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The North Point Overlook at Ano Nuevo. Credit: California State Parks 
PESCADERO — Wriggling and cavorting like children being naughty while their 
parents are away, the toddler elephant seals who hang out on the picturesque 
beaches of Año Nuevo State Park every fall make for a raucous and rowdy 
rookery. 

Perhaps they are barking and honking to drown out the nearby foghorn or trying 
to scare off the legions of great white sharks lurking to snack on them just off 
shore, but certainly these precious pinnipeds like to raise the roof. You can hear 
the happy din as soon as you pull into the parking lot, and by the time you reach 
their sheltered cove, it’s a roar. 

For the record, these beyond-adorable seal pups are just 1 to 3 years old, but 
they aren’t exactly tiny. Born at a sizable 75 pounds, some have reached almost 
200 pounds by the “fall haul out.” This is the seal version of fall break, four to six 
weeks of R&R on the beach with their buds. 



	

 
The elephant seal colony at Ano Nuevo State Park is one of the largest mainland breeding colonies in the world. 
(California State Parks)  
 
Certainly the elephant seals squiggle and squirm like toddlers, splashing in the 
shallow waters of the cove where they were born, a sanctuary away from big 
waves and big predators, chasing each other through the rolling dunes and 
napping like preschoolers sleeping off a sugar rush. There is always plenty of 
nature viewing here. It’s one of the largest mainland breeding colonies in the 
world — up to 10,000 seals return here every year — but fall may well be the best 
time of year to view the colony in cutest action. 

Make no mistake, you have to trudge a bit to get to this pristine ocean bluff, the 
perfect viewing spot of their little patch of beach. It’s a 3 to 4-mile hike that 
winds through pillowy soft sand and zig-zagging trails often under the glaring 
sun, so bring sturdy shoes, lots of water and a hat and be prepared to carry any 
toddlers of your own. The round trip often takes three hours. 

Still, the privilege of gazing at these magnificent baby animals at play is so 
worth it. Once you reach the point, make sure to look for a docent, so you 
can borrow binoculars, as well as insights. On a recent afternoon, we counted 
about 65 of these seal pups through the docent’s lens. Most have enormous big 
brown eyes that make you want to scoop them up and take them home as a pet. 



 
A Northern elephant seal pup rests with its mother along a beach at Año Nuevo State Park. (Aric Crabb/Bay Area 
News Group)  
 
Using binoculars is also how we spotted the little yearling with a nasty red gash 
oozing blood on his neck, likely the remnants of a shark bite. My daughter 
Daphne, 6, wanted to send the paramedics down immediately to tend to the seal 
tot, but alas, since this is a nature preserve, we had to let nature take its course. 
Happily, the little guy seemed to be frolicking around the surf despite his wound, 
so we are hoping for a speedy recovery. 

Shark attack is part of the fabric of daily life for these guys, who must make their 
way past the ravenous great whites every time they come and go from Año 
Nuevo, which was established as a preserve in 1985.  

Although the pups are wee enough to be more of an appetizer than a full course 
meal, they are often easier to catch than their behemoth parents, which makes 
them the shark equivalent of fast food. While a mature bull elephant can often 
turn around and bite the shark, which attacks from behind and below, the pups 
are easy prey. 

 



If they can survive the gauntlet of jaws, they will grow until the males top out at 
5,000 pounds, giant seals with huge, protuberant noses. The females will have 
their own pups some day, a birthing process that involves a speedy 45-second 
labor, then tending to their babies for a mere 28 days before heading out to sea 
to feed. 

The ranger noted that many of the pups don’t even know how to swim by the 
time their mothers leave. Apparently, you can often spot them trying to learn 
their first strokes in big puddles on the beach. 

But for now, they are footloose and fancy free, safe from the threats lurking in 
the big blue. Home alone, they scamper around like puppies and make a cheerful 
ruckus, perhaps aware that their childhood bliss will not last long. Soon, it will 
be time to cast off towards the open sea. 

IF YOU GO 

Planning to visit Ano Nuevo State Park’s Natural Preserve during juvenile seal 
haul-out season? Haul-out season runs from Sept. 1 to Nov. 30 each year, and 
you’ll need a visitor permit to view the pups via self-guided hike. Admission to 
the park is $10 per car, but the permit is free. Pick it up at the entrance station 
between 8:30 a.m. and 3:30 p.m. 

The preserve is closed Dec. 1-14, and offers guided tours Dec. 15-March 31 — 
and reservations are a must. Find out more about the park, which is at 1 New 
Years Creek Road in Pescadero, at www.parks.ca.gov. 
	


