ALFRED ROBINSON DESCRIBES SCENE ON MONTEREY BEACH

(circa 1834)

In Life in California (1846), Alfred Robinson describes a scene on the edge of Monterey Bay. The scene was an annual event, but certainly does not occur today. In his own words:

The bay presented a lively scene at this time, being filled with a kind of small fish called “Sardinas,” thousands of which, in endeavoring to escape from the pursuit of larger fish, were cast upon the beach. These attract a multitude of birds that devour them, on shore and in the water. Numerous whales feed upon them also, and constantly play about the ship. At times these enormous creatures will raise themselves almost entirely out of the water, and fall into it again with great force. While preying upon this food, they are not unfrequently attacked by the sword fish and killer (?), when, like the sardinas, they are driven upon the beach to die. The Indians, during this yearly visitation, may be daily seen up to their knees in the surf, with their nets, which are easily filled, and thus the inhabitants are supplied with provision, and at night bears come from the woods, heralded by the howling of wolves, and the barking of coyotes. It is a merry sight, to behold, on a bright sunny day, the joy of the Indians, at the landing-place, as they scoop with their nets – the leaping of the silvery fish that are thrown upon the rocks – the darting of the birds, and the splashing of the water as they pounce upon their prey – the jumping porpoise – the spouting whale, all of which attract hundreds of spectators to the beach, and keep them there for hours beholders of the scene.”

Here we see how man has changed the face of the earth. The Indians, with their meager equipment had not managed to alter their own world – at least as far as sardines were concerned. By the 1930s the sardines had been pretty much fished out by fishermen with large boats and gigantic nets. At the time our forefathers wondered where the sardines had gone. It seems not to have occurred to them that they had been over-fished. The whales no longer follow the sardines to the beaches. In the days of the Indians, the whales that were beached were eaten too. It was a time of plenty. The grizzly bears waited until dark to partake of the plenty. The Indians stayed indoors at night because they did not have a satisfactory source of light to fish by and because they did not relish an encounter with a bear or any supernatural being. Wolves are mentioned as part of their world. Both the grizzly bear and the wolves are no more – having fallen victim to modern firearms and poison baits. Alfred Robinson was greatly taken by the scene, which he describes. It is no more.
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