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TOUR REPORT 
THE GALÁPAGOS ISLANDS 

July 9–18, 2010 
 

By Michael O’Brien 
 
 
There are very few destinations where one can have as rich and complete a natural history experience 
as the Galápagos Islands. The rugged beauty of these volcanic islands is breathtaking, and the sheer 
abundance of wildlife is simply staggering, and ripe with photographic opportunity. But there is so 
much more to the Galápagos. Just the thought of walking in the footsteps of Darwin, on the very 
islands that shaped his theory of natural selection and had such a profound influence in the way 
scientists and naturalists view the world today, is a humbling experience. Our July 2010 cruise was 
equally a thought-provoking look at the natural world and a delightful vacation. At every opportunity, 
we pondered the various forces that shaped the islands themselves and the wildlife that lives there. 
Along the way, we had lots of laughs, fine food, and ample siesta time on a very comfortable ship, the 
MV Evolution. No, we did not leave the Galápagos disappointed! 
 
Upon landing at Puerto Baquerizo Moreno, we were quickly greeted by our first of “Darwin’s 
finches,” the Small Ground-Finch. Even though they behaved a bit like House Sparrows, it was a 
special feeling knowing we were seeing a species that is found nowhere else on earth. And this was 
only the first of many such endemic species. We also quickly saw firsthand one of the most unique 
aspects of the Galápagos wildlife—having evolved with no major land predators, they are all utterly 
unafraid of humans. At the dock where we waited for our panga ride to the Evolution, we were 
surrounded by Galápagos sea lions, not just in the water but also all over the dock. We had to step over 
them to get to the panga! And at every outing, similarly tame doves, hawks, boobies, and mockingbirds 
were literally at arm’s-length.  
 
Bizarre and otherworldly scenes were commonplace on this amazing cruise: Flightless Cormorants 
perched on rocky promontories, ancient giant tortoises loafing in forest openings, dozens of marine 
iguanas perched stoically on lava rocks as waves crashed around them, brilliant red Sally Lightfoot 
crabs covering every tidal rock or pool, and thousands of Wedge-rumped Storm-Petrels swarming over 
a field of lava rock. Also commonplace were interesting and elaborate courtship behaviors, like high-
stepping Blue-footed Boobies, allopreening Waved Albatrosses, noisy tandem flights by Red-billed 
Tropicbirds, and frigatebirds with their flaming-red gular pouches inflated in full display. And it was 
simply amazing to see a pod of killer whales after they dispatched their prey (a sea lion, perhaps). The 
attending feeding frenzy of frigatebirds and shearwaters made this a real “Wild Kingdom” moment.  
 
The diversity of life at the Galápagos was at least as rich underwater as it was above, and snorkelers 
had a field day on this trip. At every opportunity, some of us donned our masks and flippers and took 
to the water. Along with scores of dazzling reef fish, the snorkelers regularly had such interesting 
swimming companions as rays, sea turtles, Galápagos Penguins, playful sea lions, and even plunge-
diving boobies. A post-swim dip in the Jacuzzi on deck was always accompanied by stories of close 
encounters with amazing marine life. (A big thanks to Paul Pisano for his assistance with the list of 
fish and other marine life encountered on this trip!) 
 
For the more serious bird students, there were ample opportunities to delve into interesting 
identification challenges and even pioneering taxonomic questions. The finches as a whole were 
always interesting to study, both from an evolutionary standpoint and from an identification 



standpoint. With the recent split of the warbler-finches, it was fun to try and figure out which species 
we were looking at. They seemed to sort well by habitat and even island size, but the one at Darwin 
Station on Santa Cruz is still a mystery. The highly variable Medium Ground-Finch presented the 
biggest identification problems, and some intermediate birds may well have been hybrids. Just as 
interesting as finches were some of the seabirds. A close look at the abundant Galápagos Shearwater 
revealed two “types” that sort out by plumage pattern, molt timing, and distribution. Could these be 
undescribed subspecies, or even cryptic species, reproductively isolated by nest timing?  
 
Every island we visited was unique in its own way, many with their own endemic species. And every 
single outing was filled with amazing sights and sounds, and new discoveries to be made. It was a 
pleasure to share these discoveries with such a fun and inquisitive group. A special thanks goes to our 
expedition leader, Boli Sanchez, and to all the staff of the Evolution for taking care of us and making 
sure our every need was met. Also to our extraordinary naturalists, Alex Cox and Kitty Coley, who 
eagerly shared their broad knowledge with us. Their professionalism and good nature ensured that we 
got the most out of our trip to this incredible place.  

 
 
ITINERARY 
July 9 – Arrivals; night in Guayaquil. 
July 10 – Flight from Guayaquil to Puerto Baquerizo Moreno, San Cristóbal Island  (Galapagos); board  

The MV Evolution at 1 pm; sail past Kicker Rock; landing at San Brujo (San Cristóbal Island).  
July 11 – All day at Española (Hood) Island: morning hike at Punta Suarez; afternoon spent around  

Gardner Bay (snorkeling, beach-walking). 
July 12 – All day on Santa Cruz Island: morning at the Darwin Station; afternoon bus trip to the 

highlands at Los Gemelos sink holes and El Chato Tortoise Reserve (lunch), then to Puerto 
Ayora (shopping).  

July 13 – Morning at Santiago (James) Island at Puerto Egas: hike and snorkeling; then afternoon sail  
to Bartolomé Island for snorkeling, panga rides, and a hike.  



July 14 – All day at Genovesa (Tower) Island: morning walk through “Palo Santo Forest” to storm- 
petrel colony; late morning snorkeling; afternoon at Darwin’s Bay Beach.   

July 15 – Morning on Fernandina Island at Punta Espinosa; late morning navigation of Bolívar  
Channel; afternoon snorkeling and panga rides around Tagus Cove, Isabela Island.  

July 16 – Morning walk on North Seymour Island; late morning snorkeling; afternoon panga ride at 
Black Turtle Cove, Santa Cruz Island. 

July 17 – 9 am disembarkation from the Evolution; morning visit to Interpretation Center at Puerto  
Baquerizo Moreno on San Cristóbal Island; afternoon departure for Guayaquil.  

July 18 – Departures home.  
 
 
E = Endemic species 

NE = Near Endemic species 
E = Endemic subspecies 
N = nest or nesting activity observed 
Y = dependant young observed 
 
BIRDS 
DUCKS, GEESE & SWANS: ANATIDAE 
White-cheeked Pintail (Anas bahamensis galapagensis) E – One flew by the boat befote breakfast  

while we were anchored in Academy Bay; the Galápagos subspecies is smaller and duller than 
mainland populations.  

 
PENGUINS: SPHENISCIDAE 
Galápagos Penguin (Spheniscus mendiculus) E – We saw these cute little birds at Bartolomé, Punta 

Espinosa, and Tagus Cove. Snorkelers at Tagus Cove had the priveledge of swimming with 
these birds, and see first-hand that they are true masters of their aquatic environment! It’s 
interesting that, despite the close geographic proximity of this species to the Humbolt Penguin, 
rescest studies have shown that they were actually descended from the Magellanic Penguin.  

 

 
ALBATROSS: DIOMEDEIDAE 
Waved Albatross (Phoebastria irrorata) NE, N, Y – We had incredible encounters with these birds at  

Española, where virtually the entire World population nests. We enjoyed watching pairs display 
to one another, and it was particularly exciting to watch them take off at the “Airport”. We saw 
a few others at sea.  



 

 
 
PETRELS & SHEARWATERS: PROCELLARIIDAE 
Galápagos Petrel (Pterodroma phaeopygia) E – We encountered small numbers of these birds at sea  

on most days. They were especially numerous at Bolivar Channel.  
Galápagos Shearwater (Puffinus subalaris) E – This was always the dominant seabird whenever we  

were in open water, often present by the hundreds or even thousands. Close scrutiny of these 
birds revealed that there are two distinct “types”: those with mostly dark underwings and those 
with extensively white underwings. Light birds were dominant, and dark birds were numerous 
only around Bolivar Chanel. More than 50% of the dark birds were in heavy wing molt during 
our cruise, while probably less than 1% of light birds were molting. This may point to a 
difference in breeding time between the two forms. Galápagos Shearwater was recently split 
from Audubon’s Shearwater, but perhaps there is more taxonomic work to be done.  

 
STORM-PETRELS: HYDROBATIDAE 
Elliot’s (White-vented) Storm-Petrel (Oceanites gracilis galapagoensis) E – Seen on every day of the  

cruise, this was the most numerous storm-petrel close to shore. They often danced on the water 
right next to our ship wherever we anchored. The subspecies O. g. galapagensis is considered 
endemic to the Galápagos but, astonishingly, the nesting grounds are still unknown!  

Band-rumped Storm-Petrel (Oceanodroma castro) – This highly pelagic species is mostly nocturnal  
around its nesting colony, so it takes work to see this bird. The intrepid seawatchers among us 
encountered them on several early mornings while we were still traveling to our destination. 
They were especially numerous off Genovesa. We also picked out a handful of Band-rumps 
among the swarms of Wedge-rumped Storm-Petrels on Genovesa.  

Wedge-rumped (Galápagos) Storm-Petrel (Oceanodroma tethys tethys) E, N – Like Elliot’s Storm- 
Petrel, we saw this species every day, though it was generally scarcer close to shore and more 
numerous offshore than Elliot’s. It was simply mezmorizing to visit the massive colony of 
these birds at Genovesa – swarms of birds constantly in the air, some coming and others going. 
Every now and then you would catch a view of one awkwardly slipping into a little crack in the 
rocks to get to its nest. It’s interesting that this is the only storm-petrel in the world that is 
diurnal around its nesting islands. Its only predator seems to be Short-eared Owl.  

 
TROPICBIRDS: PHAETHONTIDAE 
Red-billed Tropicbird (Phaethon aethereus mesonauta) E, N – We had excellent views of these  

beautiful birds around their nests at Española and Genovesa. It was a special treat to hear them  



calling over our ship at Darwin’s Bay. They give a chattering k-k-k-keeer, not unlike a  
Common Tern but lower and harsher.  

 
BOOBIES & GANNETS: SULIDAE 
Nazca Booby (Sula granti) N – We saw a few of these on most days but had close encounters with  

hundreds at Española and Genovesa.  
Blue-footed Booby (Sula nebouxii excisa) N – This was the most numerous booby close to shore and  

we saw them every day. At Española and North Seymour we almost stepped on them – they  
seemed to prefer nesting right in the path! 

Red-footed Booby (Sula sula websteri) E, N, Y – We only saw this species on one day, but boy did we  
see them! There were thousands at Genovesa, offering point-blank views of both adults and  
nestlings. And the whole time we were docked at Darwin’s Bay there were dozens of juveniles  
perched on our ship, one of which kindly decorated Michael and Kitty with a splash of white! 

 
PELICANS: PELICANIDAE 
Brown Pelican (Pelecanus occidentalis urinator) E, N, Y – Small numbers seen daily.  
 
CORMORANTS: PHALACROCORACIDAE 
Flightless Cormorant (Phalacrocorax harrisi) E – We saw several of these odd and very local birds  

at Punta Espinosa and Tagus Cove. What they have lost in their wings they made up for in their 
feet – they have huge feet! 

 

 
 
FRIGATEBIRDS: FREGATIDAE 
Magnificent Frigatebird (Fregata m. magnificens) N – Seen daily in good numbers. There were  

frequently at least one or two hanging over (or perching on) our ship while at sea. We had 
especialy nice views of these birds on the nest at North Seymour. We also watched an 
incredible feeding frenzy of frigatebirds offshore north of Santiago where Killer Whales had 
recently dispatched something.  

Great Frigatebird (Fregata minor ridgewayi) E, N – Less numerous and more localized than  
Magnificent, we saw them on four days. Nice comparisons of both species nesting side-by-side  


