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Hello to All:  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The Fishes, the Dreamers, and Me  
 
There is a line in one of my favorite childrenôs 
stories which seems appropriate as a starting 
point : ñé there is no beginning and no end to 
the sea.ò Scuffy the Tugboat , Gertrude 
Crampton ôs classic allegory on what makes 
for enough, was written the year before I was 
born;  and by the time I was three or four, my 
mother  and I had read it so often the covers 
were already nearly worn off. Three years ago I 
gave it, dog-ears and all, to my grandson Rich 
Padgett , whose love of the written word 
marked him, long before his recent seventh 
birthday, as a beautiful mind.  
For there is no beginning and no end to the 
sea: More than half a century I have thought 
about those words, fretted over them with the 
same intensity as with few others, ñGod is loveò 
for instance. And though they remain 
enigmatic, there are moments of clarity when 
it seems as if I can tease from them bits of 
understanding  and insight.   
A vocabulary, as Ernest Callenbach  
reminded us, implies a story of how the world 
works and why; and a sea with neither beginning,             A Bird on the Rock  
nor ending, was as obscure to me as night on the farms of my grandparents in the early                         
1950s; there were no words to touch it. In later years I would learn about such amazing 
aspects of our planet as the water cycle, and a light would suddenly shine.                
Of course there is no beginning and no end to the sea because itôs all the same water  
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everywhere. The water, that element so essential to all life, is indivisible. The same 
wetness that flows so beautifully over Bird Rock Falls in the roaring  drainage of the 
French Broad Riverôs North Fork may one day roll on into the Gulf of Mexico below the 

Crescent City of New 
Orleans. Or it may evaporate 
somewhere around St. Louis 
to become part of a 
cloudscape over the Midwest 
that will empty its 
accumulated self on a 
growing field of Illinois corn . 
There are seeps high up on 
the shoulder of Silvermine 
Bald at 5,980', whose waters 
I still trust well enough to 
sip. If they go undrawn they 
will thread  downward into 
Kiesee Creek and join with 
Courthouse Creek further on  

                              Water without End                                  to become part of a river 
system that ultimately flow s across a vast section of this  country , draining portions of  a 
dozen states. North Fork is a true first  link in that system. The point is that itôs all 
identical, really; each molecule connected to every other like strands of a web, and to 
touch it anywhere is to feel it everywhere, like a thin mesh net stretched easily and 
thoughtfully around the 
fabric of  the world .  
Then thereôs the role that you 
and I have in this. The water 
that I  might  withdraw from 
that Silvermine Bald seep I 
mentioned passes through a 
membrane somewhere in my 
stomach, or intestinal tract , 
and becomes a part of me, 
indistinguishable f rom the 
vessels and tissues and bones 
that are organized around 
this energy system named 
Don. I am thus implicated in 
the process. I am a part of the 
greater whole; the water and I ï                           And the  Sea Rolled  On  
and some other stuff ï are in it together until death us do part.  And, just perhaps, itôs 
more than coincidental that the water in my body and the water in the never -ending sea 
are both saline by an amount that suggests some ancient form of commonality. Again, 
the point to be stressed is that of connection, since by a very easy and direct extension, 
the ñother stuffò includes everything, the entirety of the material realm. Itôs all of a piece: 
bone, tissue, rock, dirt, root, flower, fruit; ñallò means every bit of it: that which is 
interior to me, that which is exterior to me, and that which is somewhere in between.  
And what I do to the rest of everything, I do to myself. Further thoughts on vocabulary:  
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ñallò and ñnoò are very similar words; what part of ñallò do we not understand? 
It is estimated that sometime in this century there will be nine billion human consum ers 
of water on this blue space-marble; that would be a nine and nine zeros. To say it 
directly, thereôs not going to 
be enough water at current 
usage rates for nine and nine 
zeros worth of folks to all do 
what we have been doing up 
to now with the water we 
have; and thatôs only part of 
the issue: every plant on the 
planet ï think corn, potatoes, 
broccoli, spinach ï also 
requires water. I mention 
those four because most of us, 
including me, eat them, as do 
other living creatures that we 
also sometimes eat. So not 
only are we all connected, but 
one of the primary lines of                               By the Shores of Kitchi Gami  
connectivity is good old H2O, and this is not New Age metaphysics; itôs straightforward 
scientific fact . You can be fundamentalist or atheist; it doesnôt matter. 
If I were water and could stand at Head of Passes, deep in the delta, where the integrity 
of the greater Mississippi River is finally broken into several lesser strands, and look 
back upstream far enough through the twists and turns of the great fanning channels 
and beyond, I would be able to see myself trickling off the side of Silvermine Bald. And if 
I turned and looked i n the other direction , out across the last expanses of marsh into the 
open waters of the Gulf of Mexico, where only two years have passed since the horror of 

the Deepwater Horizon 
disaster was visited upon 
these fecund and fragile seas, 
I could easily imagine myself 
a cloud, and rising on the 
great thermals set in motion 
by the intense equatorial 
heating of the Earthôs surface 
by the sun, rising high enough 
so that before my moisture 
was condensed away I could 
lift  my face and see that same 
Silvermine Bald trickle and 
know myself whole and 
complete at every point along 
the way, a great circle with no 

                    By the Shining, Big Sea Water                        beginning and no end. 
It is this awesome connection, this interlacing of earth and sea and sky, of rock and 
plant, and human that Carl Safina  ponders so deeply and expresses so eloquently and 
with such bell-clear clarity, wrapped in a grace and humor that often borders on irony.  
And he is qualified well t o speak of these things: a PhD ecologist and marine   
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conservationist , a MacArthur Fellow, a Guggenheim Fellow, a Pew Fellow, and founding 
president of the Blue Ocean Institute ; but beyond these high-minded academic 
credentials, Carl Safina is a child of the waters. He is at home among not only the fishes, 

crustaceans, and tiny forms 
whose lives are contained 
within those waters, but , as 
well, the mammals, 
amphibians, and birds, so 
much of whose existences are 
so completely intertwined 
with those marshes and 
shores and deeps that they 
are essentially merged into 
them. It is the intimacy of 
this connection that gives his 
voice the ring of authority 
when he describes what is 
happening in this world, how 
it has been and is being 

                              An Elemental  Meeting                               changed, perhaps now 
irreparably, by the activities of two hundred and fifty years of Western Civilizationôs 
brand of progress in each part of the unending circle ï land, sea, and air. 
When Carl was ten, his father, a schoolteacher with a passion for raising canaries, 
moved his family from the Ridgewood section of Brooklyn to the village of Syosset, a 
short distance inland from Oyster Bay on the north side of Long Island ï the Sound 
side. Fishing became a new passion for father and son, and free time often found them 
casting for bass in the then-still -teeming waters of the bay. 
The Shinnecock People, the People of the Stony Shore, would have approved of Carlôs 
passion. Their creation story tells that they have always been part of Long Island, that 
for thousands of years they 
made their living from the 
bounty of the Sound and the 
mighty  Atlantic;  created 
beauty from the shells of 
their domain , so prized that 
it was the most desired form 
of wampompeag ï what you 
know as wampum ï of all. 
The Shinnecock would have 
understood a boyôs growing 
love of the sea. Today, 
though fewer in number than 
1500, they still cling to a tiny 
part of their ancestral lands  
along the south shore of    
Paumanok, as their island was                               Harboring Fugitives?   
known to them; cling with a determination to endure and to thrive, with a fierce love of 
place that says we are here, we are a part of this, we will remain . 
Who can say how the fire of love will be lit? How can one know in advance that a flame 
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is set to be kindled? When a classmate at Syosset High School recruited Carl to help with 
a bird-banding survey on Fire Island, the long barrier island off of Long Islandôs South 
Shore, another light of passion was ignited. With  the wild birds he encountered during 
that experience, it was love at 
first sight; and, perhaps, it 
was somewhat of a ñchicken 
or eggò sort of thing in that 
many years after his doctoral 
studies were completed he 
would say, ñéI ended up 
studying seabirds so that I 
could stay in the coastal 
habitats that I so loved.ò     
Safina did stay in those 
coastal habitats; he enrolled at 
the State University of New 
York (SUNY) Purchase, just 
across the Sound from his 
beloved Oyster Bay, and home 
to the Neuberger Museum of Art,                            Watching the Spray   
known for its ancient and African art collections. There, in 1977, he received a bachelorôs 
degree in Environmental Science. 
Today, one of the Peregrine Fund ôs primary research questions is why the nation-
wide population of the American kestrel has declined by nearly half (47%) in the past 
forty -five years. This tiny, often-overlooked raptor with the aerial antics of a miniature 
helicopter has long been one of my favorite birds. Will it simply be allowed to disappear 
with so much else we are losing? When Carl Safina went to work for the Fund the year 
he graduated from Purchase, he spent most of his time training hawks and working with 
falcons for the various programs conducted by this engaging organization that had been 
founded at Cornell University  in 1970. It  was still young and located in the East during 
his time with them.  
Following his work with the Peregrine Fund, Safina worked briefly for the New Jersey 
Department of Enviro nmental Protection investigating suspected illegal dumping sites . 
Given the number of chemical companies that claim the Garden State as home and the 
fact that it is the most densely populated of its forty -nine other siblings, I can imagine 
that it was work  that provided little rest  and a good bit of challenge.  
In 1979 Carl entered the Masters in Ecology program at Rutgers University, completing 
his degree in 1981, followed by his acceptance in the PhD in Ecology program, also at 
Rutgers, which he finished in 1987. During these years, too, he was on the staff of the 
Nat ional Audubon Society , mainly studying hawks and seabirds. 
In one phase of his doctoral studies, Safina was engaged in studying the foraging habits 
of terns in the waters around Long Island. There are some forty-four species of terns 
(Sternidae) known world -wide, and they are, to some extent, thought of generally as the 
smaller cousins of the gull family (Laridae), although taxonomicall y they are actually 
now known to form a separate lineage with gulls and skimmers that is related to the 
skuas and auks. And you probably know that terns ï the Arctic Tern in particular ï are 
the Star Trek voyagers of the animal world. With a wingspan of some 31ò and weighing 
in at a whopping 3.9 ounces, the Arctic Tern, all 13-15ò of it from bill tip to tail -feather, 
travels in almost endless migration. Breeding in the Arctic, it then wings its way south  
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across the globe to the waters of the Antarctic and then back, a round trip of some 
44,000 miles.  Think about that figure in 
relation to these small facts: Arctic Terns mate 
for life, in a lifespan that may stretch thirty 
years. On the return flight to their Arctic 
nesting grounds, they tend to go back to the 
same breeding colony year-after-year. Because 
they typically migrate far off -shore, these birds 
are seldom seen away from their nesting sites, 
yet it is estimated that in an average lifetime 
an Arctic Tern will travel somewhere in the 
neighborhood of 1.5 million miles, that would 
be six zeros. When they feed, they, along with 
most other species of terns, engage in what is 
known as plunge-diving , often hovering and 
then suddenly swooping into the water from 
above. Their diet consists mainly of small fish, 
including herring, capelin, and cod, 
supplemented with crabs, mollusks, and krill; 
and, on their nests, they even eat insects. And 
though they have webbed feet, most terns 
rarely swim. 
There are three tern species that breed on 
islands within the larger area of Long Island 
Sound, the Arctic not among them. Safinaôs focus                The Sky is Falling  
was on their feeding habits, and when terns forage, they do so ï except at the beginning 
of the season ï primarily alone or in small groups; and they prefer the areas around 
lagoons, or estuaries, or mangrove forests. Long Island Sound offers two out of three.  
Thus, terns are at least part-time members of a complex community  that lives between 
the edge of the land and the depths of the sea and the air-space above those seas. It is a 
long, thin line of complexity that Carl would one day describe in this way, ñOne can 
penetrate deep forest and deep ocean, but thereôs no such thing as deep coast. The coast 
is all about borders. Itôs all about edges and angles.ò The coast is where things merge. 
To hear, or read, now, as he describes these experiences, is to know with absolute 
certainty the profound place that these birds hold in his memory and in his life . As he 
expresses it, ñIôve spent more time with terns than any other animals, first because they 
led me to fish, then because they led me to a doctoral dissertation, then because they led 
me to realize that the whole ocean is changing. In that sense terns made me who I am.ò  
As Safina went about making his observations and recording his data, he began to pay 
greater attention to the larger commun ity to which his terns belonged, and what he 
began to see was that many of its member populations seemed to be in decline. By the 
mid -1980s there seemed to be fewer striped bass, tuna, marlin, sharks, and others, as 
well as fewer sea turtles. The neighborhood didnôt seem nearly as full as it had in earlier 
years, and the absence of that density didnôt seem a good thing, but rather alarming . 
In 1989, an incident occurred which had a profound impact on his thinking . One day 
while fishing in the Atlantic some 50 miles off the coast of Fire Island , Safina 
encountered some other fishermen who were hauling in ñridiculous amountsò of Bluefin 
tuna. One of the boatmen in the vicinity came on the radio and said, ñGuys, maybe we 
should save some for tomorrow.ò Another fisherman came back and said, ñHey, they 
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didnôt leave any buffalo for me.ò In that moment the realization came to Carl that, 
through overfishing, entire species of fish could literally disappear forever; and h e began 

to make reference to this possibility, which he 
came to call ñthe last buffalo hunt.ò 
It was becoming clear to him that fish needed 
the same protections that were being afforded 
to birds and other animals. As he stated it, 
ñPeople never thought of fish as wildlife. They 
just thought fish was something that wound up 
in the fish store, or on a plate in a restaurant.ò 
Having now completed his doctorate, in 1990, 
Safina founded the Living Oceans Program  
at the National Audubon Society, where he 
would r emain for a decade as vice-president for 
ocean conservation. At the same time, from 
1991-1994, he was a member of the Mid-
Atlantic Fisheries Management Council  of the 
U.S. Department of Commerce, to which he had 
been appointed by the Secretary of Commerce. 
It was in 1998 that Safina published his first 
book, Song for the Blue Ocean , Encounters 

along  the Worldôs Coasts and Beneath the Seas, 
which was received with high praise. Reviewers 
lauded its readability, its ñpoetic descriptions of 
the seaò, and its heartfelt pleas for conservation  

       I Must Go Down to the Sea            It was named a New York  Times Notable 
Book of the Year , and a Literary Journal  Best Science Book , and won a Los 
Angeles Times award for non-fiction and the Lannan Literar y Award  for non -fiction. 
Perhaps it was all the attention brought  to him by the release of Blue Ocean that led, in 
2000 , to his being awarded a John D. and Catherine T.  MacArthur Foundation 
Fellowship Grant , popularly nicknamed  the ñgeniusò grant. It was the time and the 
money he needed to consider and create the projects that were truly meaningful to him, 
and which he felt would best serve the ideas and needs of oceanic conservation. The 
oceans were brimming with needs, and Safina was flush with ideas. 
In 2003 , Safina and a colleague, Mercédès Lee, whom he had met while at the Audubon 
Society, founded the Blue Ocean Institute , www.BlueOcean.org, a conservation non-
profit with a somewhat unique approach. The staff of the institute sees its role as 
studying and articulating how the ocean is changing and how everything humans do ï 
both on land and in the oceans ï affects the waters, wildlife, and people of the world. It 
is the philosophical belief of the organization that dire warnings and predictions donôt 
move people to make the changes necessary to beneficially impact the environments of 
the seas or the land; and it sees itself as a voice of encouragement, guidance, and hope. 
Given the rancor that surrounds most discussions of conservation and change, climate 
change in particular , the work of Blue Ocean Institute seems often like a Mary Oliver  
poem in a scene from Road  Warrior , but for nine years their work has slowly made 
new friends, and their voice of hope persists, like the Shinnecock. 
What may be truly unique about Blue Ocean Institute is its stated approach of the intent 
to use science, art, and literature ï all three in concert ï to forge a closer bond with the  
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natural world,  and especially the worldôs oceans. The institute believes that people who 
are clearly informed with meaningful facts will 
make better choices on behalf of the seas 
around us. If theyôre not right about that, I 
somehow expect that the ride weôre in for is 
going to be a whole lot bumpier than the one 
thatôs already headed our way; sort of like, 
ñWhere are we going, and why am I in this hand 
basket?ò 
Song for the Blue Ocean is a fish story, a tale of 
adventure on the high-seas, and an oceanic 
travelogue. At its center are the lives of the great 
ocean-going fish species of the world and the 
perils that have diminished their numbers so 
drastically, primarily due to overfishing and 
pollution, even in my own lifetime. It is a plea 
for understanding and restraint, and an 
admonition of what we stand to lose should our 
restraint fail  to guide us. 
Having taken us beneath the sea for a first look 
into his world, Safina turned our attention next 
to the skies above the waters with the tale of 
Amelia, as he named her, a Laysan albatross, 
whose story is offered a paean to her kind and a 
cautionary to the rest of us. Laysan albatrosses              First the Tide Rushes iné 
are remarkable, exemplary birds. 
One among their number, whose anthropocentric  name is ñWisdomò is the oldest known 
wild bird in the Northern Hemisphere . Wisdom is a spry sixty-year-old, who was seen in 
2011 on a nest in the Midway Atoll National Wildlife Refuge , which lies within the newly 
created Midway Atoll National Monument,  rearing a newborn chick. How do we know 
this beautiful creatureôs age? Well, it seems Wisdom was first banded in 1956 while on 
her nest as a new mother; and it is a well-established biological fact that Laysan 
albatrosses do not mature sexually until their fifth  year, meaning Wisdom was at least 
five years old when she was first banded. The math is fairly straightforward.  
Writing in Eye of the Albatross: Visions of Hope and Survival , Safina offers this, 
ñLike the albatross, we need the seas more than the seas need us. Will we understand 
this well enough to reap all the riches a little restraint, cooperation, and compassion will 
bring?ò Like the terns which  he so admires, albatrosses log lifetime flight numbers in the 
millions -of-miles range.  
If Wisdom and her species continue to nest on Midway, however, she, and they, could be 
in real danger. It is estimated that each year thousands of Laysan albatross chicks die 
from lead paint poisoning, the paint a left -over from the U.S. Navyôs 90-building 
compound constructed primarily  seventy years ago during the height of World War II.  
Our capacity to destroy reaches back into history with just as much deadly potential as it 
possesses today and portends tomorrow. Though we have known with scientific 
certainty for the past 30 -40 years that it takes only small amounts of lead to produce 
highly toxic effects, man has known for thousands of years of the toxic properties of lead 
generally. So Wisdomôs ancestors survived the fashion worldôs feather-hunting craze of 
the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries on ly to find themselves staring down   

8  


