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The whale shark, Rhincodon typus Smith
1828, is the world’s largest living fish, report-
edly growing to a total length (TL) of about 17
or 18 m (Compagno 2001). It can be distin-
guished from other large shark species by its
slightly flattened head, terminal mouth, long
straight gill openings, prominent lateral ridges
on its flanks, and a prominent pattern of white
spots between vertical and horizontal stripes,
reminiscent of a checkerboard pattern. This
unique color pattern is offset by a dorsal back-
ground color ranging from dark gray to bluish
or brown (Compagno 2001).

Whale sharks have a global distribution, oc-
curring in most tropical to warm temperate wa-
ters (Compagno 2001). They are common in the
eastern Pacific from southern Baja California to
northern Chile and the Galapagos Islands, with
a few scattered reports extending their range
into southern California (Miller and Lea 1972).
Although they are abundant seasonally in the
Gulf of California (Clark and Nelson 1997; Eck-
ert and Stewart 2001), whale sharks are consid-
ered rare along the northern Baja and Califor-
nia coast. Fitch (1951) reported a whale shark
30 mi south of the United States—Mexico border
near the South Island of Los Coronados in Jan-
uary 1951. It was estimated to be about 6.1 m
TL and appeared to be feeding on sardines.
The only reported California record is of a sin-
gle individual sighted several times between
San Diego and Torrey Pines near La Jolla, San
Diego County (Miller and Lea 1972).

Increased knowledge on whale shark popu-
lation structure can be gained from tracking
studies and from observations on their occur-
rence. Tracking studies conducted off of south-
ern Baja have revealed adult whale sharks to be
wide ranging in the North Pacific (Eckert and
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Stewart 2001). However, despite the high pro-
file of the whale shark as the largest living fish
and increasing concern over its conservation
status, virtually nothing is known about its dis-
tribution in the eastern North Pacific. Here we
report on at least 10 previously unpublished
records of the whale shark occurring along the
California coast (Fig. 1). These records, which
span a time period of over 70 y, were compiled
from personal observations, recorded notes by
observant biologists, and from records kept
during marine mammal surveys.

While reviewing notes written by the late |B
Phillips, a biologist with the California Depart-
ment of Fish and Game (CDFG), on the basking
shark (Cetorhinus maximus) fishery in Monterey
Bay, we came across several entries that docu-
ment the occurrence of whale sharks in Monte-
rey Bay (36°45'N, 121°58'W). Thesc handwritten
notes that were used to prepare a publication on
the basking shark fishery (Phillips 1948) men-
tion that on =3 occasions between 1928 and 1944
whale sharks were sighted in Monterey Bay.
Phillips” notes on whale sharks were never pub-
lished and are now archived at the Monterey
Maritime Museum. This prompted us to further
investigate the Monterey Bay sightings and look
for other unreported observations of whale
sharks elsewhere in California waters.

The following 3 observations are taken from
handwritten notes made by Phillips between 10
February and 6 May 1947. In August or Septem-
ber 1929, Herman Korf, local basking shark fish-
erman, observed at least 2 whale sharks mixing
with a school of basking sharks. He distinguished
the whale sharks by their larger size, distinct
light-colored spots, and somewhat more rounded
snout as compared with the basking sharks. Be-
tween 1828 and 1930, Henry J Leppert, a local
basking shark fisherman and blacksmith, ob-
served 3 whale sharks that he identified by their
light colored spots and extremely large size. Phil-
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FIGURE 1. Location of whale shark (Rhincodon ty-
pus) sightings along the California coast.

lips wrote that Leppert was with an experienced
former Navy seaman (anonymous) who had seen
them before while conducting seal and basking
shark surveys up and down the California coast.
In the fall of 1944, Korf once again observed sev-
eral whale sharks mixing together with basking
sharks in Monterey Bay. To our knowledge these
are the 1st observations of whale and basking
sharks co-mingling. Known faunal associates of
whale sharks include anchovies (Engraulidae),
sardines (Clupeidae), scombrid fishes, manta
rays (Manta birostris), tiger sharks (Galeocerdo cu-
vier), and hammerhead sharks (Sphyrna lewini)
(Colman 1997).

Phillips wrote in his notes that Monterey Bay
is several hundred miles north of the reported
range of the whale shark. However, Phillips fur-
ther commented that autumn is when the water
is warmest in Monterey Bay and the warm Da-
vidson Current is closest to shore. He wrote that
other warm-water species such as albacore
(Thunnus alalunga) were close to shore during this
time of year. Phillips’ notes commenting on the
occurrence of albacore near the California coast
are significant as Iwasaki (1970) found that whale
sharks would gather with skipjack tuna (Katsu-
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wonus pelamis) as they follow the warm Kuroshio
Current as far north as the main Japanese island
of Honshu (36°N, 141°W). Twasaki (1970) ob-
served a relationship between the abundance of
skipjack tuna and whale sharks.

In 1943, during the height of the soupfin shark
fishery, 1 of us (WER, retired CDFG biologist) ob-
served a whale shark about 1 km off Carpinteria,
Santa Barbara County (34°22'N, 119°30'W). WER
recalled that he approached it close enough to
touch, observed the large distinctive spots, and
estimated the shark to be about 20 m TL.

Tom Dohl, former leader of the Mineral Man-
agement Service (MMS) flight surveys for marine
mammals along the California coast between
1972 and 1984, observed whale sharks off the
coast on =4 occasions. The 4 sightings, starting
with the southernmost record, were from off San
Clemente Island (33°00'N, 118°00'W), just south
of Point Conception (34°28'N, 120°28'W), just
north of Vandenberg Air Force Base off Santa Ma-
ria, Santa Barbara County (34°55'N, 120°40'W),
and most surprisingly off Patrick’s Point, Hum-
boldt County, in northern California (41°10'N,
124°15'W). All 4 sightings by Dohl occurred on
the continental shelf and not offshore in deep-
water. These sharks are often seen in areas close
to the continental shelf break where cool, nutri-
ent-rich, upwelled waters mix with warmer sur-
face waters (Iwasaki 1970; Beckley and others
1997). Cool subsurface waters do not appear to
restrict their behavior or movements, as whale
sharks in the Gulf of California will spend sig-
nificant time at temperatures as low as 10°C (Eck-
ert and Stewart 2001). These mixing areas of high
biological productivity are optimal for nektonic
organisms such as copepods that are a primary
prey item for whale sharks in the Gulf of Cali-
fornia (Clark and Nelson 1997). Large whale
sharks, >6 m TL, often feed subsurface which
may preclude their being observed more fre-
quently (Compagno 2001).

The most recently reported sighting of whale
sharks off California was made during marine
mammal surveys conducted along the central
California coast, Monterey County, in 1989.
While flying in a fixed-wing aircraft at about 213
m altitude on 6 September 1989, 1 of us (KAF)
observed a single whale shark off the Big Sur
coast (36°15'N, 121°55'W). The shark was about 9
to 10 m TL with a broad, squared head, bluish-
gray coloration, and many distinct light spots on
the dorsal surface. This initial sighting was fol-
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lowed moments later by a 2nd whale shark, seen
by biologist Doyle Hanan (CDFG). Two days lat-
er (8 September), during continued aerial sur-
veys, 1 or 2 whale sharks were seen off Santa
Cruz {36°50'N, 121°55'W). It is possible that the
animals moved northward and these sightings
represented the same individuals seen on 6 Sep-
tember.

Interestingly, all whale shark sightings report-
ed here, where the season and year were record-
ed, were found to occur during the late summer
or autumn, and during La Nifia years. This find-
ing is consistent with Wilson and others (2001),
whose analysis of whale shark abundance in
Western Australia found that their numbers in-
creased during La Nifia years.
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