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It was spring, 1976 . The waters off Cape Cod, 
Massachusetts, were still chilly . Despite the cold,  
a boat headed out to sea . Tourists and school-

children pressed against the boat’s 
railings . Scientists peered 
through binoculars . It was 

one of the first whale 
watches, boat trips 
where people can 
see whales in their 
natural environment, 
in Cape Cod .

Humpback whales 
swam to these waters 

every spring, but in recent 
years fewer came . Whalers, or whale 

hunters, had killed almost all humpbacks 
in the Atlantic Ocean . Whales all over the world 
were being hunted and dying out . Could the whale 
watch find any?

Meet Salt
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Suddenly, Captain Aaron Avellar spotted a blast 
of mist . A whale spout! An enormous black back 
rose out of the water . A white scar on the whale’s 
dorsal fin caught the sunlight . The whale looked 
like she was sprinkled with salt . 

Captain Avellar and the scientists took photos of 
the whale . Eventually, she would become known as 
“Salt” because of her white scar . 

Salt swam away into the cold North Atlantic 
Ocean . Would she ever be seen again?

Salt got her name because of the 
white marks on her fin.
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Whales, along with dolphins and porpoises, are 
called cetaceans . Cetaceans are mammals, just like 
mice, dogs, and humans . Like all mammals, whales 
breathe air . They give birth to live young . Mothers 
nurse their young with milk from their bodies . 

There are two main groups of whales: toothed 
whales and baleen whales . Toothed whales have 
teeth . They hunt fish, squid, and other animals .

Toothed Whales

About Whales

Dolphin

Orca

Sperm Whale
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Baleen whales do not 
have teeth . Instead, they 
have long, comb-like 
structures called baleen . 
Baleen is made of the 
same tough stuff as your fingernails . Baleen whales 
eat tiny animals called krill . A baleen whale takes 
in a huge mouthful of water and krill . It presses 
the water through its baleen with its tongue . The 
baleen traps the krill, and the whale swallows it . 
Humpback whales like Salt are baleen whales .

Humpback Whale

Blue Whale

Right Whale

baleen

Baleen Whales
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Flippers
Flat flippers help a whale swim and 
turn. The bones in the flipper look 
similar to the bones in a hand.

Blubber 
Blubber is thick fat under the skin. 
Blubber keeps whales warm, helps 
them float, and stores energy for 
long swims.

Humpback Whale

Tail
A flat, powerful tail pushes 
a whale through the water. 
Whales and dolphins are 
some of the fastest animals in 
the sea.

Body
Whales and dolphins are long 
and smooth. This lets them glide 
through the water.



Mouth
Humpback whales have huge 
mouths to take in enough food.

Throat
Humpback whales have folds in their 
throats. The folds can expand to take 
in big gulps of seawater.

Whale Features
A whale’s body is perfectly 
suited for life in the sea.

Baleen
Baleen acts like a fine net that 
traps tiny sea animals.

Blowhole
A whale’s nostrils are on top of its head, 
so it can breathe without lifting out of 
the water. The blowhole closes tight 
when the whale dives. Some whales can 
hold their breath for more than an hour!



Baleen whales are the largest animals on Earth . 
Salt, a humpback whale, could weigh 40 tons .  
The blue whale is even larger . It’s about five times 
that size! 

Its heart is the 
size of a small 

car.A blue whale’s 
tongue can 

weigh as 
much as an 

elephant!

Blue Whale
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Blue whales are the largest 
animals that have ever 
lived . They are bigger 
than the biggest dinosaur . 
A blue whale can weigh 
almost 200 tons!

You could swim in a 
blue whale’s largest 
artery!

Bottlenose dolphin

Orca

Humpback whale

North Atlantic  
right whale

Sperm whale

Blue whale

Whales Come in Many Sizes

Blue Whale

Blue whales can be 100 feet long, or 
the length of about 3 school buses!
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Large whales have the biggest brains of any animal . 
Scientists believe cetaceans are very smart . Many 
of them live, play, and hunt in groups . Humpback 
whales work in teams to catch food . Orcas hunt in 
packs to kill large 
prey . Dolphins use 
a special whistle to 
identify themselves 
when they meet 
other dolphins—
in other words, 
they introduce 
themselves!

Whales and dolphins communicate with each other using sound. Some 
sounds travel thousands of miles—across the entire ocean!

Singers of the Sea
In the 1950s, the US Navy put microphones 
in the ocean to listen for enemy 
submarines. Imagine their surprise when 
they heard eerie music! Scientists studied 
the sounds. They discovered that humpback 
whales sing to each other. Whale songs use 
patterns of sounds, like our music. 
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Whales also use sound to find their way in their 
dark underwater world . They make clicks that 
bounce back, or echo, off objects . The whales listen 
to the echoes in order to “see” the objects . Using 
sound to “see” is called echolocation .

Whales live long lives . Recently, scientists found a 
bowhead whale with the point of a harpoon in its 
body . The whale must have escaped from hunters . 
The harpoon was from the 1880s, which means the 
whale was over 130 years old! Humpback whales 
like Salt may live for about 50 years .

1. Whale makes sounds.

2.  Sounds echo 
off fish.

3.  Whale hears echo and 
knows where fish is.

Echolocation
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Whaling
Millions of whales once swam the seas . By 1976, 
many species were almost extinct, or gone from 
Earth forever . What happened?
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Whaling
People have hunted whales for thousands of years . 
For most of history, they hunted whales for food . 
Hunters used small boats close to shore . A village 
might kill one or two whales a year . 

Things changed in the 1800s . Whalers built new 
weapons and bigger ships . They killed dozens 

of whales at a time . This was the beginning 
of commercial whaling, or whaling to 

make money . 

People did not usually eat these whales . 
Instead, they melted the blubber 
into oil . The oil was used in lamps 
and machines . Baleen, also called 
“whalebone,” went into clothing and 
furniture . The whale’s meat was simply 
thrown overboard .

By the 1900s, people began using oil 
from the ground instead of whale oil . 

Commercial whalers found new ways 
to use whales . Whale meat went into pet 

food . Blubber went into makeup and glue . 
Whaling was still a big business .

15



Modern ships made hunting even easier . Whalers 
killed many thousands of whales each year . 

People began to worry about whales . Some types  
of whales, including humpbacks like Salt, were  
almost extinct . 

In 1986, many countries got together to figure out 
how to save whales . They decided to put a ban 
on all commercial whaling . The ban meant that 
hunting whales for money was no longer allowed .

The ban on whaling was a huge help . Many kinds 
of whales began to recover . But not every country 
agreed to the ban .

Traditional Whaling
Some native peoples, such as the Inuit people of the Arctic, 
are allowed to hunt a few whales each year. These people 
have hunted whales for thousands of years. They use 
traditional boats and weapons. They are allowed to hunt 
whales because it is important to their culture and they take 
only what they need.
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Japanese whalers still kill many whales . They say 
that they kill the whales so that scientists can study 
them . Then they sell the whale meat for money . 

Other countries, such as Iceland and Norway, 
continue to allow commercial whaling . Whalers 
from these countries hunt in the North Atlantic, 
where humpbacks like Salt spend their summers .

Whalers in Iceland still hunt 
whales to make money.
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The Life of a Little Whale

It was a summer day in 1987 . Just over ten 
years had passed since whale watchers first 
spotted Salt . Eager families crowded onto a 
boat on Cape Cod . They were excited and 
hopeful . Commercial whaling had recently 
been banned . Salt herself had returned to these 
waters nearly every year since 1976 . Maybe the 
whale watchers would see her!

The boat captain spotted a spout . There was 
the white streak of Salt’s back! Suddenly, 
another shape appeared next to her . It was 
smaller and dark . It was a calf! The calf 
became known as Brine, which means “salty 
water .”

Brine was probably born more than two 
thousand miles south of Cape Cod, near 
the Dominican Republic . Like all baby 
humpbacks, he was born tail-first . He already 
weighed two tons . Salt pushed his body to the 
surface, where he took his first breath through 
his blowhole . 
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Brine spent his first months in the Caribbean 
Sea . Though it was winter, the ocean there 
was warm . The water was filled with swooping 
whale songs .

Like this mother and calf, 
Salt and Brine stayed close 
together.
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Brine nursed from his 
mother . Her milk had 
so much fat that it was 
almost like butter . It 
helped Brine gain weight 
very quickly . He needed 
to put on a layer of 
blubber .

The Caribbean Sea was 
the best place for a 
baby whale, but these 
humpbacks’ main source 
of food was far to the 
north . In spring, Brine 
and his mother would have to migrate . They 
would swim thousands of miles . They would 
face many dangers on  
their journey, including speeding ships and 
tangled fishing gear .

In spring, Salt and Brine began their swim . Salt 
was a devoted and loving mother . She and her 
calf often nuzzled and touched each other with 
their flippers . She showed him the route that some 
humpbacks have followed for thousands of years .

Atlantic 
Ocean

Caribbean Sea
Dominican 
Republic

Stellwagen Bank 
National Marine 
Sanctuary

A migration route of some  
humpback whales, like Salt



Salt tried to keep Brine by her side at all 
times, but it wasn’t easy . Like many baby 
whales, Brine was curious . He loved to 
swim away and check out anything new . 

He also loved to play . He slapped his 
flippers on the water . He even jumped out 
of the water, making a huge splash .  
This behavior is called breaching .

This breaching humpback whale leaps up, 
twists, and lands with a giant splash.



Humpback whales blow a ring of bubbles to trap small fish and krill. Then they swim 
into the middle with their mouths open to swallow their dinner.

Salt and Brine passed Cape Cod, at the edge of 
the Gulf of Maine . They would spend their winter 
in the Gulf . The waters had lots of krill and 
small fish . The humpback whales feasted . They 
built up their blubber to store energy and protect 
themselves from the cold .

Brine watched his mother and other whales feed in 
teams . One whale dove below a school of tiny krill . 
It blew bubbles in a circle . The circle of bubbles 
confused and trapped the krill . It squeezed them 
into a tight ball . Together, the humpbacks lunged 
into the school . They swallowed all the krill at 
once .
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This calf will learn 
about feeding 
from its mother, 
just like Brine 
learned from Salt.

This way of feeding is called “bubble net feeding .” 
It is one of many skills Brine needed to learn to 
survive . Luckily, he had a loving mother and a large 
brain to help him learn . 

At the end of the summer, the humpbacks head 
back south to warmer waters . Brine was much 
larger now . He swam with his mother back to the 
Caribbean . Maybe he remembered a few things 
from last spring’s trip .

Brine spent about one year with his mother . Then, 
he lived on his own . It wasn’t long before Salt was 
spotted with a brand new calf, called Bittern .
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The earliest relatives of whales lived 
on land. But whales cannot survive 
out of water now.

Salt, Brine, and all whales face many dangers . One 
mysterious danger is stranding . Sometimes whales 
and dolphins get trapped on beaches or in shallow 
water . Whales cannot survive on land . They need 
water to support their huge weight and protect 
their skin . No one is sure why whales and dolphins 
strand .

Hope for Humpbacks
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Meet the Animal Rescuers
How do you save stranded whales or dolphins? Near 
Salt’s summer home on Cape Cod, the International 
Fund for Animal Welfare is ready to help. Their Marine 
Mammal Rescue and Research Team (MMRR) leap into 
action to save stranded whales and dolphins. 

First, volunteers and vets check the animals’ health. 
They keep them comfortable by wetting their skin. 
Sometimes they use pads or mats to support their 
weight. 

The team 
tries to get 
whales back 
in the water 
as quickly 
as possible. 
Sometimes, 
the water 
nearby is too 
dangerous. 
The animals could strand again. The team  
uses a special trailer to move the whales or dolphins to 
a safer shoreline. 

The team gently carries the animals into the water. 
These animals want to stay close, so the team keeps 
groups of animals together.  
The team is relieved and proud when  
the animals swim away safely.
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Other dangers come from people . Whales swim in 
busy seas . Huge ships roar by . Their propellers can 
be deadly . Their noisy engines can confuse whales, 
and they can lose their way .

Old fishing gear floating in the ocean is another 
danger . Whales get tangled in nets, hooks, and 
fishing line . An injured whale may not be able  
to eat . It may even drown . 

In addition, commercial whalers kill thousands  
of minke and fin whales every year .

When old fishing gear is left to float in the ocean, 
whales can get tangled in it.
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Although people cause many dangers for whales, 
they can also help whales . Some countries have 
set aside parts of the ocean where whales can be 
safe . One of these areas is the Stellwagen Bank 
National Marine Sanctuary . The Stellwagen Bank 
is a shallow area near Cape Cod . The water there 
has lots of fish, krill, and other life . It is a feeding 
ground for many marine mammals, including seals, 
dolphins, and whales—especially humpbacks .

Many people come to Stellwagen Bank on whale 
watching tours . 
Whale watching 
is one way for 
people who live 
near the ocean 
to make money 
without killing 
whales . Whale 
watching has 
become popular 
all over the world . 
Millions of people 
go on whale 
watches each year .

Boston

Stellwagen Bank 
National Marine 

Sanctuary
Massachusetts Bay

ATLANTIC 
OCEAN

Cape Cod Bay

The waters of the 
sanctuary are filled 
with fish and other 
sea life.
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A Faithful Visitor
Today, it’s been more than thirty years since  
Salt was first spotted . Another boat of excited 
tourists leaves Cape Cod . They head for the 
Stellwagen Bank National Marine Sanctuary . 

Whales like Salt travel far beyond the sanctuary . 
With all the dangers in the ocean, will Salt come 
back safely this year?

The whale watchers reach the Stellwagen Bank . 
Suddenly, they spot a familiar flash of white . 

It’s Salt! The “Grand Dame” of  
Cape Cod has returned! So far, Salt  
has had more than a dozen calves .  
She is even a grandmother! 

Many people feel something powerful when  
they see a whale like Salt . They understand how 
strong, yet gentle, she is . They see the playfulness 
and intelligence of her calves . Whale watchers 
may become part of the community that works 
to protect whales . With their help, the oceans 
may once again be filled with millions of amazing 
whales .
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Whale watchers are thrilled to see this 
breaching humpback whale.
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Glossary

ban: to make something illegalbaleen: a comb-like structure that 
some whales use to filter food from 
the water

krill: tiny shrimp-like animals migrate: to travel with the seasons

commercial: done for money dorsal fin: the top fin along a 
whale’s or fish’s back

Atlantic 
Ocean

Stellwagen Bank 
National Marine 
Sanctuary

Humpback Whale 
Migrations
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Glossary

breaching: leaping out of the water cetaceans: whales or dolphins

stranding: becoming caught on a 
shore or beach

whale watches: boat trips to see 
whales in their natural environment

echolocation: using sound and 
echoes to sense things

extinct: no longer existing on the 
earth
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IFAW and Whales
IFAW (the International Fund for 
Animal Welfare) is a group that 
protects animals in danger all over 
the world. The IFAW teams save 
lots of wildlife, including elephants, 
tigers, bears, and marine animals 
like whales, dolphins, seals, and 
turtles. They also protect cats 
and dogs from cruelty and rescue 
animals during disasters. 

IFAW protects whales, dolphins, and 
other marine mammals by
• working to end commercial whale 

hunting, which still takes place in 
Japan, Norway, and Iceland

• helping coastal communities set 
up whale-watching businesses 
so they can make a living without 
killing whales

• setting up Floating Classrooms in the Caribbean to educate 
children—and their families—about protecting and respecting 
marine wildlife 

• finding ways to help whales navigate our busy oceans, which are 
full of shipping traffic, fishing gear, and other dangers

• rescuing marine mammals that become stranded on beaches

For lots more information and fun stuff about whales and other 
animals, visit www.ifaw.org/discoveranimals.

Do you want to help us help animals? Become an IFAW animal 
hero! To learn how, visit www.ifaw.org/get-involved.

IFAW’s Song of the Whale sails 
the world to study whales in a way 
that does not harm them.


