
Rescuing a Seal Pup 
 
In 1969 I was working at Honeywell’s Seattle Research Laboratory. 
Much of that year I was doing sonar research 
in the Strait of Juan de Fuca. 
You can easily find that Strait on this map. 
You can also find the city of Seattle. 
Lake Washington is a large, freshwater lake, on 
the eastern side of that city.  
The research lab was located on the ship 
canal that connects Lake Washington to Puget 
sound.  
The lab employed two hundred people, and 
occupied about a city block of waterfront, with 
a large building, parking lots and docks. 
Honeywell owned three research vessels at 
that time.  
Two were of general shape and size of the 
thousands of fishing boats that left Seattle 
each season to fish the waters of Alaska. 
The third was a catamaran, a two hulled vessel, which provided greater stability as a working platform. 
We worked from each of the three at different times.  
The Neper, a converted 45-foot fishing boat was my favorite.  
Normally, we would load the vessel with the equipment and provisions for a one-week cruise. 
It was not a cruise in normal sense. 
Puget Sound is at a northern latitude, and subject to extreme tides.  
Lake Washington needs to be isolated for sea water and maintained at a constant depth. 
The Hiram C. Chittenden Locks are at the Puget Sound end of the ship canal. The locks protect the lake from salt 
water and keep it at a stable depth. 
The research lab’s docks were a quarter of a mile from 
the lake side of the locks. 
The primary objective of the sonar cruises was to 
collect raw sonar data and record that data for use by 
the US Navy and Honeywell. 
Three to five of us went on these trips, depending on 
the complexity of work.  
A typical cruise was five-to-ten-days. 
I was the technician. 
My job was to operate the sonar, video, and recording 
equipment, and repair it when necessary. 
I worked for the chief engineer. 
Of course there was always an experienced seaman, 
the captain. The captain’s job was to operate the boat, 
navigate, and cook meals.  
Honeywell employed two excellent ship captains. 
Both were Norwegians, named Erickson. 
Both were middle-aged. 
Both were heroes, but in different ways. 
In 1939, Karl Erickson was a crew member in a 
Norwegian freight convoy. 
The convoy was hauling war material from US ports to Great Britain across the North Atlantic Ocean.  
The convoy was attacked by German submarines, and his ship was sunk. 
Karl and many of his shipmates were able to save their lives on lifeboats.  

In the ship canal after exiting the locks from Puget 
Sound.                 Karl on the bridge.                                                                            
Tom on the bow preparing lines.  



The crewmen were soon picked up by surviving ships of their convoy. 
Later that same day they were attacked again. 
The ship that had rescued Karl was torpedoed and sunk.  
Karl was now experienced about lifeboats, so he helped men to survive.  
By this time, Karl’s convoy had sailed on.  
Fortunately, after two cold, wet days, they were picked up by another convoy. 
Unfortunately, this at the time of the German submarine’s greatest success.  
Karl’s vessel was torpedoed sunk again.  
By this time, he was an expert in lifeboat survival.   
He was credited with helping many men to survive. 
Karl’s lifeboat was rescued yet again.  
The convoy finally reached New York.  
He declined further freight ship work and chose to stay in the US. 
Karl eventually made his home in Seattle, where he married, and raised a 
family. 
 
The other boat captain employed by Honeywell was named Carl Erikson. 
We called them “K” Karl and “C” Carl. 
Carl was the third generation of his Seattle fishing family. 
When Carl was younger, he had his own fishing boat and crew. 
On his last trip to the Alaska fisheries, a crew member fell overboard 
during a frigid storm. 
Carl hung over the ship’s rail in a desperate attempt to save his employee. 
When the sea swelled the man upward, Carl was able to grasp the man’s 
upstretched hands. 
The crewman was fully clothed, big, soaked, and very heavy.  
Too heavy to lift out of the frigid water, but Carl hung onto the man, swell 
after swell. 
In the rough sea one man had to be at the helm, which left only two men to 
help Carl. 
The deck was washed by icy waves and treacherously slippery. 
The two crewmen had to take time for secure rigging. 
The man overboard was saved and made a full recovery. 
Things did not turn out so well for Carl. 
Carl was doubled up over the rail for too long.  
When his crewmen helped Carl off the railing, he could not walk or stand. 
After a year of therapy, Carl could walk with stiff legs.  
Stiff legs were not good enough for an arctic fisherman. 
 
Carl was a hero, well-known to Seattle fishermen.  
Any time we were at sea, passing fisherman were likely to shout 
greetings and toss us odd creatures that swept in their nets or 
lines.  
We had all the crabs and fish we could eat. 
 
The boats had a galley space that contained a small kitchen, and a 
booth-like table for four.  
It was the captain’s job to plan and prepare meals. 
The Strait of Juan de Fuca has terrific tidal currents, which of 
course change direction twice a day following the moon’s rotation. 
A typical “setup” would be dropping anchor in three hundred feet 
of water, lowering sonar equipment to Strait bottom and 
collecting data for many hours. 

         Captain Karl in the galley 

   Captain Carl at the wheel. 

Donated seafood from a passing Trawler. 



We worked twelve-hour days, or longer. 
The captain would provide an early meal and a late dinner, with 
snatches in between. 
Most days the sea was tame enough for us to do our work. 
Other times, a local storm would blow, or huge swells would roll in from 
a storm somewhere in the Pacific Ocean.  
If the wind or swells were wild enough to cause the boat to drag anchor, 
we would need to winch our sonar equipment back onto the boat. 
The sonar equipment weighed 1,000 pounds and was connected to the 
boat by a bundle of cables. 
In extremely rough seas we would pull the anchor and find a safe 
harbor in Port William or Dungeness Bay. 
Fortunately, I did not get seasick, although everybody else did at times. 
One particularly rough day while we were still working at anchor, Carl 
offered me a pill. 
I boastfully replied, “I had rougher rides on a Farmall H, discing across 
plowed fields. 

 
The tidal currents were particularly good for our study purposes between Protection Island and the Olympic 
Peninsula. 
Protection island was less than three miles from coast of the peninsula. 
The waters of Puget Sound traversed that gap at terrific speed and the tides changed direction twice each day. 
Protection island is a desert island, wind swept, sandy, and dry. It is triangular in shape and is two miles long. 

A nautical term “spit” is 
defined as a narrow, long, low, 
elongated ridge of sand that 
projects into the sea, 
remaining attached to the land 
at one end only. 
One of the best-known spits in 
the world is Dungeness Spit. 

          Carl preparing fish for dinner. 

        West end of Protection Island.     East end of Protection Island 

  Find both Protection Island         
and Dungeness on this map. 



The popular Dungeness Crab is named for this spit where it is abundant. 
One of our favorite spots for sonar tests is marked by the “X” on the Protection Island map. 
That spot was about ¾ mile from the island and fierce 
currents. 
There are two “spits” on Protection Island, one on the west 
end, and the second on the east end. 
The westward spit has clam beds, which are exposed by low 
tides. We harvested clams there many times. 
The west spit was also good habitat for crabs.  
One evening we took shelter from rough seas in the docks of 
Port William. We each chipped in and bought a crab trap. 
We used that in the shallows of the west spit whenever 
needed.  
The east spit was home to substantial colony of Harbor Seals. 
One stormy afternoon we were about to throw in the towel, 
when we heard a seal pup barking and banging on the hull of 
the boat. 
Clearly the youngster had swum too far from the colony and 
now was on his way to the Pacific Ocean. 
The pup was also clearly exhausted and was willing to board any solid surface he could find. 
My first thought was to get a snapshot of the little seal, but my second thought was the pup was doomed and 

despite. 
Fortunately, we were deep swells, and the seal was getting as 
close to hull as he could. 
We were still at anchor, so the boat was rolling from the heights to 
the depths with every swell. 
I hung myself over the railing and reached toward the pup, upside 
down. 
Harbor seals are normally quite put off by humans, but this pup 
seemed to understand what was at stake. 
It kept working to stay close to the hull, and to reach my hanging 
hands. 
Many swells passed before the pup and I were in synchrony. 
I reached deep into the swell and caught him by a front flipper.  
With one smooth motion I lifted the 10-pound seal up, and tossed 
him behind my back, and onto the deck. 

We had already pulled our sonar equipment up and secured it on deck. 
We quickly hove anchor and were instantly on our way to a safe harbor. 
The deck had closed railing all around the boat, so could tend to our other duties and ignore the seal for a time. 
All the while, the pup was doing laps around 
the boat, searching for his mother, barking 
continously.  
We could not return the pup to his colony.  
That logically impossibe and an illegal 
interfeince of the colony.  
Plus there many hundreds of seal mothers in 
colony, in addition if we found the mother, 
would be likely to reject the pup because smell 
of humans.  
Our engineer made a number of radio calls and 
found that the Seattle Zoo would be willing to 
take the pup. 

      Find the pup's head in the water. 

       The Harbor Seal pup on the deck of the Neper. 



I was surprised by that as Harbor Seals are common along the west coast, all the way to San Diego.   
I suppose it was an opportuniy for free publicity.   
The sea was stiill rough and t was late in the day. 
the plan was to take shelter in Dungeness Bay 
tonight, then return Protection Island tomorrow 
where a volinteer helicopter and pilot would 
transport the seal pup to the Zoo. 
We asked the zoo experts what we could feed the 
pup, but other than seal milk, which is extremly 
high in fat, we had nothing on board to feed him. 
The seal spent the entire night barking and doing 
laps around the boat. 
The crew went without sleep that night too. 
Bark, bark, clump, clump, bark, bark, clump, 
clump, clump, constantly, endlessly, all night 
long.eal 
The pup life was saved by the fact that we had 
made a public commitment to the zoo.  
And now even the seattle newspaper was involved. 
Otherwise I am quite certain that one of us would 
have simply thrown pup overboard during that long 
night.  
No one was in a mood breakfast, the storm had 
passed, so we pulled anchor at first light and went 
to work. 
The handoff and the rest of the 
research cruise went as planned. 
A couple months later I took my 
family to visit the Seattle Zoo. 
The seal had grown considerbly. 
He had his specical place among 
the many sea creatures, and a sign 
that told breifly of his history. 
There was nothing about our seal 
except his story. 
The zoo had plenty of other Harbor 
Seals. 
Eventualy, I hope the zoo keepers 
moved him in with the main pod. 
He would have been most content 
there. 
Tom 
 
 

                              Ocean Going Tugboat pulling a barge through the Straits. 

     Brother Jim and Tom digging clams on Whidby Island. 


