
As you approach the Santa Monica Pier, you are immediately struck 
by the sight. Dozens of gleaming fish the size of school buses swimming low 
in the sky, just above and beyond the pier. They slowly swim, even in a soft 
breeze. At sunset they dance in unison, reflecting the sky and sea. At night, 
out on the pier, they are surreal ghostly giants swaying to the sound of the 
surf. The fish reflect the weather, the time of day and the time of year, in their 
mood and color. They follow the wind, in direction and in speed. In a breeze 
the movement is a hypnotic serpentine meander. As the wind picks up, the 
bodies of the fish start to straighten and the tails move faster. These fish have 
become as iconic as the Golden Gate bridge and the Eiffel tower. Attracting 
photographers from around the world who come to wait for the perfect light. 

On cloudy days the fish look flat and steely. Often on days like this they 
swim faster into an oncoming storm and we are reminded that these fish are 
steelhead. We are reminded these incredible animals are born in mountain 
creeks and are identical to rainbow trout. Except that they then inexplicably 
head down river to the ocean to live in the biggest body of water in the world. 
After spending time in the Pacific, steelhead go back up the rivers and creeks 
to spawn. But unlike salmon, who at this point die, steelhead go back to the 
ocean and do it all over again. 

On their journeys, steelhead sew the land to the sea, reminding us how this 
is one fabric, one ecosystem, that we are all a part of. The Los Angeles river 
had steelhead spawning pools until 1938 when it was made into the concrete 
channel that it is today. The southern steelhead that swim the waters around 
Santa Monica are endangered. There are many people presently working to 
increase access for steelhead in the Santa Monica mountains and elsewhere in 
southern California. The steelhead are a powerful symbol on many levels. They 
range to the Mexican border and should be abundant in these waters.

We know that most of the challenges the steelhead face are ones we created 
for them. We have to believe that we have the power to move beyond the 
paradigm that would so carelessly destroy habitat for fish, while creating 
habitat for humans. This requires us to question our beliefs, as Einstein said, 
“We cannot solve our problems with the same kind of thinking we used when 
we created them.”

The Flying Steelhead of Santa Monica are this new type of thinking. Using 
ideas from nature is more powerful than furthering high tech solutions that are 
rooted in previous failures. 

It turns out that the heroic journey the steelhead take upstream is helped by 
the fact that the fish have such a refined shape that evolved from the rivers 
themselves. This shape is highly efficient at energy transfer. In turbulent water, 
it has been shown that the river ‘swims the fish.’ The fish go limp and are able 
to swim upstream. This is how these giant fish swim into the breeze. 

A school of enormous steelhead swimming through the sky,  
powering our world by dancing with the wind.


