


Preface
            All mammals—those who live on land and in water—share the need for sleep. We humans should 
be experts on sleep—after all, we spend about a third of our lives sleeping! We all know how it feels to be 
tired. We enjoy the renewed energy that we feel after sleeping. Because of these feelings, most people 
think we sleep to rest our muscles. If resting our muscles was enough, we could watch TV or read all 
night. But we cannot live without sleep. Why? Scientists think our brains require sleep to keep working.
            Since whales and dolphins swim day and night, they don’t appear to sleep. But studies of these 
mammals show that they can sleep while they swim! They are able to let one side of their brain sleep 
while the other side stays awake. Scientists call this “unihemispheric sleep” because one (uni) half 
(hemi) of their brain is sleeping. For these mammals, being “half asleep” is more than just a light-hearted 
expression! Some seals are also able to be “half asleep.” These marine mammals often sleep on the 
shore, but they can sleep in water, too. When they sleep in the ocean, harbor seals, fur seals, and 
walruses get into a position that lets their bodies bob at the surface with their snouts in the air. Elephant 
seals have the most unusual sleeping habit. These mammals spend months at sea, mostly in the deep 
layers of the ocean. Scientists think these amazing divers sleep while they are in the depths. They 
can actually go as long as two hours without breathing air because oxygen is stored in their blood and 
spleens! When elephant seals are in the dream stage of sleep, they suspend their breathing entirely. 
Scientists call this “sleep apnea.” Oddly enough, when elephant seals are sleeping on land, they also 
suspend their breathing during the dream portions of their sleep.
            All of the brief portraits of sleeping marine mammals in this book are accurate. Some marine 
mammals sleep for hours at a time, like sea otters. Others, like manatees, sleep for only a few minutes 
before rising to the surface to breathe. Some swim half-asleep, like orcas. Others bob in the water, with 
their heads above the surface. The more scientists study marine mammals, the more they discover about 
the animals’ amazing adaptations to their watery environment. It’s fun to think about marine mammals 
sleeping in the deep, deep sea as we curl up in our own warm, dry beds. As our minds drift into sleep, we 
can pretend that we’re floating on gentle waves all night long.
 
				    —Gail Langer Karwoski
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I have been gathering information for this book for over six years, and I have many people to thank. In addition to 
collecting information from published books and articles, I’ve talked with people who work with marine mammals 

at several major aquariums. Three were particularly generous with their time and knowledge: Nedra Hecker, 
former Curator of Marine Mammals at the National Aquarium in Baltimore, Maryland; Mary Church, Educator at 
SeaWorld in Orlando, Florida; and Jenny Montague, Assistant Curator of Marine Mammals at the New England 

Aquarium in Boston, Massachusetts.
My husband and first reader, Chester Karwoski, helped me capture complex ideas in simple language.

The “Four at Five” writers group—Loretta Hammer, Wanda Langley, and Bettye Stroud—also
contributed suggestions.

To my “soul sister,” Marilyn Gootman, a continuing source of inspiration about friendship, parenting, and now…
grandparenting! Many thanks to all…and to all a good sleep.—GLK

To Geoff and Thomas—CM

Thanks to Loran Wlodarski, Educator at SeaWorld for verifying the accuracy of the information in this book.
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It’s night, little person, and you’re tucked in your 
warm, dry bed. Have you ever wondered what 
it would be like to sleep in the deep, deep sea?



Orcas sleep as they glide side-by-side in their pod. Four minutes 
of rest, then up to breathe. Up they come, one after another, a 
rhythmic dance of black and white in the blue sea.



Harbor seals may haul out on the shore or hover in the sea. 
With flippers tucked against their sides, they hang like bottles 
in the water. Only their slick foreheads, closed eyes, and 
whiskered snouts poke above the surface.



Dolphins nap half-asleep: one eye closed to rest, 
one eye open to watch. A sleep in the deep can be 
dangerous, so wide-awake dolphins swim ‘round 
the sleepyheads and keep them safe.




