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Author’s Note:
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Three major reef systems suffer the brunt of aquarium trade extraction: Indonesia, the Philippines, and Hawaii. Each is a hub of devastation, as aquarium collectors—low totem grunts in the glass-tank hierarchy—use dynamite, cyanide, and total disregard for species and corals to supply the multi-billion-dollar trade in reef wildlife trafficking. Wildlife is a small fraction of the commerce but drives sales in tanks, stands, lights, filters, chemicals, et al, around the world.

Three governments facilitate aquarium trade extraction because dirty commerce generates money, and money consolidates to power.

Yet each place shows symptoms of rehab and recovery in adaptation to pragmatic politics. Political evolution occurs only when fundamental cogs cohere. Humanity will absolve its self-interest (greed, proliferation, and more, more, more) only when commerce flows for the greater good—only when species and habitats are protected. Reef recovery around the world will ensure that species and habitats are left in place. A common capitalistic option is to “monetize the assets”, to sell out, to liquidate, to convert hard assets into cash. We will not avoid the drive for money and power in this veil of tears, but we might channel those drives to optimal abundance in nature. With foresight and fortitude we might sell and sell and sell again these very same assets by stewardship toward a more prosperous future.

I took all the photos in Dragon Walk unless otherwise noted.

Layout and design of Dragon Walk, the Book, by Keith Christie, who also shot all videography for Dragon Walk, the Movie.

—Robert Wintner, Maui, 2018

You may order prints of any image in Dragon Walk by emailing snorkelbob@snorkelbob.com. All prints will be on museum-grade archival paper mounted on acrylic. Ask for size and price. Custom sizes are available to suit your wall space. As always, all proceeds accrue to the campaign to end the aquarium trade around the world. Give reefs a chance.


In acknowledgment and dedication:
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Many businesses wear green these days, as if they’re doing the right thing for Earth, for the future, for the children, for getting along and singing Kumbaya, my Lord, Kumbaya. What a great song, especially with a campfire and some marshmallows. We’re so easily distracted. But how many nature nuts are on the executive staffs of these businesses? How many put some rubber on the road, call stink on what stinks, and break a few eggs for a Whole Earth omelet?

Snorkel Bob’s has a nature nut running the political show, and a bunch more nature nuts, reefdogs, and animal rights advocates delivering service and quality products—working on business with a mind on reefs. Nothing supports us like healthy reefs with teeming populations. You can’t keep the young’uns back on the farm once they been to town. Likewise, “sustainable” won’t get it once you’ve seen abundance. How do you define sustainable? That bone of contention in Hawaii politics is best left vague, if commercial interests have their way. We think sustainable is an acceptable level of destruction. We think sustainability is a baseline shifted downward to bare minimum, just prior to extinction. Oops.

This book, this Dragon Walk, is dedicated to the ones I love:

For Anita, who covers at all times. For Bubba—I mean Keith Christie—who is nicer than I am, for an artistic approach to videography with nuance and flair. For Joan Lloyd, who musters the troops across the nation and around the world with dynamic presence. For Fernando, Marc, Daniel, Craig, SB managers, staff and gear washers across Hawaii who pump the jam on quality and service every day and then testify for the greater cause. For Carley and Connie, who showed up to testify in person and hit it out of the park—never has a committee so suddenly stopped texting, reading, emery-boarding or staring off to hear the ring of truth from the heart.

For Roz, our Senator, cool in the clutch, available and effective. For Kealoha Pisciotta, Willie and Kaimi Kaupiko, and the Nakachi Moana Ohana for stepping up and speaking out. For Todd Steiner, Peter Fugazzotto, and Turtle Island Restoration Network members across the nation who spoke out!

This is for Jessica, whose composure and precision kept hope alive. For Kaniela, so clearly on the right side of Hawaii reef issues. For Susanne’s statistical support, and the SEEQS kids for taking the baton and speaking out. For Sylvia, steadfast and willing to succeed. For Shan, colleague, friend, bridge builder, ally, stand-up man, and great guy.

For Peter, a man of faith and truth. For Nancy Biery, who walks the Walk.

And for my dog Cookie, assuring me in the depths of every trough that we will rise to another crest and surf on in as we always do.
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Smiling eyes, lively teeth and a touch of the crazy—dragon moray makes the world a better place.
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DRAGON WALK

KOMODO, INDONESIA
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Electric eyeliner allows Dragon Wrasse to blend into a home reef. She’s called a rockmover wrasse when she gets big enough to flip rocks with her teeth—if she can mature before the voracious aquarium trade snags her. Smaller fish love her for the bounty she reveals.
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Blue dragon nudibranch strolls onto a meal. With an open mind and quick wit, The Joker keeps perspective on the big picture––NOTE: That’s the back of his head.
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Lembeh sea dragon is fat as a hairpin and sways in the current, plucking microsnax from the free flow.
Named for the Lembeh Strait near Sulawesi, Lembeh sea dragon is at home across Indonesia.

[image: images]

[image: images]

Dragon at the gate guards the spirit within.
The world will not end on a bang or whimper or fire or ice. It will end on personal gain—on commercial drive that kills nature.
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My Mandarin Sings
Mandarin fish is a dragonet in the blenny family. His dazzle may attract a mate or predators.
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A Dragon Lady is sorely peeved and in no mood for your crap! And you know who you are.
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Enter the Dragon. Hmm … I wonder what happens to the bad guys.
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Hawaii’s first one-term governor could wilt flowers or contrary opinion. Dragon breath carried as well on TV and radio—on the wrong side of the issues!
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Dragon god Garuda roams the Universe devouring evil doers—and offering solace to his pal Hanuman, the monkey god, who does no evil.
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Whose woods these are I think I know—could be the last knowing of a wayward traveler. For this path leads to a different wood, of dragons.
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Komodo dragon drool is a toxic mix of bacteria and venom below a gaze that promises agony to the last morsel of your ever-worthless body. He can spring on a short burst to maintain the dragon diet, which is you.

Which brings us to the meat of the situation. Cannibal Rock residents have no bones in their noses or a simmering kettle for the guest of honor. Primary hosts here are lizards—100-200 pounders—subject to hunger tantrums. A Komodo dragon can eat 80 percent of its body weight at one sitting, as many reptiles do, and short of anyone else, they’ll eat each other. That’s how the place got named when western sailors first saw the show. Often maligned for greedy, vicious behaviors, humanity learned a thing or two that day in emotionless killing and consumption.
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Cannibal Rock feels unevolved, like a place that time forgot. Dinosaur lizards still swagger like huff-and-puff candidates. Chests out, heads high, they profile in brutal braggadocio, as if tyrants of a lesser cut can heed the warning. “Bring it!” They see you. They stare. Tongues flop like forked kielbasa, sampling your scent. Into the shallows they wade and then swim out to meet you, expecting you to stay for lunch.

The first sailors watched a few dragons tear each other limb from limb. With bacteria and venom rendered neutral on each other, dragon duels go to will—like in a legislative committee, before the votes are counted.

On other prey they lunge or gently turn and bite. When the prey stumbles, in a minute or a few hours, nearby dragons belly up for the rip and tear. Komodo dragons are often fatal to humans. Every human victim suffers because emergency rooms and antibiotics are across open water, and park rangers die each year from dragon bite. Some recover. Most don’t. Dragons feed on ample deer populations in the park, but they can wander into the village and take children. Dragon lore also includes the tourist who did not “stay with the group” as admonished.

Nothing remained but his hat and camera.

Dragon lore got a Hollywood twist when…

Once upon a time a movie star married a minor media mogul. What does a celebrity pussycat give a modern swashbuckler for his birthday? Wouldn’t you know it? He’d always wanted a Komodo dragon photo-op! The tale unfolded in another exotic habitat: California.

The LA Zoo had a K-dragon known to behave, as they say, appropriately, in polite company. The wife told Time magazine, “Phil didn’t know where we were going or why. It was a complete surprise. So we came around the corner and he was like, ‘Oh my god this is so fabulous, I’ve always wanted to see this.’ And the zookeeper said, ‘Would you like to go in the cage? It’s very mild mannered. Everybody goes in there. Kids pet him. It’s fine.’”

Accounts vary, subject to spin and consequence. That is, as editor of a metro daily paper, he was huge, but not so huge as his movie star wife. Never mind. He was very big in Southern Cal. Unscathed in some accounts, figuratively speaking, he only wanted to meet a dragon as a man of means coming to terms with another beast of formidable presence—as a kindred spirit paying homage to the noble beast.
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The coconut wireless pegged the hubby as presumptuous. Who else would enter a closed space with a Komodo dragon for a macho photo op, except for a guy needing to demonstrate dominance over nature’s potential with no regard for the damage caused by zoos and aquariums? The guy wore white tennies. The dragon flicked its big floppy tongue at the shoes—click, click, flash, flash—until the zookeeper advised to please remove shoes; they look like white rats and may smell as gamey, and it’s lunchtime! So the shoes came off, and the guy came on again, barefoot. What came next? The coconut wireless had the guy’s foot on the dragon’s head for the man pose, arms crossed on chest, smug face, etcetera, in another Hollywood demonstration of something or other. The dragon turned and tasted the foot. The wife said, “So there was that hideous moment where the three of us… It’s such a break in reality, it’s so inconceivable that it’s happening, but there’s that moment of stillness where you just stare in disbelief. Then Phil screamed and we heard this crunching sound.”

Did she say reality?
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It reads like a bankable script, as the hero fights to freedom against perilous odds. Time magazine finished with: “Bronstein managed to pin the lizard’s head down with his other foot, but the animal began jerking back and forth in an attempt to maul and eat its prey. Children gathered around the cage’s glass wall, Stone recalled, taking in the spectacle.”

You have to appreciate a good show for the children, but the most lovable, machismo part was the grand finale: “Bronstein managed to wrench the dragon’s jaws open and throw it from his foot, then dragged himself out of the cage as the lizard came at him from behind. The top half of Bronstein’s foot was gone, Stone said, and he was covered in scratches from the animal’s lunges at his back. Bronstein survived the incident and did not press charges, though Stone complained that the zoo allegedly continued to allow close-up encounters with dangerous animals following the incident.”

With casual disregard, superior attitude, failure in humility, marginal, respect, and an ambulance, the swashbuckler went to the hospital for intravenous antibiotics for a few days. Nobody said that he whimpered, but who could blame him if he did?

The cinema elite in LA lay claim to many truths, and in this case they gained front row insight to Komodo dragons and appetite. For better or worse, the movie star and the macho man are no longer hitched.
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Back at Komodo National Park, it’s time for nappy poo, yet sleep gives way to a blink. Mmm—You do look yummy.
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A Komodo dragon mother will deposit eggs in leaves and debris. She’ll return for hatching, but Komodo babies do not hail Old Mom’s homecoming. She comes back for the easy meal; so young, so tender—so good for shoring up the gene pool the old fashioned way. Only those hatchlings emerging before Mom’s return can flee to climb certain trees. Climbing the wrong tree will avoid Mom but not eagles, who also prey on hatchling dragons. K-dragon babies need trees that rot from the top, with trunk hollows deep enough to provide cover from eagles. Maybe cumulative childhood stress accounts for unsavory traits in adulthood here too. Events add up to survival for select critters. Komodo dragons occur on a few Indonesian islands and make Komodo National Park a World Heritage Site, as home to this singular dragon.


Note from Wikipedia: Monitor lizard is the common name of several large lizard species, comprising the genus Varanus, native to Africa, Asia, and Oceania, but now found also in the Americas as an invasive species. Monitor lizards have long necks, powerful tails and claws, and well-developed limbs. The adult length of extant species ranges from 20 cm (7.9 in) in some species, to over 3 m (10 ft) in the case of the Komodo dragon, though the extinct varanid known as megalania (Varanus priscus) may have been capable of reaching lengths of as much as 7 m (23 ft).



Still, a question persists: How did these creatures come to be?

Why would God or any supreme force create such critters? What natural system could warrant this combination of legs, mouth, nose, fangs, forked tongue, toxic drool, and hateful intention with no redeeming characteristic? Personal proximity can be severely hazardous. The natural world is full of life forms noxious to humanity, like the Ebola virus or the plague or crab lice, but those afflictions seem impersonal, microscopic, and indifferent. Komodo dragons, on the other hand, make eye contact.

The message from predator to prey conveys longing and more. Yes, I will eat you.

The sentiment gains flourish on giant lizard stillness and drool: I will show you misery and pain so inconceivable that you will hate your mother for giving you life. You will wish it to end right now, but you will wait to die as we tear flesh from bones—as our germ and venom make your blood gush, as my sheer raw will desiccates your soul.

That may also read like a Hollywood script or video game, but in this case the special effect is not computer generated. Komodo dragons feel satanic, embodying evil in nature.

But if we step back—we being the only species as yet defining God in our image—we may beg a greater question: What or whose values should define evil? Komodo dragons can seem evil to us or to their babies. Or they can seem natural, part of what Stephen Crane called nature’s benign indifference. Komodo dragons are a slice of Mother’s bounty. The K-dragon slice has more gooey center than most other slices, but death by dragon is likely as quick as by any exit.

A Komodo dragon can look like a log till the eye slit opens, just before the lunge. Tourists jump back, shrieking bloody murder, making the pivot to run full speed, becoming middle-age, fat, sleepy, sprinting tourists. Oh, they’ll never believe this one back home. From lethargy to high voltage in a heartbeat, the dragon and tourists join the age-old struggle, trying to make a living, trying to get by. The rangers jump too in sudden-attack response, with forked sticks about six feet long, an inch thick, fending dragons at the neck. K-dragons are low slung, so lateral neck pressure alters a dragon’s course.

That’s in the park proper. It’s a few hours voyage in the greater park to Cannibal Rock, where beach dragons are bigger, shinier, more robust, hungrier, and with tongues more rapidly flopping. They seem rowdier and in all ways beyond forked-stick management, ambling boldly to see if you might stay put so they can come out and eat you. They will walk up to eat you or lunge at you or swim out to the dingy to climb aboard and eat you. Countless times over the years I have counseled against fear in the face of nature. Not this time. One strike of the slimy teeth, and the death ride begins, a short ride or a long one, depending on the pace of fate unfolding. The greater dynamic energy in Cannibal Rock dragons is dramatic and underscores the lethargy innate to captive, well-fed wildlife, as opposed to wildlife in the wild.
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No problem! A dragon ranger could not be happier at work.
THIS is what Sensei meant by lively feet, smiling eyes.
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PJ warned: “Do not get close. The dragons will attack!”

What? They’ll attack Americans?

But this aggression is an act of hunger, not evil. It’s often vicious hunger. But have you ever wolfed a meal? Being dead is easy for most persons. If you’re the meal, you might get a little bit scared on the way. So?

Komodo National Park is about a thousand square miles, but with World Heritage Site status, it remains protected against encroaching civilization. With rigorous protection, it remains bio-diverse, an outpost of wilderness surrounded by commercial carnage. Earth deteriorates with acidification, ocean warming, pollution, coral bleaching, and commercial fishing of such abysmal magnitude that even protected areas feel the brunt.

One island in the park has a cellular tower so modern adventurers can check their messages or text their brokers: Buy! Or maybe Sell! The evil truth is that nobody gets too far from the most vicious threat to nature: civilization. Oh, the naysayers will call me, Snorkel Bob, a Mennonite extremist for castigating cell phones, of all things. What harm are they? But I ask what harm would there be in true removal from that which is known to that which is still a mystery.

The world and K-dragons are both evil at times. A huge hotel chain may be sizing up these beaches for perfect getaway resorts with Wi-Fi access and a gift shop selling incredible wooden dragons for an average Indonesian’s weekly wage. A real live Komodo dragon could be on display in secure confinement, so that every member of the single species unyielding to nature might remain secure. How bad could it be, as baselines shift to accommodate greater access, comfort and convenience?

Leafy sea dragon in the drift of being is a moment interrupted by the voracious aquarium trade. Hobbyists and public aquariums pay $15,000 each for leafy sea dragons who will never return to the home reef.

[image: images]

www.davidfleetham.com

Civilization also eats its young, devouring wilderness with equally sinister appetite. Corporate spokespersons seek to develop or extract resources. They open with a smile and spew into the death ride.

We interrupt this program to recall a radio show on Maui. The host bought a time slot to demonstrate community know-how in his bid for election to County Council, to show what a good guy he was. He asked me on to talk about reefs.

Okay.

Two developers were there, also great guys; so nice, jovial, bright, and cheery. Okay. But they sought to develop Olowalu with homes in the very best taste for a select few lucky buyers. The developers would also build a tastefully elegant shopping center to serve them. Olowalu is just above the healthiest reef remaining on Maui. It was a set-up, but even a die-hard cynical sumbitch didn’t see it, until we were live on the air. Then it was tough to miss, with a constant refrain of: You gotta have growth. You can’t have no growth. Without growth you die. Everyone needs growth. Can you imagine no growth?

They left an honest conservationist no choice but to point out that aberrant growth in any organism is called cancer. Alas, that casual shot across their bow was deemed a welcome salute—Ha! They laughed. That’s a good one! They agreed. See! You get cancer without growth, they chortled. So it was time for the mortars and RPGs. What is it with these guys, trying to touch nature inappropriately and calling it A-OK on a wave and a smile?

Disney excavated wetlands on Oahu’s north shore for a resort development, eliminating vital nursery grounds for many species. They poured concrete. Between buildings and byways rendered safe from nature, they dug a deeper hole for more concrete and filled it with seawater and reef wildlife.

They call it a reef.

It’s not a reef.

It
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