
Some noteworthy events in my life  

This section deals with personally significant occasions in my lifetime 

work as a marine ecologist in fisheries science. It is more of a light-hearted 

read than the rest of the blog. I begin with my first professional occupation 

after migrating to Canada from the United Kingdom in 1966. 

Reporting for work at the St Andrews Biological Station in February 1966 

My arrival at St Andrews was perhaps the first dramatic event of my 

professional career, and may merit some comment. I left the UK shortly 

after my PhD was granted by the University of London. I flew from cool 

but normal winter UK weather, to arrive at Saint John New Brunswick, 

where 3 ft drifts and -15°C met me as I boarded the bus for St Andrews. 

Frank McCracken, the Assistant Director at the station, who had earlier 

interviewed me in a Greek restaurant in Soho, met me outside the 

Shiretown Inn. He was emphatic that despite my jet lag, it would be a good 

idea to be downstairs again at 8.30 next morning to start my first day at the 

lab, which passed in a daze. That evening a student, who had also applied 

for the post I was filling, arrived at my motel with 40 ounces of rum in a 

bag, and plied me with generous shots of a liquor I was unfamiliar with. I 

was still smashed when I got to the lab the next morning. After falling out 

of my chair twice and hitting my head loudly on the radiator, a colleague 

next door came in. He commented on the heavy odor of alcohol in my 

room and suggested I go home before the Director called me in for a visit. 

I weaved downstairs and out the side door, and started to make it up the 

hill in my thermally inadequate UK duffle coat. With the first sound of a 

truck coming down the hill, I leaped over the guard rail and was 

immediately up to my neck in snow. After extracting myself, I made it up 

the hill to the golf course, thus providing the local rabbits with a good 

imitation of a snow-coated yeti. After an hour’s sleep in the snow on the 

5
th

 hole, I eventually got back to my motel around 4 pm. From that initial 

experience, I soon fitted into a close knit group of colleagues, who all 

exceeded me by about 10 years of age. 



Fisheries Commissions  

I first ran into John Gulland at an ICNAF meeting in Boston in the late 

60’s, where he was very helpful with advice on how to present my 

proposed regulation on scallop meat sizes from the US/Canada fishery on 

Georges Bank. At the time this fishery was open to fishing by fleets from 

both countries with no closed areas. My next contact with John was less 

pleasurable, but ended well for me. First, I had attended ICES in 1974 to 

present a paper on a shellfish topic (being then in charge of shellfish work 

in the Maritimes), and got roped into a meeting on bluefin tuna for the sole 

reason that I was English-speaking and could be the ad hoc rapporteur. On 

returning to St Andrews, since my sabbatical leave and courses on stock 

assessment at the Seattle School of Fisheries, large pelagic fish 

assessments were added to my duties. This led to me represent Canada at 

the next ICCAT meeting, where I presented the first bluefin tuna Virtual 

Population Analysis and our studies on bluefin otoliths, which showed that 

the giant fish which turn up off the Maritimes each year were much older 

than previously thought. As the head of delegation, when the meeting got 

round to approval of the report, I protested at the scant space given in it to 

our discussion of the bluefin tuna issue by John (as rapporteur), with Brian 

Rothschild in the Chair. My intervention ran the meeting an extra half 

hour, and was not a popular move for the top table, but got more details on 

bluefin conservation into the report. The following year, together with 

other colleagues, we did more population simulations, which eventually 

resulted in a size limit for small bluefin: a first for ICCAT. 

On the previous occasion at ICCAT, somebody in charge protested at my 

intervention in a letter to Ken Lucas my distant boss in Ottawa, who 

immediately wrote congratulating me on the same issue! Shortly after that, 

Ken was made ADG of the fisheries department of FAO as John’s 

superior. Not long after that I received an invitation to apply for a post in 

FAO’s FIRM, then John’s service - a coincidence perhaps?  

Large pelagic fish provide some fast-moving items for the fishery 

biologist, although progress towards a sound management system has been 

slow. Nonetheless, much later, a tuna industry group in Hawaii found my 



questionnaire approach to the Code of Conduct useful; combining as it 

does, an assessment approach with socio-economic data. 

Working in FIRM 

John Gulland was a good boss who allowed us considerable intellectual 

freedom, and the service at that time had a generally pleasant atmosphere. 

In part this could have been because he took considerable liberties, as the 

most famous person in the Department, with a personal file said to be full 

of reprimands. At one of his birthday parties, his staff cooperated in a 

document which is excerpted below for historical purposes. 

 

 

 When John retired, he worked for a few years in John Beddington’s 

department at Imperial College; a path I also followed for a couple of 

years after my retirement. A few more years later he passed away, and I 



was moved to write an obituary poem, which was quoted in part in the 

Royal Society’s obituary written by David Cushing. In full, this went as 

follows: 

CRAFTSMAN IN THE SILVERY TIDE 

    (In Memoriam, J.A. Gulland, FRS) 

 

Supreme rapporteur in the Commonwealth of 

Numerators to the Watery Realm: 

Through him, many of us learned ritual and craft; 

the art of the feasible in a world of invisible counters 

 

His orthodoxy self-established, 

he placed his formulations and those of others 

in practical garb; parameters constrained  

by the limits of lay comprehension 

 

With him, old fools, pompous self-lovers  

of the reputation, were cut to size: 

an antiseptic wit. Novices with courage were 

braced by his acerbic acceptance of equality. 

 

Pickwikian, he bustled chirping through 

then-untrodden halls; stubby arms twisted together 

startled academes, fishmongers, bureaucrats 

in a cluster of agreements. 

 

Bristling, he states the case 

others shirk from; eschewing soft options. 

No counselor this man for the 

kingdom of the craven. 

 

He leans back, absently scratching the freckled vault, 

yawns, closes his eyes. In later years, sleeps, 

air schedule in hand, waking briefly 

to redirect the debate with critical interventions. 

At the end, admirably, though in pain, 

he clears his desk; assigns final tasks to juniors 



prior to that last long duty travel, 

the bitter pill accepted on his own terms. 

No loose ends. 

 

An example comes to mind re his acerbic whit. Ralph Halliday on the 

Canadian delegation at ICNAF had made a careful case in the Scientific 

Committee for the state of overfishing of some species I don’t recall 

which. Dr Cole, the head of the British delegation, got up and in a 

pompous voice, warned us of hasty conclusions. he concluded by saying 

that the Commissioners took our words as if they were ‘chiselled in stone’. 

A discussion followed that came to the same conclusions as before. A 

chirping voice from our hero was heard: ‘Right boys! Out with the 

chisels!’  

Of course this was an old battle of John with his former director at 

Lowestoft who insisted on seeing all Gulland’s proposed publications, but 

supposedly didn’t understand the technical jargon – it is reported that John 

always put in a few case of ‘data is’ that could be corrected by a satisfied 

director. In case anyone thinks I have it in for Dr Cole, I may add that 

when I applied for a summer student post at the Burnham-on-Crouch 

laboratory, I was invited for an interview by an avuncular Dr Cole who 

took this callow 19 year old to dinner at his club in London. 

The 1976 US-Canada-Soviet Union study of Georges Bank herring using 

the PISCES submersible. 

This exercise culminated a decade of underwater observation studies 

carried out in the 1970’s from the St Andrews laboratory, where our then 

Director, John Anderson had then placed high priority on the use of these 

vehicles for underwater observations on fishing grounds (we even received 

a reprint request from the ‘Lunar Landing Laboratory’!), and the 

occurrence of this much more important lunar exercise may explain why 

our concurrent work received such high priority! 

I took on a coordinating role in this activity, involving underwater  

observations around the Maritime Provinces, using successively the 

Cubmarine, the Shelf Diver and then the Pisces submersible. After the 

cruise described here, for reasons that may be evident, I decided to move 

to activities that could be carried out at my desk, using the minimal 

knowledge just acquired on stock assessment during my sabbatical. This 



cruise involved the US vessel Albatross IV as mothership, and at least one 

Soviet trawler employed in sampling the herring population of the Bank. 

 

The Canadian ‘Submariners’, and below, my Soviet ‘Medal’ 

  

The Georges Bank herring stock was not holding up well under 

unrestrained foreign fishing pressure (this was before the declaration of a 

200 mile limit), but some limited cooperation between Cold War 

opponents got underway here. The Canadian contribution of the Pisces 

submersible was placed on a US vessel, to help search for any remaining 



herring spawn on the top of the Bank. This objective was in part 

successful, as attested to by the paper written by myself and collaborators 

listed elsewhere on this blog. The interesting part of the exercise was 

another one – my first narrow escape from oblivion when the submersible 

was lost in the NW Atlantic, but the mothership was found by Jim, the 

pilot of the submersible! 

 

Checking out a herring spawn sampler 

Details of the events on Georges Bank will be described in the following 

poem; one of a series of autobiographic sketches to be found in ‘The 

Relativity of Journeys’, a book published by Trafford Press in 2001 – 

which was signed off with my pen name: that of my Grandfather, Stanley 

Lowther.  

 

The poem follows: 

 

 

 



 A UTERINE VOYAGE ON GEORGES BANK 

 

“There is much doubt” said Nikolai 

“that the herring stock is supporting this 

heavy exploitment 

by its smallness of biomass” 

but our oblique tow tomorrow will seek 

youngest hatchlings near bottom. 

If so, you Canadians must dive from 

the American boat, Albatross, 

to photo herring spawn beds”. 

The yellow caterpillar bolted 

to the aft deck 

roared muffled through the steel sphere 

where Jim the pilot and I 

peered through the myopic ports 

as we swung ponderous 

over the port rail 

into an oily sea 

covered with a faint touch of mist. 

 

A short descent to 30 fathoms 

placed us rushing 

over a barren stone plain, 

faster than our vehicle could travel. 

A fast switch to sand, 

then a swooping elevator ride 

70 feet up the back of a dune which 

launched us whooping into dark water; 

down from the first 

of many watery barkhans. 

We cross another dark stone plain 

now marked with faint white streaks of 

spawn, but too fast to stop. 

 

Later, when the tide rotated, 

as it does every baker’s dozen of hours 

(no slack tide here; the currents are 



express trains on this bank) 

we slowed enough to see the spawn: 

egg banks, old spawn beds decomposing, 

young egg-sack riders wiggling, 

and a crowd of dogfish, crabs, 

and whelks gorging 

on this seasonal bounty, 

all gleefully recorded on film. 

Much later, as time manifested itself 

by the drooping needles of the air gauge, 

Jim called the ship 

but the microphone is dead. 

 

We surface; no ship in sight. 

Bobbing and rolling 

in our six foot sphere 

with one and a half feet of freeboard 

we are now in a fogbank where 

Soviet motherships blunder about: 

three hundred foot steel hulls 

picking up the last of the herring. 

 

At this point 

the sub’s radio splutters, 

also announcing its malfunction – 

- a corroded connection? 

Jim leaves me 

to go up and squat 

all six feet of him in the splashing  

conning tower; the radio on his lap. 

He closes the hatch: the last I see or hear 

of him for four hours.  

Did you ever try to pray 

sick and cold – not knowing if anyone was there? 

 

By later accounts 

Jim’s boy scout days weren’t wasted: 

he gets through to the Albatross 



who have ‘seen’ us to the north by radar. 

In the fog they pick up an old Polish 

herring barrel (we are too low 

to ‘see’, and in the opposite direction). 

 

Jim tells them to sound the fog horn. 

He hears them 13 seconds later. 

Not having a compass 

he straddles the sound, 

with the hour hand of his watch 

pointing at the sun as shown 

by the lighter haze to the southwest. 

 

He calls: 

“Come south!  Come south! 

You’re ten miles north of us!” 

To no avail: professional seamen 

have no faith 

in those adrift without instruments. 

Big boats find small ones, 

not vice versa! 

They head north again  

to locate another barrel. 

“Come south, Goddammit!” 

 

Some time later they get the message, 

and Jim talks the blind giant 

to the pick-up point 

when, like I had done 

some time ago, 

those on board realize 

they had given up hope. 

 

The moral of the story is: 

Small beings see the world more clearly! 

Being small makes the vagaries 

of space and time critical. 

The world becomes a more serious place. 



-- 

 

There were lighter moments however, as when the US pilot sent 

aboard to bring us into Woods Hole harbor was suffering 

somewhat from Russian hospitality, and in consequence allowed 

the skipper to pilot his rusting ship expertly between the million 

dollar vessels in the yacht basin. The intention was for a 

diplomatic visit by the Russian crew to famous spots in the 

vicinity. The CIA representative and drivers of the shining black 

limousines were surprised when his guests appeared, each with a 

large basket. “We propose colleagues, to take you to see President 

Kennedy’s birthplace”. “Nyet!” the reply: “We show you where” 

– and off into the woodlands they drove. “Stop Here!” they said. 

 

The Russians disembark, and disappear into the woods. An hour 

later they return with baskets full of fungi. Back on the ship we 

are treated to our first fresh meal of woodland bounty, wondering 

if the KGB had first carried out an illicit woodland survey for the 

crew? This dish was followed by an attractive cake: brown, with 

raisins and almonds on the outside. Imagine my surprise when I 

realize it was a savory rice cake with fungi and raw garlic 

garnishings! 

 

One other memorable occasion came when our ancient White 

Russian interpreter who emigrated from Russia prior to the 

communist revolution, met the young bolshovik crew members on 

deck. First, they had never met a countryman of theirs born prior 

to the revolution! He shook them up with a story of his childhood 

in St Petersburg. His nanny was pushing him in a pram through a 

square where a man on a balcony was shouting at the crowd. 

“Who is that, Nanny?” he asked from the pram. The nurse’s reply 

shook the Russian seamen rigid: “Oh, he’s one of those petty 

revolutionaries – I believe he is called Lenin!” They were 

awestruck that anybody who had ever seen their ‘God’ was still 

alive – let alone a non-believer! 

 

 

 



First sea trial of the EE Prince 

 

It was my ill luck to be booked on the first cruise of this new 

research vessel to the aptly-named Lurcher Shoal in March of that 

year. The weather was cold but did not look risky for an initial 

venture. The intention was to map the scallop beds of this bank at 

the entrance to the Bay of Fundy. We arrived there and the new 

crew started to modify the deck equipment and fishing gear, ready 

to drag for scallops. The EE Prince is a vessel which has a high 

forecastle, with the bridge on the first level above deck and above 

that, a small cabin for the chief scientist, which I occupied. We 

soon noticed that the boat was very liable to roll, which of course 

was particularly noticeable in my cabin high above the sea. 

Shortly after starting work, the wind picked up, and eventually 

was blowing up the Bay at some 70 knots. The skipper soon found 

that capsizing was the most likely event with a roll of some 50° if 

he didn’t keep the ship headed directly into the wind. As we found 

later, the loading of ballast had not yet been implemented before 

the cruise! For the next 6-8 hours we faced into the wind and 

allowed ourselves to be blown back up the Bay. In my cabin I was 

gripping the sides of my bunk listening to a barrel rolling up and 

down the gangway watched by seasick crew members, while 

watching the spray hit my window some 25ft above the deck, 

freeze, and slip downwards as slush. The skipper on several 

occasions clambered up to tell me how things were going, and 

take a swig from the bottle of whisky we opened the day before. 

Finally he was able to dodge the Prince into the lea of Campobello 

Island. 

 

Inshore cruises 

 

A good deal of the research work of an institute is of course 

carried out on smaller ships than the EE Prince. The following 

poem describes some impressions gained with two other vessels, 

the 50 ft all purpose vessel, the Mallotus, and the side trawler the 

Harengus. 

 

 



 

 

Inshore and offshore moods 
 (Captain Tucker of the “MALLOTUS” and Captain Butler of the “Harengus”). 

 

Short excursions close to shore 

have a different quality from high seas cruises. 

 

Cap’n Clyde and his deck mate Floyd 

whiled away leisurely our trips 

to islands and creeks 

in the good old Passamaquoddy Bay 

(all of course in the name of science) 

but usually when it was time 

for the galley, we could tie up creaking 

to a spruce, 

 

and in the cubby, like as not, 

a jacked deer steak was sizzling on the stove 

(with beans and fresh biscuit of course), 

Or mayhap, thrice a year, 

a slice of one o’ them big sturgeon 

snagged off the Digdiguash 

 

and while eating, we’d enjoy Clyde’s 

leisurely reminiscences of 

runnin’ white lightnin’ 

across the Bay from Eastport 

in those good ‘ole prohibition days 

 

He with the short straw 

got the dipper first: 

if the wood liquor didn’t get ‘im 

why then, 

once we was across the Province line 

inside the bell buoy, 

the dipper went round full and wide 

 

Clyde’s stories were expansive, mellifluous, 



he’s a wood cherub, 

a Huck Finn type of bloke, 

happy as his life style was free and easy 

before blindness took him: 

(now he lives with his sister). 

 

Longer voyages were a different matter: 

after 40 years at sea, Cap’n Butler, 

a sort of gruff ancient mariner type 

like Popeye, 

viewed the needs of science 

with a jaundiced eye 

 

Bad enough that in a quarter swell 

The groaning of the aft cabin 

(a hutch grafted on for the eggheads) 

turned his ‘Harengus’ 

from a ship-shape side trawler 

into some sort of sea-going 

coffee grinder 

 

Unbearable it was when some lubberly sort 

dropped his bum paper down the head 

and not in the bucket 

put for that there purpose. 

Blocked was the 1-inch pipe, 

stalling the skipper’s main joy in life. 

The unfortunate boffin 

would be invited 

by public announcement 

to kindly in future 

shit on deck 

 in a bucket! 

 

Beneath this Ahab gruffness 

was a long-grained sense of justice, 

tempered by tedious days on the bridge, 

with Cook standing 



atop of the galley steps, and Foncy 

doin’ his crow calls from the windlass 

 

Those long days before 

the government pension 

without a skipper’s freedom 

while fishing, to lose his shirt. 

Here on the government boat 

they paid as much 

for a net empty as full: 

Why else he asked, was she 

a refuge of the 9 to 5 idle 

and the riff-raff 

of Scotian fishing ports? 

 

 

          Splitting the Bank in half 

This time we were down in Washington opposite the Watergate hotel 

with our fishermen advisors, negotiating with the US counterparts 

over how to cut up the famous Georges Bank. Further details of the 

strange events this entailed, such as a secret Canadian briefing 

session in a strip club are described below from Stanley’s book.  For 

the first part of this long drawn out process (I never saw the end of 

it), my scientific colleagues in the US and ourselves discussed 

possible sharing modes, one of which was illustrated in this drawing 

on the inside of a book of matches I kept for sentimental reasons: 

 

 



A poem that summarized the personal aspects of this negotiation 

follows: 

 

Watergate’s Washington : October 1974 

 

The first meeting was earlier that year 

opposite the Watergate hotel 

where we bribed the doorman 

for ashtrays to commemorate 

the recent scandal 

 

The next, called hastily, 

saw us Maritimers back again 

in the Elephant’s lair, 

headquarters of the CIA’s 

deals and intrigue: 

a motley bunch of scientists and fishermen 

from the little big northern neighbor 

up to discuss those mythical boundaries 

in the eastern sea 

 

We meet this time 

straight from the airport 

at a small restaurant 

which covers as a mid-day 

strip club: sandwiches on maps 

with swinging melons and beer: 

Hot discussions on national interests 

took place on enemy territory: high heels 

straddling the zone of contention 

 

At breakfast the black man 

pretending to be a waiter poured coffee 

while looking me in the eye 

till it slopped over into the saucer 

 

Wayne had problems that night 

of a more personal kind: 



“she put her ‘and in me pocket 

ter feel me nuts: did she ever gasp!” 

only later was I lookin’ for me wallet…”  

 

Later of course, the Bank was split by a maritime boundary, mainly I 

guess, so that future searchers for oil and minerals would be sure of 

owning their finds. On the fishery side, for Canadians, our nation’s 

claim consisted mainly of scallops – where documentation of our 

scientific work on this stock formed a large share of our justification 

for ‘user rights’ on our side of the Bank. 

 

The aspect of these negotiations that fascinated me first was that 

colleagues from Woods Hole laboratory near Cape Cod with whom I 

had been cooperating for many years, were suddenly on the other 

side of an invisible line on the floor separating opposing camps. The 

other aspect was how the negotiation was at least doubled up, given 

that the fishing industry and government spokesmen (not me) on 

each side, had to decide on a common point of view (often more 

difficult) before presenting it to the other side. This experience was 

useful to me later in discussing similar negotiations in the Caribbean 

and Black Sea for example. The atmosphere of tension in the 

negotiating room inspired the following drawing and poem, which 

are copied from my report to a workshop on shared resources held in 

Darwin, Australia in 1997. 

 

   

 



                THE STALLED NEGOTIATION 

 

Elusive accord lurks in the shifting middle ground 

between high walls of national pride 

embossed with adamantine crystals of special interest 

which shine coldly through the stifling dark 

Lowering brows are so unyielding 

to the rain of human kindness 

which would have washed away the barriers 

and brought them crashing down 

 

Stasis prevails: pulsing hostile emanations 

through the gloomy air. 

 

The above selection of poems deal with personal aspects of my work while 

in Canada, and mainly treat sea-going issues: similar personal impressions 

of course occurred later when travelling in different parts of the world, and 

some of these are dealt with in Stanley’s book. Since retiring from an 

active role in fisheries I have begun to give higher priority to exploring 

broader subjective issues, and some of these are described in two other 

books: 

 

‘A Return to Subjectivity’ -Trafford Press 

‘Hidden in the Words’ – Authorhouse 

 

My blog ‘Gaia and my Subconscious Mind’ also gives some idea of what I 

have been thinking about in my spare time, after a wide and varied lifetime 

of international work on fisheries science. 

 


