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Scenes from an Amateur Mariner 

 I sat perched on an old chipped bar stool in the cabin of our vessel as I looked into the 

frosty abyss before me. I could’ve looked in any direction and not seen more than a few yards 

away from our boat. It was around noontime, the sun lit the fog and it seemed as though we were 

at Saint Peter’s Gate itself, facing judgement. The only sounds were that of the bay harassing our 

boat with its never-ending bobs and that of the rest of our crew, unusually quiet as they picked 

up their traps and unloaded them. Perhaps the fog had pacified us that afternoon. As I was 

contemplating the blank slate that lied before me, the center grew dark and I could tell something 

was going to emerge. Slowly, we pushed forward, as the crew continued their work on their 

traps, tossing old bait over the edge and putting fresh bait in. I could see the figure in the haze 

grow larger and larger until, to my horror, I saw a large pillar of rock break through the fog. We 

were on a direct course for it. Being the panicky twelve-year-old that I was, I screamed to our 

captain, “Angus! We’re gonna crash!” 

 Lobstermen, are without a doubt the most unique type of people I have ever met in my 

life. In the very northern part of Maine on the border with Canada, there is a small port, famous 

for being “the eastern most town in the U.S.” This was the port that I used with my family 

friends and my father and grandfather. This was the port where the Julie Ann and the High 

Maintenance were kept. These two boats would take me on numerous trips throughout the Bay 

of Fundy, and exposed me to the life of the sea. For example, when on smaller fishing vessels for 

long periods at a time, your body learns to sway with the ocean. In fact, upon returning from a 

day of catching lobster, my body would often sway back and forth in the shower as if I were still 
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on the water. This is a testament to the power of the ocean, having admittedly small impacts on 

me hours after I have left it. 

 The Julie Ann and High Maintenance, although years apart in age, were more or less the 

same boat, owned by the same man as well. This man’s name was Angus, and he had been a 

friend of my family’s since my great-grandfather bought property in the area long before even 

my parents were born. Angus was a working man, his skin tanned from years outside, especially 

out on the water. He worked with his crew most of the year, a few friends he had known from the 

area. I became close with one of the crew, his name was Charlie, and he liked to cause trouble. 

He was young enough to be Angus’s son, but the two had grown to be close business partners 

through the years. In fact, when Angus bought the High Maintenance, Charlie bought the Julie 

Ann from him. 

If there was one thing that I will never forget about either of these men, it’s their accents. 

I understand, being from New Jersey, that I speak a little differently really emphasizing the “aw” 

in words. That being said, there is something about a New England accent, especially one from 

“downeast” as they call it, that is just so damn unique. Whenever we would go to the harbor it’d 

be “tha hawbaw,” or when we’d catch a lobster it’d be “a lobstaw.” Their English is honestly 

kind of difficult to understand sometimes, but after visiting so frequently it became easier to get 

used to.  

 “Calm down kid! We ain’t in no dangaw yet!” said Angus as he finished loading the trap 

he was working on. He looked up and chuckled as he calmly walked over to the steering wheel, 

which looked like a tiny metal version of the big wheels found on old pirate ships, and turned it 

so that we glided right past the pillar of rock.  
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Angus, dressed in the standard orange overalls and his grimy blue hat, looked at me and 

said, “Ocean’s just the same as land, I could have dodged that pillaw with my eyes closed. I’ve 

been workin’ the same places since I stawted.”  

I hadn’t thought about Angus’s experience when panicking about the giant rock. Then 

again I was a bit easy to scare when I was younger. Angus patted me on the shoulder and pointed 

to the lobsters we had just hauled in, and said a cheerful tone “Ok, those lobstaws the-uh need 

some rubbaw bands, let’s get some wawk done huh?” I smiled at him and walked over to the 

workbench.  

 I bet you’re wondering why I was working on this boat at such a young age. The reason 

may seem kind of dumb, Angus certainly made fun of us for it. My dad and I literally went on 

those trips because they were fun. Being out on the ocean all day is one of my favorite ways to 

spend a day. I never was able to actually work with the traps we set out. I was too young and 

they were much too dangerous. The way these traps are deployed is: first, about a dozen are 

linked together and we attach a signature buoy on it to mark it as ours (ours had red, white, and 

blue stripes on it). Then, we would push one of the traps over the edge and let the rope do the 

rest of the work, that’s all great except for the fact that the ropes were everywhere. Getting your 

foot stuck was a virtual deathtrap, each of the traps had to have weighed at least 80 pounds, 

multiplied by about a dozen means swimming wouldn’t exactly be easy.  

 Unloading these traps was a different story. When approaching one of our buoys Angus 

would usually grab a harpoon, yea an actual harpoon, with a hook on the end. He would take this 

hook, grab the buoy, and attached it to a mechanical pulley. After pulling the trap up, the adults 

would throw an undesirable fish back out to sea, and sent the lobsters and crabs my way. They 
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would then remove what was left of the old, decaying bait and replace it with a fresh one. After 

we had finished, we would send the traps back down, where they would sit for about a week 

before being pulled again.  

 Aside for working with the traps there were other jobs to be done. There was always 

general cleaning to be done, the ocean is a disgusting place, as are its creatures. The lobsters had 

to be banded or else they would literally kill each other, and the crabs we caught had to be 

separated from the lobster for the same reason. Fun fact they are like the cats and dogs of the sea, 

not friendly to one another. Lobsters usually would win these fights, simply cutting off its 

opponent’s arms or legs, or by simply crushing it. Softshell lobsters, however, would often 

succumb and lose limbs themselves. Separating had to be done quick and efficiently.  This was 

the job that I was mainly responsible for.  

 “Ya see those lobstaws over there?” Angus said handing me a pair of what looked like 

pliers. “Take this and go band ‘em up.”  

I looked at him, a little upset that I had no idea how the hell to do what he was, but I 

managed to bring it up. “Ok he-uh we go, take these pliaws and take the lobstaw like this,” he 

grabbed it on its back, and as I would learn the lobster were not a fan of being man-handled like 

that.  

“Woah!! We got a squirmaw he-uh!!” The lobsters would quite often start flapping their 

tails violently, and throw their claws back, doing whatever they could to escape my grasp.  

“Now you take the two awms in you-uh one hand, and the pliaws in the othaw,” Angus 

said crossing the lobster’s claws across each other.  
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He took a rubberband from the bucket beside us, and he put it over the pliers and quickly 

banded each claw. After throwing the lobster into the storage tank just beside the table, he turned 

to add one more warning.  

“Whatevaw you do, do not let these bastawds pinch you. You got you-uh crushaw and 

you-uh slice-aw….”  

The crusher and the slicer are the two names for the two different claws that lobsters 

have. The crusher would easily break any finger that managed to get caught by it, and the slicer 

had a sharp enough edge to cut one clean off!  

The other job that I would do was make fresh bait bags. These fresh bags were loaded 

into each trap before being sent back underwater. Chum, as you might be able to guess, is pretty 

fucking disgusting. For those of you landlubbers who have never experienced it before, chum 

comes in large barrels filled with a variety of small fish, and is left out to sit in the fishes’ oils 

and LOTS of salt. Because of this gnarly combination, and the fact that the sun beats down on 

this fish constantly, makes it even worse. Picture the worst rotten fish you have ever smelled, 

mixed heavily with salt. The smell was inescapable.   But you know what is even better? Chum 

that has been sitting on the seafloor for a few days. It smells like death mixed with copious 

amounts of salt and decay. That smell is the one that follows you home. There were times when 

I’d have to take two showers to get it off.  

 Other than fog, there was a different abyss that I became familiar with while out on the 

Bay of Fundy. Darkness. A day on the ocean starts at four in the morning, and even in the town 

where the sun rises first in our country, it remains pitch black. Angus usually never bothered 

staying at the helm, the instruments would tell him if anything was wrong. I remember the moon 
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being the only source of light, it shone upon the bay, turning a large portion white with its 

reflection. 

The water is cold that early in the morning too, bone chilling cold. The summers in 

northern Maine are nice, averaging 75- 80 degrees on any given day, but early morning on the 

water was at least in the mid-thirties. Suffering through the cold, however, I would see one of the 

most marvelous creatures in our oceans. Whales liked to come to the bay at night, they felt it 

safer than the open ocean. More often than not we would see spouts of water shoot up, they even 

liked to follow us around too, but they were never present during the daytime, robbing me of a 

better look. We sailed out into our area, and as we did I watched the sun rise, I like to think that I 

for once in my life was the first person in our country to greet the sun that morning.  

 I have always had a deep admiration for sea life, specifically sea mammals, our cousins. 

I’ve already spoken a little about whales, but while whales are simply breathtaking to be around, 

smaller mammals can actually communicate with you which is an experience itself. No I didn’t 

talk to dolphins, but they are very social animals, and smart too. They would frequently follow 

our boats wherever we would go, intent on stealing some old chum. They were rarely shy and 

they would often swim up right next to the boat.  

I remember looking at one, the water distorted it a bit but it was looking up and I looked 

back. I shared a moment with this dolphin, I’m not sure what went through its mind, but I felt a 

unique connection to nature that would make Thoreau proud. I threw some fresh chum to my 

silk-skinned aquatic friend, it must have appreciated it because it was gone in an instant. I saw 

them jumping around with each other a few yards after as they left, perhaps it was a thank you, 

maybe they were bored.  
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 We would even encounter seals from time to time, although less often. Seals are literally 

water dogs. They are SO playful, and the way they swim around effortlessly boggles the mind. 

They zoom through the water as if propelled by a hidden jet, running circles around our boats. 

Although there were some less than favorable creatures as well. Sea urchins, were a constant 

concern, with their pointed bodies constantly getting stuck on fabrics. When I think of starfish, I 

don’t picture them as very large, but we pulled up some behemoth starfish from the bay. I never 

enjoyed picking them up, the feeling of thousands of little legs trying to move it off was worse to 

me than thousands of little spiders (seriously, starfish are creepy). Finally, our friends the 

seagulls. Nothing was worse than trying to have a conversation with the crew and hearing 

nothing but “CAWWWWW” in the same shrieking cry over and over again. Those bastards 

would literally steal a crab from your hands if you weren’t careful. 

  I picked up one of the lobsters to apply its rubber bands. I noticed immediately that it 

was a softshell. I picked it up and its arms were limp, unable to move without the weightlessness 

of water to aid it. As I prepared to band it, I grabbed his arms and crossed them as Angus had 

done and I had been doing all that day. I crossed its arms together and the arms simultaneously 

fell off. The lobster crashed onto the table, and due to his weakened shell, cracked open and died. 

As I watched crabs immediately trying to eat the dead lobster, Angus passed me and saw what 

had happened. 

 “Them softshells pop up mo-uh and mo-uh nowadays. When I was first stawting we would 

almost nevaw find them, and even then, we’d throw ‘em away,” he said. 
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Angus looked at the dead lobster, picked it up, and threw it into the bay. He looked back 

to me with his gray-turning-white mustache and said, “It’s all this damn gawbage, pollution, and 

shit.” “It’s been makin’ mo-uh lobsters weakaw.”  

“It’s a damn shame.”  

 I was hard pressed at the time to understand what Angus had told me to be true. Maine 

was beautiful, there was no pollution here. The fact of the matter is that even in the most remote 

places in our country, one will almost always be able to find litter of any kind. It’s a shame that it 

ruins our world and the creatures in it so much. Take any of the recent oil spills in the last ten or 

so years, consider the destruction that it had on the wildlife. All over the world we are seeing the 

effects of pollution. About two years ago, the warf, or dock, we used to launch of off collapsed. 

No one was hurt, but all of the debris, and garbage that had been sitting on it fell right into the 

bay. Although I have not seen it myself, lobstermen have been pulling up garbage in their traps 

at an increasing rate for years. And sometimes these traps have dead sea creatures who got 

caught in, or ate litter and died. That is lost money, which is bad for business, but moreover it is 

something worse. It is a plague on our world that is being seen on the most local levels. If 

something isn’t done about it, then it’d be a damn shame.  

  

 

 

  


