


- inward, but amazingly, they don’t snap.

Known as weaners, elephant seal
pups are freshly separated from their
mothers, and after two months of nursing,
they typically weigh a robust 300 pounds.
During their first year away from mum,
they generally stay behind, not attempt-
ing the long, arduous journey back to the
frigid Bering Strait in Northwest Alaska.
It seems I have two weaners on my right
and one on my left, roughly 900 pounds
of insulation to help get me through this
windy, chilly evening. With the full moon,
I can make out their rotund silhouettes
through the white walls of my tent. At one
point, the closest one presses its face into
mine, only a thin layer of nylon separating
me and the curious pinniped.

Despite the tight confines, I fall back
asleep and assume my new tent mates do
the same. I'm thankful it’s the pups that
are cuddling me instead of a full-grown
3,000-pound bull, with its floppy snout
squashing me. Plus, we're all able to keep
each other warm and cozy.

Dawn breaks and I have no trouble
rolling over. The weaners must have left

my campsite sometime in the early
morning. I unzip the front tent flap and
find two of the adorable, teary-eyed
weaners lying on their sides facing me.
I'exit through the rear tent flap so as not
todisturb them, and I'm greeted by dark,
cobalt blue seas and frothy wind-whipped
white water. Another wet, challenging day
on the water is ahead of me, but the wean-
ersdon’t seem to mind. Dozens of them
are busy frolicking in the surf without a
care in the world. They jostle and posture
with one another, rolling their bulbous
bodies in the small surf. I, on the other
hand, prepare to paddle on into heavy
seas while bracing against stiff, piercing
winds, leaving my newly found tent mates
behind. — Chuck Graham




