logic to it, no equations or science that could explain the loss we faced, even as a new child grew inside me.

Throughout his career, my father had worked to prove himself to the world, to his own small-town farmer parents, to himself, to us. He recited ancient poetry from dining room chairs—his specialty was Lord Byron’s “The Destruction of Sennacherib”—collected antique maps and clocks, tore branches loaded with cherries from abandoned orchards and passed them around our car as he drove. He was always blunt and sometimes cruel. He could be a hard person to love.

Pancreatic cancer left my formerly vigorous father jaundiced and irritable, but it was an aggressive glioblastoma brain tumor that eventually hollowed him out. The last time I saw my father was on a sweltering summer day in the city of my birth, my newborn son in my arms. My father died before I had the chance to understand him, the loads he carried, or the invisible energies that spurred him forward. His absence left me unmoored, setting my sense of home and belonging adrift.

Two years after that hot, sad summer, I started a master’s program studying science journalism in New York City. My husband, son, and I moved to the Upper West Side on an August day laced with the smell of linden blossoms and melting pavement. Within academia I wrote about the ocean and climate change, about the death and survival of salt-inundated coastal trees, about scientists who studied the North Sea’s smallest currents. Recollections of my parents’ professional lives that I had walled off from my writing life up to that point came flooding into my journalism: playing with windup toys on the floor of my father’s office while he worked on a Saturday; my mother performing experiments and floating in zero gravity on flights at the Johnson Space Center.

My parents allowed their careers to seep into our lives in small ways, like my mother’s uncanny skill at tempering chocolate and my father’s ability to toss a fishing line into a riverside pool in the exact spot where he knew bass would be resting. He skillfully steered our canoe, holding monofilament line between his lips, waiting for a telltale tug of a biting fish. He thought nothing of pushing a barbed hook through the lips of leopard frogs he’d catch with cupped hands on the shoreline. He kept those frogs alive on the end of his hook so their kicking legs attracted the biggest muskellunges and pikes. We ate those fish for supper after he gutted them on the dock. We poked through their slimy stomach contents to make sure we were using the right bait for the season.

[image: ]

ONE SUNDAY AFTERNOON while walking in Manhattan with my husband and toddler, my cell phone rang with an out-of-the-blue call from a marine scientist named Molly Lutcavage. I had emailed her the week before, curious about her work tagging bluefin tuna off the northeastern coast of the United States near the historic port of Gloucester, Massachusetts. We had never talked before, but she jumped into the call as if we were longtime collaborators. She talked quickly; she told me a story about a bluefin tuna, a scientific tag, and an astonishing discovery. Half an hour later, as my husband fed my son pizza inside a streetside café, I was sitting there on the sidewalk, my back leaning against the café’s cold stone outer wall. With my head crooked to the side, I pressed my slippery phone to my ear above an aching shoulder as I scribbled into a notebook.

Eleven years prior, Lutcavage had been conducting research off the coast of Cape Cod aboard a chartered tuna fishing boat when her team caught an approximately five-year-old Atlantic bluefin tuna. The female fish’s iridescent gray-blue skin gleamed and refracted the light like a scarab. She fought the air, kicking the small, powerful muscles of her tail in bursts as Lutcavage’s team scrambled to keep her still and unharmed. As Lutcavage’s boat bobbed on the waves, the scientist realized they had captured an incredible needle in a haystack: a large tuna that had already been tagged once before. In her back nestled a yellow spaghetti tag, a fish-tracking apparatus named for its long, cylindrical shape. Embedded near her dorsal fin, the palm’s-length tag bore a string of tiny identifying numbers. For Lutcavage, finding the tag felt “like Christmas,” for reasons that wouldn’t become obvious to me for months.

From the moment she saw the tag, Lutcavage harbored suspicions about who had inserted it. Back on land, she confirmed those suspicions, even going so far as to personally call the fisherman responsible for tagging the fish three years prior: Al Anderson. His was a name she knew well. Anderson was an industry-famous skipper from Narragansett, Rhode Island, whose main business involved taking charter clients out on his boat, the Prowler, and catching lots of fish. Unlike on most charters, though, Anderson’s clients didn’t keep most of the fish they caught. Instead, they helped Anderson tag them and set them free, pitching them headfirst back into the open ocean. The other fishermen in his harbor thought it was a bizarre business model, but over the decades, Anderson had built a reputation doing it. He had even won international awards for tagging more bluefin tuna than any individual fisherman in the world ever had—or would again.

It had been more than a decade since Molly Lutcavage slipped that recaptured tuna back into the ocean off the coast of Massachusetts. And she called me that day in 2018 in response to my casual email, bearing news of her most recent scientific success—that the same tuna had, only a month before, been captured a third and final time in the south of Portugal. That meant Anderson and Lutcavage’s fish had traversed the entire Atlantic, defying conventional wisdom and entering the growing ranks of bluefin messing up that orderly, imaginary 1981 line bisecting the ocean into eastern and western zones. She may even have crossed the Atlantic more than once. Lutcavage eventually gave the fish a name: Amelia, for Amelia Earhart, an iconic woman who had crossed the same ocean on currents of a different kind.

From that day, Amelia’s crossing, its implications, and Al Anderson consumed my spare time. The gossamer threads linking him, a fisherman obsessed with fish tagging, to a huge dead fish in Europe gradually entrapped my imagination. I traveled to Fords, New Jersey, Al’s birthplace. I spent hours in the Rhode Island basement where he kept his records and spooled his own fishing line. I listened to stories about Al—of the demons that chased him, of the regrets he carried and weaponized in the service of his own success—and was reminded of my father’s rare but stormy outbursts. I crossed the Atlantic Ocean, hunting for the exact patch of sea where Amelia had been killed, following her path toward the world’s second-largest fish market in Madrid, as well as to Tokyo, where many thousands more of her fellow bluefin end up on the chopping block every year. This story drew me in, spun me around, and spat me out, encapsulating the incomprehensible scale and small cruelties of our modern existence on this planet.
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SINCE THE 1970S, global bluefin tuna populations have surfed the curling edge of collapse. Bluefin tuna flesh is tasty and nutritious, qualities that helped fuel the rise of the Phoenician and Roman empires. Despite making up only 1 percent of the world’s tuna catch—other species include albacore, yellowfin, and bigeye—bluefin tuna makes up nearly two-thirds of its value. Since Mediterranean fishermen employed huge nets to catch bluefin en masse 3,000 years ago, demand for the fish has existed in uneasy balance with its natural ability to reproduce and thrive. And despite billions of dollars spent, decades of scientific research, and numerous campaigns to “Save the Bluefin,” that remains as true today as it was decades ago.

Amelia inspired my own journey into the purpose and meaning of science and its limitations, including an exploration of how far we’ve come—and how far we’ve yet to go. And as I lost myself in the ocean, traveling alongside Anderson and Lutcavage’s fish, I passed signals and signs of greater upheavals: conflict over global fishing rights, bluefin poaching, and the future of our food supply in a changing climate. For years, Amelia crossed the Atlantic Ocean and evaded capture. She ate and spawned and grew. Humans caught her, and then caught her again. Finally they killed her.

Over those same decades, the people who touched her flanks experienced their own triumphs and tragedies, losses and redemptions. If everything my parents taught me about science is true—if facts are indeed the sun around which we all orbit—then puny human emotions can’t hold a candle to the ocean’s scale and its untouchable power. Yet around every bend of this journey, I found both human and animal existences amplified: the exquisite ache of failure; the tightrope walk of existence; serene joy in our planet’s offerings and deliverance; and ultimately how quickly it all can end. What started as a simple fish story showed me a world where bold scientific, commercial, and personal endeavors can crystallize into a single burning vision. But occasionally those visions collide, sometimes leaving their bearers forlorn, other times carrying them to the greatest heights. And often science itself, the tool and technique through which we grasp for certainty in an uncertain world, has little to do with who, or what, wins or loses.

Diving into the history of bluefin and the human communities that have lived alongside the species for millennia, I glimpsed a vision of a reciprocal future, one in which human passions could dovetail with our long-term survival on this planet—a quest that must include the right of wildlife to thrive alongside us. I discovered we all need our own versions of that 45° line: a boundary to anchor us, others to hold us, or even a small sense that this all might mean something in the end.

But before reaching for dry land, we must first enter the sea.





CHAPTER ONE

HOOKED
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Al and Amelia, Their Early Years


When you finally see what goes on underwater, you realize that you’ve been missing the whole point of the ocean.

—DAVE BARRY, “BLUB STORY”



Deep below the surface of Rhode Island Sound on September 27, 2004, a bristling school of Atlantic bluefin tuna sliced above an inky-blue landscape of sandy sea bottom and glacier-sheared boulders. Brothers swam beside sisters, alongside cousins and distant cousins. They were all only a year or two old, but in the depths off Block Island they were already feared. The warm-blooded species has a voracious appetite, and the juvenile fish ate nearly everything they came across—shrimp, deep-water squid, jellyfish—near constantly, and in constant motion, since bluefin must swim to breathe. Their eyes, the sharpest of all the bony fishes’, perceived filtered light from the surface as it dimmed and brightened around them, each night and day like those before.

Within the school, one half-meter-long female fish coasted, her pectoral fins splayed like airplane wings that helped her glide and tweak the power generated by her sickled tail. She had small, chartreuse-yellow triangular points running along the top and bottom of her back and belly in matching rows of prehistoric finlets. Her torpedo-shaped head was smooth, interrupted only by the downward-curved gash of her mouth and dark eyes. She was one of many, and during her lifetime she would be nicknamed Amelia by a scientist named Molly Lutcavage.

Many months earlier, back when she had hatched and grown into a three-millimeter-long larval fish, Amelia’s eyes opened on the warm waters of the Mediterranean. Bluefin tuna spawn only when water reaches between 20 and 29 degrees Celsius. When they do, they breed in the dead of night, between 2 A.M. and 4 A.M., producing milky clouds of millions of eggs and sperm that drift five meters below the ocean’s surface. Once fertilized, each egg measures about a millimeter across and will float on balmy currents for one to three days.

Amelia’s first meal after hatching was an oil droplet contained in her own yolk sac. Her tiny body quickly developed huge black eyes and a digestive system, including a disproportionately large, hinged jaw with a toothsome underbite. Over the next two weeks she grew needle-sharp teeth, a stomach, and gastric glands to eat and digest crustaceans, including the copepods and water fleas that made up her earliest diet. When she struggled to find food, she ate smaller bluefin larvae to survive. By 25 days old, she had developed a swim bladder and a notochord, or early backbone, and started to swim with other centimeters-long bluefin her own size. They ate any fish smaller than themselves, evading predators and growing larger, eventually following their species’ annual outward migration westward to the Atlantic’s cold, nutrient-rich waters.

Sometime between her birth and 2004, Amelia accomplished her first feat of long-distance swimming, crossing the Atlantic Ocean’s entire breadth before arriving off the coast of western Rhode Island. As she matured, she was on track to beat the odds, becoming one of only two of her fellow 30 million fertilized bluefin tuna eggs to make it to full-grown adulthood.

As Amelia cruised the waters off Rhode Island, it was a day like any other. But it was also a day for fishing.

A handful of kilometers away, on that same dark, predawn September 2004 morning, Al Anderson’s hulking black truck sped along the paved road that dead-ended into Narragansett’s Snug Harbor. Its headlights flickered between birch and alder, darkened homes and mailboxes, blurring them into stop-motion. Al had waved goodbye to his wife, Daryl, who flapped back from their porch with her dish towel, and he couldn’t wait to get fishing. Driving down the steep pitch toward sea level, tall, anvil-headed Al, with a wiry mass of black hair and his trademark trimmed mustache, parked in a prime pull-through parking spot beside a drooping tree. He killed the gas and stepped down, eyes scanning the dock for competition, then walked toward his boat, casting lanky floodlight-lit shadows on the dock’s gray, flaking planks. Dried-out iridescent scales glinted in the light under his feet, mirroring the fading stars above. There, in prime position near the diesel pump, rocked the Prowler, the third of Al’s boats to bear the name.

A 13-meter sportfishing craft, this Prowler was bone white, her hull made by a North Carolina builder named Alex Willis. Back when Al had made the leap to fishing full-time, he had spent long days searching the Tar Heel State for the functional boat of his dreams—one he could afford, of course. North Carolina has long been renowned for its curled-lip ocean yachts, and Al knew the boat would likely be the biggest he’d ever own.

That morning in 2004, Al had been hired by charter clients to take them out fishing, which he did nearly every day between the spring and late fall when the weather cooperated. This day promised to be a beauty. Al’s mate for the season, Bryan, was already on the boat, and their clients were set to show up at any minute.

Those clients—32-year-old Jason Williams and his brother, David, and father, Richard—woke up that morning on musty-smelling mattresses at a nearby motel. The place was “kind of a dump,” Williams told me, but it was close to the harbor. He had contacted Al by telephone a few weeks earlier after reading an article penned by the longtime charter captain about catching bluefin on a lightweight fly rod. Back then, Williams spent every spare waking moment either going on or planning fly fishing trips, and in the fall of 2004, huge numbers of bluefin had shown up just west of Block Island, powering within a strip of water known as the Race. So Williams took the bait, convincing his father to cover the $400 deposit and pay Al’s higher-than-average $1,350 group fee.

As they got out of their car and headed to the marina in darkness, Williams walked toward the ocean. The wind barely whispered, blowing at less than five knots from the southwest. From the dock, Williams caught a glimpse of Al standing in the Prowler’s wheelhouse. “Go ahead,” Williams told his brother and father, who followed his instructions, striding down onto the pristine white of the Prowler’s deck.

Descending from his perch, Al moved toward them, his arms spread wide. Williams immediately knew they weren’t being welcomed. Instead, they were being pushed off the boat. “He hadn’t invited us on yet. He just came walking at us and shoved us back off,” said Williams. “It wasn’t like, ‘Good morning.’ It was like, ‘All right, you guys get off the boat and I’ll tell you when to get on the boat.’” Walking backward, the shocked fly fisherman thought, “Holy shit. This is going to be a long day.” The moment hung in the air, the three clients standing awkwardly on the planks. A beat passed. Then another beat, and as if nothing had happened, Al smiled and genially waved the group aboard.

By 6:30 A.M. the Prowler had powered out of the harbor. Over the roar of its dual motors, Al yelled for Jason, who carefully picked his way toward the helm. To his relief, Al only wanted to chat fishing. Previous trips that week had gone well, the old salt boasted with enthusiasm, and he had high hopes for their trip. At one point, Williams caught himself staring at Al’s face, lit red by the dim glowing lights of the boat’s crimson instrumentation and cockpit lights. It felt more cozy than spooky and was an effect in a fishing cabin he had never seen before. The barely visible lighting made perfect sense; red light doesn’t kill your night vision, and the low lighting signaled to Williams that this was a boat devoid, as he felt, of “bullshit.” Obviously Al knew what he was doing, and had done it thousands of times before. And the Prowler was immaculate: there were no buckets lying around full of rusty fillet knives, no smears of desiccated fish blood left on the deck.

Less than an hour after leaving the harbor, they arrived at that day’s fishing grounds, a popular spot called the Mud Hole. Al motored until he found a spot he liked, looking for fish on his sonar and carefully analyzing the currents that pushed around them. Once floating atop a patch he felt good about, Al killed the big engines, allowing the boat to drift as he and Bryan double-checked their rods and lines. That day, in addition to Williams fly fishing with his own gear, the group fished from standard rods and reels spooled with green monofilament, a single extruded nylon strand Al favored for its strength and near transparency underwater.

The lines’ ends were tied with four-ounce diamond jigs, each with an elongated bullet shape and four light-catching sides with a hook on the end. “Diamonds” have been handcrafted by enterprising fishermen for more than a century; they are simply dropped into the water, where they fall vertically, flashing like a small fish when pulled behind a drifting boat or reeled in. They’re often used to catch black sea bass and bluefish. Here he was, chuckled Williams to himself, trying to land a mighty marine predator with a rod a kid could lift and tackle he could buy at any basic tackle shop.

First, Al needed to let the tuna know where they were. To do that, he and Bryan chummed the water, dumping chunks of creamy-fleshed butterfish behind the boat. Within moments of their first line hitting the water, the Williams men started pulling at strikes on their rods, hauling juvenile bluefin tuna into the boat by the dozens, feeling the adrenaline hit as they hauled on the reels over and over again. They couldn’t believe their luck. The one- and two-year-old fish hanging from their hooks were nicknamed “footballs” for their prolate spheroid shape and size but were denser than they looked and fought hard. Williams savored every second of the action. He felt the tips of the rods jerk in his hands with every strike, bracing his feet and stomach, sensing tension on the line as he fought each fish. The reel spun every time it ran from the boat, his rod tip bending like a weighted willow branch toward the water.

During his first phone conversation with Williams, Al had made himself clear: unlike most charter clients, their group would keep only one fish. Even if they could legally keep more, if it were up to Al, they would catch as many as they could and then tag and release them all. To be sure, most clients returned with wet bagfuls of fish to feed families and friends, to brag about at backyard barbecues over beers. But what Al really wanted to do out on the water was to mark as many fish as possible with tiny bits of numbered plastic, set those fish free, and wait for the data to flow in. And that particular day was on track to be one of his greatest yet for tuna tagging.

Two years earlier, Al had re-caught a bluefin tuna he had previously tagged himself, an experience that fanned the flames of his obsession. Daryl recorded the moment in Al’s tidy annual logbook, a lined dossier with a black-and-white mottled cover and pages that crackled with ink running from margin to margin. With every year he fished, those logbooks piled up, their spines and contents bulging with successes and failures. Since his first days of tagging fish, Al once wrote in an unpublished memoir, he had long hoped to beat the extremely slim odds that he, a single fisherman, could catch the same fish twice.

“How naïve I was!” he wrote in 2018 of those early hopes, wryly noting that it “only” took 36 years of bluefin tagging for it to happen. On the occasion, officials at the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) told him only a dedicated tagger could ever hope to recapture a bluefin they themselves had marked before. “The simple satisfaction of recycling this particular fish makes all the effort over the years worthwhile,” he said. “You can’t imagine how good that feels.” Accomplishing a feat that few anglers could fulfilled a primal need in Al; he wanted to feel remarkable, and to know that through hard work, preparation, and grit he could accomplish something extraordinary.

That September day with the Williams family was the type of fishing day Al dreamed of: calm and sunny atop a gently rolling ocean that hadn’t yet lost all its summer heat, with a seemingly unceasing well of fish eager to take the bait. After the first few fish, Jason Williams couldn’t believe how many they were catching. “I’m going to sound like an idiot,” he said as he and I discussed his hazy memories of that day, “but you’d get bored before you’d get tired.” More than once, he and his brother or father were fighting a fish simultaneously on different rods as their tips arced toward the ocean’s surface and each hard-fighting baby bluefin below.

To start the tagging process, first Al would scoop each tuna out of the water using a net designed for striped bass. (The comically small net struck Williams as ingenious. Imagine a mighty bluefin tuna in that itty-bitty net!) Moving smoothly to hold the slapping tuna steady, Al would use a swift strike from a tagging stick to insert a thin, round yellow spaghetti tag near the back of each fish’s larger front dorsal fin.

After long moments spent gasping for air, each tagged fish needed to get back in the water as quickly as possible. With his strong right hand holding it firmly by the body, Al would drop it nose-first into the chilly water. Some fishermen simply toss a fish back overboard, but if it lands tail-first it can fall into shock and die. Those dead fish drift down past their schoolmates, the wasted charnel of human recreation. Later, standing at the Prowler’s console, Al would officially record the weight and length of all the fish he caught on tagging data cards, which he’d then mail back to the NMFS.

“Few in the New England charter fishing industry have ever understood the advantages (immediate and longer range) to assuming their logical roles as stewards of the resource(s) on which their very livelihood depends,” Al wrote in his 2012 book, Island Stripers. Over the years fellow skippers ridiculed him for his fish tagging, even taunting him for passing up a lucrative local black-market trade in selling undersized tuna to hungry Rhode Islanders. “If that was their attitude—if, that is, they measure a day’s fishing against its yield in dead meat (much of it destined for freezer burn and, ultimately, the landfill)—I wanted no part of it (or them).”

[image: ]

NOT MANY PEOPLE in Al’s life ever knew, but his brash outward persona had been shaped by a deeply painful childhood and a recurring fear of being abandoned. Memories from his early life haunted him and, according to those who knew him best, formed the foundation of his single-minded dedication to success that eventually sparked his fascination with fish tagging and bluefin tuna.

Al was born in 1938, sandwiched by the Great Depression and the Second World War, the only child of Arthur and Isabelle Anderson. Throughout Al’s infancy and toddlerhood, his father couldn’t find steady work and picked up side jobs for cash. His mother was prone to long, awkward silences and outbursts, and she struggled to hold down a job; sometimes she spoke in tongues or went on meaningless rants. Many in their New Jersey neighborhood whispered behind her back.

The year Al finished third grade, his parents abruptly separated. His father insisted on keeping Al but couldn’t stay in his mother-in-law’s home, where the family had lived for all of Al’s early life. Suddenly homeless, Arthur packed up his son and a few small bags and the pair started sleeping in the family car, which he parked on the periphery of public parks and alongside abandoned beaches. After some weeks, Al caught a terrible cold that forced the pair to move into a big, drafty house owned by Al’s paternal grandfather, a home already occupied by one of Arthur’s brothers and two of Al’s cousins. Father and son bunked together in an attic bedroom on the third floor, which, in the frigid, Atlantic-blown winters, struggled to catch heat from the basement’s coal-burning furnace. In lieu of rent, Arthur’s father tasked him with keeping the boiler lit; nine-year-old Al cleared the ashes every morning.

During that winter’s coldest moments, Al dreamed of spring and adventures of warmer weather. By six years old he had already fallen in love with fishing. He adored the restful rhythm of sitting by a pond, of dropping his line into the water and pulling up a fish. On Al’s favorite, most hopeful days, his mother would pick him up from school in an old inherited Plymouth and they’d drive to nearby Fords Park. There they’d sit, side by side, eating sandwiches as Al fished with a stick, string, and a small ball of bread skewered on a bent pin. He caught nearly every sunfish in that pond.

With access to both saltwater ocean and freshwater lakes and ponds, most midcentury New Jerseyans could try to catch a fish for dinner when the urge struck. It was a time without recreational or commercial fishing limits, so the only true cap on one’s catch was time, patience, equipment, and how many fish could be carried home. Before the arrival of factory freezers and deep-sea sonar, the ocean off North America’s Atlantic coast teemed with life. A hundred years after John Cabot arrived on Indigenous-inhabited Turtle Island—the name given to North America by many of its First Nations—British fishermen reported schools of cod “so thick by the shore that we hardly have been able to row a boat through them.” Just off the eastern seaboard, flocks of birds shadowed enormous runs of fish sprawling millions of cubic meters, chasing tiny, oily, ecosystem-sustaining fish like herring and mackerel as well as the giant tuna and sharks that pursued them.

In the years following the Second World War, steam- and diesel-powered ships swiftly replaced fishing under sail as the dominant technology, and shipbuilders equipped many of these new vessels with trawling and dragging nets that could catch thousands of fish at once. They scooped up fish from the water column across huge distances or scraped seafloor-dwelling fish, like flounder, off the ocean bottom. With some scientists startled by the high rate of extraction, this era also birthed the science of fisheries management, which was, essentially, the mathematical modeling and prediction of the health of aquatic species in proximate environments and ecosystems. In 1931, America’s federally funded Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution (WHOI) commissioned its first vessel specially built for marine scientific research, the 43.5-meter-long sailing ship Atlantis. It was later joined by Asterias, a hard-pine commercial-style boat, and the Albatross III, a former fishing trawler. While aboard, WHOI researchers studied populations of groundfish like haddock, hake, and fluke offshore to better understand the valuable and heavily fished species.

In 1952, scientists with the US Fish and Wildlife Service’s technological laboratory in Boston used an experimental trawler named Delaware to invent a technology that could freeze fish at sea. The technique offered a “practical solution to the dream of deep-sea fishermen,” declared American fisheries technologist Harris W. Magnusson at a 1953 conference in Stockholm, “to deliver a capacity load with … uniformly high quality and … the highest prices.” This new invention relied on a rotating system of 11 round wire-mesh baskets, each 2 meters long and 0.6 meters in diameter, that rotated through an ice-cold tank of salted brine. Each basket held up to 500 pounds of freshly caught fish, and the system could freeze up to 770 pounds of fish solid every hour, which were then slid, via a chute, into the trawler’s 100,000 liters of cold storage—about the same volume as 10 cement trucks. Once workers transferred the fish off the vessel into canvas baskets used at Boston’s bustling fish pier, they were held in a warehouse and eventually thawed in vats of fresh water. Filleted in factories, the previously frozen fish produced “uniform, high-quality, marketable, and delectable filet[s],” wrote Magnusson. Thanks to this new process, entrepreneurs could catch and store fish and ship them to towns and cities hours away. The change represented an upheaval for fishermen who, since Cabot’s time, had been forced to rely on either selling fresh fish locally or preserving fish using time- and labor-intensive techniques like canning, smoking, salting, or drying.

As Al’s family struggled to keep food on the table, the young angler quickly learned that he could help with dinner and earn praise on the side by catching fish. After more than a year spent living with his father in the drafty attic, 11-year-old Al moved back in with his mother, who had found secretarial work, and moved with her to nearby Metuchen. Every day that first summer, he hopped on his bike and pedaled 2.5 kilometers by himself to Roosevelt Park to fish in its lake. Going out in the morning, at noon, and even sometimes after dark, Al observed the rhythms of each species, the food they liked, the behaviors that drew them to his bait. He caught perch, the occasional largemouth bass, and at least a few weeks’ worth of early-season stocked trout every spring. When he finished fishing for the day, he hid his crude, cheap tackle in the lakeside scrub and pedaled home, bearing the best, plumpest fish for his mother to cook for dinner.

In the 1950s, Fords, New Jersey, sat at the crux of two newly built superhighways—the New Jersey Turnpike and the Garden State Parkway—and had recently started to reap the rewards of the accompanying boom. By the middle of the decade, Al’s beloved uncle Harry Bernau had landed a plum position collecting tolls on the parkway. In their spare time, Harry and his wife, Lillian, ran a small home business making and repairing saltwater fishing rods in their basement. From the sidelines of the Bernaus’ workshop, Al would watch, rapt, as his uncle bound fiberglass poles with thread, firmly tying metal line guides onto the rods with tight loops. Lillian, with her steady hand, then coated the thread with layers of clear lacquer to hold the line guides fast. In that basement, Harry built his own metal lures, designed to dip and wobble in the surf to attract the attention of curious striped bass. When Al finally convinced his uncle of his serious interest in fishing, Harry helped him buy a new state-of-the-art spinning reel, a black, riveted device with an embossed Garcia Mitchell logo in curling script.

As Al found solace with his uncle during those troubled years, his extended family began to pressure his father, Arthur, to make a fresh start for the sake of his mentally ill wife and his sidelined son: it was time for him to take responsibility, they lectured. Eventually, Arthur caved and made a plan. One afternoon, he picked up Isabelle and Al, then 14, and drove them back to Safran Avenue, the street where Al had been born, to proudly tour them around a vacant lot. Al found it unappealing and scrubby, a postage stamp of land filled with large trees along a trickling creek. But Arthur had a surprise for Al: he planned to build a house there for the three of them, with the help of his brothers. This was also how Al learned his parents were reuniting.

With their newly re-formed family unit on a tight budget, Al often worked as his father’s only helper. He watched as a backhoe dug the foundation. His father set up string lines for its poured concrete slab and used cinder blocks for its basement walls. Al worked alongside his father and uncles, learning how to use a saw and finish a joint—and that nothing got done unless you did it yourself. Al took that last lesson deeply to heart.

One blustery fall afternoon, Uncle Harry’s brand-new black Mercury sedan rolled to a stop in front of Al’s home. Fords was still in its postwar boom, fueled by demand for labor and materials from nearby New York City, and new houses like Al’s were popping up like weeds in sidewalk cracks. Reaching his destination, Harry stepped out onto the sodden grass in front of a small bungalow. He scanned the house as Al, by then a tall, lanky teen with wavy black hair, opened the front door and made his way down its front steps.

After they’d greeted each other, Harry stood back and opened the Mercury’s smiling black trunk. With a clunk and a swing, Harry revealed his prize: three fat striped bass, so fresh they were still moist. The fish, all as long as a man’s arm, wobbled on opened sheets of newsprint, their bulbous eyes luminous and clear. Al’s eyes widened. Harry had caught them that morning
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