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 The largest protected rookery of West-
ern gulls, Larus occidentalis, lies 

eleven miles off the coast of central 
California on Anacapa Island, part of 
the Channel Islands National Park. 
Every March, more than 10,000 gulls 
build nests and lay their eggs on this 
five-mile-long island, where they ben-
efit from the absence of large preda-
tors. Parents incubate the eggs for 
about a month, taking turns sitting on 
the nest. Normally, this duty is shared 
without conflict. However, in this case, 
as shown on the previous pages, one 
parent wasn’t so willing. Leaving the 
nest, it attempted to drag its mate by 
the wing to take over incubation. 

Photographer Chuck Graham says 
he’s never seen such behavior in the 
twenty-five years he’s been visiting 
the island. He watched for about five 
minutes before moving on, as the pair 
continued their tug of war.

Western gulls are found along 
much of the North American west 

coast, from Washington in the north 
to Baja in the south. They have a wide 
and opportunistic diet that includes 
marine life such as fish, crabs, squid, 
clams, and sea urchins, as well as 
carrion, eggs, and other birds. West-
ern gull chicks can usually fly six to 
seven weeks after hatching. Until 
then, they may face serious threats 
from other gulls if they stray from 
their parents. Juveniles typically be-
come independent after about ten 
weeks. 

A variety of birds call Anacapa 
Island home, including California 
brown pelicans, black oystercatchers, 
blue-footed boobies, Nazca boobies, 
and peregrine falcons. Visitors may 
also spot harbor seals, southern al-
ligator lizards, side-blotched lizards, 
and the endemic Anacapa deer mice. 
The treeless landscape is highlight-
ed in the spring by yellow coreopsis 
flowers, so bright that they are some-
times visible from the mainland.

Chuck Graham is a freelance writer and photographer based in Carpinteria, CA. He 
also works as a guide for Channel Islands Outfitters, leading kayak tours and back-
packing trips at the Channel Islands National Park. His stories and photos have 
appeared in Backpacker, Trail Runner, Men’s Journal, Outdoor Photographer, 
National Geographic for Kids, and more. Commercial clients include Patago-
nia, Willow Creek Press, Channel Islands National Park, and others. Learn more 
at chuckgrahamphoto.com.
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