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Northern gannets in a mating display.
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To Sofia.
Can’t wait for you to grow up a bit
so I can show you all these wonders.
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INTRODUCTION


Wild animals are beautiful. You can enjoy watching them even when they don’t do anything special. But they can also do amazing things: travel halfway around the globe, stage impressive light and sound shows, use all kinds of clever tricks, and perform unbelievable athletic feats. If you know what to look for and manage to be in the right place at the right time, you can have an experience you will not forget as long as you live.


Being a zoologist, I’ve spent much of my life finding and observing animals in their natural habitats, but I still can’t get used to the scale and grandeur of wildlife spectacles—some of them happening at people’s doorsteps, in urban parks, and on popular beaches (seeing others, of course, requires some wilderness travel). And although I’ve seen almost all the events described here, some many times, I’ll never get tired of watching them.


Many people who live in North America don’t realize or appreciate just how lucky they are to have so much wildlife around. Of course, North America has seen its share of horrible abuses of the environment, and there are still powerful political forces bent on sacrificing every last living thing to so-called business interests, which is a politically correct euphemism for greed. But thanks to decades of hard work by dedicated environmentalists, many parts of the continent have been beautifully preserved or restored, and wildlife here is more abundant and easy to see than almost anywhere in the world. You don’t have to pay exorbitantly for an obligatory guided jeep ride, as in many African or Indian national parks; you can easily avoid the crowds that are almost inescapable in much of Europe and China; it doesn’t take multiple days to reach natural habitats as it does in Indonesia, Madagascar, and much of Latin America; you don’t see silent forests where all wildlife has been hunted out as you would in Southeast Asia and Russia; and you don’t encounter vast tracts destroyed by invasive species as in Australia and New Zealand.


Unfortunately, despite the popularity of national parks, nature documentaries, and cute baby animal photos on social networks, learning about many of the continent’s natural living wonders can be surprisingly tricky. Some of the most amazing wildlife spectacles in the world, such as mass migrations, mating dances, and predator-prey interactions, occur in North America, but the information on them is often scattered and difficult to find, and many are virtually unknown to nonspecialists. I have yet to meet a person who is not a professional ichthyologist and knows about the annual spawning of giant sturgeon in downtown New London, Wisconsin, or someone who is not an ornithologist and knows of the stunning sunset flights of hundreds of thousands of wintering American robins near St. Petersburg, Florida. Nighttime dances of up to a hundred alligators can be easily seen from a popular boardwalk in Everglades National Park, but these dances remained unknown even to scientists until I accidentally discovered them in 2006. Most people have heard of the famous gatherings of monarch butterflies in Mexico, but few are aware that similar gatherings take place every winter in coastal California.


It is particularly difficult to understand the complex natural history of such events. Why do seabirds gather in immense flocks in particular places in the ocean year after year? Why do Pacific salmon die after spawning? What is the secret code used by fireflies blinking in their vast swarms over Appalachian meadows? How do spadefoot toads manage to breed in desert pools that dry up just two weeks after rain?


In this book I describe the most remarkable wildlife spectacles you can see in North America. I also cover some natural history to explain how they work and why they happen, and end each chapter with a few practicalities for those of my readers who would like to see them for themselves rather than just read about them.
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A plains bison enduring winter in Yellowstone National Park.








GREAT MIGRATIONS


There was a time when the world was free of fences, highways, sprawling cities, pesticide-laden farms, shipping lanes, dams, and miles-long driftnets. Wild animals could migrate freely, and did so in numbers we can’t imagine. The first European travelers to the New World reported bird flocks filling the entire sky for many weeks every year, hundreds of whale spouts visible in the sea in every direction, millions of bison moving across the plains, masses of salmon making rivers flow backwards. And that abundance of life was just a fraction of what the ancestors of the Native Americans must have encountered when they moved here from Siberia fifteen thousand years ago.


Today the migrations of wild animals are less spectacular, but can still be breathtaking. Witnessing them makes you forget the artificial world of climate-controlled buildings and paved streets that most of us live in, and for a short while experience the absolute freedom of our wild, dangerous, fascinating past—of the world filled with life that knew no bounds.
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Whooping cranes migrating to the Gulf Coast.








COLD CURRENT HIGHWAYS


Just a short boat ride from the skyscrapers and traffic jams of San Francisco and Boston, you can see the largest animals in the history of our planet, as well as multitudes of smaller creatures, all gathering in certain ocean locations that serve as “roadside restaurants” for marine travelers. To figure out why these feeding places exist where they do—and to understand pretty much everything else about the life of the sea—you have to look at ocean currents and the changes they bring.




	Why Cold Currents


The western and eastern coasts of North America couldn’t be more different. If you travel to a beach in southern Alaska in winter, you will be surprised to see no snow on the ground; the water will be cold but not ice-cold. You would think that you could move only a few hundred miles south and the sea would be warm enough to swim in. But you would be in for a huge disappointment: even in summer, the Pacific Ocean is usually too cold for swimming (for most people, at least) until you get to Southern California, three thousand miles to the south. And even there it never gets really warm.





On the East Coast, you can swim in the ocean during the summer all the way up to Rhode Island—at the same latitude as southern Oregon. But once you round Cape Cod, you find yourself in really cold water, even colder than waters off southern Alaska.


The reasons for these variations are, of course, ocean currents. Their patterns off the Pacific and Atlantic sides of the continent are completely different.


In the Pacific, the powerful North Pacific Current from eastern Asia hits the coast of North America in British Columbia, and then sends its waters north, to Alaska, and south, to California. Since these waters come from the same current, they differ little in temperature. But because the climates of the lands they reach are so different, they are felt as cold in California, but as warm in Alaska. When the cold current reaches California, it meets a small warm current from Mexico called Inshore Current, which runs fairly close to the coast. But that little stream is usually too weak to significantly raise the water temperature or change the climate.
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Californian waters have some of the highest levels of biological productivity among the world’s oceans.
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MAJOR OCEAN CURRENTS AROUND NORTH AMERICA





In the Atlantic, the shores enjoy the warm waters of the Gulf Stream. That great current emerges from the Gulf of Mexico and flows parallel to the coast until it reaches Cape Cod; usually a stream of cold water from Canada wedges itself between the great current and the coast, somewhat cooling the water for southern New England. North of Cape Cod the ocean is dominated by the Labrador Current, which comes down from the Arctic and is intensely cold. In summer months, small side branches of the Gulf Stream can bring warm water to Nova Scotia, but only very briefly.


All these currents have a strong influence on the climate of the continent, but they have an even greater impact on the marine life. The cold seas of the western coast have much higher biological productivity than the warm seas of the eastern shore. That is why, if you travel along the shores of California or Oregon, you can see huge numbers of large marine animals: sea lions, seals, and whales, as well as crowded seabird colonies on almost every offshore rock. On the eastern coast you might occasionally spot a small group of dolphins or a few seagulls—and in winter, seals and whales that come down from the north to find warmer waters—but generally the marine life is much sparser.


Why do cold seas have higher biological productivity? In cold oceans, there is more mixing of the water between the surface and the bottom. Warm water is lighter than cold water, and floats on top of it. All nutrients in the surface layer of a warm ocean are quickly consumed by the plankton; then the plankton dies and sinks, taking the nutrients with it and leaving the surface barren. In a cold ocean, the water is about the same temperature from top to bottom, so there is more vertical mixing and it’s much easier for the nutrients to return back to the surface. Every time a current hits an underwater mountain, or the wind from the shore blows away the surface layer, or two currents meet and create turbulence, the nutrient-rich waters from the deep begin to rise to the surface, allowing for a profusion of life.


Off the western coast of North America all those mechanisms come together to create one of the most productive marine areas on Earth. The powerful North Pacific Current arrives from the open ocean and supplies the entire coast, from the Aleutian Islands to Baja California, with nutrient-rich water. Strong winds blow off the top layer, particularly in summer in the area between San Francisco and San Diego. The bottom of the ocean is dotted with seamounts (underwater mountains) and cut by deep submarine canyons that serve as funnels, bringing even more nutrients to the surface. The largest of these, Monterey Submarine Canyon, is over two miles deep. In addition, the small Inshore Current mixes warm and cold waters, creating turbulence. The result is a wildlife spectacle like no other: one of the world’s greatest gatherings of marine life.
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Beautiful “forests” of sea anemones (left and right, above) are a sight familiar to northern divers. Anemones feed on the abundant plankton of coldwater seas.
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Cold currents allow sea otters with their warm coats to live as far south as the Channel Islands off California.








Whale Central


A few years ago I volunteered as a spotter for a whale-watching company based in Monterey, California. For an unpaid position it was fairly hard work, but it was one of the best jobs I’ve ever had (and as a field zoologist, I get some really exciting jobs from time to time).





I had to get up well before dawn and drive for two hours through dense coastal fog, swallowing motion sickness pills every half hour as I drove (my blood had to be saturated with dimenhydrinate in time for sailing, because I am somewhat prone to sea sickness and the swell could get brutal, particularly in winter and spring months). Then I would spend another half hour carefully dressing in layers and giving a safety talk to passengers.


Our boat trip began with circling the harbor. The jetty was taken over by sea lions and pelicans; sea otters were playing in kelp banks. As we moved out, our captain would get on the radio and ask other boats in Monterey Bay about whale sightings. Fishermen and the Coast Guard were always very helpful. If there were no tips, we usually started our search from the area where the whales had been seen the previous day, looking for whale spouts or dorsal fins.


Being surrounded by thousands of dolphins and seabirds was great, but our main goal was finding whales. In winter and spring we looked for gray whales. This species has the longest migration route of any mammal: from summer feeding grounds along the coasts of Alaska and Siberia, to breeding lagoons in Baja California. There were usually a fair number of them around, but they were difficult to follow because their movement was fast and determined. Besides, they seldom did anything other than travel across the bay, slowing down only briefly to feed in the plankton-rich waters. They moved south from November to January, and in December we would start seeing some of them heading back north. By February, many were females accompanied by newborn calves.
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Long-beaked common dolphins and California sea lions feeding together in Monterey Bay, California.
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Different whale species can be easily recognized by the mammals’ silhouettes and spouts. For example, right whales have V-shaped spouts.





Unlike dolphins, most whales don’t have sonar. Nevertheless, they are able to navigate for thousands of miles through murky, plankton-filled waters and the maze of islands and fjords along the coasts of British Columbia and Alaska, all the way to the Arctic Ocean. Recently it was discovered that some gray whales make an even longer journey, traveling to Mexico from the cold, remote Sea of Okhotsk, a round-trip of eight thousand miles.


Summer and fall were the most interesting times in Monterey Bay. During the warm months (July to October), nutrient-rich water from the ocean floor rises to the surface from Monterey Submarine Canyon in the middle of the bay. The sea in that area often turns into plankton soup; krill (tiny shrimplike crustaceans) breed in such numbers that the masses look like billowing thunderclouds on a fish-finder screen. Sometimes we would have more than a hundred whales feeding around us. Blue whales were particularly impressive: longer than our boat, fast and powerful, they resembled nuclear submarines. Finding them was usually easy, for they had spouts up to fifty feet high. In October they disappeared; at the time, nobody knew where they were going, but now we know they winter in the open ocean far off Central America. In years with unusually warm water they didn’t show up at all, because there was no krill in the bay, and that’s normally the only thing blue whales eat. Other whales didn’t mind, because instead of krill, there were plenty of anchovies.


Blue whales were great, but humpback whales provided the most fun for our customers. They are very playful and inquisitive. Every day we’d see them jumping out of the water, harassing blue whales, joining sea lions in herring hunts, or sunbathing on the surface, their long flippers up in the air like narrow white sails. They often approached the boat to get a better look at people, to scratch their backs against the boat, or to shoot a spout in passengers’ faces. And they sang their long, weird songs that we could listen to by dropping a hydrophone into the water.


Thanks to the deep canyon, we could occasionally see rare visitors from the open ocean that feed on deepwater squid: sperm whales (giant predators that look like battleships with their dark-gray skin and determined movements), and beaked whales (so rarely seen by scientists that almost nothing is known about them). In addition to finding whales, we had to photograph them for scientific databases. Individual blue whales could be identified by the unique patterns of spots on their backs; humpbacks, by the black-and-white outlines on the undersides of their tail flukes. Using those photos, local scientists could follow some whales for many years.
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Each humpback whale has a unique black-and-white pattern on the underside of its tail.





There were always smaller creatures around as well, each with its own traveling route and schedule: elephant seals, fur seals, basking sharks, blue sharks, sea turtles, oceanic sunfishes, tuna, and, of course, seabirds. Abundant food attracted them from all corners of the Pacific. Every month brought something new: albatrosses from Hawaii in May, skuas from the Antarctic in June, storm-petrels from Mexico in July, petrels from New Zealand in August, phalaropes from Siberia in September, Arctic terns from Alaska in October, guillemots from Canada in November. And, there were shearwaters.
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Playful and inquisitive, humpbacks often approach boats.
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Heermann’s gulls are unusual among migrants: in the fall they move north rather than south, from their breeding colonies in Mexico to the more productive waters of California.





The shearwaters gave us a spectacle of their own. For a few weeks in late summer and autumn they migrated south along the coast of California in an immense, riverlike flow, up to a mile wide. Most of them were sooty and (later in the season) short-tailed shearwaters, born on small islands thousands of miles away, near Australia, and traveling around the Pacific in a giant circle, spending the northern summer off Alaska and the austral summer in the Southern Ocean. They use a special flying technique—utilizing the difference in wind speeds near the water surface and higher up—to cover huge distances while expending very little energy. Sometimes the stream of birds was so close to the shore that it was visible from beaches; local birdwatchers, alerted by online message boards, flocked to those beaches to see the colossal flock. But usually the birds were farther offshore.


The smallest travelers we saw were by-the-wind sailors, beautiful relatives of jellyfish that look like strangely shaped plastic lids with dark blue edges and a little sail on the top. The sail is S-shaped and makes the creatures float at an angle to the wind. The prevailing winds in the North Pacific generally form a giant circle, and theoretically the tiny sailors always move slightly toward the center, thus avoiding the shores. But off the coast of California the winds blow toward the land for half a year, and almost every spring millions of helpless sailors wash up on the beaches. This doesn’t seem to be too damaging to the species: by-the-wind sailors are among the world’s oldest travelers, with one fossil dating back 370 million years.


The most exciting thing about this job was never knowing what the day would bring. I participated in more than a hundred trips, and there was something new every time: the birth of a gray whale, a seal playing with a giant jellyfish, a rare bird. But some days were particularly special. You could sense it almost immediately: sea lions were strangely quiet; dolphins didn’t leap in the air; gray whales didn’t play or sing. They all knew that a killer whale tribe specializing in hunting mammals was in the area.


As with blue whales, the spots on the backs of killer whales are individual, enabling them to be identified. Most family groups have been studied for many years and an extensive database has been compiled. In the 1990s, scientists discovered that there are three separate “ethnic” groups of killer whales in the North Pacific, each with its own language, hunting culture, and migration routes. Oceanic orcas (as killer whales are often called) live far from shore, chasing tuna and small sharks. Resident orcas inhabit particular areas along the coast, feeding on herring, salmon, and other medium-sized fish. They are not as nomadic as others, although we did get occasional visits by packs from Puget Sound and Mexico. Transient killer whales are very different. They have more pointed dorsal fins; their packs are small, quiet, and fast, able to cover great distances in search of warm-blooded prey. All three kinds visited the bay from time to time, and, amazingly, all local marine mammals could distinguish them by their language. Whales and seals were not afraid of oceanics and residents, and even joined them in fishing occasionally. However, they were absolutely terrified if transients were in the area.
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A small part of the “shearwater river.” Shearwaters fly effortlessly in strong wind, but prefer to rest when the sea is calm.
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By-the-wind sailors are colonies of tiny animals that have been fearlessly circling the oceans for half a billion years.
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Killer whales on the move. Tall dorsal fins probably make it easier for them to follow each other as they porpoise through murky water.





We were fascinated by killer whales, and never missed a chance to follow them for as long as we could. They are the smartest and the most beautiful creatures of the sea. But if you watch them, especially the transients, you should be ready for some of the most violent and bloody scenes in nature. It takes orcas no more than a few minutes to tear apart a seal or a dolphin. Finishing off a family of big whales can take hours, with the sea turning red for hundreds of feet around.


Once we saw a particularly strange event. We were following a pack of transient killer whales as they looked for sea lions to kill. Huge herds of sea lions were hanging out with humpback whales, fishing for anchovies together. The orcas tried to attack one such sea lion herd, but a humpback whale surfaced directly between them and the sea lions, blocking their path. The orcas swam around for a few minutes; it looked like a large male orca was trying to block the humpback while others tried to approach the sea lions. Then two more humpbacks moved in and joined the first one. All the humpbacks were giving elephantlike trumpeting calls when spouting. The killer whales moved on, and tried to attack another group two miles away. Again, several humpbacks appeared and remained near the surface, preventing the orcas from attacking the sea lions. The orcas took off again, found another group of humpbacks and sea lions, and we saw the same spectacle play out a third time. What was particularly interesting was that three different groups of humpbacks separated by distances of about two miles all behaved in the same way, as if they could somehow communicate between groups. I have talked about this with many whale researchers, but still don’t know what to make of it.


Dizzy from the wind, the waves, and the intensity of the chase, we would return to harbor. We were always greeted by tame harbor seals and seagulls, who took us for a fishing boat and expected scraps. I would carry the most seasick passengers to the pier, have a cup of coffee, and drive home. Sometimes the tourists wouldn’t let me go for a while. Japanese folks often wanted to take a group picture. Europeans had to write down scientific names of the animals. Mexican visitors tried to kiss their loved ones on the bow. Americans came up with questions like “Which is stronger, an orca or a white shark?” or “How powerful is your engine?” But everybody was happy, even those who got seasick, because the spectacle of the cold current bonanza always left us all impressed.
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The great white shark is a long-distance nomad, powerful and intelligent.
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Harbor seals often hang out in icy, oxygen-rich waters around glaciers.







Some Like it Cold


If you have at least some interest in nature, you definitely should take a late summer or early fall whale-watching trip out of Monterey in your lifetime. Of course, Monterey Bay is just one stop in the long journeys of its marine visitors. In Alaskan waters from the Aleutians to the Panhandle you can see a similar, but not identical cast of characters—humpback, gray, beluga, and killer whales; sea otters; seals; sea lions; salmon sharks; and countless seabirds—feasting on smaller marine organisms in deep fjords, amidst an unearthly scenery of calving glaciers and jagged icy peaks. Harbor seals are particularly fond of glacier fronts, and can often be seen calmly resting on ice blocks, rocked by the waves created by ice chunks the size of buildings falling into the nearby water. Most people travel through these waters by taking an Alaska ferry (there are a few routes to choose from), but you can also drive or fly to one of the coastal settlements and take a boat tour.





Even farther north, along the windswept Arctic coast of Alaska, the migration looks very different. Here, the most productive waters are those at the edge of the pack ice. As the ice slowly melts in summer, cold meltwater sinks and nutrient-rich water from the deep rises to take its place. In late spring, seals, whales, and walruses enter the Arctic Ocean through the Bering Strait and travel north and east, trying to keep up with receding ice floes. In early fall, as the ocean cools down and the ice floes are about to start growing, they move back toward the Pacific. Belugas, bowhead whales, and spotted seals winter in the Bering Strait area or the northern part of the Bering Sea and gray whales travel as far as Baja California or even central Mexico, while some humpbacks, fattened during the endless days of Arctic summer, leave the world of cold water and head straight to Hawaii. They don’t care that there’s little food for them in the tropics—they have enough fat to last until spring, and choose warm water for giving birth and mating.




Some Like it Even Colder


The most wildlife-rich part of the Arctic is the maze of islands, channels, and fjords that surrounds Greenland and stretches west across Canadian waters, almost to the Alaskan border. Here, numerous cold and (relatively) warm currents slither around in a complex dance, providing a rich banquet for plankton, fish, and larger predators. Unlike the waters off northern Alaska, the straits between the islands of the Canadian Arctic are very deep, so in addition to surface-feeding whales there are frequently narwhals (predators of deep-sea squid) frolicking near the shore. On Baffin Island you can often get close to narwhals, belugas, and bowhead whales by taking a short ride by snowmobile or kayak.





The largest of those currents, the ice-cold Labrador Current, breaks out of the island labyrinth and flows far, far south, all the way to Cape Cod and sometimes even to the northern tip of Long Island. This current is the reason you can find coastal tundra in Maine, at the latitude of southern France, and wintering seals in New Jersey. Thanks to this current, residents of the East Coast can enjoy whale-watching trips as far south as Massachusetts; even farther south, the migrating whales stop feeding and move offshore on their way to the breeding grounds around Bermuda, off the Bahamas, and in the Caribbean. The best whale feeding grounds along the East Coast are around islands and peninsulas sticking out into the ocean, where currents create strong turbulence: off the northern and southern tips of Nova Scotia, around Newfoundland and Île Buonaventura in Quebec, and near the tip of Cape Cod. Another good place is the Gulf of St. Lawrence, where nutrients are provided by the river of the same name, flowing from the Great Lakes. If you take many whale-watching trips at different locations, you should eventually see blue, humpback, fin, minke, right, and pilot whales, as well as a few dolphin species and many seabirds ranging from dovekies to gannets. There is also an area of deep submarine canyons called “the Gully” where beaked whales gather, but it is far offshore and very difficult to access.
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In winter, harbor and gray seals follow cold currents all the way down to New Jersey.







What about Warm Currents


You can see a completely different assortment of marine mammals and seabirds in the waters of the Gulf Stream off North Carolina. This warm area is visited in summer by tropical dolphins, petrels, and fishes such as flying fish and sailfish, but here the productivity is low and you don’t often encounter large flocks, herds, or schools. Sometimes the ocean looks empty for many miles. Devoted birders who take numerous trips to these waters eventually see a lot of different species, because the biodiversity in warm waters is actually higher (nobody knows why), but if you are not one of these repeat visitors, you might be disappointed.
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A Portuguese man o’ war drifting with sargasso weed.





One oceanic traveler you are almost certain to see in summer is the fearsome Portuguese man o’ war. From the surface it looks like a blue or purple plastic bubble, shaped like a rooster’s crest. Like the harmless by-the-wind sailor, it uses wind to travel and is actually a colony, with numerous organisms forming tentacles under the transparent float. But the man o’ war is anything but harmless. Below the float are tentacles up to 160 feet long, covered with stinging cells, which cause extremely painful burns. A few small animals have developed resistance to man o’ war venom, and travel with it, hiding between the tentacles. The most beautiful of these hitchhikers, a dark blue sea slug, even feeds on the man o’ war. Murres know about this, and often dive around the man o’ war, searching its tentacles for small fish; feathers and foot scales apparently give them sufficient protection.


Low productivity means that there is little plankton in the water, so it is clear and you can look for travelers under the surface (warm temperatures also help). If you jump into the water far offshore, the first thing you’ll probably see will be golden-brown clumps of sargasso weed. There are many species of these algae; some begin their life growing on the bottom, then break off and switch to a nomadic existence, while others live only in the open sea. If you look through many large clumps, you might see a tiny, beautifully camouflaged sargasso crab or a sargasso clownfish; sometimes a baby loggerhead sea turtle will use the weed as a cover during a leg of its own long journey around the ocean. Beyond the Gulf Stream, where the currents form an area of closed circulation (such areas are called gyres), huge masses of sargasso weed accumulate and sometimes completely cover the ocean; this part of the Atlantic is known as the Sargasso Sea.


One of the most charming travelers of the warm currents is the Florida manatee. Manatees feed on algae, eelgrass, and other bottom vegetation, so they don’t care that there is little plankton in warm water. In summer, manatees migrate north, all the way up to the Carolinas and sometimes to New Jersey, but in winter they retreat to Florida and hang around underwater springs or power plant outflows where the water temperature is a bit higher. Winter is the best time to see them, sometimes in groups of hundreds.
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Violet snails are predators of the Portuguese man o’ war. The snail uses a float made of foam to travel with winds and currents.
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A baby loggerhead sea turtle rests in a clump of sargasso weed.







[image: image]


Florida manatee with a baby.
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When not migrating, spiny lobsters hide in underwater caves during the day and hunt at night.





Of course, the spectacular gatherings of oceanic migrants that we can see from the surface are just a tip of an iceberg. Most migrations take place underwater, sometimes at great depths, as trillions of marine organisms swim or drift in all directions. Among the fastest travelers are the bluefin tuna; tagging has shown that they can cover thousands of miles in a matter of weeks. The slowest travelers are tiny planktonic organisms; most of them rise closer to the surface at night and sink deeper during the day, probably to avoid overheating. And some marine creatures walk rather than swim. King crabs and lobsters can walk for very long distances; spiny lobsters are particularly famous because their herds move in single file, each animal placing its long antennae on the back of the one in front of it. Seeing spiny lobster migrations is difficult and usually requires mounting a serious expedition; the movements of clawed lobsters have never been directly observed and are inferred from tagging data.




The Last Giants


The immense concentrations of marine life described in this chapter were long under the threat of human-caused extinction. People living along the shores affected by cold currents have developed cultures completely dependent on marine resources for survival, spent thousands of years perfecting their hunting and fishing methods, and made amazing technological progress. Kayaks used by Aleuts, an ancient seafaring nation that lived in the Aleutian Islands off Alaska, were so sophisticated that some details of their design still cannot be understood or recreated by modern engineers. (The Aleuts’ whaling technique, however, was extremely wasteful. They would hit a whale with harpoons covered with aconite poison, and hope that the carcass would wash up on one of their islands. Only a small fraction of poisoned whales actually did.) The Inupiat Eskimos of Barrow, a town on the Arctic coast of Alaska, developed the world’s most advanced whaling methods. These involved using marvelously designed skin boats, harpoons with detachable tips, systems of floats, and special techniques for towing whale carcasses. Hunting for seals, Inuit Eskimos of Greenland and the Canadian Arctic bravely navigated the dangerous world of ice floes and open-water passages; they also rappelled down sea cliffs to collect thousands of seabird eggs.





As a result of this hunting prowess, many of the cold-current travelers suffered huge losses even before the modern era. Probably within a few hundred years of human arrival to North America, the slow, defenseless Steller’s sea cow went extinct everywhere except the uninhabited Commander Islands. Numerous seal, walrus, and sea lion rookeries and seabird colonies along the mainland shores of North America were destroyed; the only evidence of their existence are massive deposits of bones and eggshells near Stone Age settlements found by archeologists. However, only one marine mammal and a few seabirds are known to have been extirpated before the European contact, compared to virtually all larger land mammals being hunted to extinction long before the Vikings and other early European explorers.


In the eighteenth century, modern technologies and market-oriented hunting arrived in North America, and massive slaughters of everything that moved began anew. The last Steller’s sea cows were killed off within twenty-seven years of the 1741 discovery of the Commander Islands. Gray whales were driven to extinction in the Atlantic Ocean in the eighteenth century; great auks, flightless cormorants, Labrador ducks, and Caribbean monk seals soon followed. The North Pacific right whale, once the most common whale off California, was hunted so heavily that the population fell to double digits and still hasn’t recovered, despite having been fully protected for decades. Sperm whales were hunted mercilessly for their oil, which was indispensable for early cars. The great mammals were saved largely because newer car engines operated at higher temperatures and had to use synthetic oil. California sea otters and northern elephant seals became so rare that for many years they were considered extinct. Foxes and rats brought by humans to remote islands destroyed countless seabird colonies.
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Courting North Atlantic right whales.
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Interacting with friendly humpback whales is a lot of fun, but you risk losing your camera to salt spray.





Nowadays most species of marine mammals and seabirds are formally protected, and many have rebounded to some extent. Summer whale gatherings in Monterey Bay grow more spectacular every year, and blue whales’ numbers in the Atlantic are rising. But that doesn’t mean they are completely safe. North Atlantic right whales are killed by collisions with ships in alarming numbers. Many dolphins and whales drown after getting entangled in fishing gear; albatrosses are killed by longline fisheries; leatherback sea turtles mistake floating plastic bags and party balloons for jellyfish (their main food) and perish from intestinal blockages; bottlenose whales die horrible deaths after their inner ears are burst by navy sonars; bluefin tuna are being pushed toward extinction due to the increasing popularity of sushi. The population of Steller’s sea lion in Alaska crashed due to overfishing of their prey fish; killer whales that used to hunt sea lions had to switch to sea otters and almost drove them to extinction. There is the ever-present danger of catastrophic collapses of marine ecosystems due to major oil leaks, overfishing, or destruction of bottom communities by trawls. But the main threat is the rising concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere: it pushes numerous marine organisms toward extinction by turning seawater more acidic, and causes the global warming that can completely destroy the fragile world of cold currents in just a few decades. Sadly, it’s becoming increasingly obvious that those who wish to see these wonders must do so in the near future—before it’s too late.
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