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Adventure vacation on an island: tagging seals

During the summer of 1985, Debbie Vese-
" ly of Bloomficld Hills was a volunteer on
an Earthwatch expedition calied, “Closely
Watched Seals” on Miquelon Jsland, off the
coast of Newfoundland, For threc wcc}fs
. she helped with tagging, observations in
. blinds and compass readings. X
Her adventure, which cost $1,800, is one
of many offered by Earthwatch in loca-
. tions around the world. This is her story.

. Dy Doborah Vesaly
. opoclal wrllor

LOWLY AND carefully I cased out of the
small motorboat onto an unsiable
patch of sand stll] skimmed with high-
tide. I walked towards the group of

harbor seals basking In the August sun. A rush
of excltement went throvgh me. This Is what 1
would talk about: the moment I watked among
the seals of Miquelon Island.

1 had come to this French island off the
coast of Newfoundland as a volunteer for Ear-

+ thwateh, a non-profit organlzatlon which funds
* and provides voluntcers to support research
* expeditions around the world.

Earthwatch {Inds volunteers to help scien-

. tists, The volunteers pay their own way and

* help fund the rescarch through thelr essist-

- ance. From Nepal to East Africa, the Amazon
to the Amerfcan West, Earthwatch volunteers
spend thelr free time asslsting research and
golng to some of the most exotic locations in
the world.

As I approached the scal herd, an adult
ralsed his head, alarmed at my presence, 1
stopped and stared at the seal who sleeplly
lowered hls head among the others. I could see

+ the net strung in the water to catch the seals
for tagging.

EARTHWATCH SPONSORS this tagging

_program, which helps us to learn about the

seals' ‘haul-out’ slics, interactions between the
scals and maternal behavlor.

As 1 moved closer, more heads papped up.
The scals were geiting restless and some
flushed, barreling toward the safety of the
Barachols, or Bay of Miquelon Island. The
seals crashed ioto the water as I came near
them, but some stubborn adulta and confused
Juvenllea remained on the sandflat.

With my next step, they rushed toward the
water. I ran towards them, yelllng and waving
my arms (o steer them (o the net. A blg adult
remained, undisturbed. I came within five feet
of the anlmal before It moved alowly fnto the
water,

‘The other seals torpedoed and porpolsed —

;both methods of swimming fast — from the
csandbar Into the net, a perfect flush. The
+roundup began and ended fn 10 minutes. The
y seals managed to get through the worn net and
1 within minutes weaners, scals less than o year
+0ld, were bobblng around the boat and follow-
+ing us back ta the cabln on the shore of the bay,
: Thls watch cxpedition was called
: "Clesely Watched Seals™ and brought a group
Jof five volunteers to asslst professors and
:graduate students in the behavioral sciences,
: The project was to observo and record the
-movements and manners of grey and harbor
Jacals of the North Atlnntic gathered In the
Barachots from May to late August.

'
. THE ISLANDS of Miquelor, Langlade and
+St. Pierre have beea part of France slace the
;16th century when they wera claimed by
»Jacques Cartier. The islands flourished
;momentarily during the Prohlbltion when they
+became an important way station for illegal
«whisky. But the islands have always been the
:home of scals, thousands of birds, migrating
; whales and wild horses.

» On an earlier attempt to tag, we were able
) to cateh a female weaner who was a Little too
(curlous and brave. The graduste atudents
+lugged her onto the shore as she flicked and
Zcegl m:d' black

; T3 & head, typleal of a youn,
:m!t, and h:ﬁ:ku e:yr like all harbor seajsyaliuﬁ
L coat way lown, a speckled and
; white, Her noatrils.opened and dmﬂ she
) puffed In anger. She grunted and made fighting
+ nolses, the only known time they vocalize, -

ISI.Dothubackmdbeldmyham

whea she moved. Her front M were
tudke:fm to her sides 30 sho ewfm strug.
L]
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firmly around her nock, which buoched up .
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Photo/Deborah Vosely
The author posos noxt to a blind ueed
to spot saals, such ae the tollow on tho
right.

‘This scal had been previously tagged so 1
eased my grip and stepped back. She galloped
into the water like & fat inchworm, dove and
popped up 20 feet away, whiskers twltching
and blowlng bubbles.

The work of the velunteers was slmple but
not always desired. Sitting by the Goulet, a
narrow opening between the Barachois and the
sea, was & dreaded job, Even In August the
islands of the Nerth Atlantic can turn cold and
wet.

THE JOB was to count the scals, to identify
and estimate the seals’ directlon of travel, ci-
ther into the Barachols or out to sea. By ob-

to weary and lost fishermen, and has the dates
and names to prove It carved on our bulkheads.
Qur cabin was a small wooden house sepa-
rated Into four rooms, cach with four beds and
a plenle table, The fourth room was sometimes
occupled by a Freneh family on hollday. We
slept In sleeplng bags on foam or air
matresses. There was no runalng water so
drinklng water was taken from a nearby well,
BEHIND THE cabln were tall grassy {lelds
where wild horses roamed. The view from the
cabln was of land on the other alde of the Bara-
chols, bumpy with sand dunes. To the right was
the Goulet, vialble only on clear days. To the

serving the scals in their aquatic t,
Informatlon is gathered on travel migration
and the role of the seals in the marine ecosys-
tem.

Walkiog along the sand, past fresh water
bogs, to the Goulet, only a short distance from
the cabln, seagulls and tern birds hover abave
making threatening calls, Playful scals made a
greeting 29 I took a seat in the fine white sand,
The more darlng ones bobbed close to the
rocky shore, where washed up sand dollars and
£ea urching can be found,

Scanning the Goulet, I saw two shiny black
heads huddled close together like Inscparable
twins, I lifted my blnoculars to [dentify their
age class. I could already tell they were harbor
seals by the alze of their heads and the distine-
tive dropo in the forehead,

When 1 lifted my binocularn the heads disap-
peared. They appeared some minutes later
heading lato the Barachols, Everytime I ralsed
my binoculars they would dlve down. They
were toa fast and I was not fast enough.

OCCASIONALLY 1 saw a seal porpolsa to
sca. The scal would raise its whole body out of
the water in a row of leaps and come graceful-
ly down In a crescent curve. Grey seals would
also proudly swim by, Because of thelr big size
the greys are not tagged,

The adults are easy to apot because of their
huge grey nose extendlng llke & trunk. Large
folds of fur adorn thelr heads and cover their
tiny black eyes. The grey seals don't stop, Like
the curious harbot seals, but continue on their
way,

After my three-hour shift, I headed towards
the cabln to relax, The cabin where I stayed
was bullt In the early 1950s to provida shelter

left, covered with wind-stunted for-
csts towered over summer homes,

All of our fresh food was brought from the
town of Miquelon, a haif hour drive by truck
from the cabin. Miquelon imporis all of its
food from France and nearby Canadian prov-
inces so visitors ean Indulge in French choeo-
Intes and cookles. For dinner our meals were
spaghett], hamburgers, steaks, pizza and baked
cod.
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Fresh bread was always avallable directly
{rom the town bakery. We ate and cooked in 2
dome-like structure behind our cabln, Inside,
we had a refrigerator, grill and a gas stove,
One night we feasted on mussels collected
from the sand flats. For dessert we had {resh
strawberries from surrounding ficlds, mixed
wlth French cream,

After dinner, we watched the sun slowly sct
then disappear fast Into the horlzon. Some
evenings we played frisbee, The bright orange
saucer whirled with the wind carrying it up
and around. The young harbor scals came to
see this fluorescent object.

THEY BOBBED up and followed the frisbee
along the shore, coming quite close sometimes.
The frishee often got away, erashing into the
Barachols. The scals swam away in fright but
came back quickly, their eyes even wlder with
curioslty. .

Other seal observatlons were

The islands have
always been the home
of seals, thousands of .
birds, migrating
whales and wild
horsee.

land is gathered. Records of fighting, torpedo-
Ing and the disturbances between the scals are
to be made while n the blind.

‘THE OBSERYATION blinds are three me-
ters tall, The observer sits in a rectangular
canvas with three windows and a wooden floor.
The box I3 mounted on four iron fegs which
stretch Into the sand. The seals are not dls-
turbed by the blind so haul-outs can be
watched from as close as 10 meters,

Half an hour later I beard splashing and
grunting in front of the blind and to my right. I
rTose to look out the window. Some harbor seals
were gathering, They torpedoed, swimming
like bullets with white water flowing {rom
their sides, up to Jand; they they hopped tnland,

Weaners played In the water and adults rest-
ed on shore. I heard fighting noiscs coming
{from the middie of the group and saw head
mocking and tail ralsing. One weaner could not
get comfortable among the other secals angd
would torpedo onto land, hop around then swim
off. Other scals scoffed at him. ;

AN IIOUR later about 45 seals were tg my
right and all was calm. They spread thelr back
flippers llke a fan to absorb sunlight and warm
thelr bodies, one reason for haul-outs. A row of
weaners and juvenlles, one-to-five-year-olds,
lined the group. They all faced the blind and
my right window. They laid on thelr sldes with
their heads slightly up, blinking and scratchlig
their beltles with thelr front flippers.

The day of departure, I was sad to leave Mi-
quelon Island. Time had gone by fast. I had
learned so much about the seals by observing
them. From the planc I saw green landscape
and bluc lakes, the same view as three weeks
before, but now it scemed like so much more.

from blinds scattered on sandflats where the
scals haul-out and tagging occurs. From the
blind, data on organizatlon and behavior on

For on h, write
P.0. Box 127, Belmoant, MA 02178 or
tolephono (817)489-3030.

All of the money must come from private i
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Liberty has b=en Americas most powerful sym-
bo! of freedom and hope, Today the corrosive
action of almost a century of weather and pollu-
tion has eaten away at the iron frameswork,
. etched holes in the copper exterior.
than a mile away, on Ellis Island where
the ancestors of nearty half of alt Americans first
stepped onto American soil, the Great Hall of
the Immigration Center is a hollow ruin. Rooms
" are vandalized, walls crumbling in decay.

:* - Inspiring plans have been developed lo
“restore the Statue and to create at Ellis Island a
living monument to the ethniic diversity of this
country of immigrants. But unless restoration is
begun now, these two nationl treasures could
* “be'closed at the very time we celebrate their hun-
"dredth anniyersaries. The 230 miltion doltars C. 10018, Or call,
nieeded to carry out the work is needed now. free, 1-800-USA-LADY.

{1584 Tha Status of Libertv.Eliis Iatand Foundation

donations; the federal government is not raising

the funds, The Statue of Liberty-Ellis Island

Centennial Commission appointed by President

.Reagan is asking every American to contribute,
- The torch of liberty is everyone’s to cherish,

Could we hold up our - J

heads as Americans if

we allowed the time
* to come when she

can no longer hold

up hers? A

" Youcankeep the

torch of liberty burning

bright. Send your tax-

“deductible contribution

to The Lady, Box 1986,

2 \!EEKS FOR THE PRICE OF 1
¢ 3supervisad meals daily « Valld until Dec. 1st-
s2snackadally . - ° ‘e Frostennls - -
* Fres messa Golt (evallable) )
¢ Nutritlonlst "~ - Swimming pools B

i » Exercloe & Yoga © In room cable and HBO,
¢ Spasformen &womon  « Day and avaning actlvities)y
* Welght loas plans including: bingo, dancs -
* Sauna & stoam: ; classes, dinner dancing Al
» Water oxerclseg ~. shows’ O

Joln'a car pot,

Hiust °~I§"°|g"

. raunnn climbed
-into sach car for

ow York and
o | back again,




