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Año Nuevo Guided Walk, Basic Script 

– by John Fox, revised November 19, 2006

This is the typical “10%” of the knowledge that I almost always share with visitors. The other 90% comes from the questions that visitors ask.

• First Pullout – I’ve found Año Nuevo to be a very interesting place. There are hundreds of species of plants like this willow in front of us. There are 351 species of birds. You might be familiar with the Audubon Christmas bird count – this is one of the locations where it’s performed. There’s lots of interesting geology. In fact, each of you walked over the Frijoles fault zone on your way from the parking lot. What does that mean in English? Beans – isn’t that a good name for a fault zone? There are rodents, mammals, and, of course, elephant seals.

I’d like to get three pieces of information about you. 1) Which city are you from?, 2) How many times have you been here?, and 3) What do you want to accomplish today? I’m from Redwood Shores. I’ve been here many, many times over the last 15 years. I believe that Año Nuevo is a painting and you get one square inch each time you visit. I plan to give you today’s square inch. Let’s go around by family groups.

There are 20 sets of ears, eyes, and noses in this group. I’d like you to gather clues and share them to solve three puzzles when we return to the “Wild Elephant Seal” sign. 1) Why do elephant seals come to Año Nuevo and not Pier 39, Santa Cruz, or other parts of the coast? 2) What can elephant seals do that humans can’t? Or what can we do that elephant seals can’t? 3) Why did I have you memorize the “Parking Lot” sign at the Staging Area?

• Dune between two Blowouts – Were any of you here about 15 years ago? If you were, you would have seen lots of sand and very little vegetation. What was the trigger and what kept the vegetation going? (Birds ate strawberries and released the seeds on the sand.) Since strawberries are pioneer plants, they can survive with very little. There is also farming along Highway 1 and we are standing 4-5 feet above Monterey formation rock. The water actually flows to the edge of the beach and provides water for the plants on the sand. The strawberries are pushed out by lupine, coyote bush, willow, and all the way to pine trees. What will happen to the remaining strawberries?

• Island Pullout – A little over 400 years ago, Sebastian Vizcaino was navigating his ship in this area. Father Antonio de la Ascension was taking notes, drawing maps, and leading the church services. He asked what he should call this area. Sebastian said to name it “Punta de Año Nuevo.” What are the two parts of the name? (Point, New Year). It was actually January 3, 1603, so it was a couple of days late or they had a big party. Two questions – 1) Who stole the point? And 2) Where’d they put it? (Littoral drift moves sand about a mile a year toward the south and the Monterey Canyon under the ocean). 

According to aerial photographs, the maximum amount of sand was in the 1920’s – Why? (During the gold mining era starting in 1849, over a cubic mile of sand came through the Golden Gate).

The duplex house on the island was for the lighthouse keeper’s family and assistant from 1904 through 1948.

• Life Cycle – We’re going to talk about elephant seal weight and breathing now and later we’ll talk about why elephant seals travel 21,000 miles each year to come to Año Nuevo twice a year.

There are many units to weigh things – pounds, kilograms, tons, British stones, and football players. Today, we’re going to use “docents.” The average weight of a docent is 150 pounds, 68 kilos. How much would all 20 of us weigh? (3,000 pounds). Does an elephant seal weigh more or less? (Thought provoking question…) It depends on whether it’s a pup, female, male, and beginning or end of their visit. 

Pups are born at about 75 pounds (half a docent). Their mother will nurse them for four weeks and get them to about 250 pounds (almost two docents). At that point they are weaned. They don’t know how to swim and are too fat to dive so they stay here for 8-12 weeks. They will be about 125 pounds (<one docent) when they leave.

From this point forward, there is no eating and elephant seals never drink water. Each adult female comes in sometime between early December and February for a five week visit. They weigh about ten docents when they arrive. During the five weeks, they will give birth, nurse their pup, mate, and leave. Obviously, they will lose more than the weight of the pup – about double the weight of the pup, or over three docents (500 pounds). That’s a third of their body weight.

Each adult male comes in for most of the entire three months of December, January, and February. They weigh about 30 docents or all of our group PLUS half of the next group. They fight for dominance, control of a harem, and mating. Since they are here for three months and are also not eating, they will also lose about a third of their weight – ten docents, 1,500 pounds, the weight of a female.

Breathing – How many can hold their breath for a minute? What’s it feel like at the end of the minute? An elephant seal can go without breathing for TWO - - - HOURS! What can they do if they don’t have to breathe for two hours? (Dive) An elephant seal will breathe for 1-2 minutes on the surface, dive to 1,500 feet (can go to 5,400 feet), come back up after 30 minutes, and repeat the process 24 hours a day every day they are in the ocean. What two things does diving enable elephant seals to do? 1) Eat (hake, squid, etc.) and 2) avoid predators (sharks and orca whales).

Let’s meet at the top of the dune for 30 seconds.

• Top of “Great Dune” – We’re going to make a loop around the sand dunes so that we can see elephant seals at eye level, medium, and high. We’ll also visit with the ranger. Time to really stay together!

• Bottom of Great Dune – (Hopefully, there’s a medium sized male here). Here’s an animal – pup, female, male? (Loser male). Why isn’t he in the harem? How did he get here? (Lost challenge(s)). He may have gone through up to five phases of a dominance battle. 1) Far apart and vocalize, 2) Raise up to see who’s the tallest, 3) Come closer together, 4) Push and shove, and 5) Bite at each other’s chest shield.

• High Willow Overlook (or wherever) – Narrate what’s going on…

• With the Ranger – 

• Tar Sands Overlook – Twice a year, adult elephant seals travel to Año Nuevo from their feeding grounds. The males go to the Aleutian Islands and the females go to the Hawaiian Islands. Every elephant seal needs to molt once a year. It’s too cold to do it in the ocean, so they travel back to Año Nuevo for 4-5 weeks to molt. The two annual round trips with all of the ups and downs adds up to 21,000 miles per year! These migrations probably saved them. In the 1800s, they were hunted for their oil (lamp oil and excellent machine oil). Experts of the time thought that they were extinct but a group from the Smithsonian led by Townsend discovered 9 (?), killed 7, and took the remains so that they would have a record of their existence.

This is a very good spot for elephant seals. Let’s go to a spot that’s not very good.

• Sea Caves Overlook – This area isn’t too good for elephant seals, especially for nursing pups, since they could get washed out to sea in a storm surge. Do you remember the two puzzles? Let’s share clues when we get back to the Wild Elephant Seal sign.

• Wild Elephant Seal Sign – (Review the two puzzles and reinforce knowledge. Then back to the Staging Area.)
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