Chiefly between Kodiak Island and Cape Spencer, Alaska – a
memoir of life on the Motor Vessel Western Flyer 1962-1963
and influences on a career in marine science
by Colin Levings, Scientist Emeritus
Department of Fisheries and Oceans, West Vancouver, British Columbia

Introduction and Context
The Motor Vessel Western Flyer is a seventy-six foot wooden American fishing
vessel that was built in 1937 (Figure 1). After many years at sea, undergoing a name
change and surviving two sinkings, she is being refurbished (2015-2016) as a platform
for marine education.1 The Western Flyer is famous in marine ecology and literary
circles because Edward Ricketts, an early pioneer in marine ecology , and the author
John Steinbeck, chartered her in 1940 for a scientific expedition to the Gulf of
California.2 According to a book by Kevin Bailey3 this 1940 voyage on the Western
Flyer played an important role in both
men’s later thinking and writing.
Bailey’s book also covers the vessel’s
history and activities up to 2014 and
Bailey makes analogies between our
exploitation of several Pacific fish
species and the boat’s ageing and
abandonment. This essay will address
a later period in the vessel’s history.
In 1962-1963 the Flyer was
chartered by the International Pacific
Halibut Commission (IPHC) for surveys
in the Gulf of Alaska, to investigate if
bottom trawling, a fishing method where
nets are pulled on the sea floor, was
affecting the halibut stocks.
Halibut are normally caught by
longlining gear4 and there was concern
bottom trawling was affecting the
sustainability of the species.

Figure 1. The Western Flyer at dock in Alaska in summer,
1962. Undated photo by the author.

I was one on the junior assistants hired to work on the vessel and this Memoir is a
narrative of that experience. I took a year out of my studies in Zoology at the University
of British Columbia (UBC). This was the first time I had been on a boat for a long
voyage and I describe the work we did and my observations at sea and ashore. I
explain how my career developed after that and how the time on the Flyer influenced
my future as a marine scientist. I have written the paper based on my personal diary,
photographs and memories, supplemented by information obtained from the IPHC log
book for the Western Flyer, 1962 and 1963.
5
Argonauta Summer 2016 ~ www.cnrs-scrn.org

How it all Started in a Drug Store
In April 1962 I was nineteen years old and completing my second year as a
Science student in Zoology at UBC in Vancouver, with ambitions of a career in fisheries
biology. Financial constraints however were threatening my ambitions. I was working
part time as a warehouse assistant but there were no prospect of full time summer
employment.
A breakthrough came one day while I was checking out job postings at the UBC
Administration Building. The International Pacific Halibut Commission in Seattle was
advertising for “biological aides” to work on trawl surveys in the Gulf of Alaska. The
IPHC is a joint United States-Canada organization that is charged with managing the
halibut stocks in the northeast Pacific. The objective of the survey was to study halibut
by catch in bottom trawling – that is, to determine how many halibut could be caught
incidentally in this fishing method, which targets other species such as Pacific cod and
Pacific Ocean perch. There was a concern that the Russian and Japanese trawlers that
had recently started fishing in the Gulf of Alaska could be catching significant numbers
of halibut, thus impacting the Canadian and American fishery. The accepted method of
catching halibut was by baited hooks and there was little information on the trawl by
catch issue. The component that I was involved with, in the second year of the survey
(June 1962-March 1963), dealt with the area “chiefly between Kodiak Island and Cape
Spencer, Alaska”, – as described in the letter advertising the job.
When I applied for the job I thought it would be best to send a typewritten letter
but didn’t have a typewriter. In an act of desperation I asked the pharmacist in a nearby
drugstore if I could use his machine. He very kindly allowed me and off the letter went
to IPHC. My qualifications were pretty minimal, but I had a strong interest in fish, had
spent a fair amount of time in small boats with my family and Sea Cadets (Royal
Canadian Sea Cadet Corp Fraser, New Westminster, British Columbia) and didn’t get
seasick. Probably the last qualification was the key factor and I was offered one of the
positions after an interview at UBC with Dick Myhre, the IPHC biologist who was in
charge of the surveys.
When I was offered the job I admit I had some trepidation in accepting. Alaska
was a long way from my home in North Surrey, a suburb of Vancouver and I had only
been to the United States for a few family trips. My Father had worked on fish packers,
patrol boats and small freighters on the British Columbia coast as an engineer and so I
did have a feeling about being away at sea. Curiosity and finances overcame any
sense of risk and so I accepted the job.
Seattle and Westward for the First Time
There were five other UBC students hired for the project and in late May 1962 we
all went on the same bus for the trip to Seattle, where IPHC is based and home port for
most of the vessels chartered for its work. After we arrived in Seattle the Commission
put us up in the Edmund Meany Hotel in the University district of Seattle. This was a
pretty deluxe hotel and as our expenses were paid I recall revelling in the experience –
eating out after a sparse student lifestyle was a treat to say the least.
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We went to briefing or training sessions at the Commission offices on the
University of Washington campus and met the other staff involved. I had heard of
halibut before from my Father but that was the sum total of my personal knowledge of
the fish. It was at these meetings that I learned I was assigned to the Western Flyer – a
trawler chartered out to the IPHC by her owner, Dan Luketa.5 The Lead Hand or person
in charge of the scientific work on the Flyer was Ted Rothlisberger, a fellow who had
worked on previous parts of the survey. I also met Jay Brazee, another UBC student
who was also to work on the Flyer, to round out the three person Commission team on
the boat. The other students were assigned to two additional boats that were chartered
– the Motor Vessel Arthur H out of Seattle and the Motor Vessel St. Michael out of
Bellingham.
After the IPHC briefing sessions, we went to the docks on Lake Washington
where a freshly painted Flyer was ready for the trip. Captain Charles (“Chuck”) Loftus,
an experienced trawl boat operator from Seattle and the three crew members were
already aboard. Soren Sorenson and Dick Bensen were deckhands and Tormod (Tom)
Kristensen was the cook, although he worked the deck sometimes too. Mike Ness
replaced Dick Bensen about halfway through the charter. All four were Norwegians
from the island of Karmøy, Norway.6 Chuck was the nerve centre of the boat, looking
after the engine room, navigation, trawl gear, provisioning and just about everything
else on the non-scientific side.
Food for about six months was taken aboard as the Flyer was to remain in Alaska
for the first leg of the survey, June to December 1962. The hold was filled with ice and
meat (primarily steaks as I recall) was put on ice to keep it frozen until it was put in a
cold storage locker in the city of Kodiak. As much food as possible was taken from
Seattle as it was pricey in Alaska. Cases of canned whole milk, cans of coffee, flour
and other necessities were loaded aboard. Fuel and water, nets, sampling gear,
oceanographic equipment, two forty-five gallon drums of formaldehyde (for preserving
fish specimens), toilet paper, halibut tags, waterproof paper fish catch records, rope,
grease, cleaning supplies, and everything else needed for our work in remote Alaska
seas were loaded. Also loaded were the tax free goods such as cigarettes, kept in a
locked box on the top of the cabin. The box was opened when we reached Alaskan
waters. The Commission supplied its staff with basic clothing, including woolly pants
and shirts like halibut fishermen wore, as well as gloves, rain gear, sea boots, as well
as a sleeping bag and several sheet liners. It took several days to load the boat and get
ready to go – it was an exciting time as I anticipated our departure and voyage.
Finally in the evening of 12 June we cast off and headed out to sea through the
Lake Washington locks into Puget Sound. I recall seeing the myriad of lights on the
navigation buoys and wondering how Chuck could pick his way through them all. I sat
with him in the wheelhouse and watched him steer west using radar and a watchful eye
to keep on course. He always had a mug of coffee beside the compass in the
wheelhouse. As we passed at night through the narrow channels of the Inside Passage
(Puget Sound- British Columbia- southeast Alaska- about 975 miles), Chuck
sometimes used the searchlight7 to watch for logs and to track the shoreline. When we
were travelling all the crew, including IPHC hands, stood wheel watches, except for
Tom, because of his cooking duties. I thought this was great and I never tired of
watching the ocean, the landscape, or keeping the boat on course as instructed. It did
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not take me too long to learn to steer a
compass course on the long open
ocean runs across the Gulf of Alaska
which took a day or two at our speed of
eight to ten knots. This is when I
learned the basics of chart work and
positioning, knowledge that would
prove very useful in my career. We
also used the “Iron Mike” a chain driven
autopilot which locked onto a compass
course. I can still hear the whirring of
the Iron Mike as it made port and
starboard corrections to our heading.
The trip across the Gulf from Cape
Spencer to Kodiak in Alaska (about 600
miles) was the first time I had been on a
boat out of sight of land.

Figure 2. Colin Levings in the wheelhouse of the Western
Flyer 1963 Photo: authors collection

The Flyer is seventy-six feet long with a twenty-five foot beam – not a large boat
to accommodate the seven of us, but she was relatively comfortable. There were eight
bunks for the crew and a separate cabin for Chuck. The total cabin living space for the
rest of us was about 475 square feet8 and I soon learned the basics of crowded
shipboard life. Everything had its place, everyone had a specific duty. It was important
to put things back where they came from –the safety of the boat and well-being of all
aboard was at stake. We all also knew we were more or less stuck on the boat for
almost a year and in order to complete our survey mission successfully we had to get
along. There was no point in complaining about living conditions, our shipmates, the
weather, or our job.
Life at Sea

Figure 3. Colin Levings on the bow of the Western
Flyer Photo: authors collection

When we reached Kodiak the frozen
food was unloaded into a cold storage locker
and water and fuel was taken aboard. The
food on the Flyer was a great improvement
over the boarding house-student meals I was
used to. Tom was a great cook and we had a
high protein diet of steak, roasts and of
course fresh fish. Coffee was a staple and
Tom would cook it Norwegian style by simply
pouring the grounds into boiling water and
then letting them settle out. When it was too
rough for usual food preparation, Tom
cooked storm hash which I recall was a
mixture of corned beef and potatoes. It was
thick and would not spill out of a pot when
the boat was pitching and rolling. We would
eat it with Norwegian flat bread. Tom kept a
very clean galley and everyone pitched in to
wash and dry dishes. Fresh water was an
8
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issue on the boat and Chuck carefully monitored usage to make sure we did not run out
between ports. In the fall of 1962 we frequently dined on venison from deer shot during
harbour days in places such as Port Etches on Hinchinbrook Island, Prince William's
Sound, one of the places we often anchored up during stormy weather. On one trip the
crew tried their hand at duck hunting but I recall the ducks they shot tasted fishy – they
probably were not mallards. There was plenty of fish from our trawl catches as well as
King crab and shrimp. We also sometimes caught Coho salmon with a hand line fished
from off the Flyer. Thus we had an excellent variety of food and we were grateful for
Tom’s cooking – a difficult job when the boat was rolling and pitching.

Figure 4. Map of the transects and stations set out for sampling in the IPHC trawl survey June 1962March 1963 and place names mentioned in the text. The dark areas indicate portions of the continental
shelf that could not be trawled because of bottom conditions. 1. Gulf of Alaska 2. Kodiak Island 3. Cape
Spencer 4. Port Etches on Hinchinbrook Island 5. Prince William Sound 6. Seward 7. Cordova 8. Sitka 9.
Juneau 10. Yakutat 11. Mount Saint Elias 12. Cape Saint Elias on Kayak Island. Adapted from IPHC
(1964). Op.cit. (with permission).

Our sampling area was from Kodiak east to south of Cape Spencer and IPHC had
laid out a series of lines or transects that ran out perpendicular to the coastline, out to
the edge of the continental shelf (Figure 4). This meant some of our stations were up to
120 miles offshore. Along each line sampling locations, or stations, were set at six
minutes of latitude (approximately seven miles) apart.9 To avoid long runs from the
coast to the outer stations on the lines, Chuck often kept the boat at sea when the
weather was good. At night we sometimes ran between lines at night, jogged into the
wind to keep our position, or drifted. The storms that the region is notorious for severely
restricted our work in the winter months. For example, in November only eighteen
stations were sampled compared to the seventy-two stations we sampled in
September.
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Although we generally worked a long day to take advantage of good weather,
sometimes there was a lot of time to spare in the evenings. There was no television or
video player and certainly no laptop or tablet for entertainment. Radio reception was
poor and spotty and telephone calls were impractical. Any communication while we
were at sea was via radiotelephone and the Alaska Communication System that was
run by the United States Army – there were no personal calls.
I had signed up for a UBC correspondence credit course in Introductory Western
Philosophy. This course took up some of the time although it was a major challenge to
read and write about abstract concepts such as Plato’s take on life. My bunk was too
cramped to read in and the galley table was the only other place to work but it was
frequently shared with others playing crib or pinochle. Amazingly I did complete a few
lessons while on the Flyer and eventually did finish the course successfully. I often
wondered if the instructor in the course, Dr. Savery, Head of the UBC Philosophy
Department at the time, realized where my essays were being written. To pass the
time, I read a lot, including the Voyage of the Beagle by Darwin. No one aboard
mentioned the book of the Flyer’s previous scientific voyage to the Gulf of California
with Ricketts and Steinbeck10 although this would have been a great read at the time.
The Flyer was an excellent sea boat but Chuck was cautious when it came to
travelling far out in the Gulf. If there was a heavy blow on we anchored up in a
protected harbour. When we were “outside” in the Gulf of Alaska the Flyer was rolling
and pitching too when we were heading into seas or following them. Unless we were
carrying ice in the hold she was not well ballasted. When we were bucking into heavy
seas we frequently took green water over the bow. Fortunately the heavy glass
wheelhouse windows on the Flyer never broke in a storm. It was always a relief when
we got out of the swells and anchored in a protected bay. We could get a good night’s
sleep without having to jam our sleeping bags in the bunk to avoid falling out. However
sometimes the winds were strong and we had to stand watches all night to be alert if
the anchor dragged – as it did on several occasions.
Life Ashore
The Flyer had limited supplies of fresh water and fuel and every two weeks or so
we would go into a port for supplies. Kodiak, Seward, Cordova, Sitka and Juneau were
the main towns. Tom would get time off from cooking and IPHC people were lucky
enough to get off the boat and stay in a hotel for a night or two. We would also collect
our mail and send letters home. Kodiak and Seward were booming with the King Crab
and shrimp fishery and the bars were crowded. Entertainment was checking out the
bars or going to a movie if there was a theatre in town. Cowboy tunes were the music
of choice in all the bars. People in the villages we tied up in to avoid weather were
happy to see us, especially in the winter when visitors were few. At Yakutat, a Native
carver created a desk nameplate for me out of yellow cedar. A totemic beaver is one
side. It has been on my desk for 50 years, a constant reminder of those times. We met
local people and learned about life in Alaska.
While anchored in a protected harbour or tied up in port it was great to get off the
boat and into the wilderness. We did a lot of beach combing and hiking. Someone
always carried a rifle or a handgun in case a bear was encountered, a real possibility,
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especially on Kodiak Island. In Prince William Sound the streams were full of spawning
chum and pink salmon. Deer were plentiful, as well as ducks and geese. A good clam
feast was easy to be had. We explored the glacier north of Cordova, visited museums
in Kodiak and Sitka11 and enjoyed the natural beauty of the region. An especially
spectacular sight in winter was snowy Mount Saint Elias (18000 feet.) in the eastern
Gulf, appearing to rise straight out of the water when we saw it from offshore.
Although we saw very few boats in our anchorages along the coast, we listened to
the radio crackling with ship-to-ship traffic. Depending on the season there was usually
a small fleet of halibut boats, gillnetters, seine boats or other vessels along the coast.
Neighbours at Sea

Figure 5. The Blue Pacific No. 1, a Canadian halibut
fishing boat (length sixty-eight feet), in the Gulf of
Alaska in 22 July 1962. She was typical of the distant water Canadian halibut fleet in the 1960s.
Photo by the author.

Figure 6. The Arthur H and a Miki-Miki tugboat at Dutch Harbor in
the Aleutian Islands, 3 July 1963.
Photo by the author.

The Gulf of Alaska continental shelf was a pretty busy place in the spring and
summer of 1962 and we often encountered Canadian and American halibut boats
setting or hauling gear. Sea lions were a problem for the fishers as the mammals would
take halibut off the longline gear as it was hauled. Some of the boats had a man in a
small boat with a shotgun to keep the sea lions away. Canadian halibut boats could fish
in Alaskan waters12 and vice versa at this time and it was always a treat to see a boat
from home, such as the Motor Vessel Blue Pacific No. 1 (Figure 5). There were also a
number of vessels investigating the ecology of salmon in the Gulf of Alaska at the time.
This small fleet of chartered vessels included Canadian and American boats. 13 They
were seining, gillnetting or fishing with floating long lines to determine salmon
distribution and were operating in some challenging sea conditions as they could not
usually run into a harbour. Of course we were also in touch with the St Michael and the
Arthur H (Figure 6 ), especially were sampling on other transects, miles away over the
horizon. On several occasions we saw Russian trawlers and Japanese whaling fleets in
operation. We also saw a Russian oceanographic research ship, the Motor Vessel
Zemchug.14 We were certainly aware of our proximity to the Soviet Union, especially in
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October 1962 when the news of the Cuban Missile Crisis had our ears glued to the
radio. We also occasionally saw one of the big Miki-Miki Foss15 tugboats towing a
barge from down South as well as the new Alaska State ferries (Alaska was declared a
State in 1959).

Figure 7. The Motor Vessel Krym, a Russian research trawler (SRT class)
in the Bering Sea 22 June 1963. Photo by the author.

In September 1962 I was assigned to work for two weeks on another boat owned
by Dan Luteka and in this instance he was also the Captain. The Motor Vessel
Astronaut, a steel-hulled, smaller vessel than the Flyer, was assigned by the IPHC to
sample the very shallow inshore waters for juvenile halibut (fish usually approximately
five inches or less in length) using a small mesh shrimp trawl net. This monitoring
program was conducted in several places on the Gulf and our sampling was near
Kayak Island and Cape Saint Elias, one of the stormiest parts of the region. During this
trip we encountered a very bad southeast gale and Dan decided it was not a good idea
to buck into it. So he shut the engine down and we drifted in the massive swells for two
or three days. It was rather frightening as twenty-twenty-five foot waves were
sometimes coming over the boat and steam would arise when water went down the
funnel and splash over the engine. The Astronaut may not have been suited for winter
operations in the Gulf – she was only sixty feet in length. Five years later in February
1967 the Astronaut foundered and was wrecked on a beach on Akutan Island in the
Aleutians.16
We were always aware, especially in winter when vessels nearby were few and
far between, that we were sailing in one of the world’s most storm-swept regions.
Chuck kept in touch with the other charter vessels as well as any other ships in our
vicinity in case something went wrong. In the eastern Gulf of Alaska the shoreline is
steep and mountainous. There were few protected bays to provide shelter in this
region. When we were away from the larger towns, medical assistance to deal with a
serious accident would have been a problem, although Coast Guard vessels were on
standby at several ports. This was before the days of the Coast Guard helicopter
medivacs and rescue swimmers.
12
Argonauta Summer 2016 ~ www.cnrs-scrn.org

Trawling can be Dangerous
We sampled our first station 22 June 1962 on one of the lines southeast of Kodiak
Island. Fortunately the weather was fairly calm but it blew up the next day and we went
back to Kodiak. As well, the Loran C,17 the navigation equipment that preceded the
Geographic Positioning System and other technology used today, had broken down.
Loran C was pretty cranky and Chuck had to
recalibrate it frequently. Eventually, we settled into a
routine procedure but vigilance was required to do
the job properly and to avoid accidents. We waited
while Chuck put the boat at our targeted position
using Loran C and then checked the bottom type
using the echo sounder. The Simrad18 echo sounder
was state of the art and produced a paper chart with
a profile of the ocean floor to help determine if the
bottom was smooth enough to tow the net. It was of
course Chuck’s judgement call as to whether the
gear was put out or not. If it was a set, the trawl net19
was launched off the stern drum. Then Chuck
opened the Flyer’s throttle and the port and
starboard main towing cables and their doors20
(planing devices that skidded along the bottom to
keep the net open) were payed out from the winch.
Usually the deckhands operated the winch but
Figure 8. Colin Levings on Western Flyer
1963 with the trawl winch.
sometimes IPHC crew gave a hand. When a sufficient
Photo: Authors collection
length of cable for towing was wound off the winch
drum (usually two-three times the water depth), the brakes were set. On the outer edge
of the transects, near the continental shelf break, the depth could be up to 600 feet,
which meant 1800 feet of cable was payed out. The time was recorded as the brakes
were set and the towing started – hopefully for an hour, the standard time for each set.
The net swept about seventy feet of the ocean floor and caught everything in its path
that would not go through a three and one-half inch mesh (size at the funnel end of the
trawl).
The next hour was rather tense as we watched the main cable for signs of a hang
-up on a rocky bottom – if severe, the cable would jerk erratically. That was usually a
signal to haul the net back. If the net got snagged on a rocky bottom or other
obstruction the winch and cable were under tremendous strain and could snap. During
trawling we were warned to “stay out of the bight” – that is don’t stand in front of a cable
when it was under strain. If the cable broke and hit a person, a severe injury or fatality
could result. If the net caught on an obstruction on the bottom and could not be freed
the net would tear and the catch would be lost, then sewing repairs on the net would
have to be done.
Bringing the net aboard was also dangerous. The codend or funnel end of the net
was closed off with a rope strap and then the bag with its contents was lifted aboard
using the boom and a lifting line fitted to the winch. We used a tag line to stop the net
from swinging around as we rolled in the swells. The codend could be filled with fish
and crabs as well as hard substrates such as cold water coral, cobble, and sometimes
13
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rocks. One boulder we brought aboard was estimated to weigh close to two tons. We
were fishing in unexplored waters and detailed information on bottom types was not
available. Of course some of our fish catches weighed that much too, especially if we
encountered a big school of Pacific Ocean perch or Pacific cod. If the Flyer was rolling
it was a challenge to use the boom and winch to lift and lower the net to empty the
codend.
The Western Flyer made 877 trawl sets during the survey.21 Fortunately all went
well with the boat operations, testimony to Chuck and the crew’s seamanship and
careful maintenance of the Flyer and her gear. Making sure that the winches, cables,
booms, and trawl gear were in good working order was particularly important for the
safety of boat and all aboard, as well as the success of the scientific mission. The only
serious accident we had was not related to trawling – Chuck fell off a ladder while going
into the hold and broke his arm, requiring a run to the hospital in Cordova.
The Curious Naturalist
Once the net was emptied it was our job to sort through the catch and this is when
my innate curiosity kicked in – what was in the catch this time? It was a challenge to
deal with the sampling when the fish, invertebrates (often lots of King crab) and
assorted debris where sloshing back and forth on the deck especially in the rain or
snow. It was one hand for you and one hand for the samples. We were provided with a
kind of blow up personal floatation device (pfd) which folded up and clipped into our
shirt pockets. The device was our pfd in case we fell overboard – this was before the
gas-inflated pfds we use today.
The halibut were the first priority to sort from the other fish and they were
measured and weighed, and checked to see if they had been tagged by IPHC in other
studies. Most were quickly released back into the water if they had not been wounded
or smothered by the other fish. Rockfish were common in the catches and they are very
spiny. Numbered tags were applied to some of the halibut and the tagged fish were
returned to the ocean. If the fish was caught later, fishers would turn in the tags and
this would provide information on halibut migrations. Short plastic arrow or dart tags
were applied to the smaller ones and stainless steel cattle tags to the larger fish. We
rubbed the bellies of the big one (some were well over 100 pounds) as this seemed to
calm them while we put the tags on their gill covers. Some halibut were sacrificed for
aging studies, which involved extracting the otoliths or ear bones but most were
released alive. The ear bones have rings of calcium carbonate that are laid down
annually so by counting them the age could be determined. We also recorded the sex
of the fish.
All the other fish species as well as crabs and other invertebrates were identified,
counted, weighed and released. If a fish specimen could not be identified it was
preserved in formaldehyde for study later on. A detailed catch log sheet was filled out.
Lead Hand Ted was in charge of the data sheets and these were carefully stored away
for analysis by Dick Myhre and others. We also obtained oceanographic measurements
after each set. We measured the sea water temperature at the surface with a hand
thermometer and lowered a bathythermograph22 with a hand winch to record
temperature from the surface to the bottom.
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Each successful net tow yielded a variety of species of fish and invertebrates –
our data sheets listed a total of thirty-five species to check. Once we even caught a
seal, drowned in the net. A major data base was developed and published. 23 While I
was not involved in actually producing the report from the survey it was the first time I
was introduced to the concept and rigours of scientific data collection. There were
actually many more fish and invertebrate species present than the standard ones we
had to keep track of. I had not seen almost all of the species before so I learned the
basic taxonomy of a wide variety of north Pacific fish and invertebrates. There was
plenty of wildlife to watch at sea. We frequently saw seals, sea lions, whales, and a
variety of sea birds. One night a flock of storm petrels came right into the cabin of the
Flyer, attracted by the lights. The experience with these various species of marine life
was invaluable for further studies and provided further motivation to pursue a career in
marine science.
After the Western Flyer Experience
The mentoring and experiential learning aboard the Flyer served me well in future
studies at university and future jobs. There were two important facets of the
experience: technical training and learning how to work with people on a small ship.
The eight months I spent aboard the Western Flyer gave me a solid technical
background in high sea fisheries or
marine science such as navigation,
chart work, reading echo sounders for
bottom type, gear handling, safety
and other aspects of ship work. While
these jobs were the responsibility of
the Captain and crew, I was keen to
learn by observation and
participation. The skills I gained were
important for planning marine
surveys, documenting sampling
positions, supervising staff and
reporting results. It was “hands on”
work, without the strict separation of
scientific staff and vessel crew that is
often the arrangement on government
or academic ships. The experience
gave me an insight into the problems
involved in issues such as station
Figure 9. Colin Levings studying Philosophy 100 on board the
positioning, judgement calls on
Arthur H, 1963 Photo Authors Collection
whether or not sea conditions
allowed scientific sampling, and logistics for long voyages (e.g. ensuring adequate
stores and spare gear).
On the biological side, I learned how to identify fish and invertebrates, how to tag
fish, record ecological data and as well I gained first-hand knowledge of northeast
Pacific Ocean ecosystems and their geography. Some of these technical skills are not
usually obtained by students following a strictly academic path in marine science or
oceanography, although the curricula for the fields do vary around the world.
15
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Learning how to live and work with people with different backgrounds and life
styles was possibly even more important than acquiring technical skills. Mariners
realize that this type of emotional intelligence is what enables a productive and
pleasant life at sea, especially in a small ship. The concept is recognized by seafarers
around the world. For example a custom in Japanese merchant maritime tradition is the
use of the suffix “maru” for a ship’s name and one meaning of the term is that it
represents perfection or completeness, or the ship as a small world of its own. In the
Flyer world I learned to work and live with people from diverse backgrounds, with
different life styles and languages. I refined respect for the command-control or rank
and leadership system that keeps a ship running safely. All aboard the Western Flyer
knew that Captain Loftus was in charge and made the decisions that mattered, even
though relationships aboard the vessel were very informal. I learned the patience
required to cope with the long periods of inactivity while we waited out the storms.
These were attributes that were important in my future work. Whenever I stepped
aboard another vessel I shifted to the mindset that I had learned on the Flyer.
Further development of my career in a research or hypothesis-testing sense involved
mentoring at the academic or theory level. There was a tie in with the Western Flyer
and Ricketts here too because several of my university professors were influenced by
Ricketts’ work. These connections are the topic of another paper but I briefly introduce
its theme here.

Figure 10. Western Flyer in trouble 1964
Photo by Author

waiting for rescue by the United States Coast Guard.25

When I carried my duffle
bag off the Flyer in March 1963
I had no inkling that the boat
would reappear in my life, but
she soon did. In July 1964 I
was working as a summer
student on the Fisheries
Research Board of Canada’s
vessel Canadian Government
Ship G.B. Reed,24 out of the
Pacific Biological Station
(PBS), Nanaimo. One of our
voyages was to the Gulf of
Alaska. We came across the
Western Flyer, now fitted for
King crab fishing, but broken
down and rolling in the swells,

That was the last I was to hear of her until thirty-seven years later. In 2001 while I
was attending a conference in Monterey, California, I visited a bookstore on Cannery
Row, the iconic part of Monterey where Ed Ricketts had a laboratory, and I bought a
copy of the Log of the Sea of Cortez.26 It was the Penguin paperback edition and there
on the cover was an image of the Western Flyer. Until that time I had not realized the
connection between the Western Flyer and Ricketts. Since then I have been engrossed
with the Flyer story and have thought a lot about how Ed Ricketts’ science influenced
my career. This aspect is the topic of another article.
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Concluding comments
After the Flyer trip I worked May to August 1963 aboard the Arthur H on another
IPHC charter, this time in the Bering Sea. In the autumn of that year I resumed my
education. After completing my first post-graduate degree I took another year out 19671968 to work at PBS, studying Pacific cod ecology in Hecate Strait, British Columbia.
When I finally finished studies in 1972 with a Ph. D. in Biological Oceanography from
Dalhousie University in Halifax, Nova Scotia, I began a research career which
continues to this day (fifty-four years in the field of marine science if the Western Flyer
work is counted). I was an applied scientist, with a mission to help provide data to help
fish habitat managers in the Canadian Department of Fisheries and Oceans.
The lessons I learned on the Flyer served me well in my job. I honed the discipline
needed to live with others together on a small ship and refined my abilities for scientific
research at sea. During my career I was Chief Scientist on twenty different research
vessels ranging in size from the Canadian Survey Ship John P. Tully (225 feet) during
oil spill surveys off the coast of British Columbia to the Motor Vessel Whip the Wind, a
thirty-eight foot Cape Islander, for bottom ecology studies in St. Margaret’s Bay, Nova
Scotia. I sailed on a wide variety of craft types including Canadian Coast Guard
hovercrafts, the Canadian Forces Auxiliary Vessel St. Anthony, a sea going tug; and
the Fishery Patrol Vessel Sooke Post, a patrol vessel. On all the ships and boats I
applied the concepts for marine science sampling learned on the Flyer – patience,
dealing with gear, getting along with the crew, providing leadership local
circumstances. Every prospective sea going scientist has to learn the basics of
shipboard life. Even though today we have many more things that make life on
research vessels easier and more comfortable, the principles for work and life are the
same in the small world of a ship.
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