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I'm so happy to celebrate the completion of the whale skeleton with you today. When this
whole idea of casting bones and remounting the skeleton began, my first response was
"How hard can it be anyway?" I'm much wiser now.

Blue whale skeletons are not commonly displayed. There are only four displayed in
North America.

Santa Barbara County Museum has a 72-foot specimen

New Bedford Whaling Museum mounted a 66-foot specimen.

North Carolina State museum has a 65 foot specimen.

Until recently there was a fourth at the California Academy of Sciences

Worldwide, there are mounted blue whale skeletons displayed in South Africa, New
Zealand, and Australia. To my knowledge, at 87 feet, the Long Marine Lab whale is the
largest displayed whale skeleton in the world.

To accomplish this project, we actually borrowed a blue whale skeleton from the
National Park Service. | had intended to use those bones to cast replacements for our
missing bones. Their whale was 76 feet long. When the skeletons were placed side by
side it was obvious that our bones were much larger so my original plan had to be
adjusted.

I did use the last 12 vertebrae and chevron bones from their whale to cast replacement
bones, where the size difference was not as obvious. | had to use different techniques for
the rest of the replacements.

In the end, | cast 60 replacement bones out of 176 in the whale. Although it seems like a
large percentage of the skeleton, most of the bones were relatively small. By weight or by
mass, 90% of our skeleton is real bone. There is a graphic on the wall showing which
bones are real and which are reproductions.

In the center of our skeleton, several large vertebrae were missing. Because they were of
similar size and shape, | chose the most appropriate of our vertebrae and built one very
large mold. I then made nine copies of that bone. It is not apparent, looking at the
finished whale, which bones are the reproductions.

Because we noticed during assembly that people wanted to touch and feel the real bones,
the bone from which the casts were made was held back and not re-mounted in the
skeleton. | cast an extra replacement so that the original bone could be displayed in the
visitor center. The original bone, silicone mold, and a fiberglass reproduction are
displayed here today.



Mounting the finished skeleton was an engineering and aesthetic challenge. During those
days outside on a ladder or perched in a forklift, visitors would often come up and talk
about their remembrances of this whale. One Santa Cruz police officer stopped his cruiser
as we worked and told us that, as a boy, his father had taken him to see the whale when it
was first on the beach at Pescadero. 10 years later, when the skeleton was mounted at the
marine lab, he visited the whale skeleton with his school class. Our whale was a special
memory for him and he was happy to see it going up again. He was not alone. The size
and grandeur strike everyone who sees this whale.

But rather than talk about what it took to cast replacement bones and mount the skeleton,
I would like to talk about this whale's life.

Much of what we know about blue whales comes from studies conducted during the days
of whaling. Further information has been put together by biologists such as UCSC's own
Don Croll using transect surveys, satellite tags, and plankton tows. Using all of the
sources of information available to us, what can we know about the life of this particular
whale?

We might first ask how old she was when she died. When she first washed up Tom Dohl,
in a newspaper interview, estimated that she was 50 years old. It turns out that was a
really good guess. Blue whales can live to 80 years or more. We did not have the soft
tissue evidence from her ovaries or ear plugs with which to age her accurately, but we do
know that, at the time of her death, she was still growing.

Blue whales become sexually mature at about 79 feet and 4 to 10 years of age. This
whale, at 87 feet was certainly mature. The stage of ossification of her skeleton taken
together with her immense size makes 50 years a good estimate. At full maturity she
might have exceeded 90 feet in length.

If she was 50 in 1979, she was born in 1929. Her lifetime spanned the most dramatic and
terrible period in blue whale history. When she was born, the slaughter of whales was at
its highest. In 1930, when she was in her first year of life, the Antarctic take of blue
whales was 30,000 in one season! To put that in perspective, the estimated total pre-
whaling blue whale population in the Antarctic was 200,000. By the time blue whales
were protected in 1965, 350,000 blue whales had been killed and it was thought that less
than 1000 survived.

In the North Pacific the blue whale population was always lower. The total pre-whaling
blue whale population was only 6000. The Norwegians sent factory-whaling ships to
Baja in the decade before her birth. They took a total of 1300 whales. During her lifetime,
a total of over 9500 blue whales were taken in the North Pacific. By 1970 we think she
was one of only 2000 blue whales in the entire North Pacific.

She would have been born in the Sea of Cortez between December and March. A yearly
event in the US / Mexico population is the migration of whales south along the West



Coast of Baja in the fall and north again in the spring. Many whales with calves are found
in the Sea of Cortez during the winter.

She nursed and grew from 25 feet and three tons at birth to 50 feet and 23 tons in six
months. She doubled her weight in the first week of life. She was weaned in the North
Pacific in June or July. By the age of ten she was producing a calf every two to three
years. In some years she may have traveled farther south during winter to the Eastern
Tropical Pacific off Costa Rica and Ecuador.

Her death off the coast of California in summer was a harbinger of change for North
Pacific Blue Whales. We now think that something was starting to happen, far out at sea,
to their food supply, the krill. Blue whales have always migrated both south and north
along the Baja coast. However, up to the time she died, they tended to avoid the U.S.
coast in summer and fed farther out at sea.

She died at the start of a ten-year period when blue whale sightings along the west coast
doubled. This increase is too large and happened in too short a time to be accounted for
by reproduction alone.

UCSC's Don Croll believes that decade long shifts in the productivity of the entire Pacific
Basin may decrease krill production and drive whales inshore to feed. Perhaps that's why
she was close to shore when she died.

It was September when she died. She would have been starting her fall migration back
towards Baja. She was not pregnant, so she had likely weaned a calf that summer. It was
neither an EI Nino nor a La Nina year. By July that year, at the end of her lactation, she
would have lost 50 tons producing a 23-ton calf. The dorsal spinous processes on her
back would have been visible as she lost weight. She would have needed to eat three to
four tons of krill a day for the summer to make up the loss.

We don't know why she died. Her body was too decomposed.

She's home now, the symbol of our marine lab. | was touched by the policeman's
remembrance of her as a child. Think how many thousands of children have yet to stand
before her, experience awe, and make a memory that will last a lifetime.

Thank you for coming today.
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