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hen an orca makes eye contact, it doesn’t
blink, and you can’t look away. In that
instant, there is a temptation to put a hu-
man stamp on the moment, to claim
some kind of communion with the whale.
But as I stared into the eye of a male orca swimming just
a few feet away, it seemed futile to impose such conceits
on this creature, with his 10 tons of physical superiority

The desert and the deep
blue sea meet in Mexico's
Sea af Cortez, where
iwisting, spiny cactus
comtrast with gentle swells.
ML ROGERS




and obvious though se
entirely on his own indefinable terms.

Breaking the dead calm water with the great triangle of his
dorsal fin, the orca had surfaced, rolled slightly for a better
look, and fixed me in his gaze as he «l alongside our
panga, the traditional high-bowed fishing skifl of the Sea of
Cortez. All around the panga, a pod of 20 orcas surged
through the water. Huge, fast, and playful, the whales disap-
peared and reappeared, strutting their stull in a display of

ol ﬂrm Jage, the Baja Expeditions boat
that bﬂﬂ’td as our hotel, restaurant, and classroom lor this
natural history trip through 500 miles of Mexico's 300-mile-
long desert sea, it struck me that the orcas and our boatload

outcrop of
Los Islotes for the same reas 1 lions. We had come to
snorkel at the 300-animal rookery, whe embers dazeled us
with their swimming prowess. The orcas no doubt appreciated
the sea lions less for their grace and more for their taste.
Until the orca encounter, it had been easy to watch with
detachment as the Cortez served up its truly movable fe

On that day, however, my assumed position at the of the

food chain had depended entirely on the whales® ability to dis-

tinguish between their preferred prey and my wet-suited hide,
As [ bit into a fish taco made from the morning’s catch, |
understood more clearly, to paraphrase The Beatles, that the
lunch you take is pot squal to the lunch you'll make.
That’s the way “ecotouris s: you gain the perspective
that comes not only from observing but also from oc
being observed; from being part of the system, not separa
from it.

s, the Sea of Cortez (identified on some

a of Cortés or the Gulf of California) was
ound for a Hollywood crowd that
portfishing en-
thusiasts still e their way to the sea in large numbers lo
pursue the objects of their desire: marlin, yellowtail, dorado,
and roosterfish. But, increasingly, another kind of traveler is
being drawn here for ecotourism trips that focus on the sea’s
incomparable combination of rare desert creatures and abun-
dant marine wildlife.

After a week on the Sea of Corter, these travelers don’t
tend to talk about getting back to “the real world,” the useful
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“"The Sea of Cortez is a
wake-up call from a world of
a diHerent time, place, and
rhythm. Nature dominates.”
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An ecotourist’s guide to the Sea of Cortez

It probably comes as.no
surprise that the best way to
experience the Sea of Cortez
is from on the water. While
there are many fine areas
along the shores of both the
Baja peninsula and the Mex-
ican mainlond, the real ac-
tion is accessible only by
boat. This guide focuses on
Baja-based outings, because
of easier access to ofishore
attractions from major tourist
destinations.

There are direct flights
daily into Los Cabos from
cities throughout the West.
You can also fly direct to Lo-
reto and La Paz daily from
Los Angeles.

ORGANIZED TRIPS

If you hove the time and
are willing to pay lof access
o remole areas, an orga-
nized natural history trip can
be an unforgettable experi-
ence. Bul don't expect thess
journeys to be luxury cruises;
on most vessel-based trips,
cabins are simple and the
food is more basic than
gourmet. The emphasis is
on doing, not sitting back.
Trip leaders usually offer a
range of activities, including
hiking, snorkeling, and

i i [T
Thar's why it's called a wet
suit: diver gets refreshing
rinse from partmer.
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beachcombing.

Mast trips are offered from
Movember through May and
range from five days to two
waeks, They usually cost at
lecst $2,000, but that includes
all meals, accommaodations,
and often round-trip airlare
from Los Angeles.

These four cutfitters offer
small-scale natural history
trips that locus specifically
on the Sea of Cortez. Many
museums, especially in Cali-
fornia and Arizona, also
sponsor annual Cortez trips.

Baja Expeditions, (500}
843-6967. This La Paz-based
company, the granddaddy of
them all, has the most exten-
sive menu of options, rang-
ing from 10-day journeys
that travel nearly the length
of the sea to kayaking ad-
venturas arcund Isla Espiritu
Santo off La Paz,

Biclogical Journeys, (800)
348-7555. This outfitter, an-
other Sea of Cortez veteran,
offers four different trips led
by experienced naturalists.

Oceanic Society Expedi-
tions. (415) 441-1106, The San
Francisco-based environ-
mental organization conducts
both boat-based and camp-
ing trips.

Sea Trek, (800) 934-2252.
Six-day kayak trips, de-
signed for both experts and
novices, explore remote bays
north of Loreto. They're
somewhat cheaper (51,240 to
$1,340) than same-length
trips on larger boats.

DAY TRIPS

Even if you're planning
just a few days in the main
tourist centers of Loreto, La
Paz, and Los Cabos (San
José del Cabo and Cabo San
Lucas), you can get past the
resorts 1o the pristine sea
and undeveloped islands.
Chartering a 22-fool panga
for three or four people will
cost $50 to £75 for 4 to 6
hours, usually including
breakfast and lunch. These
boats are reasonably com-
fortable in calm conditions,
but when the sea is choppy.
you're better off staying
ashore. Most hotels can help
you make arrangements.

Loreto. The original capi-
tal of California, Loreto still

has a rustic feel, though that
may change in the next cou-
ple of years as 400 million
of development opens at
nearby Puerto Escondido.
For now, most visitors seem
to be anglers going after Lo-
reto’s prized yellowtail.

Offshore islonds are 30 to
45 minutes away by panga.
Isla Danzante’s highlight is
Honeymoon Cove, a red
rock-ringed natural harbor
with good snorkeling. Some
boat operators will also add
a stop at the southern end of
Isla del Carmen, where you
can wander along a white
beach and explore water-
carved caves.

The most appealingly di-
verse island is Isla Corona-
do, which has a sea lion col-
ony and a white-sand beach.
You'll probably also spot
gsome shark fishermen with
their catch at one of the is-
land’s fishing camps.

If you're heading 1o Dan-
zun1e. You Can gdave soime
miles on the water by hiring
a boat at Arturo’s Sports
Fishing Fleet in the lobby at
the Stoulfer El Presidente
(533 per person for a hali-
day, minimum of three per-
sons per boat). For Corona-
do, try Aliredo’s, near the
waterfront at the corner of
Benito Judrez and Callejon
Dos; 4-hour trips cost $60 (up
1o four people).

Plans are under way to in-
stall an artificial reef near
shore in Lorelo to attract the
area’s mix of tropical and
subtropical fish. Until then,
Nopolo Point, within walking
distance south of the Stouffer
El Presidente, offers the best
close-in snorkeling.

La Paz. This city of
230,000 iz unflashy but plenty
comforiable for tourists, and
it's surrounded by day-irip
possibilities.

Izla Espiritu Santo has
Daliesque velcanic forme-
tions, quiet coves, and good
desert hiking. We enjoyed El
Candellero and Ensenada
Grande bays for swimming,
snorkeling, and desert
exploring.

One of La Paz's bast off-
shore attractions iz the sea
lion rockery at Los Islotes,
where you can dive or snor-

kel with los lobos del mar.
The sea lion pups and ado-
lescants are more curious
than dangerous, but use ex-
trame care arcund bulls
{much larger at 7 feet, 800
pounds, with a prominent
forehead), which are ex
tremely territorial. Some boat
oparators have strayed too
close 1o the seaq lions, raising
concerns aboul human im
pact on the rookery, so hiring
somecne raputable is impor-
tant. Fernando Aguilar’s
Baja Diving Service is well
established in the area.

In summer, Baja Expedi-
tions (listed at lelt) conducts
day trips from La Paz o Los
Islotes for divers and snor-
kelers, as well as 3- to 10-
day dive trips.

Los Cabes. Put down that
margarita and get out on the
water: there's even more
wildlife ciishere than at Van
Halen's Cabo Wabo night-
club in Cabe San Lucas.

From January through
March, gray whales often
venture close enough to be
geen from the decks of wa-
terfront hotels. Many dive
shops around town and in
major hotels offer naturalist-
led whale-watching trips be-
yond Land’s End, where you
have a chance to see both
grays and humpbacks.
Amigos del Mar’s trimaran
tours ($£15 per person for 2
hours) are a good choice.

Road improvements have
made il easier for divers to
get to Cabo Pulmo and the
West Coast's northernmost
coral reef just offshore. Sharp
drop-cffs near shore make
this a good spot lor snor-
kelers too; hire a panga or
swim out from the beach.

Huge schools of fish at
Gorda Banks also attract
divers. For easily accessible
snorkeling, locals recom-
mend Santa Maria Cove
near the Hotel Twin Dolphin
for its protected water and
coral formations.

Mest larger hotels in the
area will have information
about touring cheices. I
you're thinking about renting
a condominium or villa, try
Earth, Sea, and Sky Tours at
(B00) 745-2226; it will book
activities as well as lodging.
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THOSE HIGH MARKS |
ON LOW-TIDE BUOYS
Because it's narrow—only 124
miles across al its widest—hbul

nearly B0D miles long, the Sea

ot

of

Cortez has huge tidal ranges. At
its northern end, where the sea's

level varies more than 30 feet,
miles of mud flats are exposed
during low tide.
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A WHALE OF A SEA

While Baja's Paclfic coast is
better known for its gray
whale lagoons, the humpback
whale and about 16 other
whale, dolphin, and porpoise
species either live in or range
through the Sea of Cortez.
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SOME LIKE IT DRY
Though some parts
of the Sea of Cortez
average only an
inch of rain per
year, 570 plant
species grow on its
islands, including 18
endemic species. :
Cne of the bast- L Y
known and easily B
recognizable plants \J
in the area is the

elephant tree.

THE WORLD WAS HIS OYSTER

Herndn Cortés, the conquistador for whom the
seq is named, landed at the site of modern La
Paz in 1536, searching for Amazon women
and pearls. He found the pearls. More than
four centuries later, the local pearl oyster
population died out within just a few years,
victim of either an epidemic or overfishing.
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LABORATORIES FOR
NHATURAL SELECTION
Thanks to their isclation from
predators found on the
mainland, animals on the
a0 8 islands show
remarkable diversity and
local adaptations. Among the
3 endemic replile species is
‘awaitleless rattlesnake.
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A GIANT AQUARIUM
With itz wide variations in depth
and underwater lopegraphy, the
Sea of Ceortez is home 1o more than
800 species of fish. Anglers have
long flocked to the seq, considered
~#mong the world's best for marlin
and other billfish. But commercial
overfishing iz a problem, with the
biggest losses coming from long
lines and gill nets.

JOEL SIMON

FINE FEATHERED
FRIENDS
The Sea of Cortez

has the greatest

concentration and
variety of southern

saabirds in North
America. Ita
greatest-hits

collection includes

boobies (the blue-
footed variety is

shown here), tropic
birds, frigate birds,
. sevaral gull species,
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Though terrestrial life is less abundant, scientists often
compare the sea’s islands o the Galipagos as living labora-
tories for the study of nateral selection. Evolving in isolation
under a different set of conditions from its cousing on neigh-
boring islands or the mainland, the pinte chuckwalla has dil-
ferent coloring from its nearby relatives and weighs nearly
twice as much. In fact, the pinto chuckwalla is considered a
separate species,

9% n our long push toward the islands of the Midrifl region,
¥ huge manta rays jump out of the sea, sending tall spravs
of water into the air. Breathtaking at first, the mantas” leaps
eventually become routine, and even frustrating for whale-
watchers who mistake the distant splashes for spouts. Sudden-
Iy, a great school of commaon dolphins surrounds the fon
Jose, with 10 or so jostling for the best position along the
bow. When we come upon a pod of pilot whales, the dolphin’s
20-foot-long relatives, the boat’s captain barely slows down,
mindful of the many miles we have to cover by morning,

After sailing all night, we awake 1o a surreal sight at dawn:
a snow-covercd mountain with a thick forest of pine trees. The
mountain, it turns out, is actually the volcanic outcrop of lsla
San Pedro Martir; the pines, a cluster of carddn cactus. Suc-
cessive generations of the blue-footed and brown boobies that
crowd the crags with their nests each did their part for the is-
land's snow, which is a white crust of guano.

As we approach, the shy boobies hold their ground, whis-
tling at the camera-toting tourists while keeping a watchful
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eye on the common gulls that wait for openings to plunder un-
guarded eggs or even carry away young chicks. The Sea of
Corter can easily cure a tendency to blindly idealize nature:
as much as this area is about life, it's also abouwt death.

Mearby Isla Raza is considerably newer than most of the
sea's islands, a tiny volcanic outerop no more than 11,000
years old. Cald upwellings make this area one of the sea’s
most productive. In these waters, schools of sardines converge
to provide a readily available food source for the 300,000
Heermann’s gulls and 50,000 elegant and royal terns that nest
on the island.

Their clamor overwhelms us when our panga pilot, Luis,
kills the engine as we draw near. The calls of individual birds
merge into a single cry of wrgency and excitement, exaggeral-
ed by the constant swirl of airborne gulls and terns.

Onshore, a fuzey gull chick stands in front of a rock with a
painted message: “Robar huevos aqui es un crimen™ (“Rob-
bing eggs here is a crime™), Anglers and others looking for
food once plundered Raza's nests, and, with 95 percent of the
world's population of Heermann's gulls breeding here, the egg
robhers threatened the bird with extinction,

Set aside by Mexico as a bird refuge, Raza represents one
of the success stories in the Sea of Cortez. But guarding the
island is easier than preserving the ecosystem that made this
seabind convention possible.

Dietary studies of Raza’s seabirds by biologist Enriqueta
Velarde of the University of Mexico reveal a disturbing trend.
A two-year analysis showed that sardines made up 88 percent
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Day-tripper explores
water-carved cave on
south end of Isla del
Carmen. Hired boat
that brought her is
anchored affshore.

Harsh Isfa Santa
Caralina blossoms

imteer a colorful
desert garden after
Fare Fains.
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of the birds’ diet; four yvears later, they made up only 10 per-
cent. This occurred at the same time that the Mexican fleet
sardine catch rose by 50 percent a year o make up 30 percent
of the total national take of all types of fish, Though the birds
have switched to eating anchovies, Velarde and others express
concern over the long-term effects of the sardine loss.

Shrimp trawling - the practice of dragging a large net
along the seafloor 1o scoop up bottom-dwelling animals-— has
also come under sharp attack. The problem, according Lo ma-
rine biologist Alex Kerstitch, is that to net a small amount of
shrimp (and dwindling, because of overfishing), these opera-
tions each year throw away 1.5 billion pounds of fish, not to
mention ather incidental kill ranging from invertebrates 1o
larger endangered animals like sea turtles. Shrimping and gill-
netting have also decimated the population of vaquita, a small
porpoise found only in the northern gulf, In a sea considered
one of the world's best for whales, dolphins, and porpoises, it's
a sad irony that its one endemic celacean species is now con-
sidered the world's most endangered marine mammal.

Some environmentalists would like to see the Mexican gov-
ernment impose tighter restrictions on fishing. But many ex-
press concern that further measures would impose unacoept-
ahle cconomic hardships on the local population. Ecotourism
may help a bit, but it is inherently limited. “Ecotourism fits
into the environment, but it was never intended to support
large numbers of jobs,” says Ronn Storro-Patterson, “If it
gels oo big, it's no longer ecolourism,”

fter the tumult of Raza, the silence of Isla Angel de la
& SGuarda seemed like a different world as we talked late
inte the May night on the upper deck of the Don Jose, an-
chored just offshore in a still island bay.

Around midnight, the sound of large splashes, like a spo-
radic volley of cannonballs, broke the silence. A pause fol-
lowed each splash, soon interrupted by the sound of slowly
Mapping wings. Looking across the water, we saw the silhou-
¢ltes of pelicans feeding on fish.

We noticed some bioluminescence in the water, the glow
put ofl by countless microscopic creatures known as dinofla-
gellates that reside in an evolutionary niche somewhere be-
tween plants and animals, on the opposite end of the food
chain from humans and orcas, A debate over whether the peli-
cans could use hioluminescence as a hunting tool put a cap on
the late-night session.

The next night we decided to get a closer look. Snorkeling
in the dark water, my boatmates glowed like apparitions, Qut-
lined in a green light emitted by innumerable dinoflagellates,
the swimmers created an eeric show of movement and light. A
snap of fingers produced a sparkler effect; someone diving oflf
the boat exploded into a green haze.

Back on deck alter 2 hours in this organic soup, | watched
as the drama of the food chain resumed, illuminated by the
very building blocks of most life in this sea. Like a fast-
moving cloud, a large school of sardines swam alongside the
boart. Suddenly, a surging comet of light, probably a skipjack,
hit the school, which burst into a churning nebula when the
sardines panicked and broke the surface. Then another pair of
streaks surged past the boat as two sea lions came into the

bay to feed on the larger fish, turning predator into prey.

I watched and waited for the orcas, but they never arrived,
Sleep that night was short and without commitment, After a
few hours, the sounds of the mess and the smell of strong cof-
fee awakened the boat as morning came gently but ripe with
expectation. That's the way it is when the real world starts
outpacing dreams, B

107



