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In 1951, Ben White was born in Portsmouth, Va., where his 
father was in the Air Force.

White lived across the Midwest near Strategic Air Command 
bases throughout his childhood, until his family moved to 
Madrid, Spain in 1961. In 1964, his father transferred to the 
Pentagon to work for the Defense Intelligence Agency.

At the age of 16, White infiltrated the Ku Klux Klan to write a 
high school paper on white supremacist groups. Members began 
to groom him as the leader of a new junior Klan; he escaped.

He next began working as a student organizer against the 
Vietnam War for the Students for a Democratic Society. He 
rallied picketers at a local Safeway to support Cesar Chavez’s 
United Farm Workers.

White worked as a lifeguard during the summers of his junior 
and senior years in high school, until he left the job in Aug. 1969 
to hitchhike to Woodstock.

The University of Virginia accepted White on a scholarship, and 
his dorm mates elected him to the First Yearman’s Council. He 
led the canvassing of Charlottesville, Va. for the Mobilization 
Against the War and then attended the massive demonstration as 
a peacekeeper. At the event, police charged demonstrators and 
gassed White until he was unconscious. 

He helped take over the Navy Judge Advocate General School 
at UVA when Jerry Rubin and William Kunstler announced that 
three students had just been shot dead at Kent State for protesting 
the war.

White soon quit school to begin working as a professional tree 
climber for Van Yahres Tree Care in Charlottesville, Va.

He eventually left Virginia and hitchhiked to Berkeley, Calif. 
There he became active in a political commune called the Derby 
Dump, and he continued his work as a tree climber for Gilbert 
Tree Service.

Injured on the job, White began working to clean up the oil 
spilled from the collision of two Standard Oil freighters off 
Marin County, Calif. He helped save the Bolinas Lagoon from  
oil contamination.

White next traveled to Hawaii and lived off the land on the 
Kona Coast for four months. He quickly fell in love with a local 
population of wild dolphins.

From 1971 to 1973, White lived with Native American leader 
and medicine man Rolling Thunder in Carlin, Nev. and studied 
native religion and medicine. At Rolling Thunder’s request, he 
traveled to Washington, D.C. and was the only white man inside 
the takeover of the Bureau of Indian Affairs building by the 
American Indian Movement. 

After leaving Nevada, White worked climbing trees for a year in 
Portland, Ore.

He was later hired as senior engineering inspector for Fairfax 
County, Va. (waving the required college degree in favor of field 
experience) to enforce their pioneer tree preservation ordinance 
for the next year and a half.

In Jan. 1976, White started Growing Earth Tree Care; it was the 
first company specializing in tree preservation in the Washington, 
D.C. area, and it once grossed over a million dollars a year and 
had 26 employees. 

As founder of Growing Earth, he won every conservation 
award offered by the county, including the coveted Friend 
of Trees award. Clients included the rich and powerful, such 
as Washington Post editor Ben Bradlee. White chaired the 
committee that wrote the test to qualify for Licensed Tree Expert 
in the Mid-Atlantic region. 

In 1981, he shipped out on the Sea Shepherd II from Alexandria, 
Va., journeyed through the Panama Canal to Nome, Alaska, and 
then invaded the waters of the then Soviet Union. White traveled 
to Lavrentia, the site of a grey whale slaughtering plant, to 
document the killing of grey whales. Helicopter gun ships and a 
Soviet destroyer chased him out of Soviet waters, but he returned 
the next day to protest the killing of whales. 

Ben White ~ C V

continued on next page



g ii hg ii h

White shipped out again on Sea Shepherd II in 1983, this 
time as officer (bos’un). He prepared the ship in Grenada 
for a mission to stop the killing of 125,000 harp seal pups in 
Canada, and he blockaded the port of Newfoundland for 10 
days to stop sealers from reaching the ice. He then followed 
the shore in darkness to surprise sealers in the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence by the Magdalene Islands, where he stopped the 
hunt and saved thousands of seals.

He next made a run for the United States. The boat, out of fuel 
and water, was caught in the ice. He prepared for imminent 
arrest by the Canadian Coast Guard. White led three others 
across the ice to try to take back the ship once it was seized. He 
was arrested at landfall and charged with felonies amounting 
to six years to life in jail—though he was only held 10 days. 
White was charged with a violation of the Seal Protection Act, 
which ironically makes it illegal to be on the ice without a 
permit to kill a seal. 

In 1984, he became East Coast Director of the Sea Shepherd 
Conservation Society and the primary lobbyist in Washington, 
D.C. for strengthening protections for whales and dolphins.

White married in 1985. He was blessed with daughter Julia in 
1986 and son Ben III in 1989. He divorced his wife in 1991, 
but retained full physical custody of his children.

He was the expedition leader on the vessel Divine Wind to stop 
the Japanese drift net fleets from setting nets near the Aleutian 
Islands.

White established the Dolphin Rescue Brigade to interfere with 
the business of taking whales and dolphins from their families 
for a life in captivity. He executed the first successful blocking 
of a dolphin capture in the United States—on Mexico Beach, 
Fla.—by the Panama City-based Gulfworld Amusement Park. 
For this effort (the park was attempting to capture a young 
dolphin mother and leave her baby), White was prosecuted 
by the National Marine Fisheries Service. He pled necessity 
defense, arguing that he stopped a greater crime from 
occurring. The administrative law judge agreed and dropped 
the charges.

A week later in Boquilla, Fla. in Aug. 1989, White stopped 
a capture by dolphin catcher Jay Sweeney at the Baltimore 
Aquarium.

He began cutting dolphins free from nets at night after they 
were captured. In the Florida Keys in the fall of 1989, he 
released a dolphin Jay Sweeney had caught and sardonically 
named Benni, after White. He cut the netting holding dolphins 
in Florida many times and also twice in the Bahamas and twice 
in Mexico. 

White quit Sea Shepherd in 1992 as President. 

He began writing for the Animal Welfare Institute in the 
summer of 1993.

In 1994, he cut loose 25 false killer whales and bottlenose 
dolphins captured as part of Japan’s drive fishery slaughter. 

He co-founded the Cetacean Freedom Network, a global 
alliance of hundreds of activists in dozens of countries. The 
group has been responsible for causing dozens of facilities to 
forego having captive whales or dolphins or to give up those 
being held. 

After selling his tree care business to his employees, White 
moved to Port Townsend in 1994, then Friday Harbor, Wash. 
in 1995. 

In 1995, he led protests against the clear-cut logging of Rocky 
Brook Forest near Dosewallips, Wash. (parts of Clinton’s 
“Salvage Timber Rider” exempted the logging of some ancient 
forests from environmental laws). 

He was arrested first for blockading the road and again after 
sitting in a cedar tree for three days. White was arrested a third 
time for leading 200 people across police lines to the forest. 

Each time, he was arrested under the Forest Closure law that 
allowed the closure of huge areas of national forest around 
small areas being logged in order to keep press and protesters 
away. He was put into Tacoma, Wash. federal jail in manacles 
and chains and next challenged the law as overbroad and 
capricious. White prevailed, setting a legal precedent and 
freeing the other 200 people arrested. 

Figuring the strongest defense of dissent in America comes 
from Freedom of Religion, White incorporated the Church of 
the Earth in the state of Washington as a legitimate faith that 
uses the defense of wildlife and wild places as its sacrament. 

During the cutting of Rocky Brook forest, he was leaked a 
ticket to a speech by Bill Clinton at Shoreline Community 
College. White interrupted him, shouting, “I voted for you, 
I trusted you when you said you would protect the ancient 
forests. Under your Salvage Timber Rider, they are falling not 
50 miles west of here. You betrayed me. How will you fix it?” 
Clinton said Patty Murray would submit legislation to stop the 
Salvage Timber Rider. She did, but it lost – as did the forests.

White staged a protest in Shillshole Bay, near Seattle, Wash., 
to object to the scapegoating of sea lions for the decline of 
steelhead trout coming through the Ballard Locks. A week after 
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17 sea lions were captured in a cage mounted on a battleship 
buoy in Shillshole Bay, with one named Hondo being 
threatened with execution because he was a repeat offender, 
White and a friend canoed out to the pen in the wee hours of 
the night, and White locked himself inside, telling the press 
that he had been looking for a good waterfront office. Police 
cut him off the cage and delivered him to the reporters on 
shore. He made the front page of the Seattle Times; Hondo was 
granted a reprieve. 

During a show at the Spokane Arena, White hung a banner 
protesting the chaining of elephants for 22 hours a day 
by Ringling Bros. Circus. He was cited and released for 
trespassing. White went to jury trial and was acquitted. 

He founded the Natural Guard with the young people of Friday 
Harbor to organize volunteers to challenge environmental 
destruction. 

White launched the first campaign to support tree sitters in the 
oldest trees in the world—the redwoods of Humboldt County, 
Calif.—and he journeyed twice to the battle zone. There he 
constructed a kitchen to feed the troops, taught non-violence 
training and set up tree sits. Later the Natural Guard rallied 
dozens of local kids for a sit-in at the courthouse to protest the 
signing of a contract with Waste Management without a public 
hearing. 

In 1997, he was hired as a wildlife investigator for the Animal 
Welfare Institute.

In Feb. 1998 in Hawaii, he organized swimmers to jump in 
front of the vessel Cory Chouest to force the Navy to end 
Low Frequency Active sonar testing on mating and calving 
humpback whales. This action curtailed over 50 percent of the 
sound blasting. 

White was one of the primary organizers of the street protests 
against the World Trade Organization in Seattle in Nov. 1999. 
He worked with dozens of volunteers to make 240 sea turtle 
costumes in order to object to WTO rules that knock down our 
national laws protecting wildlife, including sea turtles. 

The turtles were a huge success, mentioned in dozens of 
international news articles and cartoons. The WTO, however, 
was a huge failure—in part due to efficacy of turtles and 
others’ blocking of the delegates’ access to the convention 
center. White’s objections were picked up by representatives 
of small, third world countries that have since stymied the 
advance of the corporate agenda of WTO. 

In 2003, White attended the first international meeting that 
brought indigenous groups and workers together to oppose 
globalization. The event was hosted by President Hugo Chavez 
in Caracas, Venezuela.

In September of that same year, White organized the making 
and deployment of 360 dolphin costumes for campesino 
protesters in Cancun, Mexico, again in opposition to the WTO.

He also organized the making and deployment of dolphin 
protesters at the inaugural meeting of the Free Trade Area of 
the Americas in Miami, Fla.

Over the last two decades, White attended over a dozen annual 
meetings of the International Whaling Commission as a non-
governmental observer working for the protection of whales 
and dolphins worldwide.

He attended many meetings of the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species as a non-governmental observer, 
and he was instrumental in lobbying in Santiago, Chile that 
resulted in increased protection for Black Sea dolphins.

In 2004, White twice halted a huge seismic experiment planned 
for the Yucatan coast by the National Science Foundation. 

He co-founded the International Ocean Noise Coalition in 
2004 to fight for global restrictions on the discharge of intense 
noise into the oceans by seismic and active sonar vessels. 

In 2005, White received a lifetime achievement award from 
the organization In Defense of Animals. People for the Ethical 
Treatment of Animals dedicated a park in his name in  
Norfolk, Va. 

On July 30, 2005, White died at the age of 53 in Friday Harbor, 
after a six-month battle with cancer. 

Ben testifies at a National Marine Fisheries 
Service hearing. 
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