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What do the following have in common? Majes c albatrosses sailing
eﬀortlessly over the ocean, huge whales sliding through the waves, silvery
flyingfish shoo ng out from a ship’s bow over glassy blue waters. Well,
for the most part, you can’t see them from shore. You’ll need to experience these oﬀshore wonders on a boat trip, o en called a ‘pelagic trip’ by
birdwatchers.
This iden fica on guide uses composite plates of photos to help you
iden fy oﬀshore marine wildlife—‘things you see at sea,’ be they whales,
birds, dolphins, sharks, sea lions, or jellyfish. Short accounts dis ll the
essence of iden fica on—wildlife views at sea can be brief, and the less
me you spend reading a book the be er. Once you have a name,
numerous other resources are available to help you learn more about the
creatures that inhabit the oceans. But that all-important handle, a species
name, is the first step in the cascade of knowledge.
We focus on species seen on day trips oﬀ the West Coast (California,
Oregon, Washington; see map inside back cover), not those found farther
oﬀshore in waters few people get to visit. Some of these species can be
seen from shore but they also occur oﬀshore and are usually considered
marine creatures. We don’t include coastal birds such as most gulls, terns,
cormorants, sea ducks, loons, grebes, or even some ‘marine’ mammals
(they’re called Harbor Seals for a reason); even though you may see these
from boats they can all be watched more easily from land. We also don’t
include real rari es, species you might never see even on 100 trips, such
as a sea snake (below).

Yellow-bellied Sea Snake Pelamis
platurus, the most widespread
rep le in the world, is seen only
excep onally oﬀ s. CA in warm
water years. Adults reach 2–3 feet
in length.
For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu
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On your way oﬀshore you pass through the inshore zone (below), o en
alive with coastal ‘seabirds,’ such as gulls, pelicans, and cormorants, most
of which tend to disappear when you get a mile or two oﬀshore. Then you
are in the world of shearwaters, dolphins, whales, and albatrosses—the
pelagic zone.

Western Gulls
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Elegant Tern

Heermann's Gull
Brown Pelican
Brandt's Cormorants

Brandt's Cormorant

Surf Scoter
Common Loon
Sea Otter
Harbor Seal
For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu
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Out at sea, one thing you’ll likely no ce is that wildlife is not evenly
distributed. Although the ocean all looks much the same from a boat, it
comprises diﬀerent habitats, much as land does—but on land we can
easily see the diﬀerence between a field and a forest. Moreover, the habitats at sea are mobile, shi ing with the currents and the wind. This means
it can be diﬃcult to predict where whales or birds will be from day to day,
as they track their food resources across a seemingly featureless ocean.
Luckily, food tends to be concentrated in certain areas because of
predictable marine processes. The food web starts with plankton, ny
organisms that fuel themselves with sunlight and nutrients, as plants do
on land. Sunlight is easy to find anywhere near the surface (even on foggy
days), but most of the nutrients in the ocean have sunk to the deep over
countless ages. A process known as upwelling can bring nutrients up into
reach of the sunlight, and thus set in mo on the cycle of life.
Upwelling occurs in places where currents run into topographic
features of the seabed, such as canyon walls or mountains (o en known
as ‘banks’ when they are high enough to approach the surface). The
amazingly deep submarine canyon in Monterey Bay and the seamount
known as Cordell Bank are two reasons the central California coast is such
a hotspot for marine life.
Crab for dinner again? Sea O ers (like this mother and young) are an
endearing feature of the Monterey area, but they are inshore creatures
ed to the coastal kelp forests—so we don’t consider them as oﬀshore
sea life.

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu
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Another important upwelling region, where underwater currents run into
topography, is where the con nental shelf drops oﬀ to the deep. The shelf
is the rela vely shallow seabed that extends from a con nental landmass.
The point at which it ends and the seabed drops oﬀ steeply is known as
the ‘shelf break.’ Along most of the West Coast the con nental shelf is
rela vely narrow, and the shelf break can be reached easily in a day trip.
Marine life is usually much more abundant in this region than in either
the shelf waters inshore of the break or the deeper waters well oﬀshore.
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Dense swarming masses of Sooty Shearwaters gather locally oﬀ the
West Coast in summer to molt, and at mes can be seen from shore.
However, these seemingly huge numbers (which in part inspired The
Birds, Alfred Hitchcock’s classic horror movie), are a frac on of those
seen here in the 1980s. Reasons for this decline remain unclear.
While oﬀshore wildlife includes spectacular animals such as whales and
albatrosses, as well as some birds in great abundance, the total number
of species is manageable. In the region this guide covers, we consider only
about 20 mammals and 40 bird species as regularly occurring oﬀshore
marine creatures. To balance this modest number, however, many of the
species look quite similar, and viewing wildlife from a moving pla orm can
be a challenge.
For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu
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Medica ons can help with seasickness (if taken ahead of me), but many
people do just fine on boats if they stay outside with the breeze in their
face and a view of the horizon (don’t sit in the cabin and read!). The ocean
has a finite range of mo ons, and observing swell direc on and moving
your body accordingly is a good idea—learn to move with the ocean, not
fight against it. Oﬀ the West Coast on a boat it can be colder than you
think, even (or especially!) in summer, when it may be sunny and even
hot onshore. It’s be er to bring extra clothes and not need them than to
spend the day cold and uncomfortable.
O en the best and easiest viewing is when the boat is stopped, either
because whales have been spo ed or because birds are coming in to
feed on ‘chum’ (food put out for them). Most wildlife can be appreciated
simply with the naked eye, but binoculars are helpful when looking for
smaller birds such as storm-petrels and phalaropes.
Now all that remains is to get out there and experience the magic of
the open ocean. Enjoy!

Killer Whale pu ng on a show!

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu
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