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Mammals in the Sea

by Patricia Lauber

dolphin looks more like a fish
than certain fish do. It has a smooth,
streamlined body. It is an excellent swimmer.
As its powerful tail moves up and down, the
dolphin seems to flash through the water.
Like fish, dolphins are completely at home in
the water. There they play, feed, sleep, and
bear their young. Dolphins live in the sea and
can live only in the sea. Yet they are not fish.

If you watch a dolphin, you will see
something that shows it is not a fish. A
dolphin must come to the surface to breathe.
Fish can take oxygen out of the water.
Dolphins cannot. Like us, they breathe with
lungs and must take their oxygen from the
air. And, like us, they are mammals.

Mammals are a large class of animals
with backbones. Mammals nurse their
young on milk. They are warm-blooded.
Almost all mammals bear living young. And
most of them have hair. Dogs, cats, horses,
cows, pigs, mice, monkeys, and bats are all
mammals. We are mammals. So are
dolphins and their close relatives, the
whales and porpoises.

Dolphins belong to a family that scientists
call the Cetacea. The family has two main
branches.

One branch is made up of the world’s
giant whales. The scientific name for them is
Mystacoceti, which means “mustache whales.”
Mustache whales do not have teeth. Rather,
they have something like a huge mustache
inside their mouths. This is baleen, or

12

Skim this excerpt from Lauber’s nonfiction book The Friendly Dolphins, looking
for main ideas and a few details. When you finish, enter your reading time and
speed in the box that follows the selection.

whalebone. The big whales strain their food
out of the sea through the baleen.

The other main branch of the family is
made up of Odontoceti, which means
“toothed whales.” There is only one giant in
this branch of the family—the sperm whale.
The other members are small whales,
dolphins, and porpoises.

Dolphins and porpoises are very much
alike. In fact, they are so much alike that
there is only one sure way to tell them apart.
That is by the shape of their teeth. Porpoises
have spade-shaped teeth. Dolphins have cone-
shaped teeth.

Because dolphins and porpoises are alike,
many people call all of them porpoises. (A
second reason is that there is a large fish also
named dolphin.) Other people prefer to use
both names—porpoise and dolphin.

There are many kinds of dolphins in the
sea. Among the best known is the bottle-
nosed dolphin. This dolphin lives along
coasts. So itis a familiar dolphin and one that
scientists have studied closely.

A bottle-nosed dolphin may be 7 to 11 feet
long and weigh 300 to 700 pounds. The
easiest way to tell a bottle-nose is by its mouth.
When the mouth is closed, a bottle-nose
appears to be smiling. This is not a real smile
but just a curve of the mouth. The curving
mouth gives the dolphin a friendly look. And
bottle-noses are friendly.

Like all Cetacea, dolphins are mammals of
the sea. Most mammals are land animals. So



