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 On the weathered East Mooring Basin 
d ocks near Astoria’s Pier 39, a cacophony 
of barking signals the season. A lone sea 
lion surfaces near the pier’s edge, it’s long 
whiskers in view for seconds before disap-
pearing underneath the Columbia. Others 
lie in crowds farther off shore, a collective 
weight pressing on the river’s aging pilings.

Hundreds of sea lions, gathered along 
the south side of the river, migrate from 
southern California each spring in search of 
the eulachon, a small, metallic fi sh within 
the smelt family. Returning as the smelt 
begin their annual run, the sea lions then 

move on to salmon and sturgeon, compet-
ing with local fi shmongers.

Once listed as an endangered species, 
sea lions have in recent decades rapidly 
increased in number, with more seeming 
to make the journey to Astoria each year. 
These dock dwellers have also been the 
subject of some controversy, with salmon 
advocates devising unique strategies to 
keep the barking predators at bay.

For others, sea lions awaken a love for 
the coast. Children smile on from the pier 
as these creatures lounge beneath the shin-
ing sun. One brewery along Astoria’s riv-
erfront even lets onlookers catch a glimpse 
from above through a large section of glass 
fl ooring, where a sea lion or two often rests 
in the shade.

As summer closes in, these marine mam-

mals will again head south for breeding 
grounds along the California coast, leaving 
Astoria’s docks a bit quieter, but taking with 
them one beloved element of the region, if 
just for another season.
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Astoria’s migrating sea lions

A sea lion swims in the 

Columbia River near 

Pier 39 in Astoria.

Lissa Brewer
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