. - {- 1. ’ e i : .'r‘ . .
a - i 4 1 .. - e
: E - L 5- ¥ I{ : . n ! o=,
(] i - - r - . r e .
. i - K - " LS ..
F i~ . I - D

1
w7 -

B4 - AMERICAN WAY




e (Sr— LR — e e = -.ﬂ---. T e T

S Fose
h - - n.- ']
; o, S
= !"
ﬂ- % . --'5' .
ol - ‘;ﬁ- ™

STORY BY BETH ARNOLD » PHOTOGRAPHY BY JOEL W. ROGERS



arn hiking across Tsla Santo Domingo, 4 bacrier isknd

nff the Bzja coast of Mexico, which appears to be

nothing bur a gigantic zand pile — thousands of

dunes, sand verbena, and some Kind of hrambles that

somehow survive the =alt air, In the distance, Tspot o
multitude of eruplions [rom the sea’s surface, water spew-
ing upward in spowts, like pevsers. Tlus iz what [ have
come for, Whales,

I slog across the desert sand duncs at a good clip, hut
my feet can't keep pace with my anticipation, When 1 linally
reach the ever-shifting boumdary whore the sea meets the
land, the power of the Pacific 15 palpable. "Ihe surl bangs
the heach with a fuorce stronger than a jackhammer. |
imagine the whales enjov the turbulence; perhaps it's
like a carmval tde [or hem, But by now, the anly spouts 1
see look much farther out in the water, and | fear | have
missed my opportumly,

Then swddenly, across my line of vision, a gray whale
bounds out of the water and langs in the air a few seconds
before crashing back into the =ea. | had no idea — | imag-
inexd that sesing whales up close would be a thrill, but. their

magnificence literally stuns me. [ bave scen my frst breach,

IN TRUTH, WHALES aren't the only reason [ have trav-
eled from Arkansas W Baja, [ am in search of something,
a feeling of peace about my brother, Brent, Since his
death from AIDS o few vears ago, T have struggled with
my grief, tried to accept his Tnss even if | couldn’t under-
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stand it. Oddly cnough, a thought recurs about whales.

In one of a few dreams that weren't mightmares in the
lust several vears of his life, Brent dresmed he was swin-
ming with whiles., I was @ momment of respite in his nightly
trauina, a peaceful suspension of reabty when he could
swim in something other than an ocean of sickness,

I'd seen Dhsney's {ilm classic Willte, the (peratic
Wiafe, and made a copy of iL Willic was a jolly whale who
sam robust opera out in the open =ea, but he was [nally
harpooned znd died. He ascended into heaven and echoed
his arias there. Brent wanted me to send the movie 10
him, but [ foolishly wouldn'l. T was worried that Willie's
death was too sad and wouldn't be a poative focus for my
brother, who al this point had cancer because of AIDS. But
| was wrong: Willie would have been cathartic for Brent,
My brother's dream of whales supplied a liguid freedom
that his body and mind hadn't expericenced in years, and
the movie would have been a waking refuge. Willie could

T touch a gray whate is 10 touch sea magi, Herg, bwa wiilds maas in the middle ol tha siratch ol wilor abang Baja knawn 25 "the Baee.”
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hiave shown Brent that his own exuberant spinit would live
on. Why hadn't [ seen that the httle whale had faced and
Lranscended what my own brother was staring down on 2
daily hasis?

Although T hadn't consciously realized it untl T saw that
fst breach, this st be part of what infuitively called me
to Baju. But T don't went to just observe these majestic
mammals, | want to touch one of these creatures that for
Brent must have held some kind of personal mythology, 1
want to feel its physical presence — something [ will never
be fortunate enough (o experience with my brother again. [
want that mystival connection with a whale, as if nmy iman
hand to its etherworldly slén might put me in touch with
something even larger, bring me something of my brother,
if only for a moment.

I'D NEVER BEEN what you'd call & seasoned outdoors
person, Then, four years age — six long months after my
brother’s death — [ spent a week in Mexdco at 2 fitness
spa, wlere vigorous mountain hikes were the opening
silvos in a long battle to Nush out my stress and loss and
grief. That weelk proved to be Lhe beginning of my recov-
ery. Exercising my body in nature had cleared my head,
and T discoverad a tangible way to regain some of Lhe
pozce 1'd lost.

Now a novice jock, 1 wanted a challenge — a trip with
physical adventure that would provide space Lo lel me feel
my feelings and think new thoughts, an ample opportunity
o mull over how 1 fit into the world, how to deal with the
things life had visited on my doorstep,

And that’s how [I'd Tatched onto the idea of watching
whales while kayaking along the Baja California peninsula.
It was a sport | could handle, and the pavoff of secing the
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whales was a larger-than-human-life adventure, The sooth-
ing empliness of the Baja desert, the possibility of com-
muning with a gentle giant — this Lrip seemed lke the
perfect ticket.

Although it had been cold iIn Arkansas when [ left, La
Paz, the largest city and capital of Baja California Sur, was
toasty warm. No wonder: [t's only an hour's deve from the
Tropic of Cancer. T sat in the hotel bar drinking my first
margarita and walching the sun set over the sailboats in
the harbor. Already my head was clezring out. My thoughts
had moved bevond the fgarous schedule of taking care of
children, a hushand, a career, | had some emotional room Lo
think about who [ am and about Brent, He Iived his life as
an adventurer. And 1 was trymg to follow m his footsteps,
locking {or them in the sands of Baja.

Baja Expeditions, the ouvtfitter I'd signed on with, ar-
rived first thing the next mormning to load our group onto a
bus. We headed up Highway 1, where for miles and miles
the Sea of Cortés ghslened to the east, an azure outline
blending into a pale-blue Baja sky. At lunch time, we pulled
over for & repast of fish tacos, frijoles, and beer. Now this
was living. The dry, desolate landscape was a stark contrast
to the green hills where T live. My eyes could see beyond
their usual images, my thoughts could expand out of their
CWErWOrt grooves,

After a four-hour trip, we reached Puerto Lopez
Mateos, a dusty village on the beach. We took off our
shoes and threw on jackets, then loaded our gear mlo open
skiffs — called "pangas” — that can seat six to eight peo-
ple comfortably. The wind whipped through my hair as the
boat sped up the channel. Within twenty minutes of leav-
ing shore, our Mexdcan drver pointed (o another panga
out in the channel where a film crew was catching one of
the massive creatures lolling in Lhe water, Although [ only
cauyht a glimpse of its majesty, my appetite was whetted.
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Of the two pangas, mine was the first to arrive at [zla
Sanlo Domingo, where Lhe camp was set up. A young Mex-
ican named Alejandm dashed over 1o pick up my bags and
help me [ind the right tent. One of my most precious com-
madities i= dme alone. | usually hate the thought of the
forced intimacy of groups. [ picked the tent farthest from
the camp, just to be safe. It was also the closest Lo the
waler, perched atop a ten-foot sand dune. [t looked nothing
like my accustomed surroundings; the change of scenery
would be good therapy.

At orientalion, our guide, Dave, said we didn't have 1o do
anything but whale-watch, kayvak, hike, relix, and wash our
mam plates after meals. Alefandro and his brother, Beto, the
chief eook, would indulge our appetites with delicious food.
(h, and for the bathroom, we would have a screened pateh
of sand with a toilet seat, plus accouterments, such as toflet
paper. No problem for the men, no pride for the women,
This indigmity alone would definitely distract me from my
nzual tailspin,

THE MNEXT MORNING we are in the panga by 845 and
heading out on our saltwater safari. The day is spectacular;
a few clouds hang low in the blue sky. Within five minutes,
the thrill is on. We see a few whales scattered about a
streich of sea known as “the Boca,” and the idea now is Lo
figure out how to home in on one. My adrenalin s flowing
— to see 3 whale at all would be electrifying — but 1 want
maore than that

Besides our panga, four others are whizzing after their
visual prey. Two huddle around a couple of mothers and
their calves who are rolling up to the surface, spouting
their spray. The whales glide effortlessly in and our of
the water while the people in pangas watch in awe. 1
vearn to be as close as Lhey, but T den't want to overwhelm
the mammals like a tacky tourist. Then | see people in
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Opposite: Kayakers manzuver their vessels with sheer mussla and aglity alotg Bzja's wildest coast. Dune islands and mangr cv thickats arz the mejor obscles
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zome of the other pangas stretching out Lhewr arms o
touch the whales. And | can now name my mission: lo
tsuch a whale,

We boat around, scouting for sprays and tails. Some-
Hmes when we're near a whale, its movements are s slow
that it seems more like it is lurching than swimming,
Then, in another second, it swiftly submerges, disappears,
and we are left wondering where it will pop up next. It
almost like hide-and-seek, and [ am growing giddy with
delight. T'm gazing in the distance, watching and wailing
for the “big one,” when 2 whale sublimely flings itself
out of the water in another breathtaking breach. Then
another bounds out of the water in the calm lagoon. In
front of us and on both sides, spouts are spewmg all over
like =0 many Old Faithiuls.

To gpot whales, one must follow their underwater

s been 8 Primg .

plumes of s o ten feet long, or catch the sound of their
vaporous breath being exhaled like a giant, mucousy sigh.
They look like streambined dinosaurs or mammalian battle-
ships steaming through the water. T watch a mother and
baby cut through the waves in the same rhythm. Some-
times Baby swims beside Mama, and other tmes Mama
pives Babw a pigevhack ride — ke my father used to ghve
Erent and me, With the rhythm of the waves and the
whales' motion, my thoughts drift momentarily. The sight
of these awesome creatures reminds me of the wonderful
here and now; the symmetry of the natural order I'm wit-
nessing tells me there is more to life than the temporal, 1
feel refreshed.

AFTER LUNCH, KAYAKING is an the agenda. |'ve never
been in a kavak before in my life, and presently T am
tucked in with a woman whose youngest child will be
twenty-nine tomorrow. The wind is whipping fiercely and
constantly, and sand i= becoming embedded in my slin
and hair and nostrils. Getting across this channel is going
to be a lot harder than [ thought.
FCONTINUED OF PAGE 24
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: A Message From The Deep
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: “Dave,” I call 1o our guide, “1 think 'm
: going tn have to drink a beer for this to be
i fun.” He holds up his paddle, and Arturo,
the panga driver, beings each of us a cold
:one As my paddling partner and 1 strugprde
and talk, my initial wariness about this
. crowd begins to fade a Fitle,

: Back al cammp, it at first seems impor-
Lanb Lo take a shower, bot finally 1 accept
- Lhe fact that | am gring to stay dirty. Five
} minutes later [ would he covered in the
i powder-fine sand again, anyway. This, 1
1 realize, is the first indication that T am sur-
rendering my will to nature: I T can let go
¢ of my binding structure and 2dopt 2 more
1' refaxed view of the world, it might ready
i me for the onc-on-one whale encounter 1
crave, | wash my face, brush my teeth, and
: change clothes for cocktails and dinner,
baseball cap firmly pulled down over my
iessy har,

: A douthern woman who normally likes
o wenr lipstick and talk reash, o about as
foreim to some of the others as fried okra,
: But after a conversation about eating dis-
: gusting foods, we laugh a Jot and pull our
© chairs over by the mesquite grill to warm
up. T find myself choosing to slay in their
company rather than go off by mys=lf to
i read. The men bond some more by simul-
Laneously [lossing their teeth, " What is the
world coming Lo when people st around
: Lhe campfire flossing?” [ ask, feeling like
I've [inally joined the circle. They make
grunting male noizes and go to bed, and T
head off for my tent feeling like it’s been a
¢ pood, good day.

Within ten minutes of leaving
our camp the next mormng, we scoul
some whales, Our lwo pangas are the
i only ones on the water, The waves are
: rough and high, tossing us shout. [t feels
pristine and pure to be oot here in the
dalty air, scanning the horizon, at the
mierey of the sea.

. Suddenly a whale and her calf pop up
within z vard of the other panga; its crew
I goes crazy with excitement, It's the luck of
the draw wath whale-waiching, and that
panga just drew a pair of aces. We are
nohing and aahing watching them when
i Dave reaches out his arm to slide his hand



A Message From The Deep

along a whale'’s back. Jackpot. “Come over
here, whitles," 1 call 1o them. Brent woukd
have loved this,

The whales submerge and disappear
for a while. Then somchow, some way,
they surface close to our boat and exhale a
spray. | feed like U'm about to hop out of my
skin, Somebody exclaims that the whales
are only aboul ten feet away,

The whales eome again. This tme they
are within a yard and 1 almost jump up
and down i the boat. [ stand up, looking
down inte the murky water, wailing (o
steal a glimpse, They come back again and
on the next swipe, 1 stick my arm into the
brine. [ can see lwo gray hulks under-
neath us, and my excilement is spinning
out of control, when, suddenly, my hand
just barely makes contacl.

The whales' black, mottled skin — the
skin | just toucher — glistens with ocean
water as Lhey part the waves. The baby's
skin is barpacle-free, but the mother 18
covered with the crusty protrusions, [rom
her head all Lhe way down her back. They
bring their eyes above the water for a
peep at us, and | wonder what we Inok like
to them.

The waves are now five feet tall and
rocking, but Carlos, our driver, hangs
steady. The other driver, Artolo, is visibly
agitated. He's never had whales going
back and forth underneath his boal so
many times before. He is spooked by it
but 1 am exhilarated.

In the flash of an instant, the baby
comes up beside me. 1 take the chance
I've longed for and shove my palm onto
his magnificent tail {luke. He flicks his
fuke, and T flex my arm back as I feel the
surge of power. Good Lhing: [t was an iota
of the foree he uses to propel himself, and
1 can tell that with one hard whack my
arm could have easily been broken.

1 watch as the haby hangs face dovwn in
the water with his tail in our fzces. Where
will he surface next? | feel absolutely no
fear thul the whale might tum the panga
over. | only feel the charging juice of
adrenalin.

We stand up in our panga, watching
and waiting for the next move, The
whales swim belwoeen our o pangas. IL
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. A Message From The Deep

is eerie, a3 i Uwe mother is indulging her
baby by letting himn play with the boat.
: The baby pops up right beside me agsin
and | can'l believe my good luck. Two of
© us nimbly stick out our arms and press
our [ingers against his flesh, His skin is
: sinooth and slick, his flesh frm. | like the
L way he feals, this living being who belongs
P 1o the sea. He swime under the panga and
surfzces on the other side. where 1 reach
: down again.

[ By now it
: seems plain that
: the haby whale
keeps  coming
hack to gel close
fto me. Tt is odd,
but true. My eves
i focus on his out-
: line down in the
: cold Pacific. To
| witness the fluke
swish through the

] brine was a pleasure | hadn't anticipated,

: but touching this whale has been a heart-
expanding expericnce. | never expected it
to happen, Thave hasn't seenit all year,

¢ Baby comes right beside vs, Imocks the
i boat with his tail, znd rolls in the water. We
run our hands lovingly along his side in a
i wide sweep, The anly way this could be
: better is if he Iissed me on the lps. Then,
©as a parting gesture, he s up a oilful of
water and splashes me so completely that
¢ il leaves me soaling wet,

i Playtime iz over, Mama and baby glide
away. My plastime is over for now, too, but
it has left me with something lasting. Not
i only have I touched a whale, ut 2 whale
has touched me with the pift of believing
© that samething is fght in the world,

- Although we go our on the water
the next Lwo mornings and it's a thrill 1o
i see the whales, nothing can compare with
the experience we've already had, 1 lmow
i's probably a once-in-a-lifetime desl. Too
IMANY s are out on subsequent morn-
f ings, and | wonder at the gentlensss of the
miamenals that they don't tum the pangas
i over, which are buzzing around them like
pesky gnats. It 1s repulsive that some of
. the drivers leave the whales no space,

he only way this
could be better is
il the hah}-' whale

kizzed me on the liprs.

Dave says he thinks peaple will cventually-
hawve to be satisfied watching whales from
the shore because watchers will interfere
with whale miprationz and calving too
much. (In fact, hawever, researchers at
the Oceanic Society found in a recent
study that buman observations. so far,
have no impact on the migrations and
calving of gray whales.}

We have one after another beautiful
Baja blue-sky davs, The last dme [ kavak,
Dave i5 with me,
paddling with his
SCrOME, tan rower's
arms. We drinlk
Paciflicos ns we
meander through
a salt marsh that
seems like it could
e umywhere from
South Carolina to
Vietnam. Ewven
thaugh 1 haven'l
had a shower in days amd have woken up
about twenty-five times 2 night sleeping on
the ground, 1 feel great This has been a
primal experience that's thrown me into a
different reality.

On our [ast morming, we carch 2 1o of
spy-happing whales in the act of raising
their heads above water to take a look.
Then il's tme to pack up our gesr to go.
Although I'm looking forward to the
amenities of 2 hotel, T won't have to wait
for a shower to feel cleansed. The exira-
meous muddle momy head — 2l the roles
I play that periaclically burn me out and
consume me — has been blown away by
the spray of the whales,

A friend once said that being on an
African safari and being awed by the
mighty animals on the vast plains was a
spirttual cxperence. Now T know exactly
what she meant. How else can 1 explain
this fecling Ut (he baby whale carricd a
message from Brent. now in his own unen-
citmbered freedom? Y

Little Rock weriter Beth Arnold has rag-
trifruted to Holling Stone, GO, aned Mirnbella,
She rﬁt‘rlff"ﬁ?rﬁ.’n-d foer sercond soreenploy

Juel I Rogers is o Seuttle plotographer and
marthior of The Hidden Consts Kasak Exploratinne
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