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On Land and Sea 
In Ecuador:
Exploring the Mysterious 
Galapagos Islands



Dive Geo
Story and photos by 
Scott Johnson

A group of Galapagos sea lions (Zalophus wolle-
baeki) twirl around me like ballerinas, agile 
and full of grace. A comedic female balances a 

starfish on her nose while another sea lion tugs on my 
left fin and yet another nips at one of my strobes. They 
are like playful puppies. I am captivated by their curios-
ity, lack of fear and sheer speed. 

The action is continuous for more than half an hour. Then, 
as if on cue, they disappear. Puzzled, I swim to either side of 
the seaward point of Cousins Rock looking for them, but there 
are no pinnipeds in sight. A short 20 feet (6 m) ascent to the 
surface solves at least one of the day’s mysteries. The played-
out sea lions are plopped on boulders and tucked in ledges 
sound asleep. I loudly suggest naptime is over and request an-
other performance, but apparently they don’t do encores. 

The opportunity to see the lives of marine animals, 
such as sea lions, penguins (Spheniscus mendiculus) 

and iguanas (Amblyrhynchus cristatus) unfold both 
above and below the ocean’s surface is one of the many 
features that make the Galapagos Islands stand out from 
other destinations. Experienced guides and naturalists 
lead visitors on dives and land tours to maximize these 
unusual animal encounters. They also highlight many 
of the insights that amazed Charles Darwin during his 
exploration of four of the islands in 1835 and ultimately 
inspired him to publish “On the Origin of Species by 
Means of Natural Selection” in 1859. 

The Islands of Giant Tortoises
The Galapagos archipelago, located 625 miles (1,000 

km) off the western coast of Ecuador, encompasses 15 
main islands (Baltra, Darwin, Espanola, Fernandina, 
Floreana, Genovesa, Isabela, Marchena, Pinta, Pin-
zon, San Cristobal, Santa Cruz, Santa Fe, Santiago and 
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“Considering the small size of these islands we feel the more astonished at the number of their aboriginal 
beings, and their confined range. Seeing every height crowned with its crater, and the boundaries of most 
lava-streams still distinct, we are led to believe that within a period geologically recent the unbroken ocean 
was here spread out. Hence both in space and time, we seem to be brought somewhat near to that great fact 
— that mystery of mysteries — the first appearance of new beings on this earth.” 

— Charles Darwin, The Voyage of the Beagle, 1845 



Wolf) and numerous cays and islets. This relatively tiny, 
equatorial enclave was officially named the “Archipelago 
de Colon” (“Columbus’ Archipelago” in honor of Co-
lumbus’ discovery of America) in 1892. Strangely, this 
“official” name never sunk into the public consciousness. 
Consequently, most people know the archipelago as the 
Galapagos Islands or simply Galapagos. 

When Bishop Fray Tomas de Berlanga accidently discov-
ered the islands in 1535, he and his crew did not name them. 
Instead, they used the Old Spanish word for saddle, “gala-
pago,” to describe the giant tortoises (Geochelone nigra) 
they found. “Galapago” seemed an appropriate moniker 
for ancient reptiles that were big enough to ride. The name 
stuck. Basically, Galapagos Islands can be translated, “The 
Islands of Giant Tortoises.”

Like the Hawaiian Islands chain, the Galapagos archipel-
ago was born of fire and tempered by salt water. The Nazca 
tectonic plate’s steady drift southeast, away from the Cocos 
and Pacific plates and into the South American plate, holds 
the key. As the eastern edge of the Nazca plate is forced down 
into the Earth’s mantle, it melts and then rises back to the sur-
face to form volcanoes. Volcanic activity follows the shifting 
tectonic plate, which means the older islands lie to the west. 

Since the islands were never part of any other landmass, 
flora and fauna rode strong wind and water currents across 
vast stretches of the Pacific to reach their new rocky homes. 
The organisms that could withstand and adapt to the harsh 
conditions survived. Those that could not perished. 

The archipelago’s remote location, harsh conditions and 
meager natural resources have significantly limited human-
ity’s presence throughout the ages. Even now, only five (Bal-
tra, Floreana, Isabela, San Cristobal and Santa Cruz) of the 
islands are inhabited. Pirates and buccaneers in the 1600 
and 1700s and then whalers and sealers in the late 1700s to 
early 1800s frequented the islands in search of fresh water, 
tortoises and a safe harbor. Other than that, our historical 
knowledge of Galapagos is primarily limited to Darwin’s 
expedition and numerous failed attempts to colonize the is-
lands by various nationalities.

Here There Be Monsters
Local weather and diving conditions are predominantly 

influenced by three main ocean currents (the Humboldt 
[Peru], Panama and Cromwell) and the two trade winds 
(Northeast and Southeast) that push with or against them. 
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Galapagos diving is action-packed and 
completely unscripted. From playful sea lions 
to majestic rays, it seems each dive yields 
a pleasant surprise.



The Northeast Trade Wind is typically 
stronger December to May (the wet 
season) and this prompts the warm 
Panama Current to bathe the Gala-
pagos. This raises the air and water 
temperatures, promotes rainfall and 
improves underwater visibility. 

The Southeast Trade Winds generally 
rule from June to November (the dry 
season), which allows the Humboldt and 
Cromwell currents to carry cold, nutri-
ent-rich water throughout the area. This 
nutrient-dense mixture, which includes 
phytoplankton and krill, increases the 
concentration of the surrounding marine 
life, as well as the birds and mammals 
that feed on them. This also corresponds 
with the whale shark (Rhincodon typus) 
appearances in the two most northerly 
islands of Darwin and Wolf. 

The Islands of Giant Tortoises is 
where the wild things live and where old 
mapmakers might have labeled, “Here 
there be monsters!” Currents bring food. 
Currents bring fish. Currents bring mon-
sters. In this case, the monsters are dol-
phins, rays, sea lions, seals, sharks and 
even whales. Come to think of it, cur-
rents also bring the visitors.

Beginners 
Need Not Apply

Galapagos is definitely not a pedes-
trian dive destination. Divers need to 
be experienced and well equipped. 
Thermoclines, strong currents and un-
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The Galapagos marine iguana is perfectly suited 
for terrestrial life and is a good swimmer, too.

A blue-footed booby bird strikes a fanciful pose.



FACTS AND FIGURES

Location: 625 miles (1,000 km) west of 
Ecuador and on the equator.

Size: Total land area is 4,897 square miles 
(12,732 sq km). The total overall area is 
28,000 square miles (72,800 sq km). 

Population: 30,000.

Capital: Puerto Baquerizo Moreno.

Getting There: AeroGal, LAN and Tame 
airlines offer flights between the islands 
(Baltra and San Cristobal) and main-
land (Quito and Guayaquil). American 
Airlines, Continental Airlines and Delta 
offer regular flights between Miami, 
Houston and Atlanta, respectively, in 
the United States and Quito and/or 
Guayaquil, Ecuador. An overnight stay 
may be required on connecting flights.

Departure Tax/Visa: $25 departure tax 
in U.S. dollars for international flights. A 
90-day stay is typically granted upon en-
try. Visas are not required for U.S. visitors.

Currency: The U.S. dollar is the official  
currency. Credit cards are widely accepted. 

Electricity: 110 volts, 60 hertz, with 
outlets that use U.S.-style plugs. 

Language: Spanish is the official  
language.

Time: Coordinated Universal Time/
Greenwich Mean Time minus six hours.

Hyperbaric Chamber: Puerto Ayora, 
Santa Cruz Island and in Guayaquil on 
the mainland. 

Galapagos Aggressor 
Aggressor Fleet 
www.aggressor.com 
Galapagos@aggressor.com 
Toll-free 1-800-348-2628 
1-706-993-2531

Humboldt Explorer 
Explorer Ventures  
Liveaboard Diving Fleet 
www.explorerventures.com 
info@explorerventures.com 
Toll-free: 1-800-322-3577  
(U.S. and Canada) 
1-307-235-0683

MV Galapagos Sky 
DivEncounters Inc. 
www.Galapagossky.com 
Ali@galapagossky.com 
Toll-free: 877-323-DIVE (3483) 
305-262-DIVE (3483) 

Buddy Darwin 
Buddy Wolf 
Buddy Dive Liveaboards 
Worldwide 
www.buddydive.com 
galapagos@buddydive.com 
Toll-free: 1-866-GO-BUDDY  
(462-8339)

North America 
www.ultimatedivetravel.com 
udive@ultimatedivetravel.com 
Toll-free: 1-800-737-3483
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predictable surges can make dives ex-
tremely challenging. A safety sausage 
or surface marker buoy with at least 
20 feet (6 m) of line and an audible 
signaling device such as a Dive Alert™ 
are mandatory. Layered neoprene suits 
or dry suits with a variety of undergar-
ments allow you to adjust to the fluctu-
ating water temperatures.

Live-aboards are the preferred 
method for exploring the land and the 
sea, as they allow you to cover the 
most geography and make the best use 
of your time. For example, two of the 
best dive sites in the world, Darwin 
and Wolf, are a 12-plus-hour cruise 
from the central islands and not acces-
sible by day boats. Your time on the 
boat also means the guides and natu-
ralists are your personal teachers, as 
they have nowhere to run to escape 
your barrage of questions. Ask, learn 
and then be prepared for the next stop.

Diving, Drifting 
and Discovering

Jaime Carrillo, our captive divemaster, 
gives a lengthy and passionate briefing 
in preparation for our initial dive at Dar-
win. In particular, he repeatedly warns 
us about the deceptive currents. “If you 
see a whale shark, do not swim out in 
the blue toward it,” Jaime says. “Let the 
shark come to you. Be sure to watch 
your computers and gauges throughout 
the dive. Stay with your group.” 

My wife Lauren and I thoroughly 
check our equipment, including the 
GPS locators the live-aboard gra-
ciously provided, then climb aboard 
the small boat, called a panga. Panga 
dives are a must in Galapagos. They 
allow guides to target entry points at 
each site that are most suitable for the 
current conditions and then the boat 
operator to respond to divers when-
ever and wherever they surface. A 
skillful panga driver is worth much 
more than his or her weight in gold, 
especially if you have gotten separat-
ed from your dive buddies. 

Our dive site is The Arch, which 
is named for the famous rock forma-
tion less than a mile from the island. 
Jamie asks if we are ready and then 

The iconic arch at Darwin Island.
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counts down from three. As is custom 
in diving from the pangas here, all 
eight divers simultaneously roll back-
ward off the boat when Jamie’s count 
goes from “One” to “Go!”

The 75-degree Fahrenheit (24 de-
grees Celsius) water and moderate-to-
strong current are not nearly as bad as I 
feared. Even so, the group settles behind 
boulders almost as soon as we reach 72 
feet (22 m) because the action around us 
is chaotic, bordering on sensory over-
load. Swarms of creolefish (Paranthias 
colonus) appear to stretch all the way 
to the surface. Loud dolphin sonar pops 
and clicks emanate from all directions. 
A large school of bigeye jacks (Caranx 
sexfasciatus) that must have included a 
thousand individuals materializes out of 
the blue. Eventually engulfed in the in-
ner circle of this massive cloud of fish, 
I look to my right to see a Galapagos 
green sea turtle (Chelonia mydas agas-
sisi) floating near my shoulder. 

There might be 30 whale sharks in 
the vicinity, but the only way I am go-
ing to see one, much less photograph it, 
is if it happens to swim right up to me. 
There is simply too much life around 
me to see very far in the green-tinted 
water. Besides, I have no intentions of 
swimming in the current again until I 
am ready to begin my ascent. 

Suddenly, a school of muscular scal-
loped hammerhead sharks (Sphyrna 
lewini) emerge from the center of the 
jacks. Their broad, flattened heads and 
wary eyes seem comical compared 
with their sleek, powerful bodies. 

Five additional dives at Darwin 
yield numerous similar encounters and 
chew up one of Lauren’s 3-mm gloves. 
While the currents here can certainly 
be strong and tricky, I highly recom-
mend you look before grasping a rock. 
Beware of sharp barnacles and camou-
flaged scorpionfish.

Protecting the Future
The Ecuadorian government declared 

the islands a national park in 1959 and 
its surrounding waters a marine reserve 
in 1986. UNESCO designated Galapa-
gos as its first World Heritage site in 
1978. While these were monumental 
steps toward raising the international 
awareness of the irreplaceable value of 
the archipelago, national protection did 
not flourish until healthy doses of pride 
and concern for the Galapagos began 
to burn in the hearts of the Ecuador 
people. Environmental groups and pri-
vate businesses helped the government 
realize the devastating economic loss 
that would quickly follow the contin-
ued exploitation of the islands. Public 
education campaigns and programs to 
convert local fishermen to successful 
eco-tourism operators have begun to 
reap tremendous conservation rewards. 

Giant tortoises are now the prime 
attractions at The Darwin Research 
Center at Puerto Ayora, Santa Cruz 

Giant tortoises are believed to be the longest-living animals, 
with an average life span ranging from 125 to 200-plus years.

The Galapagos penguin is the only 
species that lives north of the equator.
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Island. The center was built in 1964 
and began collecting tortoise eggs 
from the various islands the follow-
ing year. Eggs are harvested and then 
carefully incubated. The resulting 
young turtles are returned to their 
ancestral homes when they are old 
enough to fend for themselves. This 
preservation project rescued the re-
maining subspecies and continues to 
offer hope for the overall restoration 
of the archipelago. The sheer longev-
ity of these animals is amazing. I am 
astonished to photograph a tortoise 
that was alive when Darwin visited 
the islands almost 165 years ago. 

Each of the various land tours we 
take offers a unique glimpse at the life 
and possibilities unfolding before us. 
Royal arrogance is shamefully on dis-
play when we visit Bartolome, Santia-
go Island. I absolutely adore the regal 
Galapagos penguins (Spheniscus men-
diculus), the only penguin species that 
lives north of the equator, but they can 
be exceedingly rude. Like most of the 
other endemic Galapagos species that 
evolved with few or no natural preda-
tors, the penguins generally do not run 
away at the mere sight of a tourist. In-
stead, they have developed a cruel and 
cunning strategy to thwart even the 
most ardent photographer or paparazzi. 
They instinctively know when their pic-
ture is about to be taken and respond by 
calmly and methodically performing a 
precise about-face to present you with 
their cute little derrieres. You can forget 
on waiting them out because they know 
you are on a tight schedule.

I confess to being utterly addicted 
to scuba diving. I’m usually the first 
person in the water in the morning 
and last one out at night. Even so, 
there is clearly something different 
about a trip to Galapagos. The div-
ing is certainly breathtaking, but it 
is the immutable marriage between 
land and sea that truly separates these 
islands from the rest of the world. 
The “mystery of mysteries” is not 
the origin of the species endemic to 
this place. No, the real mystery, the 
ultimate question for the Galapagos 
Islands is, “What comes next?”


