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STELLER SEA LIONS
By Dave Gibson

     In 1741 as a naturalist on Vitus Berring’s second Kamchatka 

Expedition to chart the Siberian coast and search for the fa-

bled “Northwest Passage”, Georg Wilhelm Steller first 

described the Steller sea lion to the western world 

in his journals. The Steller jay got its name during 

this voyage as did the Steller sea cow which is 

now extinct. 

     The Steller sea lion is the largest of the 

eared seals and bulls sometimes can weigh as 

much as 2000 pounds. Found only in cooler 

Pacific waters from Japan to Russia, Alaska, 

and down to Northern California, they are 

tawny in color with bristly fur on their thick 

necks reminiscent of a “mane.” The bellow-

ing “roar” that they produce is somewhat leo-

nine and may partially explain the “lion” part 

of their name. Aleut Eskimos traditionally have 

used Steller sea lion pelts in their clothing, foot-

wear, and boat coverings. In the 19th century, sea 

lion whiskers were used as pipe-cleaners and sold for 

a penny.

     A threatened species, the numbers of Steller sea lions are 

in decline from around 300 thousand in 1980 to 100 thou-

sand today. Reasons for the downturn are now being debated 

but point towards the over-fishing of walleye pollack. Pollack 

is the main ingredient in imitation crab legs. Although 

they also eat herring, flounder, cod, rockfish, capelin, 

salmon, mackerel, squid, and octopus, they mostly 

prefer the bottom-schooling pollack. Feeding in 

inter-tidal zones diving up to 500 feet at a time 

for their meals, the pickings are now slimmer. 

Rising ocean temperatures, exposure to toxins, 

and disease may also be contributing factors. 

Western-stock “Stellers” in southeastern Alas-

ka, British Columbia, and the northwestern 

United States have actually increased at a rate 

of 3% since the 1970’s. At odds with fishermen, 

Steller sea lions now enter the Columbia River 

as far as the Bonneville Dam taking sturgeon, 

along with coveted salmon and steelhead. Pro-

tected by Federal law, besides imitation crab salad, 

their only enemies are orca and some large sharks.
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