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Were it not for my field notes I should probably find it difficult to avoid confusing one island with another, one bay with another, and even one expedition with another.
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Headwinds




Natural history is a verb.


Thomas Lowe Fleischner, “Our Deepest Affinity,” 2017





We struggled with headwinds today, kayaking into a northerly breeze, slogging windward one cove at a time. The group wasn’t staying together as well as I’d hoped. Headwinds are where physical aptitude counts, and a few of my duckies have yet to develop windward muscle. Those out front would have to stop and wait in the lee of every successive point, hiding from El Norte behind another outcropping of wind-sculpted basalt. The lead students noticed that every time they pulled into a lee, there would be a great blue heron foraging, tall and stately, inevitably fleeing as we encroached.


Herons make an impression. These intense birds have never been happy about sharing a planet with humans, and they articulate a series of resonant hrawnks whenever they curse our species, swearing expertly with a Pleistocene accent. When we talked about the herons later, finally encamped on a friendly beach, the pattern of finding one in the lee of each point made sense, given this organism’s style of stalk-hunting. During windy days they would logically be more successful on the side of an outcropping where the water was less disturbed, than on the windward side, where wind chop and spume would diminish visibility.


These are the things you can’t learn from field guides.


Each student has been assigned five organisms on which they must become experts. A fish, a bird, a variety of cactus, a lizard perhaps, maybe even a marine mammal. They are to study these organisms before the trip, teaching each other about them, and then they’re to find them once we get to Baja. When my budding naturalists observe their designated amigos for the first time in the field, they’re to watch for the sort of things that didn’t show up in field guides.


One of the students, a junior anthropology major on the verge of becoming a type-A naturalist, had found four of her five assigned organisms prior to our current encampment, and it seemed that she wanted to be the first to befriend all five. In the part of my brain I keep to myself, I call this “Amigo Bingo.” There is always someone, or perhaps some two, who wants to win the undeclared competition. This student has been frustrated, however, in her pursuit of the blue-gray gnatcatcher. So, after paddling twelve kilometers into a moderate headwind, and then setting up camp, she prevailed on me and two classmates to accompany her back into the buttonwood mangroves to search for the missing bird.


A small perching songbird that seems to move incessantly, the blue-gray gnatcatcher flits from branch to branch in thick underbrush, making it a tough bird for the uninitiated to identify. In the shadows of the foliage, it can be difficult to distinguish a blue so pale, at least for my color-blind eyes, if you’ve only seen this bird in field guides where the blue-gray plumage is so easy to see.


Our mission becomes all the more complex when we discover, the moment we leave the coarse sand at the back of the beach, Crotalus enyo, the Baja California rattlesnake.


Thicker than my thumb but slightly less stout than my big toe, it was not a particularly large snake, maybe seventy-five centimeters long. For this species, that’s a full-grown specimen. Perfectly coiled on a knee-high rock, perched there like the scitalis from a medieval bestiary, it blocked our path without paying us the courtesy of a warning rattle. When we shooed it away into the brush I counted eight rattles, neatly stacked one on top of the other, but my count may have been hasty.


It would be difficult enough to pursue a blue-gray gnatcatcher were your eyes not constantly downcast, sweeping the trail for snakes—not that there’s much of a trail here in the first place, just a few narrow paths where you can squeeze between the thorns if you’re careful. I search for our quarry with ears only. The field guide claims that it makes a thin, wheezy zeewt. Our lead student had played a recording of this vocalization to the class a month ago, and I remind her now to hunt with her ears.


We listen, duly, and nature plays with us. Instead of a gnatcatcher, we hear the evenly spaced toots of the northern pygmy-owl. It sounds like a toy, something you may have played with in the bathtub as a kid. We didn’t study this bird in class, so with a low voice I tell my companions that the pygmy-owl is the only diurnal strigiform commonly found in this neighborhood. It’s likely to fly off if we come close, so watch for false eyespots in its nape as it flies away.


I want them to see this—a tiny daytime owl with eyes in the back of its head.


We cannot find the owl even though we are close. The terrain is too steep, our path is too brambly, and memories of the rattlesnake are too fresh. When the call for vegetable choppers goes out, my companion, a member of tonight’s dinner crew, turns back to camp compliantly, accompanied by her classmates.


I remain on station, summoning the patience required to attend to a landscape where things proceed at south-of-the-border gait. I’ve long understood that natural history is only one part patience, augmented by equal parts attentiveness and stubbornness. This is where the casual observer need not apply.


A friend of mine, a colleague, insists that natural history is a verb. He may be right, but language somehow fails us in this endeavor. Where botanists can botanize, naturalists cannot … naturalize. Naturecate? Instead, we have to tune up the senses, consciously, one by one, in a process that parallels mindfulness.


I smell the creosote, and the sand on the beach upwind of me. I taste low tide, even this far from the water. I watch how light distorts in the heat, especially near the canyon walls above me. I see how it reflects off the mantle of a perched raven. I hear how wind resonates differently through cactus spines as it does through the mouse-ear leaves of a green-barked palo verde. I feel the sun on my shoulders, feeling it through my shirt, knowing that the owl feels this same energy through its feathers.


There’s a conscious decision to attend to this landscape in ways that force it to give up its secrets. Where is that owl?




The owl has vanished, the desert replies.


I continue to listen anyway.


Finally, I hear the gnatcatcher’s wheezy zeewt.


I do not look for the bird itself, searching instead for movement of any sort. This is what I should have done from the beginning. I pick up the movement almost instantly. Indeed, I know it to be a gnatcatcher just from this movement, and I realized that I’d found it even before I was able to discriminate the blue-gray coloration, or the bird’s erect tail, or such field marks as the black forehead that tells me it’s an adult male in breeding plumage.


I call down to the camp that I’ve got one and then I use my binoculars to track it from tree to tree until the student returns. The gnatcatcher never stays on any one branch for more than a few seconds, a behavior typical of small insectivores.


When my type-A naturalist finally arrives, I point out the appropriate tree, a tall, slender, white-trunked palo blanco up a steep side canyon, and instruct her to look for movement rather than for the bird itself. Using this technique, she finds it almost as quickly as I had, although with considerably more delight in the discovery.


The adult world underappreciates delight. Lacking the celebratory religiosity of joy, it tends to be a more fleeting phenomenon, somehow less trustworthy. In defense of delight I argue that it goes hand-in-hand with discovery, and I observe it often folds appreciation and gratitude into the discovery process. I’ve searched my thesaurus for a better word for discovery-delight, something less sentimental, perhaps less twee, but I don’t think the word I want exists in English. Spanish lets me down almost equally, adding little more than a syllable: deleite.


I came up short of delight when discovering the gnatcatcher. What appreciation I experienced almost entirely derived from being able to apply my knowledge of this organism’s voice and foraging behavior to the practical task of locating it. Actually observing the bird, however, was not as delightful as it should have been, it being a widespread bird I have identified numerous times in the past, both in its summer and winter ranges. For my part, I was less invested in observing the gnatcatcher, and more concerned about not losing it before the student returned on site. The student’s discovery of this bird rated much higher on the discovery-delight scale, not only because locating this particular organism completed an assigned task, but also because it was the first time she’d ever been introduced formally to Polioptila caerulea.


I am enough of a romantic that I don’t want my world to be one where familiarity breeds contempt, mollifies delight, or for that matter curtails appreciation.


A few days ago we identified our first black-headed grosbeak. To the best of my recollection, this was the first member of its tribe that I’ve seen in Baja. I cracked open a field guide to check its winter range, and the first word in the range section was “common.”


Should we allow our discoveries to be spoiled by such words? If a bird is common, should we be any less appreciative of its bicolored bill, its orange rump and breast, or the white patches glowing on its wings?


I observe the transitory nature of delight with my students. They are clearly elated when spotting their first magnificent frigatebird when adding Fregata magnificens to their species list, and they take appropriate pride in being able to differentiate between adult and juvenile plumage, as well as being able to describe the sexual dimorphism of adults. After a few days on the island, however, the magnificent frigatebird is no longer magnificent, it’s just another frigging bird that they can no longer add to their frigging field notes. Rapture takes a hit when the magnificent becomes mundane.


This is not just about birds, of course. The first time my students witness a mobula ray leaping clear of the water they hurrah as with a single voice. For the next few days they sing out each time they observe the aerobatic spectacle. After the better part of a week, however, they just keep paddling, unwilling to interrupt the progress of the voyage for a single mobula. Unless a dozen are jumping at once, as they so often do, why bother attending to a single?


This morning, while I was writing about a hermit crab one of the students had befriended, two large falcons, Falco mexicanus, came screeching over the ridge, the pursuer making its staccato chi-chi-chi-chi-chi threat, the pursued screaming bloody murder, wings beating furiously. Almost directly overhead they locked talons, each falcon shrieking at this point as they plummeted toward our beach, no longer flying, but falling instead.


Spiraling clumsily around each other, feathers askew, the combatants fell from the harsh sunlight above the ridge into the canyon’s early-morning shade, losing about two-thirds of their altitude before releasing each other. The chi-chi-chi-chi-chi threat resumed immediately, each bird laboring to regain altitude and speed, the pursuer never more than a meter behind. When they disappeared over the ridge, it appeared the chase would continue for miles.


Two paragraphs ago, I made the conscious decision to reference these falcons by the scientific name, Falco mexicanus, rather than by their common name, “prairie falcon.” Is it possible that enjoyment of this narrative has been augmented for some readers by supposing that these were exotic creatures? Would critical appreciation have been diminished by knowing that these were the common falcons that spend the summer months escaping the Baja heat by perching on the telephone lines that border Kansas wheat fields?


How do we preserve our delight if we presume that the common is less appreciable than the exotic?


That question seemed to answer itself a few hours after I penned it, when we went diving at the sea lion colony at Los Islotes, a site too famous for its own good. I’ve snorkeled here at least a dozen times, and was therefore not expecting the momentary bliss that accompanies a novel experience. This was fine, of course, since teachers experience bliss vicariously whenever their students make discoveries. This holds true even when anthropology majors are involved.


Even though it was Tuesday, Los Islotes was crowded. Spring break in Baja. I led our group to an end of the rocky islets less frequented by the tour boats, but before we could get there I spotted a shiny-new snorkel that had been dropped in ten meters of water, a depth beyond the range of most novice snorkelers. Intent on the snorkel’s rescue, I took a breath, jackknifed, and had nearly reached it when a juvenile sea lion zoomed past, beating me to the snorkel and grasping it in its mouth the way a dog grasps a bone. The pup swam away a few meters, just beyond my reach, spat the snorkel out, and then regripped it by the end—in other words it now held the snorkel’s mouthpiece in its mouth. Mimicking me thus, it swam off.


I suppose I will never know for certain whether the sea lion was consciously trying to mimic human practice or was just haphazardly playing “Snatch the Snorkel.” I prefer believing the first alternative, perhaps because it appeals to my sense of whimsy, a sense that would have been all the more delighted had I been resting at the surface the moment a sea lion popped its head out of the water with a snorkel held properly in its mouth. Regardless, the novelty of the experience added to my pleasure, this having been the first time I’d seen a sea lion snorkel.


I trace my recent travels thus: perturbed herons >>> nonrattling rattlesnake >>> elusive gnatcatcher >>> fierce falcon fight >>> snorkeling sea lion. But for every organism/event to which I pay attention, there are many others I fail to note. One of my favorite writing exercises, back in the classroom, is to ask students to spend five minutes writing about the things they failed to observe on their way to class that morning. I probably get more detail from this question than had I asked them to take notes while they walked toward our seminar room.


It is possible, I suppose, that my students and I would enjoy these trips immensely were we simply to paddle our way around this archipelago rather than attempting to study our way around it as well. What would suffer, I fear, is the quality of attention we pay to the various elements of natural history we encounter. Had the blue-gray gnatcatcher not been assigned, it would most likely not have been seen. We would still notice the charismatic megafauna, like the humpbacks that sometimes breach directly in front of our kayaks, and we would delight in that, but how deep would such appreciation run?


[image: image]


I don’t like the word “seaweed” because “weed” seems judgmental, and because college professors are allowed to be snippy about such things. A better term would be “macroalgae,” were it not so pretentious. The locals here in the Sea of Cortez call their free-floating macroalgae “sargasso,” as do I, my organismal vocabulary in Spanish far exceeding my mastery of Spanish verbs. My students prefer to use the genus name, Sargassum, intentionally mispronouncing it so that it rhymes with “orgasm.” The student who has been assigned to study sargassum can undoubtedly tell you that it’s holopelagic, which means that it can reproduce without ever needing to attach to the sea floor. In the past, I’ve had an entire class claim to be holopelagic.


For some naturalists, understanding the physiology of vegetative holopelagic reproduction might be the cool thing. For me, however, the cool thing about sargasso is that patches of it, floating on the surface, often hide juvenile Pacific seahorses, Hippocampus ingens, with their horse-like heads, their monkey-like prehensile tails, and their kangaroo-like pouches. You’ll never find them, however, unless you’re actively looking for them. Masters of camouflage, they are able to match their color perfectly with the sargasso’s greenish brown. They blend in so well that thousands of sea kayakers have paddled through sargasso down here in Baja without ever spotting one. For most of these people, sargassum is just a seaweed, a weed floating in saltwater, something that wraps around your paddle when you’re not paying attention.


This book is about paying attention in an ecosystem where heightened attention becomes its own reward.






1


Vernal Equinox




The design of a book is the pattern of reality controlled and shaped by the mind of the writer. This is completely understood about poetry or fiction, but is too seldom realized about books of fact. And yet the impulse which drives a man to poetry will send another man into the tide pools and force him to try to report what he finds there.


John Steinbeck, The Log from the Sea of Cortez, 1951





Vernal jocularity washes through the cabin as I pass out the prompts for field notes. Almost everyone here in the back of the plane is of college age, tanned and expectant. Despite the fact that winter will not end for another three hours, no hint of pallor remains on these faces. Mercifully, only half of these spring breakers are my students. A few of the revelers not affiliated with my expedition, or for that matter my university, want assignments anyway, or so they claim. I notice, without appearing to take note, that my students are the only ones not drinking.


“Is that our island?”


Our island. We haven’t set foot on it yet, and the imperial impulse has already kicked in. What is it about islands that makes us all want to play Prospero? I peer out the tiny window; down below lies Isla Angel de la Guarda, looking far more topographical in real life than it does on the map tacked to the wall of my office. No, this is not our island. Our island is colossal, indeed, but not quite this Brobdingnagian.1


I lean closer to the window. The island seems to be peering up at me from twin granitic peaks, locking me in a stare-down. I’ve looked down on these crags before, but the island has never seemed this arid, this devoid of a guardian angel. Hostile, almost. No vegetation is visible from our ten-kilometer-plus altitude; to my color-blind eyes there is not even a suggestion of green. All is the inexplicable color of rock and sand, but not white sand, not the sort of sand tourists prefer. In fact, I don’t see any real beaches, at least not the type you’d want to land a kayak on. No mangrove lagoons either—we’re still north of where mangals thrive here in the Sea of Cortez.


I search for signs of life, of the boojum or cacti I know must be down there, but from this altitude I’d need binoculars to see anything that size. Although a professorial sense of decorum prohibits wearing binoculars inside an Airbus A320, I’ll make up for this soon. I’ve come home from past expeditions with binocular-strap tan lines.


As the plane moves south my gaze is drawn to the island’s alluvial fans, which coalesce in a way that suggests the work of the violent chubascos of the tropical Pacific. It took power to carve this island, not mere time. We can see the naked beds of the ephemeral streams that feed the alluvial fans, empty now as they almost always are. I know from my reading that there are no springs on this island, only a few tinajas—water tanks carved into the rock—that might hold water for a few weeks after a rain. With no springs, there are no large terrestrial mammals to keep the island’s guardian angel company, no coyotes or bighorn sheep or even jackrabbits. Certainly no humans. Not even my old friend babisuri, the ring-tailed thief who will no doubt be trying to steal the food where we camp this evening, can survive on this island.


The middle student I’m leaning over asks whether I’ve visited this island, and I shake my head, mumbling that I’ve traveled up and down its western coast, looking for sperm whales, but that I’ve never set foot on it. This island is not on my bucket list: not enough flora, not enough fauna, and the same Köppen climate classification as the Sahara Desert.


I feel an uncommon apprehension building within me as the island passes from view. The desert that has revealed itself below is not the desert I’ve been romanticizing for the past ten weeks while teaching this class. Although that desert was harsh, this one is harsher still. It seems to have asked me, “Why would someone bring students down here?”




As I return to my seat, I tell the students on the starboard side of the airplane to be on the lookout for Isla Espíritu Santo. Our island. I’m hoping to take a long look at it myself, hoping that it still appears as hospitable as it appeared the last time I flew over it.


Today is the vernal equinox. I have not missed the spring equinox in Baja since 2007. I don’t do as well with the other holy days, having attended the winter solstice down here a mere four times, the summer solstice only once, and having never been on this side of the border for the autumnal equinox, a time when I’m inevitably grading papers back home.


I didn’t start flying down here until I started bringing students during the breaks. Prior to that, we would always drive the Transpeninsular Highway—a sedentary torture back in the highway’s early days, when even the potholes had potholes. You could always tell the fellow Americans without needing to read license plates: we were the ones with the surfboards, kayaks, gas cans, and water jugs strapped to our roof racks. We carried extra spare tires and beer coolers and guitars and gas lanterns and massive first aid kits stocked with every possible treatment for diarrhea.


It’s easier to fly. These days I always book the same flight on the same airline. We leave on Thursday of finals week, and if some of my students still have exams to take, I proctor them on the plane. A couple years ago, as I write this, I sat in the middle seat; the student to my left struggled with inorganic chemistry while the student to my right grappled with mechanical engineering. Neither scholar wanted to hear how hard it had been to transit Baja in the old days.


Those two kids have gone on and graduated now. One of them just sent me an email from Antarctica, where he runs a remote submarine through a hole in the ice. The other just got married, and works as the membership coordinator for a bicycle coalition. I somehow tend not to lose track of former Baja students as readily as I lose track of others.
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The plane lands, we collect our gear, we clear customs. Anticipations of trouble are not rewarded, this despite the fact that I carry my carbon-fiber kayak paddles in a cheap plastic rifle case, the only affordable luggage I’ve been able to find. The rifle case has never been trouble entering Mexico, but has always been trouble returning home. Should my homeland ever be invaded by hordes of sunburned college professors wielding kayak paddles, they’re ready.


The Transportation Security Administration, back in the country I just left, could learn a great deal from Mexican customs. Down here, you push a button that randomly generates either a red or green light. When it glows red they search you, when it glows green you walk through. In both countries the work of customs officials largely depends on luck. The Mexican system admits this reality with disarming honesty.


Years ago we helped friends—he was a Brit, she was not—sail their boat down from San Francisco to Ensenada, in the northern part of Baja. The boat was lovely and new, but its larder lacked depth. We stopped in Morro Bay after the first couple days, and I hiked many miles to a grocery store to purchase my favorite brand of just-add-water pancake mix. The discovery that breakfast can actually be tasty is a life-changing experience for anyone who grew up in the United Kingdom. When our friends finally sailed their boat around to La Paz, they sent open-ended plane tickets, along with the dire information that they’d been unable to purchase just-add-water pancake mix anywhere in Mexico.


Friend that I am, I packed a five-kilo bag of my favorite pancake mix in my dive bag, nestling it protectively between fins.


My wife, who always packs lighter than me, got the green light and scurried ahead into our friends’ open arms. I got the red light, of course, and was directed to open my dive bag.


I zipped it open and gasped audibly when a cloud of fine white powder wafted up. Visions of Mexican prison danced in my head as I realized I did not know how to say “pancake” in Spanish. The best I could do was to stammer, “¿Como se dice ‘pancake’ en español?”




The agent smiled, replied, “Panqueque,” and then indicated that I was free to enter the country.


Mexico comes flooding back to me once I’m clear of the airport. We roll down the windows in the vans, and as we head north toward the Tropic of Cancer, the beach to our right and the desert to our left, I begin to remember all the parts I love: how the turkey vultures roost in the massive cardon cactus, wings outstretched in an impressive droop, thermoregulating while facing the sun in what appears as an act of worship; how the cardon themselves, some of them weighing twenty-five tons, form forests of their own, the largest specimens towering so tall you’d swear they are guilty of hubris about their reputation as the loftiest cactus in the world. How the mesquite functions as a nurse plant to juvenile cardons, and how the cacti ultimately repay this hospitality by killing those who nurse them, although it may take close to a century to do so.


Every year is different along this stretch. The lomboy brilloso, a drought-deciduous plant that straddles the border between shrub and tree and is endemic to Baja California Sur, tells the story of when it last rained, and how much. On dry years, there are only branches. When it’s been wet, ovate leaves the size of a coyote’s ear glisten for months as a testament to the glories of rainfall. The palo adan—literally, Adam’s stick—which is much more treelike here in the cape region than farther north in the Vizcaino desert, similarly tells tales of the weather, appearing fuzzy and green with its mouse-ear-sized leaves when there’s enough water for a tree to splurge on leaves. In the dry years, all one tends to see of palo adan are his thorns.


Some years, sticks. Some years, leaves on sticks. Some years, leaves and flowers as well. I always wish for the latter, of course, even though I recognize the naïveté of wishing the desert would be perpetually green. If it rained enough to answer everyone’s prayers, this desert would be replaced by a thousand golf courses. The dry years give the wet years their glory, and the scarcity of the wet years lends them their special character. Still, as I grow attached to the students who will accompany me on each expedition, I can’t help wishing for each class that they’ll see this place lush and enticing.


We turn off the highway down the bouncy road to Santiago, only we don’t bounce. I’m dumbfounded, for the road’s been paved. At first I resent this encroachment of civilization, but I remind myself of something Joseph Wood Krutch wrote over fifty years ago, when castigating the “selfish point of view” of naturalists who would like to see Baja remain primitive. He reminded us, “Baja is not a park or a museum and has not been set aside as a wilderness area. The good of its own population comes first” (270).


Founded as a mission in 1723 on the site of an enormous palm oasis, the Misión de Santiago el Apóstol was subsequently abandoned after a series of Pericú rebellions. I wonder what the indigenous Pericú would have thought about all this asphalt. Perhaps they would tell us that there’s nothing timeless about a place. The mountains erode, the indigenes get television, fisheries collapse, and the climate warms. Then they pave the roads.


The palm oasis is still here, thank the gods. The forest of native blue fan palms stretches for more than a kilometer, showing no signs of diminution from when I saw it last. The palm fans are harvested to thatch palapa roofs, but the harvest is restricted to the full moon by local custom because of a belief that the fans last longer when the sap has risen. At that point, palmeros will cut a carga of 250 fans, for which they might earn the equivalent of fifty US dollars if the leaves are of the highest quality. Not an easy way to make a living.


We stop in the town plaza to switch our gear to the outfitter’s vans, for the airport shuttles will take us no farther. My teaching assistant, who made this trip with us last year and will function as camp director this year, instructs her peers to get into their hiking clothes, fill up their water bottles, and make certain they have a bathing suit. Hiking boots and broad-brimmed hats are mandatory. Burritos are distributed; sunblock is slathered.


Beyond this point, all the roads up into the mountains are sand.
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It takes a few hours for Baja to blow away the stink of the jet. And it will take a few hours more for my various senses to get back in tune with this dulcet landscape. I rig the lanyard to my glasses, knowing that I will not remove it until we return to the airport in ten days. An oriole flashes by, sparkling with a yellow that doesn’t exist in higher latitudes, and I drape my binoculars around my neck, unwilling to miss another bird just because I’m riding in a van.


Everything now is a reawakening. Baja has its own smells, and they are not merely the smells of desert flora. Hot basalt, mesquite, and the distant sea all lend their scents to the mix. A touch of citrus, perhaps, mixed with the lingering aroma of the local tortillaria. Fragrances the color of agave. Were you to blindfold me and transport me here, my nose would tell me where I am, and I would feel, after two breaths, a sense of not being lost. Every time I leave Baja, I know I will return, and every time I return, I go through this same reconnection, this same feeling of unlostness in a foreign, exotic locale.


Every year since the US Department of State issued its travel warning due to the violence of the Mexican drug cartels, the university has wanted me to take this program elsewhere. They’ve even offered to pay my expenses to spend a summer in Costa Rica so that I can learn its natural history. But I resist, and resist, and resist. I tell those who manage the university’s risks that this program would not work elsewhere. It’s not just the kayaking, and the hiking, and the nature—it’s the reconnection.


We see our first tarantula hawk—a huge spider wasp that lays its eggs inside tarantulas—within a hundred meters of leaving the van. One of the students gave a brief report on this critter back in the classroom, showing us a particularly violent YouTube video of a fight between a female tarantula hawk and its prey. What never comes through via YouTube, however, is the beauty of the creature itself. The body is a blue-black that seems blacker than black, contrasting with wings the color of rust, only brighter. The student who made the in-class presentation recites a few details of the tarantula hawk’s natural history, including widely held speculation that the sting resulting from the female’s seven-millimeter-long stinger is the most painful sting in the insect world. We can see the stinger through our binoculars, and it seems particularly lethal thus magnified.


What the student hasn’t told us is that the tarantula hawk, being nectarivorous, sometimes consumes spoiled, fermenting fruit that can intoxicate it to the point where flight becomes difficult. I’ve observed this phenomenon, and I’ve seen an inebriated spider wasp fly directly into the trunk of a venerable Brandegee’s fig. Not pretty.


If, as a penalty for my sins, I come back as a tarantula hawk, I’d prefer to come back as a male. They leave all the tarantula hunting to the females, instead feeding placidly on the flowers of mesquite trees whenever they’re not imbibing spoiled fruit. In their spare time, male tarantula hawks engage in an activity called “hill-topping,” where they sit in solitude atop tall plants, watching for receptive females to pass by. Life is good, I’m told, for hill-toppers.
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We’ve come to our first waterfall. It’s actually a series of large cascades, each one approximately ten meters from crest to pool. The upper fall has worn a smooth, rounded groove into the rock from which it tumbles, and has carved out a fairly deep pool. Strangely, the water in the pool is cooler than the rock-warmed water cascading down. I know from a previous visit that the cascade itself will feel like a warm shower to those treading in the pool, a “shower” with a flow rate of three hundred liters per minute.


A flame skimmer dragonfly, its wings looking like fire itself in the sunlight, skitters about the pool, ovipositing, and I point out that what she’s doing is laying her eggs in various spots within the pool so that the resulting naiads, once they hatch, don’t eat each other. Only a few of my scholars are listening, the rest are frantically shucking off their clothes. One of the guides has leaped from the flame skimmer’s pool over the lower waterfall into the creek below. My naturalists-in-training transform instantly into daredevils.


A student in a yellow bikini is the first to jump, prompting all four male students to scramble up the rocks after her, eager to defend the honor of their gender. In their baggy board shorts, they jump. They splash. They celebrate their bravado.


The original jumper climbs, barefoot, back to the top of the waterfall. There’s something purposeful in the way she climbs, but I miss it because I’m thinking that I would never have been able to climb that confidently in wet feet, not even when I was her age. When she reaches the top, after a momentary adjustment she leans forward and then flips.


Flips!


Her intent, apparently, was to pull off a single rotation and enter the water feetfirst. But she overrotated, pulling off a one-and-a-quarter flip that culminated in the most spectacular belly flop I’ve ever witnessed. Ever. Her classmates immediately swim to her rescue. Magnanimously, she accepts assistance that she doesn’t really require, thus releasing the other students of any obligation to attempt flips of their own.


The pool clears, and the other students take their turns jumping, usually in twos or threes, perhaps grouping up in order to reinforce the resolve to leap. Within a few minutes, the only ones remaining at the upper pool are the flame skimmer, me, and Dr. Awesome.


I am honored to introduce my esteemed colleague, Dr. Awesome, the expedition naturalist. This dear scientist, who morphs into someone else every year or two, is sometimes a female and at other times a male. Regardless of gender, discipline, or specialty, the students consistently comment in the course evaluations that “Dr. XYZ is awesome.” Hence the name. This person has alternately been a field ecologist–entomologist, an evolutionary biologist with expertise in marine biology, an agroecologist, a physiologist, a combination ornithologist and herpetologist, and even a conservation biologist. All but one are younger than me; all are awesome humans; and, for the sake of accuracy, one was still working on his doctorate when he teamed up with me. I beg the reader’s forbearance for conflating them, just as I beg forgiveness from my colleagues for dragging them into this narrative. I have learned a great deal from each of them, and if I get any of the science right in this book, the credit is theirs.


(Having already diverged, I might also mention the makeup of the overall expedition. I take sixteen students each year, not counting the TA, all undergraduates studying at the upper-division level. As is the national trend for more adventurous study abroad programs, this one attracts far more females than males. This year’s twelve-to-four ratio is the least gender-balanced group I’ve ever taken abroad. We have used the same two Mexican kayak guides year after year, and they are fabulous—they were an amazing team until one of them went off to grad school. You will no doubt meet them soon.)
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We follow the creek back down from the waterfall. At one point we must cross a large floodplain of boulders, hopping more than hiking, slow going because I have to look down at every footfall, a process I’m finding difficult with my new progressive lenses. I stumble, finally, but the blame lies more with my old boots than my new glasses. The injury to my pride is greater than the damage to my skin; one never wants to falter in front of undergraduates, let alone collapse.


I had wavered about purchasing new hiking boots prior to this expedition, but this is only the third trip to Baja for these slippery boots, counting a somewhat more relaxed trip without students this past Christmas. Although they’re comfortable, I’ve never liked these particular boots—I’ve never been able to trust them entirely. Back in my dormitory I had ultimately lectured myself about sustainability, and decided to try to wear these boots out a bit more before investing in a more capable pair.


If it’s difficult to determine when a given pair of boots have made their last expedition, it will be much more difficult to tell when I have made mine. Back when I was still in my fifties I informed my department chair that I wanted to keep this up at least until I turned sixty, but that milestone came and went without reinforcements being summoned. The Department of Environmental Studies and Sciences could not care less, apparently, about how many pairs of boots I wear out trekking through Baja.


I wave off the guide who wants to bandage my knee, and after hobbling a step or two, summon my resolve to make it back to the van without limping. The resolution holds; what I lack in grace I can more than make up for in stubbornness.


Perhaps this is why Baja and I get along so well. Desert is the ecology of stubbornness. For example, during today’s hike we passed by hundreds of rock figs, Ficus palmeri, growing out of the granitic cliffs that line the walls of canyon we ascended. Beautiful, thick-trunked, fruit-bearing trees with white roots that grasp the rocks like the tentacles of an enormous, ancient cephalopod. You’ll never see one growing out of a nice patch of dirt, or even sand. They root in the rock itself, a niche for which no ficus need compete. These trees command so much respect, and provide such marvelous shade, that the locals have never developed a market for their lumber.


It would take a particularly heartless individual to cut down a tree stubborn enough to flourish in these rocks.
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We set up camp in a mango plantation. Leaf litter from the mango trees is ankle deep, and we warn the students that rattlesnakes hide amid the leaves. Mango leaves are particularly large, at least the size of a burro’s ear, and stiff. It wouldn’t take many mango leaves to conceal one of the sneakier snakes. The campfire area and the kitchen have been raked, along with several clearings where we can pitch our tents. We camped here the previous year and enjoyed it, but will not stay here in the future because I’ll find a better location next Christmas.


There is just enough light when we arrive for the students to set up their tents without having to use their headlamps. We have new tents this year that we’ve brought down with us, planning to leave them with the outfitter at the conclusion of the expedition. Symbiosis evolves at all levels.


A Baja California rancho tends to be significantly more wild than the farms back home in Alta California.2 One is more likely to find predators here, for example. And one is less likely to find barns, tractors, or running water. Indeed, the only electricity in this particular rancho runs from two solar panels supported by a rickety cabaña woven of palo de arco sticks. This is an old Baja craft, weaving such things as sheds and furniture from sticks the diameter of your index finger without ever using fasteners such as screws or nails. Here in the cape region, no self-respecting rancho is without a live arch of palo de arco delineating its entranceway, with bright-yellow trumpet-shaped flowers blooming year-round.


From the solar array atop the cabaña, the sun’s energy flows through extremely thin wires to the mango trees over the open kitchen area, terminating in LED lights that barely seem worth the effort. Regardless, I compliment the ranchero on this new addition to his kitchen, and he is pleased that I’ve noticed.


“We burn less Coleman fuel now,” he tells me. “This is a good thing.”


He wants to teach the students how to make their own adobe tomorrow morning. I tell him that we won’t have time, but the eavesdropping students clamor that they want to learn. In no uncertain terms I let them know that I don’t want their adobe-making time to come out of their writing time. Tomorrow’s hike will be longer than today’s, especially if people want time to swim. We compromise, ultimately, and the students agree to wake up a bit earlier than we’d planned in order to give themselves the extra time. Symbiosis again.


After a short, somewhat graphic lecture on how to use the composting toilet, we set about the task of assembling dinner. It will turn out to be no less messy a process than tomorrow’s adobe session.


The consumption of pizza is a weekly event for most US college students, and yet few have a clue as to how to build one from scratch. I see eyebrows arching when we mention such things as dry yeast and olive oil, and there is momentary hesitation when they learn that they’ll have to mix this all with their fingers. They participate anyway, because there’s no alternative for those who wish to dine. It’s an absolute mess as flecks of dough suddenly find their way into hair and onto T-shirts. But it’s fun, and we’re hungry, and there are far worse ways to celebrate the equinox.


On this expedition we do as much as we can from scratch. The guide announces happy hour and asks whether anyone wants a piña colada. All hands are raised. The guide pulls out a pineapple, a coconut, and a bottle of rum.


“Who wants to make it?”


Fewer hands this time.


They’ll learn.


The wood-fired adobe oven is a perfect half sphere that comes as high as my navel. The mud-colored, unfinished exterior surface has a rough texture with bits of straw sticking out everywhere. It was built within the last year, and a few small handprints of the builders are still discernible. School children? We can’t fit all the pizzas into the oven at once. The first few come out a bit too crisp, the second batch is amazing, and the last group is just a tad doughy, but the dinner is absolutely perfect nonetheless. After dishes, I pull the black light out of my pack and introduce the students to the scorpions.


The outer layer of the cuticle that forms the scorpion’s exoskeleton contains a protein that fluoresces when exposed to ultraviolet. I’m told that the color is a bright blue green, but I’ve also been told it’s an electric yellow green. It always fascinates me when naturalists who are not color-blind diverge in their descriptions of hue. Regardless, a few minutes running around with a black light persuades the students that they should shake out their hiking shoes in the morning before stepping into them.


One of the students has been assigned the scorpion as one of her designated amigos, which means that she’s prepared to enlighten us on a bit of this genus’s natural history once we encounter it. She chooses to describe the scorpion’s mating habits, where the male grabs the female with his pedipalps (which is what naturalists call the pinchers) and then steers her to a smooth surface, where he extrudes a glandular secretion on which he deposits his spermatophore so that it sticks up like a stalk. He backs the female up so that the spermatophore makes physical contact with her gonophore, at which point fertilization occurs. Then, if the female feels like it, she eats the male.


I can’t help but wonder whether one of the male students would have described this aspect of arachnid behavior more romantically. In other venues I’ve heard the part where the male “steers” the female referred to as a “dance,” a complex mating ritual commonly called, in French, promenade à deux.


A reverent campfire is going, and I tell the students to enjoy it while they can because we are not permitted to build fires once we reach the island. They already know this, having been thoroughly indoctrinated via Facebook by the members of last year’s expedition.


A few students begin to scratch notes in their journals, a few others discover that the stars here are more amazing than any stars they’ve ever seen, and one of the students borrows a guitar from the ranchero. When he begins to strum, I am overcome with fatigue, and I barely have enough stamina left to brush my teeth before crawling into my tent.


The guitar plays a tune perfect for a promenade à deux, and I feel myself drifting off to sleep before I can complete the stretching exercises for my lower back. My last thought, before surrendering to my dreams, was that I should have instructed the females not to devour the males.




1. According to Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, we would have had to voyage north coastwise from San Francisco to reach the Brobdingnag peninsula. Although our flight departed San Francisco, there can be no doubt that we have been heading south—the morning sun streams through the port windows.


2. Baja best translates “lower,” while alta best translates “upper.” “Alta California,” as referenced from the Mexican perspective, includes both northern and southern California of the United States, the entirety of which was Mexican territory circa 1823–48.
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