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Birding can take you to a huge variety of places—
from the oaks along the Texas coast in search of migrating war-
blers to the bitter cold in Colorado to chase “chickens”. No matter 
what, we love it. Eventually, curiosity and the desire to add to the 
life list prompts many birders to head out to sea.

The word “pelagic” means “of the sea” in ancient Greek. These 
days, it’s come to mean “of the open sea”, that is, “far from shore”. 

Certain fsh, such as the Great White Shark, are pelagic. 
Certain marine mammals, including most whales, are 
pelagic. And certain birds—albatrosses, shearwaters, 
petrels, alcids—can be seen best, if at all, by

venturing far out to sea. 

Debi

Love

Shearwater
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...Or sorting through a fock of Black-

capped Petrels sitting on the water for 

that single Fea’s Petrel in the Gulf Stream. 

Seabirding is full of never-ending surpris-

es—witness the frst record of a Northern 

Gannet at California’s Farallon Islands 

last year!

Organized pelagic trips in North Amer-

ica have seemingly reached an apex, with 

more pelagic trips currently offered than 

ever before. Many entities now operate 

pelagic trips from both the East and West 

coasts. Local operators are your best re-

source for information, and many have 

websites. (Be sure to check the Pelagic Di-

rectory on p. 52 for details.) Ferry routes 

can sometimes be productive, and some 

adventurous birders even lounge on cruise 

ships, looking for seabirds.

Preparing for your trip can add im-

mensely to the overall experience. Know-

ing how to dress, what to bring and what 

not to bring on the boat, and which season 

is best can help the seabirder get the most 

out of the trip. This is a concise guide on 

how to prepare for a typical pelagic trip, 

what to expect on board, and other tips.

VESSELS • Nearly all one-day pelagic 

trips are conducted on fshing or whale-

watching vessels, which in the U.S. are in-

spected and certifed by the Coast Guard. 

Most such vessels range from 45–75 feet 

and have a capacity of 25–55 persons, 

which is also regulated. Sometimes, the 

amount of time the skipper can be at the 

helm is also regulated, unless a second 

skipper is on board. Usually, there is a frst 

mate, or deckhand. A restroom, or “head”, 

as it is called on a boat, is available. 

DRESSING FOR SEA • Layers are 

the key! Pelagic trips in May from North 

Carolina and from San Diego may be quite 

warm, even hot. But pelagic trips from 

Monterey Bay, Bodega Bay, or Half Moon 

Bay, California, can feel as cold as a day 

on Attu, even during summer. Being able 

to shed layers according to the weather is 

the best plan. Your outer layer should con-

sist of a waterproof jacket and, sometimes, 

waterproof pants. It is always best to bring 

the pants. The operator will tell you at the 

dockside if you should put them on. Even 

if there is no ocean spray, this outer layer 

can shield you from the wind, providing an 

extra layer of warmth. In some instances, 

long underwear, heavy coats, and gloves 

are essential. Bring a hat that can be se-

cured so that it does not blow away. Foot-

wear should be comfortable, as you will 

likely be standing for most of the day. It can 

range from sandals on warm-weather trips 

to closed-toed shoes for cold days. (Note 

that some trips require closed-toed shoes; 

To me, nothing is more thrilling than the 

sight of thousands of storm-petrels skip-

ping over the sea, or a Black-footed Albatross fying 

up the wake of your boat as you cross the 

edge of the Monterey Submarine Canyon...

You may fnd

yourself birding

in the rain on a

pelagic, so make 

sure you’re

prepared with

proper water-

proof gear. 
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check with your operator.) Sea water can 

splash onto the deck, making waterproof 

footwear the most practical option. And 

don’t forget sunscreen—at sea, the sun re-

fects off the water, meaning that you could 

get a sunburn on the bottom of your nose!

FOOD AND DRINK • On some larger 

vessels, it is possible to order food from 

the kitchen, or galley. Menus can range 

from greasy hamburgers to freshly cooked 

tuna. On smaller vessels without a galley, 

you will need to bring your own food and 

drink. The operator will let you know. In 

any case, it is always good to keep some-

thing in your stomach, as an empty stom-

ach will betray you with nausea!  Pretzels 

or crackers stuffed in your pocket can 

come in handy for a fast snack. Carbonat-

ed beverages are also good. Beverages with 

screw tops are best to prevent spillage on 

a rocking boat. Snack on small amounts at 

a time that you can throw overboard in a 

pinch. You won’t want to have your hands 

full of food when that lifer White-faced 

Storm-Petrel zips by the boat!

STUDYING UP • Learn the best time 

of year for seabirds in the region you visit. 

Check the operator’s website or blog for 

past trip reports or a printable checklist. 

The most recent new feld guide, Petrels, 

Albatrosses, and Storm-Petrels of North 

America: A Photographic Guide, by Steve N. 

G. Howell is highly recommended. As with 

land birding, knowing which species you 

might see at a given time of year can be the 

best preparation, especially with seabirds.

TYPICAL TRIP • Most trips last for 

a day, although a few are overnight. Typi-

cally, the trip organizer greets folks at the 

dock and gives an introductory talk before 

the boat leaves the harbor. The organizer 

usually introduces the leaders, points out 

the location of the head, describes the 

“dos and don’ts” of the trip, and provides 

safety instructions. Some trips do not al-

low smoking, for instance. Most vessels 

have a public address system over which 

the sighted birds are announced, although 

leaders usually have suffcient voice to get 

the word out. Many leaders coordinate 

among themselves and the captain with 

family radios or headsets. Chumming, 

the practice of baiting the water with fsh, 

popcorn, and/or fsh oil, is typically used 

to draw seabirds nearer to the boat. Often, 

the boat will make stops, which allows 

these wake followers to catch up so that 

birders have closer views. Don’t forget the 

non-avian animals! Stops for whales, dol-

phins, ocean sunfsh, or sea turtles could 

be part of the day, too. Seabirds are drawn 

to feeding marine mammals, so these stops 

can lead to some of the most productive 

seabirding of the trip.

OPTICS AND CAMERAS • Obvi-

ously, you’ll want to bring your binoc-

ulars. Many birders prefer to use lower-

powered optics because of the movement 

of the vessel, as well as the seabirds. It is 

always a good idea to bring a handker-

chief or lens cloth to wipe seaspray off 

your lenses. Spotting scopes are fairly useless 

on a small vessel, and are often not permit-

ted at all. If you have a camera, bring it. 

Even a small point-and-shoot can capture 

an albatross sitting on the water a few feet 

from the stern. Larger lenses are becoming 

common on pelagic trips. Be sure to bring 

protection from spray for such equipment. 

SEASICKNESS •  For most people, 

seasickness is the biggest concern on 

pelagic trips. It can be prevented for the 

vast majority of people simply by following 

this simple advice: Get a good night’s sleep 

prior to your day at sea. Visit the dock the 

day prior, so that you know the location 

in advance. Fumbling around the morn-

ing of the trip causes anxiety, which will 

make you more tense on board. Avoid al-

cohol the night before the trip. Avoid using 

any colognes or perfumes. Absolutely do 

not skip breakfast, but do not eat greasy 

food. A full stomach is best. Take seasick 

medication at least an hour prior to board-

ing, or whatever the product label recom-

mends. If using the Scopolamine patch, 

try it at home frst. It makes some people 

dizzy, so it may not be for you! Do not use 

it on a boat trip if you experience this. The 

morning of the trip, go easy on coffee and 

other liquids so that you don’t have to use 

the head regularly. Once on board, stay out 

on deck in the middle of the ship, focus-

ing on the horizon, with fresh air in your 

face. Avoid the front of the ship, or bow, 

which gets the most movement. Ask oth-

ers to get your food or drinks from inside 

the cabin, if you do not feel well. Eat your 

pocket snacks. Do not read, including your 

feld guide, while on board. In fact, doing 

anything complicated with your hands that 

requires looking down and away from the 

horizon for an extended period is not a 

good idea. This includes fipping through 

your pictures on the back of your cam-

HELPING SEABIRDS SURVIVE
Seabirds are becoming increasingly threatened, and at a fast-

er rate globally than all other groups of birds. From the Ashy 

Storm-Petrel, endemic to of the California Current, to the old-

growth-forest-nesting Marbled Murrelet, seabirds are facing de-

clines due to a variety of impacts on both their breeding and 

feeding grounds. Learn more about the issues they face and 

ways you can help them at these organizations’ websites: Ameri-

can Bird Conservancy <www.abcbirds.org>, Island Conservation 

<www.islandconservation.org>, and Oikonos <oikonos.org>.

http://www.abcbirds.org
http://www.islandconservation.org
http://oikonos.org


Birder’s Guide to Travel   |   August 201350

era—it can wait. For extensive information 

and research on seasickness, download the 

Alaska Sea Grant brochure, “Preventing 

and Treating Seasickness”, at <seagrant.uaf.

edu/map/recreation/pubs/sg_ed_47.pdf>

ETIQUETTE • Show up on time. Most 

operators will not wait for latecomers, who 

forfeit their fare. Share the space on board 

with others. Everyone is there to see ma-

rine life. Don’t be a “bow hog”. If you are 

tall, check to see if someone shorter is try-

ing to get a view from behind you. If you 

are at the rail along the rear of the boat, 

or taffrail, and see someone approaching, 

make way, as that person could be seasick. 

Be kind to your fellow travelers. If you see 

a seabird that you think might be rare, be 

sure to alert a leader immediately, not in 

the parking lot at the end of the day. Take 

responsibility for yourself. If the lead-

ers are regularly calling out “Pink-footed 

Shearwater”, and you simply cannot pick 

one out, approach a leader and ask for 

help. Leaders want to help, but they can-

not read your mind or know which birds 

you haven’t seen well. Have fun!

Why go to sea in search of birds? Like 

going over one more hill, or around one 

more corner of a path, going to sea is a new 

frontier for many landlocked birders, and a 

continuing adventure for experienced sea-

birders. Think of it this way: more of Earth 

is covered by water—some 70%—than 

dirt. Shouldn’t you experience it?

On board the whaling brig, Daisy, in the 

South Atlantic, famed ornithologist Rob-

ert Cushman Murphy wrote on 28 Octo-

ber 1912, “I now belong to a higher cult 

of mortals, for I have seen the albatross!” 

Venture out to sea, and join the club of pe-

lagic birders. 

The author thanks Clay Kempf for his help 

with reviewing this article.

http://seagrant.uaf.edu/map/recreation/pubs/sg_ed_47.pdf
http://seagrant.uaf.edu/map/recreation/pubs/sg_ed_47.pdf
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