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Brown Noddies

Greetings, Galápagos travelers:
It was a pleasure to share our adventure together on the enchanted islands. Boli, Cristina, Alex
and the crew of Evolution treated us as honored guests in their home habitat and Boli’s fun
video captures the highlights and brings back memories of each day.
Here I will add a few thoughts from my journal to go with the wonderful photos.
In total, we saw 51 species of birds including 21 endemics—birds you can see nowhere else on
Earth—and 12 endemic subspecies—while the species may be found elsewhere, the subspecies
can only be seen in Galápagos—an example is the Yellow Warbler. There were 10 of the iconic
Darwin’s finches including Woodpecker Finch and Warbler Finch with their easily distinguished
bills and behaviors. Some of us observed a small specimen box being moved by panga from the
National Geographic ship, being held very carefully en route to the Darwin Center on Santa
Cruz. The box contained eggs of the Mangrove Finch, endangered by the introduced parasitic
fly, Philornis downsi, that sucks the blood of young in the nest. We learned that one of the eggs
had hatched later that day. Though there are only 80 Mangrove Finches remaining, there is
hope that a wasp, parasitic on the fly pupa, will control the fly and these little finches can
return to the wild.
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Day One
We circled Daphne Major, the study site for Beak of the Finch, the sun was behind us, showing
off the red pouches of Magnificent Frigatebirds in the leafless small trees, Red-billed
Tropicbirds flew by, Galápagos Sea Lions, Blue-footed and Nazca Boobies were a spectacular
start. Swallow-tailed Gulls were perched before heading far out to sea to feed by night—the
only night feeding gulls in the world. Why? The kleptoparasitic frigatebirds are strictly daytime birds.
Day Two
We awoke at Punta Vicente Roca on Isabela where we explored the dramatic geological
formations by panga; then later tried our snorkeling gear, swimming with Galápagos
Penguins—clumsy on land, little bullets in the water. Galápagos Flightless Cormorants perched
with their remnant, almost featherless, wings open to dry and to thermoregulate. With the
abundant fish right next to the islands, the birds need only dive into the water to feed, so why
waste time flying? Over time their wings got smaller and smaller.
The cave at Punta Vicente Roca was full of the elegant little Brown Noddies, very tern-like,
perching and nesting on the cave walls. In the water a cryptically colored octopus was found
between the rocks. In the afternoon we headed to Punta Espinosa, Fernandina, the youngest
visible island in Galápagos and farthest west, to walk the lava. Galápagos Sea Lions abounded
and we learned that a male can have a large harem, mating with the females for 2-3 weeks
before “retiring.” A pair of American Oystercatchers, bright orange bills adapted to prying open
shellfish, patrolled the rocks along with Ruddy Turnstones—both species can be seen in
Massachusetts in a few months. Flightless Cormorants walked right up to our feet as did the
spectacularly colored Sally Lightfoot Crabs.

Sally Lightfoot Crab
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Day Three
We began with a pre-breakfast walk along Urvina Bay at the base of Alcedo Volcano, again on
Isabella Island. Galápagos Green Turtle (the black race of the Pacific green turtle) paths from
the previous night were visible on the upper beach and we avoided the deep depressions
where eggs would have been laid. As we walked through the low tree-shrub forest, there was
evidence of the uplift of the seafloor in 1954. We were warned not to wear bright colors as the wasps
have a nasty sting. Two male Galápagos Giant Tortoises (Geochelone vandenburghi) blocked
the path so we watched them confront each other in slow motion until they moved off.
Galápagos Flycatcher, Small and Medium Ground Finches and Galápagos Mockingbirds were a
few feet away and two Galápagos Hawks perched for pictures. We came to a flat pasture-like
area with low grasses and small plants where large rocks appeared to be scattered. Of course,
they were large tortoises and we were there at just the right time to see them grazing as two weeks
earlier, the landscape was completely dry.

Galápagos Giant Tortoises
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Blue-footed Booby

The skulls of goats are remnants of a remarkable and successful tortoise habitat restoration
involving New Zealanders who spotted the introduced, feral goats by helicopter and shot them.
A female “Judas goat” remains on the island to lure any remaining males into the open. While
there are likely still a few goats around, vigilant monitoring should keep them in check. Yellow
Galápagos Sulphur Butterflies, solitary bees, Large Painted Locusts, enjoyed the mostly native
plants including the Muyuyu with its gel-like berries, that some girls used as natural hair gel.
Before lunch we snorkeled with Galápagos Penguins, the only penguin found in the tropics,
while Brown Pelicans and Flightless Cormorants dived around us—all after the abundant
anchovies. In the afternoon we took pangas to Tagus Cove and had great looks at Blue-footed
Booby courtship along the cliff walls. Some hiked up to Lake Darwin for views and others
pangaed over to a Bryde’s Whale and her calf, spouting. Krill—large orange masses like cotton
candy in the water—attracted thousands of Red-necked Phalaropes. Manta rays jumped as
well.
Day Four
We began with a pre-breakfast hike on Bartolome, featuring fantastic views of the iconic
Pinnacle Rock, the 120-year-old lava field on Santiago, and low, silvery plants almost evenly
spaced in the lava—the endemic Tiquilia.
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Snorkelers found Whitetip Reef Sharks, surgeonfish, Chocolate Chip Sea Stars, and much more
in the warm, clear water.
In the afternoon, long and short hikers on the lava flow saw ropy pahoehoe and sharper a‘a
lava, small tree molds and the first plants to colonize including Lava Cactus. After dinner we
watched flying fish, Galápagos Sharks, Brown Pelicans, and Galápagos Sea Lions from the boat.
Ghost-like, night-feeding Swallow-tailed Gulls could sometimes be seen as well.
Day Five
After refueling on Santa Cruz we pangaed to Bachas Beach, so named for the remains of WWII
landing craft or barges (bachas). The lagoons behind the beach featured Black-necked Stilts, a
lone American Flamingo, American Oystercatchers with a chick. Some swam in the clear blue
water off the white sand beach.

American Oystercatchers

In the afternoon, we landed on Rabida at the red sand beach, the result of iron-rich lava, an
uninhabited island where heroic habitat restoration efforts included capturing all the Galápagos
Hawks before poisoning the invasive rats.
Day Six
Ashore a bus took us to trails at Los Gemelos where we got great looks at Woodpecker and
Warbler Finches. It’s hard to believe they are descended from the same birds as the ground finches,
tree-finches, and cactus-finches. They look so different. Then to the enterprising ecotourism farm
where Galápagos Giant Tortoises roam freely. Several huge males were seen, one trying to mate with a
female.
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Marine Iguanas

During the afternoon at the Darwin Center we saw tiny tortoises a few weeks old; large
saddleback tortoises for which the Galápagos are named; and many dome-shelled tortoises of
all sizes. The Center provides the science to advise the government on conservation of the
Galápagos.
Back on board the Evolution was a special evening featuring music and dance, and an auction
with photographer Tui DeRoy to benefit the Vermilion Flycatcher study of the Darwin Center.
Boli’s video captures it all.
Day Seven began on Espanola walking through lounging sea lions and Christmas-colored redand-green Marine Iguanas, colonies of Blue-footed and Nazca Boobies including fuzzy babies.
Blue-footed Boobies can lay 3 eggs, Nazca 2, and the Red-footed—which we did not see—only
1 egg. Why? Food. Each species fishes in a different part of the sea. A Large Cactus-finch
(about to be renamed) was seen, a big bird with a thick bill. The spectacular blowhole put on a
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show. No “flying marine iguanas” were seen, but it makes a good story to imagine one getting
caught up and airborne.
At Gardner Bay, we snorkeled with sea turtles, saw Marble Rays and played with Galápagos Sea
Lions. An afternoon beach walk and swim on one of the most beautiful beaches in the islands
made us reluctant to leave.
Day Eight
We packed up and went ashore at San Cristóbal where some saw yet another mockingbird, the
endemic San Cristóbal species. The Interpretive Center displays were a nice recapitulation of
our journey.
These notes are from my journal. The bird and mammals species list can help locate which islands
particular species can be found. Just go to the day of the trip and then to the right to see which
island hosts what species. The plants? Well, I hope some of you will find the list useful or just
appreciate the diversity of species and distribution of plants, just like the animals on the islands.
Thank you for traveling with Mass Audubon. Whether you were part of our group or booked
through International Expeditions, we are all on this planet together, and I hope we birders
piqued your curiosity and were not too obsessive about our listing.
Good wishes for lots of wonderful experiences in nature in 2017 and beyond.
--Elissa Landre
All photos by Bill Giezentanner
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