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Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument 
Permit Application Cover Sheet 

 
This Permit Application Cover Sheet is intended to provide summary information and status to 
the public on permit applications for activities proposed to be conducted in the 
Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument.  While a permit application has been received, 
it has not been fully reviewed nor approved by the Monument Management Board to date.  The 
Monument permit process also ensures that all environmental reviews are conducted prior to the 
issuance of a Monument permit. 
 
Summary Information 
Applicant Name: Helen Jane Macdonald  
Affiliation: Independent writer (see attached CV) 
Permit Category:  Special Ocean Use* 
Proposed Activity Dates: Provisionally, May–June 2020 
Proposed Method of Entry (Vessel/Plane): Plane (see Note below)  
Proposed Locations: Midway Atoll NWR 
Estimated number of individuals (including Applicant) to be covered under this permit: 1 
Estimated number of days in the Monument: 60 (as per volunteering position) 
 
*Note: I understand the stringent requirements for an application of this nature, particularly in 
terms of submitting this year, so would like to reassure the Co-Trustees that this is an unusually 
low-impact request in that the activities detailed herein are planned to be carried out during my 
free time while working as a full-time volunteer at Midway NWR in the summer of 2020. 
Therefore I will require no special arrangements, transport, accommodation or equipment, and 
can also assure the Co-Trustees that my work as a Volunteer will not be in any way adversely 
affected by this project, and vice versa.  
 
Description of proposed activities: 
  

a.) The proposed activity would…  
comprise essential research for a book titled Midway, a significant work of literary non-fiction of 
around 90,000 words that has been contracted to major publishers in the UK, US, Canada and 
other countries. Like my internationally best-selling book H is for Hawk, it will blend memoir, 
history, and natural history observation with more meditative explorations of the nature of our 
relationship with the natural world.  
 
The book will raise public consciousness of the work that the US Fish and Wildlife Service and 
is doing to preserve and maintain the ecology of the Atoll and the wider Papahānaumokuākea 
Marine National Monument in these increasingly difficult times for biological conservation. 
With its potential for vast public outreach and considering its educational, scientific, and 
inspirational content, the book will strongly support the management of the Monument.  
 
I am attaching a detailed description of this book as part of this application.  
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b.) To accomplish this activity I will …. 

 
have negligible or no impact on the delicate ecosystem and none on the management activities 
conducted on site. The work will be conducted only in my free time while working as a full-time 
volunteer at Midway Atoll NWR.  
 
My research method is low-tech. It consists of taking observational notes with paper and pen and 
then later writing up these notes on my laptop. Notes will be taken while walking, visiting the 
archive and museum, cycling the permitted routes, and observing. The work will need no special 
equipment or supervision. 
 
On site I will be writing about the flora, fauna, and the conservation and management work that 
occurs on the Refuge. I will also liaise with the caretakers of the Visitor’s Centre Museum and 
Archive on the Atoll to read and take notes from the archive at the FWS offices on the Atoll, 
such as copies of The Midway Mirror, 1960s US Navy guides to living on Midway and so on. 
The archive on the Atoll contains many materials essential to my book unavailable elsewhere.  
 
I’ll also be paying observational attention to Midway’s architectural heritage. Many older 
structures have been demolished, and many others of those still extant are in bad repair, so I will 
take guidance on which will be possible to enter or examine closely.  
 

c.) This activity would help the Monument by … 
 
Supporting the conservation mission of the Monument, particularly in relation to Midway Atoll 
National Wildlife Refuge and Memorial, in its efforts to preserve, protect, and restore its 
biological diversity and historic resources. It will do so by educating and encouraging members 
of the public who may not have otherwise known about the Monument. As the Friends of 
Midway Atoll National Wildlife Refuge webpage states, Midway Atoll’s remoteness makes it 
difficult for the rest of the world to know what is happening on the atoll. Previous works on 
Midway Atoll have been limited mainly to guides (Connie Toops and Phyllis Greenberg’s 
Midway: A Guide to the Atoll And Its Inhabitants is a particularly excellent example) or chapters 
in larger books, often academic in nature, which tend to focus either on the wildlife of the 
Refuge or its military history, and have had limited audiences.   
 
My book will be different: it will be a more rounded portrayal of the Monument and Atoll, and it 
will reach a much larger audience. My writing is renowned for its combination of observation 
and science with personal narrative in literary prose, and my work attracts readers who do not 
usually read books about nature or science. One of the reasons I am so excited about this project 
is the potential for its message to reach millions of readers who may not know anything about the 
Monument and Refuge. The book will not encourage readers to attempt to visit the Monument –
precisely the opposite—but readers inspired by the book will get involved and engaged, and 
through the Friends of Midway Atoll they will be able to support the conservation mission 
directly in numerous ways, ranging from direct financial donation to political advocacy work on 
behalf of the Monument.  
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Other information or background:   
 
Further information about the proposed book is attached below.  
 
References and credentials  
Please feel free to speak with any of the below regarding my work, public profile, and suitability 
for a special permit. The writer Neil Gaiman and my UK editor Dan Franklin are always best 
reached by email.  
 
US Agent  
Bill Clegg  
The Clegg Agency 

 
 
US Publisher  
Elisabeth Schmitz  
Grove Atlantic, Inc.  

 
 
UK Publisher  
Dan Franklin  
Jonathan Cape 

 
 
Neil Gaiman, Writer 

 
 
 Lena Headey, Actor 

 
 
Professor Tim Birkhead 
Professor of Behavioural Ecology, University of Sheffield, UK 
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Statement and details of the book Midway  
 
Midway has lit my imagination ever since I was small and came across the 1964 article “The 
Gooney Birds of Midway” in one of my father’s beloved National Geographic magazines. This 
is the book I have always wanted to write. It will be called, simply, Midway.  
 
It will be a significant work (circa 90,000 words) of non-fiction grounded in my own experience 
on site but resting on sustained research into the history, biology and ecology of the Atoll. At 
heart it will be a meditation on the deepest of human themes: love, death, hope, and our 
connection with nature. It will be anchored to these themes in particular by Midway’s 
albatrosses: Mōlī (Laysan albatross), and Ka’upu (Black-footed albatross). 
 
I plan to spend time on Midway during the albatross breeding season, renew my acquaintance 
with the dedicated crew of people who live and work there, sit myself down amongst the birds on 
the sandy ground in my free time—being careful to avoid Bonin petrel burrows—waiting with 
the chicks as they exercise their wings in preparation to take flight, and watch and wait and think 
and write about nature, home, war and shame, love, and death, family and hope. Everything we 
are. My years working as an academic historian taught me that the best method of writing about 
the biggest subjects is to start with something small, before unfolding all its meanings and 
significances outward, until it becomes an answer to all the questions you never knew you 
wanted to ask. Midway the book will focus on the 2.4 square mile Atoll both as a site of 
exceptional historic and ecological value, but also as a way of speaking about what it means to 
be human, what it means for us to interact with and preserve the delicate ecology of the world we 
live in. Like H is for Hawk, Midway will be based on in-depth research but course with 
revelations wrest from lived experience.  
 
I’ll not only be writing about the present day on Midway but about its history, including the 
founding of the trans-Pacific communication station and the Clipper Trans-Pacific Seaplane 
years to military and domestic life there during WWII and after. And while Midway is most 
famed in popular consciousness for its naval battle of June 1942, the book has a particular 
interest in life on the island after the end of that conflict, when it possessed crucial strategic 
significance for the Cold War, and the air was loud with the roar of AEW Super Constellations 
and the site bristled with antenna fields. (Off-site, I plan to interview former inhabitants, both 
retired servicemen and women and their family members, to make their stories part of the book).  
 
And of course the book must engage with the deep cultural and spiritual connections that 
Midway Atoll and the Northwest Hawaiian Islands of the Papahānaumokuākea Marine National 
Monument have in the Hawaiian tradition. My visit last year was astonishing for many reasons, 
but one of them was an almost visceral recognition of the spiritual power of the Monument, a 
place of stars and sunlit clouds and millions of living souls. It resonated with all the traditional 
stories I had heard about this place as being the region of primordial darkness from which life 
springs and spirits return after death and it was a great honor for me there to meet and speak 
about these matters with intern Puakea Moʻokini-Oliveira. I will engage in extended discussions 
with cultural practitioners about the spiritual and cosmological importance of Pihemanu and the 
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wider area both in a personal and in a wider cultural sense and their voices will be an essential 
part of the book.  
 
Part of the book will likely focus on Wisdom, the Laysan albatross who nests with her current 
mate behind Bravo barracks. Of course there are surely older birds on the Atoll, but Wisdom’s 
individuation through banding has made her a media celebrity, her story one of ageing, 
redemption, and hope. After every breeding season she leaves Midway to spend the rest of the 
year alone at sea, fishing in cold oceans, through storms, in snow, in blazing sun, buoyed by the 
updraughts from sunlit salt water, caught up in billowing fair-weather cumulus and stung by 
northerly gales. As in H is for Hawk, my writing will always be informed by peer-reviewed 
science, but will also involve more lyrical and meditative reflections. What is the ocean to an 
albatross? What does an albatross think and feel; how does it find its way back, what compass 
pulls it back to that obscure, flat plane of sand and grass and ruins of war three thousand miles 
away? What can home mean to a creature like Wisdom? 
 
As a child, Midway felt something like paradise for me. It was the island of birds and aeroplanes, 
both creatures caught up in human dreams of flight and transcendence. But even back then it 
meant something else to me: the end of things. It sat in the ocean in the furthest reaches of my 
mind, occupying a troublesome eschatological space. Part of me knows that in the current 
political and environmental climate, there’s only one subject we need urgently to write about: the 
threat of extinction. There are hundreds of books about our ongoing environmental apocalypse. 
Most are written to elicit terror, guilt and shame in us for the terrible mess we’ve made, for the 
shadow we’ve cast across the Earth. While my book will celebrate the NWR and its inhabitants, 
human and avian, it will tackle our perilous environmental situation too, for the Monument is 
facing climate change, sea level rise, invasive species, plastic debris and a host of other threats.  
I am particularly interested in the concept of shame, which seems intrinsic to the way we relate 
to environmental devastation. The action of shame is to make you either look the other way, run 
from the reality of consequence and responsibility—or disavow the problem entirely and decide 
not to care. I want to think about the nature of guilt and shame, what on earth it is good for, and 
whether there is a way to lessen its paralyzing power. The albatross, ever since its appearance in 
Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner and the poetry of Baudelaire, has been a powerful literary symbol 
of guilt and shame. An albatross was the guilt of the Ancient Mariner wrought in feathers and 
sinew and bone, and albatrosses are both real creatures and also projections of ourselves. For we 
look for answers about human lives in the lives of animals, as we look for answers about the 
lives of animals in our own. One of the central themes of my work has been to work out how and 
why we value nature, and how writing about nature is always in part us writing about ourselves. 
Famously, albatrosses mate for life. They spend half the year apart, a hand’s breadth above the 
cold ocean, and then when they return to land, must spend a little while learning how to walk 
again, how to communicate, remembering how to be this other thing, an albatross on land, before 
they find their mate. Then they dance together, mirror each other’s actions, extend their necks 
high and clatter their beaks together, preen each other’s feathers with rare tenderness. Some part 
of me has always thought that albatrosses possess the secret of how romantic partnerships are 
forged and endure.  
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Midway will also pose questions about co-habitation. What the notion of belonging to a piece of 
land means: the threat and reality of invasive species are part of its story, from ironwood to the 
albatross-threatening mice that will be undergoing much-needed extirpation during my visit. It 
poses questions about the meaning of home. I hope to look, too, at the translocation of albatross 
chicks from Midway to higher ground in O’ahu. And, chiming with our current political climate 
(though the book will not be overtly political!) this will be a book about what it means to resist. 
Not out of some deep moral compulsion, but because the world you find yourself in doesn’t 
belong to you any more, and you cannot recognize what is happening to it, just as we today 
maintain our small lives in the face of catastrophic global ruin. There is a photograph taken 75 
years ago this summer of a naval oil store burning from an air-delivered Japanese bomb. Seventy 
five years ago, a blip in biological time, right in the middle of the battle of Midway. In the 
background of the photograph is a pall of black and toxic smoke. In the foreground, on the sand, 
plump, mild-eyed baby Laysan albatrosses, unable to parse the war, sitting there mutely as the 
apocalypse looms behind them. It’s an image that speaks to me now of climate emergency, of 
chicks being reared on an island whose long-term future, according to the US Geological Survey, 
is doubtful in an age of rising ocean levels.  
 
In sum, Midway will be a song about loss and love and the beauty of the natural world, a careful 
and hopefully beautiful account of the history of the Atoll, and a celebration of how the deep 
commitment of the caretakers of the reserve can offer us hope during the horror of this sixth 
great extinction. 
 
 
 




