SEA WORLD REDUX
By Gerard J. St. John
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The conventional wisdom is that “you cannot go back.”  Yet, recently I found myself driving south to San Diego’s SeaWorld, just as I did in November 1960, fifty years ago.   There were five of us back then, Ed Clifford, Jack Carew, Jay Baxter, Bob Lohr and me.  We were lieutenants in the United States Marine Corps, stationed at Camp Pendleton, California.  We lived in apartments in nearby San Clemente.  It was Thanksgiving Day, and we were a long way from home.  My family was in Philadelphia.  The others were from New York.  There was no way that any of us could get home for the holiday, so we decided to celebrate by driving to SeaWorld, and then returning to San Clemente to cook our own Thanksgiving dinner.  

In May 2013, the highway approach to SeaWorld was still recognizable.  The winding roadway weaves in and out through a series of ponds or small lakes.  Road signs clearly mark the route to the entrance of SeaWorld; yet, something had changed.  I don’t recall having been charged $15 in 1960 for the privilege of parking our car in a distant parking lot.  Similarly, the admission charge of $78 per person was totally out of sync with the economics of 1960 (and we did not qualify for a senior discount back then).  Moreover, in 1960 there were no credit cards, ATM machines or computerized ticketing devices.  We paid cash on the barrelhead to a live ticket seller.  In 2013, they had our money in no time at all.

There were also major substantive differences.  In 1960, SeaWorld was a first-class aquarium.  In effect, it was an aquatic zoo.  There were specimens of a wide variety of sea life, some of which were trained to perform acrobatics.  The most impressive display was the group of dolphins that simultaneously leaped more than ten feet out of the water at an unseen command.  We were impressed.


The present-day SeaWorld is a theme park, much like Disneyworld, Busch Gardens and Hershey Park.  Instead of just one aquatic theater at which all specimens are presented, SeaWorld now has five separate theaters (they call them “stadiums”), each dedicated to particular types of sea life, i.e., killer whales, dolphins, sea lions etcetera.  The star attractions today are the killer whales.  It is astonishing to see something the size of a school bus leap out of the water and high into the air.  A new theater of human acrobats from the Cirque du Soleil is being introduced as the Cirque de la Mer.  Also, carnival-type rides and restaurants are scattered throughout the grounds.  One of the current food items that would have been greatly appreciated on that Thanksgiving Day in 1960, is a smoked turkey leg (priced at about $9 per).  It looked great.

Back in 1960, we had nothing like that for Thanksgiving dinner.  Our menu looked traditional.  It included roast turkey, stuffing, cranberry sauce, and mashed potatoes, preceded by an abundance of frozen daiquiris.  However, with the exception of the daiquiris, all of the food was C-rations.  We had three very large olive-drab cans, and two smaller ones.  The contents were stenciled in black paint on the sides.  The cans looked like they had been stored for years in some remote corner of a concrete warehouse.  I forget who came up with the C-rations, but it was not me.  I suspect that it was either Baxter or Carew.  Ed Clifford and I volunteered the use of our patio, on top of the cliffs overlooking the Pacific.  Ed also had a hand in making the mashed potatoes.  I handled the daiquiris, which proved very popular.  My main concern with the daiquiris was that one of our number might lose his balance and go reeling over the cliff.  Fortunately, that did not happen.
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The highlight of the meal was the C-rations.   Sometimes your present experience presages something that is to occur later in time.  So it was with the C-ration turkey.  Two years later, we were part of an amphibious landing on the island of Mindoro in the Philippines.  The native people who lived in that rugged bush country were called “Negritos.”  The Negritos tried to teach us how to live off the land in such an unforgiving place.  One of their tips was about finding edible food in places where there seemed to be no life.  The trick was in finding a growth of large bamboo plants.  In the daytime, these shoots could be cut down, and often a nocturnal bat would be found crammed inside the open top of the cylindrical plant.  In the absence of dark caves, bats often used bamboo shoots as a place to sleep during the day.  The bat looked for all the world like a very thin turkey in a bamboo can that was one size too small.  It was hardly the stuff of a Thanksgiving dinner.  Back in San Clemente, I kept our Thanksgiving turkey at arms’ length, and made myself another daiquiri.  It was a meal that none of us ever forgot.

With that repast in mind, I left SeaWorld behind in 2013, and headed straight for Berta’s restaurant in Old City San Diego.  We should have done that fifty years ago.
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