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This article is adapted from the 30-minute film presented at the Plenary Session of the Society for California 
Archaeology’s 2021 Annual Meeting, where the theme was “Inside Out: Reflecting on Our Community.” The 
article is transcribed from that presentation and is written in the present tense and the first person to preserve 
its integrity. 
 
More and more, archaeologists are seeing single-use plastics and plastic pollution as an environmental crisis 
that can be tackled with archaeological methods. Moving forward from the 1950s, with its explosion of plastic 
products, and merging with today’s layer of disposable blue masks, plastic is seen as the archaeological 
hallmark for the Anthropocene. The focus on plastic combines historical archaeology methods, material 
culture studies, and the field of contemporary archaeology with the archaeology of activism. Centered on two 
weeks sailing the North Atlantic as a crew member aboard eXXpedition’s research vessel S.V. TravelEdge 
(Figure 1) – surviving 70-knot winds and 30-foot swells – while sampling for ocean plastics, this is a tale with 
its roots in a small, rural community. My voyage was the culmination of a year of preparation, including 
community out-reach, education, and fundraising. It is an exploration of archaeology and environmentalism 
at the local level, to the global plastic crisis, and back again to the local, where eXXpedition commitments of 
public outreach, plastic awareness, and storytelling continue.  
 

 

 

Figure 1. “Adventures are only interesting once you’ve lived to see the end of them. Before that, 
they are nothing but fear, and being too cold or too hot or too wet or too hungry, and getting 
hurt” (Lisle 2009:175). 
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I am genuinely thrilled to be here with you today, seriously, that I am actually alive, at this plenary, 
talking with you! More than a year later – given how many times I thought I was going to die at sea – I am 
sometimes still so surprised that I survived my two-week journey on the North Atlantic. Now that I’m about 
to share my “may-have-could-have been-quite-possible-near-death” experience with you, I should probably 
introduce myself. My name is Kimberly Wooten and I am an historical archaeologist with the California 
Department of Transportation, or Caltrans, in the Cultural Studies Office in Sacramento. I am excited to be 
talking to you about plastic waste, microplastics, and our world’s oceans – it is a crisis that extends well 
beyond the sea to the most remote mountains, throughout the earth’s vast deserts and isolated archipelagos, 
to the crops we grow and eat. Plastic waste contaminates existing archaeological sites at the same time as 
it is creating new ones.  

Today is also an opportunity to talk about community in terms of where we live, who we work with, 
and at times, the community we never expected to find. How that community supports us in our ideas; and 
when the reality of those ideas is so very different from our goals, how that community welcomes us back 
home and allows us to heal. Today is an opportunity to talk about the choices that led me to be on that 73-foot 
sailboat, at the end of a hurricane, with 13 strangers. And the goal of joining this research trip? It was to use 
archaeology as a social platform to talk about critical issues – the climate crisis and pollution, product liability, 
and consumer responsibility – it requires that we see single-use plastics as archaeology, as a material culture, 
and envision our global oceans as perhaps the biggest archaeological site in the world. In our oceans, 
contemporary site formation processes are almost constant and always shifting – reflecting patterns of purchase, 
use and reuse, and disposal – fueled by a multitude of differing consumer behaviors from almost every nation.  

The idea of “There and Back Again” is not about simply going on a journey and returning to your 
community with a new appreciation. It is also about taking a journey in understanding our role in a more 
sustainable way of living, and for a few of us, a more valuable way of doing archaeology. 

I was sitting at the kitchen counter in October 2018, when I saw a Facebook post by a friend. It was 
talking about this amazing scientific research program called eXXpedition, which looked at the effects of 
microplastics on our world’s oceans. The eXXpedition leaders were looking for 300 women to crew 30 legs 
on a 38,000-nautical-mile, round-the-world trip. I thought to myself: “I’ve got the first thing down! I’m a 
woman and I’m going to apply for this!” My husband was making breakfast at the time, and I turned to him 
and said, “I just applied to sail the North Atlantic Ocean to look at plastics as an historical archaeologist!” 
He looked at me thoughtfully, knowing I was afraid of the open ocean, and asked the simple question, “Hey 
babe, uhm … do you know what the North Atlantic is like in October?” But it honestly did not matter to 
me, the idea felt so right! 

For a few years, I had been looking at the strengths of archaeology as an activist platform, looking at 
the ways the discipline allows for public outreach on critical social issues. The climate crisis is driven by our 
consumer choices, one of them being plastic use, especially single-use plastics. Why couldn’t we use historical 
archaeological methods to look at this environmental issue? The material culture life of an 1870s soda water 
bottle is not really so different from a plastic bottle we pull off the store shelf today – or a jar of jam, or a tube 
of toothpaste – it is all about product packaging. How much is produced and sold, how little of it is recycled 
or repurposed. Only with single-use plastics, in comparison to traditional historical products, the packaging 
has a much higher environmental cost.  

I made it through the first three rounds of interviews and in February 2019, was accepted a guest crew 
member for eXXpedition’s Leg 1 (Figure 2). This leg would sail from Plymouth, England, to the Azores, an 
autonomous archipelago some 900 miles off the coast of mainland Portugal. It was to be the most difficult leg 
of the trip, but when you have nothing to compare that difficulty to, it can be hard to comprehend its meaning.  
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Figure 2. Official eXXpedition crew member patch for the 2019-2021 voyage. 
 

 

This gave me about eight months to prepare for my trip. I needed to raise $6,500 to cover my guest 
crew costs, as well as the cost of my gear. I had no idea what gear I would need for sailing, let alone on the 
North Atlantic, because frankly speaking, I had never sailed before. Over the next few months, I sailed only 
a handful of times (Figure 3), one of them so terrifying I thought I would never sail again. I had over-
whelming encouragement from my small town. I started a GoFundMe page supported by friends and family, 
members of the archaeological community, and total strangers. My community hosted a fundraiser allowing 
me to raise the remaining travel costs by donating their time, musical skills, food, and artwork (Figure 4). 
Their support was overwhelming.  

As an eXXpedition guest crew member, you are expected to be an ambassador for science. I spoke at 
local women’s organizations, elementary schools, and conducted interviews with radio stations and news-
papers. These were all ways that allowed me to introduce concepts of historical archaeology, single-use 
plastic pollution, and environmentalism to a wide audience. I signed up for conferences, confident in my 
ability to do real archaeology at sea, focusing on critical topics, like the one that will change your life: 
BEEFAMATO (Figure 5). I even produced a handbook on recording plastics at sea (Figure 6). In those two 
weeks on the North Atlantic, I never opened the handbook once.  

I arrived in Plymouth, England, in early October 2019. The first thing I did was to walk down to 
Sutton Harbor, and there she was! The SV TravelEdge! Built in 1991, she was a steel hull ketch measuring 
73 feet (Figure 7). Over the next few days, the guest crew arrived from the United States, Spain, Croatia, 
Malaysia, Scotland, Indonesia, and England (Figure 8). Don’t we all look happy? We had no idea what we 
would be facing in the next 10 hours, as we sailed into the tail end of Hurricane Lorenzo, the strongest 
hurricane ever to hit the United Kingdom and Ireland.  
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Figure 3. Author learning to sail on the Willamette River, Oregon, with Jim Vodden and Sofie Juriks. Images courtesy 
of Erik Juriks, 2019. 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Community-based fundraising in 2019, including the author and Jenny Upchurch (lower left), and members 
of the Wicked Sisters, Ann Jeffries and Lynn Vasquez (upper right). 
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Figure 5. Beefamato slide from the Three-Minute Papers symposium at the 2020 and 2022 SCA Annual Meetings.  

 
 
 
 

 

Figure 6. Handbook on ocean plastics and archaeology, developed by the author in 2019 (unpublished). 
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Figure 7. The 73-foot SV TravelEdge in Sutton Harbor, Plymouth, England. Image courtesy of the author, 2019. 
 
 

 

 

Figure 8. The eXXpedition Leg 1 guest crew, from left to right: Ann Jenkins (Canada), Breezy Grenier (U.S.), Kirsty 
Young (Scotland), Kimberly Wooten (U.S.), Katrin Scholz-Barth (Germany), Emily Penn (founder of eXXpedition, 
England), Natalie Fox (England), Sonja Jakić (Croatia), Marcia Reinauer Cooney (U.S.), Kirana Agustina (Indonesia), 
and Aarathi Arumugam (Malaysia). Image courtesy of eXXpedition, 2019.  
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Figure 9. Tina Biorn (giving the peace sign) at the send-off. Image courtesy of the author, 2019. 

 
 

We left Sutton Harbor to a media blitz: there were interviews with Sky TV, we had a chase boat, we 
had people waving to us from the shore, including Tina Biorn and her husband, Mark Basgall1 (Figure 9). 
Though Tina and Mark’s arrival in England at the same time as my departure was a coincidence, they made 
the effort to come to Plymouth for the eXXpedition send-off party and start of my journey. Having their 
friendly faces to focus on as we sailed away helped calm my fears and renew my spirits.  

Even though the weather was temperate, all of the crew were dressed in their foulies – heavy duty, 
insulated foul weather gear – we looked the part and we felt the part! Everyone was excited and thinking, 
“We’ve got this, no problem!” Within two hours, the first person was vomiting over the side of the boat 
while I held her hair; within six hours I was vomiting uncontrollably. Of the 14 women on the boat, nine of 
us would be vomiting for the next two and a half days and others would be nauseous for the remainder of the 
voyage. Over the course of the journey, I would lose 15 pounds, while some women lost upwards of 20. 

At some point while I was asleep that first night – just sick to my core – I was awakened by this sound. 
A BOOMING sound, crashing down on the deck above the cabin. It is a sound that I will never be able to 
completely describe, but it echoes through your bones. Inside the cabin I could hear other women starting to 
stir, and then Skipper Anna bellowed from the deck: “ALL ABLE-BODIED HANDS ON DECK! ALL 
ABLE-BODIED HANDS ON DECK RIGHT NOW!!!” I thought as I sat up, immediately barfed into a 
bucket, passed it up to the woman on the berth above me so she could barf into the bucket, “Able-bodied 
person? Does that mean me?” It was just unbelievable – I’d had 45 minutes of training on this ship! I struggled 
to get into my foulies and life jacket – both of which I barely knew how to put on – and stumbled up the stairs 
to the deck, focused on trying to clip my tether onto the lifelines. And when I looked up from the deck, it was 
beyond any fear I had ever known – it was just this pounding enormity of rain and blackness and waves – and 
it took everything in me to force myself up the last few steps.  
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Figure 10. Hurricane Lorenzo, over the United Kingdom, October 2019. 

 
 

The boat was keeled over at more than a 45-degree angle, the ship’s main sail in shreds and being pulled 
overboard into the sea. I clipped onto the second safety line, reached forward and clipped onto another safety 
line, then crab crawled over to one of the guest crew that was struggling to hold a sheared sheet – or rope – 
with a five-pound block that was swinging in a dangerous, wild arc across the deck. For the next 45 minutes 
I would have my arm extended in the air, trying to hold the rope with the other woman, and not fall into the 
waters. In the course of the evening, one woman’s finger was dislocated, while another woman suffered a 
serious concussion. Hurricane Lorenzo was my introduction to sailing in the North Atlantic Ocean and I 
honestly wondered if I was going to survive (Figure 10). 

For some, plastic may not seem like an archaeological or a climate issue. But given the longevity of 
plastic as a material culture, as well as its overwhelming abundance, viewing single-use plastic as both is 
imperative. Plastic feeds our societal hunger for cheap disposable packaging, creating an archaeological issue 
that puts both maritime and terrestrial sites at risk, while creating what will undoubtedly be the most prevalent 
material type found at future sites (Figure 11).  

Our trip to the Azores would take us to the northern edge of the North Atlantic Gyre, one of the world’s 
five ocean gyres. Plastics – often in the form of single-use plastics, but also reusable plastic products, such as 
fishing nets – enter the oceans and begin breaking down from the action of the waves, wind, sunlight, and salt. 
Often in the form of microplastics, which are one cm or smaller, waste collects in vast ocean gyres, where 
currents gather trash in what has been described as “islands” of refuse but is actually closer to a “soup” of 
waste. Data collection didn’t just focus on the gyres, the intention was to gather and process surface samples 
daily. 

The eXXpedition team provides its guest crew with a robust citizen science program. On shore we 
did Circularity Assessment Protocols – a small survey of land use around the city of Plymouth – looking at  
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Figure 11. Los Angeles Times cover story on plastic waste as climate change (2018). 

 
 

parks, businesses, and residential areas to see how single-use plastics are distributed across the landscape. 
Of course, I couldn’t stop looking at all the historic-era ceramics. Crew did nurdle collection on the shores, 
Van Veen grab samples to look at harbor sediments, and learned to use the Marine Debris Tracker app 
which I have continued to use to document pandemic debris.  

At sea, the aim was to gather samples below the surface marine layer with a Niskin bottle, but in the 
end, our main data collection was done with a “manta trawl,” an opened-mouth float with a small net for 
collecting surface plastic samples (Figure 12). Crew also used a portable FTIR spectrometer to identify 
polymer composition and gathered samples for future microbial origin studies to be conducted at the Plymouth 
University’s Marine Station. We wrapped up our citizen science experience with local talks in the Azores.  

All our samples contained microplastics, which increased in frequency as we neared the edge of the 
North Atlantic Gyre. Intact plastic objects could also be seen floating by as we sailed. Samples collected from 
the trawl had plastic embedded into the sea life. The samples were then processed in the ship’s lab (and galley) 
(Figure 13). Note the same blue fragment in the last image under the microscope, likely a microplastic from 
an oil drum (Figure 14).  

Archaeological studies of contemporary waste and waste practices have been conducted by numerous 
archaeologists, the most famous of which was Bill Rathje’s Tucson Garbage Project (also see Rathje and 
Murphy 2001). An extension of this “garbology” can be seen in several contemporary archaeology topics, 
and most recently by Pamela Geller’s focus on single-use plastics and pandemic archaeology (Figure 15).  

The morning of October 20 dawned as the most beautiful day of our trip. We had calm seas and warm, 
sunny skies. After two weeks at sea, logging 1,600 nautical miles and 48 hours of night watch, facing 74-knot 
winds at the strongest, and 30-foot swells at their highest, I had the confidence to take the helm alone (Figure 
16). After testing me every single day, the sea was just so beautiful at this moment.  
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Figure 12. “Manta trawl” in use for a sample just north of the North Atlantic Gyre. Image courtesy of the author, 2019. 

 
 

 

Figure 13. Author (left) looking at microplastic samples from the manta trawl; Aarathi Arumugam (right) operating 
the portable FTIR spectrometer. Images courtesy of eXXpedition, 2019. 
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Figure 14. Microplastic samples collected aboard the SV TravelEdge. Images courtesy of eXXpedition, 2019. 

 
 
 

 

Figure 15. Single-use and microplastic samples collected during eXXpedition’s Leg 2. Image courtesy of Yanika Borg, 
2019. 
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Figure 16. Author at the helm, just off the coast of the Azores. Image courtesy of eXXpedition, 2019. 

 

 
As dusk arrived, Sonja Jakić, a 24-year-old professional sailor from Croatia and my watchmate, spotted 

land. The outline of São Miguel, the biggest Azorean island, brought tears of joy, relief – and simply beauty 
– for all of us (Figure 17). After 14 days of “life at 45,” we had all learned new skills, could walk like a sailor, 
had seen each other in our most vulnerable moments, as well as our bravest ones. We had grown in ways I 
am unable to describe fully. There would be time for archaeology later.  

The single-use plastic crisis is overwhelming and it’s hard to know what to do as a private citizen. The 
number one thing you can do is to simply stop buying products that are packaged with single-use plastics. 
Don’t buy that coffee, bring your own bags to the grocery store, don’t bag your loose produce, shop local, and 
demand accountability from commercial industries using these plastics. The pandemic has made this much 
more difficult and single-use plastic use is once again on the rise. 

Within our archaeological communities, we can use brand audits to teach little kids, college students, 
and advocational archaeologists about archaeological methods of survey, recordation, and research. We can 
talk within our communities about contemporary archaeology, plastic archaeology, and archaeological activism. 
Looking at plastic through an archaeological lens – as a contemporary material culture topic within our own 
communities and out in the broader world – may very well help us deal with the next single-use plastic crisis, 
one that is already impacting our world’s oceans: the disposal of plastic-based pandemic masks (Figure 18). 
Contemporary archaeology offers us some very real ways to approach the climate crisis, single-use plastic 
pollution, and a multitude of other significant issues that first world, industrialized nations have created.  

In March 2020, eXXpedition’s round-the-world research trip was put on hold, a victim of the global 
pandemic. Later that year, it was cancelled entirely with the professional crew and the SV TravelEdge stranded 
in Tahiti. The program shifted to a virtual platform and women have been crew on virtual voyages and 
continue to do public outreach on the topic of single-use plastic waste in our oceans.  
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Figure 17. Sunset on the last day at sea, São Miguel in the distance. Image courtesy of the author, 2019. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 18. The new single-use plastic crisis – personal masks from the COVID-19 pandemic. Image courtesy of the 
author, 2020. 
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Women whom I’ve never met have expressed their excitement at hearing I was crew on that “crazy-
amazing” first leg of the trip. But if I had to do it all again, would I have the courage to get back on the SV 
TravelEdge? Since that voyage, I’ve asked myself dozens of times what defines courage. Is it holding every 
terror you have inside, after you’ve been told that you are going to die, so that the younger crew stays calm? 
Yes, it is. But can courage also be the simple act of washing dishes so other, more capable crew can sleep? 
Yes. And is it quietly brushing out someone’s hair that is matted to the back of their head because that’s all 
you can do to help? Yes. At the same time, I have cruel moments when I am profoundly ashamed that I 
wasn’t physically and mentally stronger. I still don’t have an answer for what true courage is, but I learned 
enough of the ocean to know that she is resilient and that I will never need to sail the North Atlantic again.  

 
 

THERE AND BACK AGAIN: THE FILM 
 
The full film on which this article is based can be seen at www.academia.edu/video/lB3RRk, including 

clips from documentary film maker Marcia Reinauer Cooney’s film Sirens of the Sea. And since I know you 
are curious, you can read the “Beefamato” article in the 2020 Proceedings of the Society for California 
Archaeology at www.scahome.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/19_Wooten_final.pdf. For questions about 
the archaeology of plastic, please feel free to contact Kimberly Wooten at vintage_mama@hotmail.com. 

 
 

DEDICATION 
 
This article is dedicated to the memory of Ann Jenkins Henhoeffer, environmentalist and guest crew on 

eXXpedition’s Leg 1. We became close friends bound by both our harrowing sailing voyage, as well as our 
trials with breast cancer. Ever optimistic, Ann lost her battle to cancer in April 2022.  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ann Jenkins Henhoeffer aboard the SV TravelEdge. Image courtesy of the author, 2019. 
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NOTE 
 

1. Sadly, Mark Basgall, Professor Emeritus at California State University, Sacramento, passed away this 
summer (2022). An In Memoriam in his honor will be published in an upcoming issue of the journal 
California Archaeology. 
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