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Introduction
by Tyler Dunning

Taylor Swift is a boy and he tells me about garbage in the ocean. He says it seeps and swirls, a multi-year 

pilgrimage from the watersheds and estuaries of  the encompassing continents to the clockwise twist of  the 

Pacific’s faithful obedience to our axial tilt. I feel dizzy when he talks to me. And sick.

 Taylor Swift has a man-bun and a contemplative countenance. He gets more girls than me. Makes 

me wonder what I’m doing wrong. What he’s doing right. And what I’d do with a name like that. Can’t really 

Google yourself  with a name like that.

 He’s attractive. Talented. Lives on an island. Almost a houseboat. A good boy with hurt in his heart. 

Like trash in the sea. Maybe that’s how it all works though, our hurt floating around, circling, congealing and 

forming artificial islands in the open water, in the dead spaces, for toxic ecosystems to form. Then again, 

maybe not.

 We exchange stories of  our exploits, of  our misadventures with women. His make me laugh. His 

belong in a book. Not like mine.

 I’ll miss him when he goes out fishing again, for Alaska, or further yet. I’ll miss him, not for his stories 

but for the idea of  them. The feel of  them. Because he’s good at making me think. At dispensing secondhand 

hurt.

 So, in a way, my friend Taylor Swift is a lot like Taylor Swift, except that he is a boy, and that he tells 

me about garbage in the ocean.
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Thirty Days of  Debris
by Taylor Adam Swift

S T O R I E S  A B O U T  T H E  E N V I R O N M E N T

I ’M FUCK  D*S T O R I E S  A B O U T  T H E  E N V I R O N M E N T

I ’M FUCK  D*



Call Me John Wayne
7/23/15 
0700 PST

37* 22.3 N, 124* 12.8 W
Heading 147*

8.8knots

I felt like John fucking Wayne as we rode into the sunset on our seaworthy steed in search of  an oceanic desert. 

The day was tremendous, seeing the Golden Gate Bridge not once, but twice. First, in the morning, I was 

on a boat navigating around its golden pillars, arriving at sunrise and traveling into the bay for supplies and 

passengers. Then again, at sunset, as we departed with our company and fresh stocks for the middle of  the 

Pacific. It was almost too idyllic.

 That goddamn oceanic desert, called the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, is an area halfway between this 

golden gatekeeper and Hawaii—the world’s largest plastic accumulation zone. Known as a gyre, every ocean 

has one. This is due to a force at work called the Coriolis effect. In essence, it creates stability.

 Thanks to Gaspard-Gustave de Coriolis, we now know about the deflection the earth creates as it 

rotates. Simply put, it pushes water and wind that carries important nutrients, salinity, and temperatures around 

the globe. This creates consistency for wide swathes of  the oceans at different latitudes. It also creates large 

whirlpools in our oceans. Therefore, plastic and debris from ships, cities, and runoff  areas take this long 

pilgrimage to join decades of  discarded waste in its slow waltz. 

 I mean, imagine the North Pacific. It’s huge. There are currents and tides and storms and bizarre 

creatures that may not even be discovered in our lifetimes. As rivers and estuaries and whatnot drain into the 

oceans they carry massive amounts of  trash around, primarily plastic. These plastics drift without direction or 

purpose, aimlessly being carried in to the expanse. The Coriolis effect enables them to circle the North Pacific 

ever so slowly and move towards a central point. It takes about one year for debris from Asia and Russia to 

reach the Great Pacific Garbage Patch; about five years for debris from North America. 

 In thirty days—after a month at sea—this great Golden Gate will be my first sign of  returning to 

civilization. It’ll be a symbol of  our greatness rising out of  the ocean like a ray of  hope. And I’ll be needing it.
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The Bite
7/31/15
0130 PST

29* 59.9 N, 143* 53.54 W
Heading 275*

2.8knots

“Don’t get caught in the bite!” he yelled as I inspected the moving lines for abrasion. 

 The bite. My ex was a biter.

 It is a common phrase in fishing for when a rope traps you or pulls you overboard.

 Or cuts you in half  . . . 

 Not unlike a good breakup.

 In fishing you must always be aware of  what is going on around you, and tonight feels like a good 

break up. I’ve been awake for nearly three days—three days of  demanding physical and mental labor. Every 

three hours we were either putting the net in the water or removing it. We would then travel for three hours to 

our next station to put the net in for three additional hours of  sampling. Factor in the time it takes to deploy or 

retrieve the net, repair the net, make adjustments, eat, shower, inspect the catch, teach the crew and volunteers 

how the different elements work, continue to streamline the process, build preventive components, sleep, 

play card games, and eat another deep-fried entree. On and on, twenty-four hours a day. The breaks went by 

quickly.

 We had four meals a day: 5:30 AM, 11:30 AM, 5:30 PM, 11:30 PM. The cook was also a pastry chef, 

so we had an endless supply of  pies, cookies, pastries, and brownies (thank goodness I was so busy working!). 

All this to say, I wasn’t sleeping.

 Several of  us were operating on three hours of  rest in just as many days. The bite, showing its own 

signs of  weariness, was coming on board the way it had been since we started. Here’s how it works: the line 

divides in two as the rigging continues back to the main body. And as it comes on board we guide it onto 

the net reel and, as such, are hopping back and forth over the line. It was 1:30 AM as the rigging rose up the 

stern ramp, through the lane and onto the net reel with a familiar hydraulic cadence. I was exhausted, my body 

running on caffeine and idealism. On thoughts of  my ex. Her hair. That homemade shampoo. 

 I don’t really remember what happened. With her. With this. I don’t remember falling or the snap of  

the line. Only the pain sticks in my mind. 
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 The net moved quietly and quickly with the ocean, up and down on waves, with the lines responding 

by snapping tight and going slack, snapping tight and going slack.

 My hands guided the line onto the reel, going slack and snapping back, just as I put all my weight 

into it. I crashed to the ground, my knees meeting the cold wet steel. My mind instantly cleared and all that 

remained was the agony.

 A sharp pain shot through my legs as I tried to stand—a funny-bone type of  hit. I propped myself  up 

against the low rail of  the lane and tried to make sense of  what just happened: there was no blood, no sign of  

injury, just pain. My body was refusing to move, in shock, or maybe just shocked I wanted it to move.

 I sat there for several moments, maybe a minute or two. Then, slowly, like my grandfather in his last 

days, I picked myself  up, hobbled to another edge that could support my weight and waited—waited for the 

pain to subside, waited for the desire to move again, waited it out. I questioned a lot of  things propped up 

there. Like, What the hell am I doing here?

 I mean, I knew the short answer: we were sampling the Great Pacific Garbage Patch. In thirty days we 

were going to gather more data on the subject than the last forty years combined—scooping up the waste of  

nations and labeling, collating, organizing, and freezing it all. Thousands of  pounds of  debris shipped across 

continents and oceans to be analyzed and processed. The intent is to better quantify how much shit is out here. 

And then, once we extrapolate the data points, we can better understand the problem. Hopefully, at that point, 

a solution can be more effectively implemented. In this case: how to clean up an area of  the ocean, presumably 

the size of  Texas, that is one thousand miles from land.

 After a short time propped up on the edge of  a tote, I managed to get up, go inside, downstairs to my 

room, and climb a ladder to my bunk. There was no teeth brushing, no shower, no bite. Just an alarm—

 Two hours before I wake up and do it all over again.
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Plastic Soldiers
8/1/15

0900 PST
29* 00.4 N, 136* 14.3 W

Heading 275*
2.8knots

There were machine-gun soldiers, rocket-launcher soldiers, soldiers throwing grenades, some standing, some 

kneeling, some crawling on the ground. Do you remember them? Those little plastic army men? I had whole 

brigades of  them that I’d pose in mock battles over various terrain: sandboxes, the rock wall, the coffee table, 

our garden. I even made a paper-maché mountain/battlefield on a big piece of  plywood to stage great alpine 

battles in my room. 

 Today, in the middle of  the Pacific Ocean, I found one of  them—one of  the standing variety with 

a machine gun. His oceanic battlefield was strewn with plastic debris, parts of  rope, bottles, caps, a buoy, a 

toothbrush, and all kinds of  other discarded deteriorated detritus. His war was devastating. Whether he was 

fighting alongside the bottle cap or against the shampoo bottle is beyond me; neither were in good shape.

 I named him Kevin Costner as he lived in a war-torn water world. How long Kevin had been out here 

is anyone’s guess; but he was in decent shape for having drifted, at a bare minimum, one thousand miles. His 

unique hydrodynamics couldn’t have guided him very directly.

 Kevin wasn’t alone though. Plastic is oil—nearly everything is made from oil these days—and oil has 

an interesting ability to attract other oils. Kevin’s companions were of  all shapes and sizes. They were plentiful.

 The odd thing is though, from thirty feet above the water, sitting on the flybridge, this was the cleanest 

water I had ever seen. There were occasionally large pieces of  debris but, for the most part, it was the bluest 

blue I can fathom. 

 Here’s the explanation: we were in an oceanic desert—sounds mythical right? This area is known for 

lacking wind and currents that would otherwise supply life-supporting nutrients to the water; the lack of  sea 

life, therefore, keeps the water clear. Instead, debris slowly gets pushed toward the center of  the gyre. As 

the plastic breaks down from abrasion, impact, salinity, and photo-degradation, the pieces slowly settle just 

beneath the surface. This makes it difficult for passing ships or satellites to effectively survey the area.

 Kevin has seen it all though. From being tested in the fires of  creation, to setting out like Magellan to 

circumnavigate the globe. Maybe like Jonah he was swallowed up by a fish and spit out somewhere—nibble 



marks allude to an untold story he refuses to discuss. But as his character develops, we see the scars and know 

he has performed heroic deeds.

 Despite this, he was discarded. Tossed out the window or into a rubbish bin. I can’t say where the 

soldiers I had as a kid ended up. That’s part of  the problem. We are so removed from our waste: toss it in a 

bin, take it to the curb, and you never have to see it again.

 Fifty billion plastic water bottles are used in America alone each year and only about 23% are recycled. 

This leaves thirty-eight billion water bottles that go somewhere—over one billion dollars worth of  plastic. And 

as long as no one is held responsible, no one will take any large-scale actions to change it. That is, of  course, 

unless money gets involved.

 Money drives everything: war, environmentalism, politics, hollywood. Experts suggest there is 500 

million dollars worth of  recyclable plastic floating out there, which, if  you think about it, would cover the cost 

of  producing Waterworld (the most expensive film ever made up until 1995) three times over. 
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The Black-Footed Albatross
8/5/15

2200 PST
31* 00.0 N, 134*53.9 W

Heading 264*
3.0knots

I was standing on the highest point for one thousand miles in any direction. I enjoy being high, having grown 

up climbing trees, mountains, buildings, masts. Maybe it’s the change in perspective. Maybe it’s that I always 

have the urge to jump. A few times I nearly have.

 I know it would’ve probably killed me, but that’s not the point. The point is for those few seconds of  

blissful interaction with space and time I would be free. I’m talking weightless infinite abandon. Because I want 

to fly. I want Buzz Lightyear wings that pop out. I want to wingsuit paraglide without all the contraptions. Shit, 

I’ll flap if  that’s what it takes. Flying.

 Light then peeked above the horizon and I was standing on top of  the world watching the sunrise. 

There were no long shadows of  mountains or buildings or trees. Nothing to obstruct my deep breath from 

pulling the light into my lungs and soaking in the beauty of  it.

 Light is powerful. From the safety of  campfires, to the peacefulness of  a candle, to the fact that light 

travels millions of  miles through space and when it reaches our planet it brings life with it. We are utterly 

dependent on it. 

 That morning the sun rose, much the way it always does, but that morning brought a traveler. An 

albatross skimmed just above the surface of  the water, wing tips glancing off  the morning light. The bird’s 

dark feathers would nearly disappear as it moved across shadow and light between the waves. I don’t think I’ve 

seen a more graceful creature (except for the biter: the way she moved in her sleep could silence the night sky).

 Would you believe one million of  these sea birds die every year due to plastic pollution? Roughly 40% 

of  Laysan albatross chicks never reach maturity due to malnutrition or starvation. According to an EPA study 

this is because seabirds of  all types mistake small pieces of  plastic for fish, and their bodies can’t digest or even 

break it down.

 I spent hours watching this bird, while I was working or eating or on a break. Occasionally another 

would join our caravan. They seemed to enjoy each other’s company in a bickering-old-couple sort of  way. 

One would squawk if  the other got too close but, yet, they hunted together. Flying fish would be drawn to the 
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boat and these large birds would turn into agile predators: one moment they’d be gliding across the water and 

the next their wings would be tucked in, eyes locked on the prize, and diving into the water for the quarry.

 This particular albatross spent a couple days with us. It would rest on the bow of  the ship, overlooking 

its domain from a safe perch. They drift for endless miles, these birds: hunting, sleeping, cavorting, always on 

the wing. 

 But they have such strange feet. And they look like drunken idiots when trying to walk. Their wings 

are these broad majestic flying apparatus, while just below, attached by bumpy stumps, are these webbed water 

toes. Looking out at the water gives a similar feeling. Majestic blue waves coursing all around, yet just beneath 

the surface hangs all this waste that is marring marine environments the whole world over.

 Millions of  bags and bottles and odds and ends choke waterways and pollute vast expanses of  ocean. 

As these pieces break down they are eaten by all manner of  creatures (among them krill and other micro-

organisms). Slowly these toxins then increase within base levels of  the food chain, and as those species get 

eaten and then those get eaten the concentration only increases. It isn’t too long before there are noticeable 

levels in salmon, cod, pollock, hake; and all these species contribute to 20% of  the world’s protein source. 

When we see the rate human populations are increasing and fish populations decreasing, it is a grim picture. 

Then factor in that fish stocks (much like cattle and pigs and chickens) are going to be eating shit, it’s not 

encouraging. To put it lightly: it makes me want to live in the woods on a farm.

 Today, however, the sun is rising and light is reaching my face and I’m taking deep breaths in and out 

and this albatross is living to its fullest potential. And so am I. In this moment I am on a research trip with a 

group of  people who want to do something about this catastrophic shit show. It won’t be easy but we have to 

start somewhere, and for me that is right here, watching this albatross be fully and utterly—

 Wait, it’s been three hours . . . time to bring that goddamn net on board!
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Earn the Sparrow
8/17/15
1245 PST

33* 00.7 N, 139* 51.3 W
Heading 266*

9.5knots

Returning home, I saw part of  the Golden Gate Bridge today. It was foggy out and the pillars disappeared into 

the void. They could have been a bridge to the moon for all I could tell. Perhaps on certain days of  the year 

the moon would line up perfectly and a traveler could venture right onto the surface.

 I wonder how many years it will take to put a colony on the moon? I think I’d go. But I hesitate to say 

that too readily because you never know what the universe has in store. I may meet my soulmate tomorrow 

and completely forget the moon ever existed except in the poems I would write to her. 

 I have been criss-crossing the ocean for the last thirty days, covering over five thousand nautical miles 

(which are slightly longer than statute miles), and, in maritime lore, this means I’ve earned a sparrow tattoo. 

But now we’re moving towards our welcoming party—an array of  video cameras, journalists, friends, and 

family. 

 This bridge, as a former starting point, is only reminding me of  all that I have seen over the last few 

weeks: our lack of  respect for this planet; our relentless raping of  its resources; the wars, the fossil fuels, the 

destruction all around us; systems built on flawed systems founded in capitalistic gain. Unfortunately, it always 

seems we must go too far to realize that it is too far gone. Then we try to compensate or overcorrect and, the 

bottom line is, we suck at that. 

 But the other side of  the story is also valuable. This bridge is a testament to our ingenuity, 

resourcefulness, and drive to improve. It’s what makes this hunk of  metal beautiful, having been designed to 

withstand earthquakes, tsunamis, wind, and millions of  cars. The thing is resilient.

 Speaking of  ingenuity, the Ocean Cleanup has a plan to implement extensive barriers along the surface 

of  the water that extends one meter down. Using a V shape, the currents will push debris against the barrier 

that will direct it towards the apex. There, a collection center extracts the trash into a holding container. As 

needed, a vessel will then go out to this container and empty it, make any repairs, and return to port with a load 

of  recyclable trash—bringing soldiers like Kevin home.

 Current conservative estimates using traditional methods, like nets and what not, put the clean up at 
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about seven hundred years. This new method with the barrier estimates they can clean 50% of  the debris in 

ten years. 

 This trip is part of  an ongoing feasibility study analyzing what type/size of  debris exists within one 

meter of  the ocean surface, where it is most concentrated, and how much there is. The data we’ve collected 

is both groundbreaking and a required step forward. The problem is huge and if  we only aim at cleaning the 

oceans I fear we are completely missing the point and pursuing yet another botched human attempt to fix a 

symptom. 

 Getting back to the plight of  the Albatross, many are calling it the canary in the coalmine—the telltale 

sign that conditions are becoming life threatening to humans. Sea life of  all shapes and sizes are being affected 

by what we dispose of  without a second thought. The problem is societal, personal, communal, educational. 

It’s how we use and discard so many aspects of  our society. We can put trash in a can and it disappears. As a 

modern society we are so far removed from the origins and destinations of  everything we do. But to say those 

systems are bad, simply put, is not true; it aids sanitation, public health, beautification, and jobs.

 Therefore, the only way I see to instill any value for the preservation of  our species is public education 

at a young age. Global warming is a good example. It has been politicized because there is money at stake. One 

group insists it’s all a farce and a fear mongering tactic. Another brings scientific data that shows the conditions 

of  the earth are changing. And here we are throwing money at a symptom that only half  our nation believes is 

even real.

 But there is a solution to this Great Pacific Garbage Patch and I am glad people are working towards 

cleaning it. I am glad I got to be a part of  it. There is hope for us. Strange and fickle though we are, we are 

also resilient and innovative and, at times, downright genius. We have harnessed the power of  wind and light, 

have been to the moon, sent a rover to Mars, and recently taken close-up photos of  Pluto. We are an incredible 

species. And we will survive the bite.
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When Taylor Adam Swift packed his bags at age nineteen to pursue his wildest dreams of  being a photographer, 

his mother said her goodbyes and added: I believe people are going to know your name all over the world. . . . 

He shook it off  as fame was not his forte. 

 Fearless, he pursued photography, then social justice, graphic design, spoke at a TEDx event, and now 

builds nets of  all shapes and sizes. The last time he counted, he had logged over 10,000 miles by boat, 300,022 

miles by car, and “several” by plane.

 He currently lives in the Pacific Northwest with his two best friends, music and solitude. Find his work 

at tayloradamswift.com.

Taylor would like to thank:

Tyler Dunning for initiating and following through with this project and helping him to get his thoughts and 

experiences down on paper; the Ocean Cleanup for trying to clean up our mess; Julia Reisser for being awesome 

and leading an incredible expedition; Ava, Beckie, Sebastian, and Max for their enthusiasm, encouragement, 

and suggestions; and Odesza, Foals, and Radiohead for the soundtrack.

Photo credits: Skyframes, Julia Reisser, Taylor Adam Swift.

Referenced EPA Study: “http://pacificvoyagers.org/midway-atoll-the-plastic-plight-of-the-albatross/”


