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espite that introduction, if you’ve 
never taken a pelagic birding 
trip, you’re missing out on one of 

the most incredible feld trips you’ll ever 
experience. Nothing on land compares 
to watching the globe-trotting birds of 
the open ocean as they ride the air tur-
bulence of waves in an energy-conserv-
ing fight called dynamic soaring. This 
should be on every birder’s bucket list!

Mal de Mer
Let’s tackle the elephant in the room 
frst. There is an old joke about the two 
stages of seasickness: First you think 
you’re going to die, then you wish you 
would. I can personally vouch that this 
is no joke. Unfortunately, fear of seasick-
ness (or anxiety over the embarrassment 
of being seasick) convinces too many 
birders to forgo the adventure and re-
ward of pelagic birding. 

Seasickness is not a sign of weakness 
nor a landlubber tip-off. It’s simply a 
wave frequency that doesn’t jibe with 
your inner ear. Everyone, including 
round-the-world sailors and offshore 
anglers, experiences seasickness some-
time. There are tricks for prevention.
 
Medicate or Not? 
I live and work on boats, and don’t take 
seasickness medi-

cation. But when it comes to a pelagic 
birding trip, I’m all in. Even a one-day 
pelagic can set you back several hun-
dred dollars with travel and lodging. I’m 
not about to gamble that on a bad wave 
frequency. For me, it’s 10 bucks of trip 
insurance.

Three popular solutions are acu-
pressure wrist bands, Dramamine or 
Bonine pills (over the counter), and 
Transderm Scop patches (prescription). 
Acupressure wrist bands are pretty 
much worthless, unless sugar pills cure 
your migraine. Dramamine may make 
you severely drowsy, to the extent that 
you’ll sleep through the day on a bait 
locker. But, like any drug, its side ef-
fects vary with the individual, so test it 
frst on land. You may not experience 
this side effect. Bonine is well regarded 
in the boating community, and many 
of my friends use it regularly in rough 
conditions.

My prevention of choice is Trans-
derm Scop (scopolamine), a tiny patch 
you place behind your ear which costs 
about $20 each. Choose a pharmacy 
that will sell patches individually so 
you can purchase only enough for a test 
and one or two trip doses. (If you’ve 
never used a Scop patch, try it frst on 
land to check for reactions; some re-

ported side effects include dryness 

Ocean birding is a different world. 

Fast-moving distant birds, in frus-

tratingly similar combinations of 

gray and white, continually dip 

out of sight behind ocean swells. 

Fractal wave patterns hypnoti-

cally confound your sense of 

distance and size. Oh, and did I 

mention the foor moves as you 

target and focus your binoculars?

Taking the right precautions

and properly preparing for

your pelagic well before you

step onto the boat can mean

the difference between

getting a killer shot of a

Flesh-footed Shearwater

and being bent over the

stern providing chum for

the albatrosses. Photo

© Jeremiah Trimble
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of the mouth, temporary blurred vi-
sion, and drowsiness.) It’s important to 
use only a half patch if you weigh less 
than 150 pounds, or one patch other-
wise. An application lasts three days, 
so is suitable for multi-day feld trips. 
On any pelagic trip, you’ll see as many 
fesh-colored behind-the-ear stickers as 
Swarovski logos!
 

Before Boarding
You’ll enjoy your pelagic outing more 
if you’re not apprehensive. Locate your 
parking, dock, and charter boat the eve-
ning prior, which takes a lot of the stress 
out of your early-morning departure. 
Get a good night’s sleep and avoid any 
alcohol. The better you feel the day and 
night before, the better you’ll feel on-

“
”

Nothing on land compares to watching
the globe-trotting birds of the open ocean
as they ride the air turbulence of waves.

Buller’s, Pink-footed, and Flesh-footed shearwaters.  Photo © Michael L. P. Retter
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board. Eat well the day before, eat lightly 
the evening before, get rest, and main-
tain your bathroom routine so you are 
not bloated or constipated.

If you’ve opted to take seasickness 
medication, it must be taken well before 
boarding. I apply my Transderm Scop 
when I naturally wake in the middle of 
the night. Eat a simple starch and protein 
breakfast, avoiding greasy or acidic foods 
(including orange juice). If you need cof-
fee, chase it with an antacid tablet.
 
The Comforts of Home
Don’t be anxious about onboard rest-
rooms. Charter boats have a standard 

private toilet (also known as the “head”). 
With that worry out of your mind, stay 
hydrated and in the wind. Yes, using the 
head means a tiny chance of missing a 
lifer Great Skua, so hurry!

Many women have told me they are 
reluctant to sign up for a pelagic be-
cause “it’s only men on the tours”. True, 
women typically are in the minority. 
But remember that one of the pioneers 
of pelagic birding tours is female: Deb-
ra Shearwater of Shearwater Journeys 
<shearwaterjourneys.com>. And Brian 
Patteson’s lead spotter on Seabirding 
pelagic trips is Kate Sutherland <www.
patteson.com>.

Eight Steps to
Enlightenment
(or, at least,
Bliss) Onboard
••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

If you start to feel overheated,
fushed, or queasy (which is not un-
usual), don’t panic. But don’t ignore 
it—follow these steps immediately
to prevent the onset of seasickness: 

1 • Stop using your binoculars or cam-
era, or reading your feld guide.

2 • Move to midships or a bit aft, 
where there is less motion.

3 • Face the breeze, for fresh air on 
your face. Do not go inside.

4 • Remove clothing layers, especially 
knit hat or gloves, to cool off.

5 • Stay away from diesel fumes or 
chum odors.

6 • Look out and focus on the horizon.

7 • Bend your knees slightly and 
let your body absorb the wave 
cadence.

8 • Relax and enjoy the beautiful 
ocean view. You’ll be back to 
looking at shearwaters and 
storm-petrels in no time!

Fairy Prion is found in the cold waters of the Southern Hemisphere, and heading out on a pelagic trip is almost certainly the only
way you’ll be able to see and identify one.  Photo © Julian Robinson

About to leave port in Hatteras, North Carolina. Triple-check to make sure you
have everything you need before you arrive!  Photo © Diana Doyle

Continued on page 74
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If your thalassophobia (fear of the sea) 
stems from being out of sight of land, 
consider a near-shore trip, such as Mon-
terey Bay. Most trips off the Atlantic Coast 
must go farther offshore to reach the pe-
lagic birding areas along the Gulf Stream.
 
Binocular Use
My husband, in his devilish younger 
days, contrived a trick whenever some-
one aboard the boat got a bit out of 
hand. He’d pass them binoculars and 
ask them to check on a “problem” at the 
top of the mast. About two minutes of 
that and Mr. Overaggressive would take 
on a greenish cast and sit silently at the 
back rail for the rest of the ride.

If you use your binoculars to watch an 
overhead White-tailed Tropicbird, rath-
er than the top of the mast, you might 
experience the same queasiness on a 
moving boat. So, use your binoculars 
judiciously. If you wait, many seabirds 
will come in close and fy by or circle the 
boat, drawn by the engine’s wake or the 
odors of chum. Plus, part of the joy of 
seabirding is seeing the birds in motion 
in their element, which you’ll miss while 
fumbling with your binoculars.
 
Studies in Gray and White
When it comes to seabird feld marks, it 

pays to study ahead. Remember when 
you were a beginning birder, intimidated 
by all the experts on feld trips? For some 
birders, being a novice again in an unfa-
miliar setting is another source of anxiety.

On land, you may be able to tell a Nel-
son’s from a Saltmarsh sparrow. But at sea 
you may struggle to distinguish a North-
ern Fulmar from a gull. And what about 
all those recent splits and renamings, such 
as Barolo Shearwater or Zino’s Petrel? 

Seabird plumages are permutations 
of gray, white, and black. They are gen-
erally light gray or white underneath, 
blending with the sky when viewed 
from below, with dark gray or black 
topsides to match the deep ocean when 
viewed from above. In other words, they 
look a lot alike.

 Fortunately, there are now several ex-
cellent seabird resources. Realize, how-
ever, that seabird taxonomy is in fux, 
so consider the edition and date. For a 
general feld guide, the newest edition 
of National Geographic Field Guide to the 
Birds of North America is strong on pe-
lagic species. Onley and Scofeld’s Al-
batrosses, Petrels and Shearwaters of the 
World (2007) is an excellent, compact 
feld guide to that family. For a mag-
num opus of North American seabirds, 
refer to Howell’s Petrels, Albatrosses, and 

Enjoying in-your-face views of a Black-footed Albatross.  Photo © Michael L. P. Retter

Pelagic Packing List
••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

• Binoculars (large, heavier 
models work better at sea)

• Camera equipment 
(no tripods or scopes)

• Backpack or other soft gear bag

• Small cooler for food and drink

• Plain foods (low odor and low 
grease, such as crackers, pretzels, 
energy bars, or lunchbox-style 
sandwiches)

• Drinks (low acid, such as water, 
clear juice, or sports drinks)

• Field guide (optional; there 
are usually reference copies 
onboard and any reading should 
be avoided if you’re predisposed 
to seasickness)

• Smartphone or tablet (optional; 
feld guide apps work offshore, 
but it’s best to avoid reading 
small type at sea, and cell 
coverage likely will be limited 
if available at all)

• Cap or sunhat (ideally with leash)

• Sunblock

• Sunglasses (ideally polarized)

• Rain gear (as suggested by the 
captain and/or weather)

• Windbreaker jacket

• Shoes with good traction (such as 
non-marking sneakers; special boat 
shoes are not necessary)

• Clothing in layers (plan ahead for 
a wind chill 10–20 degrees below 
the forecasted land temperature)

• Pre-packed pockets (include 
some tissues and cracker packs 
or energy bar)

• Lens cloth (do not wipe salt spray 
off lenses or your glasses; always 
rinse with fresh water frst or you 
risk scratching the lens coating with 
salt crystals)

• Tiny compass or smartphone com-
pass app (only if phobic about dis-
orientation out of sight of land)

Continued from page 72

Continued on page 76
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Storm-Petrels of North America (2012). 
Behrens’s and Cox’s Peterson Reference 
Guide to Seawatching (2013) includes 
alcids and tubenoses, and Tove’s Guide 
to the Offshore Wildlife of the Northern At-
lantic (2001) supplements seabirds with 
whales and sea turtles.

 If you’re relying on a feld guide app, 
such as Peterson Birds or the Sibley 
eGuide, it’s important to be able to com-
pare species side by side. The Peterson 
app accomplishes this with its illustrat-
ed plates; Sibley has a Compare feature 
(upper right, “Comp.”). Either way, a 
larger-screen tablet is much easier for 
comparison than a small phone screen.

 Field marks go only so far in the iden-
tifcation of seabirds. For example, the 
variations in the tail shapes and white 
rump patches of Wilson’s, Leach’s, and 
Band-rumped storm-petrels are impos-
sible to see from afar. Instead, traits such 
as fight style, silhouette, and feeding 
behavior are key.

 To study up on these at-sea traits, 
read the species descriptions in Dunne’s 
Essential Field Guide Companion (2006). 
And, because fight and behavior mat-
ter so much at sea, nothing beats video 
clips. Pelagic identifcation DVDs and 
online videos are available from Shearwa-
ter Journeys <www.shearwaterjourneys.
com> and Scilly Pelagics <www.scillype-
lagics.com>. Spending time with these 
videos will give you a sense of the beauty 
and excitement of pelagic birding. 

Wilson’s Storm-petrel.

Photo © Pablo Gutiérrez Varga

Continued from page 74
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