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Here are the constant SURPRISES of 
NATURE that have been CHARMING 

visitors since Darwin’s day

Al
l p

ho
tos

: F
ra

nc
es

 H
ow

or
th

 (u
nl

es
s o

th
er

wi
se

 st
at

ed
)



Ph
ot

o: 
M

ich
ae

l D
eF

re
ita

s S
ou

th
 A

m
er

ic
a/

Al
am

y

Above, from the top: The 
Galapagos penguin; feeding 

time for an iguana; the 
greater flamingo; Lonesome 

George.  
 Above right: Every beach 

has its friendly locals.  
Right: The barren 

landscape on Bartolomé. 

abundant muddy water, hoping to rid themselves of troublesome 
parasites. These particular tortoises are unique to Santa Cruz and 
they grow to a large size because they have no predators. We moved 
on to explore deep inside a lava tube, a huge subterranean tunnel left 
behind when molten lava flowed underground from a crater, and then 
headed towards the Charles Darwin Research Station, where 200 or 
so scientists from all around the world study the unique environment. 

Perhaps the most famous activity of the station is the breeding of 
tortoises. National Park Rangers gather up freshly laid eggs from 
surrounding islands and bring them to the station, rather than  
leaving them in the wild where survival rates are pitifully low. Hatching 
takes place in specially adapted incubators and the controlled 
temperatures ensure a higher number of females are born. Pampered 
for five years, the babies grow rapidly and securely before being 
returned to live in the wild.

One programme is devoted to the most famous tortoise of all. 
Lonesome George is thought to be the very last of his kind from the 
island of Pinta. Now he lives with two lady tortoises in the hope that 
they will breed to preserve something of the Pinta line. At 90-some 
years of age, a lot of future history is resting on the shoulders of poor 
old Lonesome George.

The next day we are anchored off North Seymour Island, home to a 
stunning variety of wildlife. Once ashore, right beside our landing spot, 
we watch enchanted as a male and female swallow-tail gull perform a 
courtship ritual. Like almost all the birds and mammals in the 
Galapagos, they seem oblivious to their human watchers. Around us 
are sealions of every size. And there are marine iguana by the score; 
climbing from the sea, their strong legs propel them across terra 
firma. In the ocean it is the powerful tail that they use to get to the 
underwater rocks, where they often spend up to an hour below the 
surface before coming up for air. Evolution has favoured a blunt  

Around us are sealions 
of every size and marine 
iguana by the score
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Here are the constant SURPRISES of 
NATURE that have been CHARMING 

visitors since Darwin’s day


