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Outline itinerary 

Day 1 Fly San Diego.  

Day 2 Board MV Searcher. 

Day 3 Ensenada & at Sea. 

Day 4 San Benitos Islands. 

Day 5/6 San Ignacio Lagoon. 

Day 7 Offshore Magdalena Bay. 

Day 8/12 Sea of Cortez. 

Day 13 Depart Baja California. 

Day 14  Arrive London. 

 

Departs 
February & March.  

Dates and Prices 

Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk (tour code MEX01) or see the  
current Naturetrek brochure. 

Focus 
Whales, dolphins, other mammals and marine life, plus birds.  

Grading 
Grade A - Optional, and mostly easy, day walks only. 
 

Highlights  

• Join an exclusive Naturetrek wildlife-focused charter 

• Maximum of only 25 passengers  

• The world's very best whale-watching cruise! 

• 'Meet' the famous 'friendly' Grey Whales of San Ignacio   

• Sightings of Blue Whale  

• Humpback, Fin, Bryde’s & Sperm Whales; chance of 
seeing Orca  

• Thousands of Common Dolphins  

• Varied birdlife including Red-billed Tropicbird & endemic 
Xantus’ Hummingbird  

• Snorkel with California Sea Lions & other marine life  

• Expert guidance by Naturetrek & local naturalist guides 
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Blue Whale 

Long-beaked Common Dolphins 
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NB. Please note that the itinerary below offers our planned programme of excursions.  However, adverse 

weather & other local considerations can necessitate some re-ordering of the programme during the 

course of the tour, though this will always be done to maximise best use of the time and weather 

conditions available.   

Introduction 

The ‘Mexican Galápagos’! This vaunted description of 

the Baja Peninsula and its offshore islands does the area 

no injustice. The diversity of wildlife to be found on 

both coasts and islands is surely a rival to the more 

famous islands located some thousand miles further 

south. The island-studded marine wilderness of the Sea 

of Cortez boasts one of the greatest diversities of marine 

life anywhere on Earth and it is here that you can expect 

to observe the amazing behaviour of cetaceans in their 

natural habitat. We will board the MV Searcher in San 

Diego and then cruise south along the Pacific coastline of the peninsula. The Baja California Norte/Baja California 

Sur peninsula is one of the longest in the world, stretching from the Californian border and Tijuana in the north 

to The Tropic of Cancer and the town of Cabo San Lucas, some 800 plus miles, to the south. It is flanked on the 

west by the cooler North Pacific Ocean and to the east by the warmer and nutrient rich Sea of Cortez. 

 

The Grey Whales that summer in the Chukchi, Beaufort and Bering Seas off Alaska take up to two months to 

migrate to lagoons along the western side of the Baja Peninsula where they then mate and give birth to calves 

conceived the previous year. The calf is approximately four and half metres in length at birth and will grow to 

fourteen metres on maturity, then weighing in at 30/35 tons. Every year between 20,000 and 24,000 individuals 

make the round trip of up to 12,000 miles, one of the longest migrations taken by any mammal. Whilst on migration 

and in the breeding ground the adult whales generally do not eat, instead relying on the 100,000 pounds of food 

eaten during the previous five months spent in Alaskan waters.  

 

During this tour we should have many opportunities to observe these magnificent creatures as well as the other 

cetaceans, sea mammals and great diversity of birds that make Baja such a special natural history destination! 

 

Grey Whale, San Ignacio 

Blue Whales 
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Itinerary 

Day 1  San Diego 

We depart London Heathrow Airport this morning on a direct British Airways service to San Diego, arriving in 

the early evening.  On arrival we transfer to a comfortable motel for one night.  

Day 2  At Sea 

You have this morning, and the first part of the afternoon at leisure 

before boarding commences around 5.00pm. Naturetrek will offer a 

birdwatching excursion for those interested in looking for some of 

southern California’s many species of birds. Further details will be 

available closer to departure. The excursion which lasts around 6 hours 

costs in the region of US$80 per person (subject to change and payable 

locally).  

 

The MV Searcher will be your home for the next eleven nights and comfortably accommodates up to 25 

passengers. Following a safety and orientation talk we depart from San Diego Harbour around 10pm to begin the 

journey south (dinner tonight is not included in the tour price but there are plenty of restaurants near the harbour 

for you to sample). 

 

Day 3 Ensenada & At Sea 

The early morning will see us completing Mexican Customs 

formalities at Ensenada, one of the major Mexican ports. 

Brown Pelicans are common along the coastline here and 

Ospreys circle overhead. Offshore, Bottlenose Dolphin are 

often seen along with the occasional pod of Pacific White-

sided Dolphins in deeper water.  

 

We will the continue south to the San Benitos Islands, 

whale, dolphin and seabird watching as we go. Black-

vented and Pink-footed Shearwaters are possible along 

with Black-footed Albatross, Least Storm-Petrel, Black Storm-Petrel, Scripps’s Murrelet, Cassin’s Auklet and the 

occasional flock of Grey Phalaropes. If fortunate we may even spot our first Red-billed Tropicbird! 

Day 4 San Benitos Islands 

We arrive at the San Benitos Islands early morning and spend the day exploring the islands and observing the 

Northern Elephant Seal and California Sea Lion colonies. On shore the birding may add the ‘commonplace’ Raven 

and House Sparrow, with more exotic species such as Violet Green Swallow, Rufous Hummingbird and several of 

the Nearctic sparrows including Song, Lincoln’s, Golden-crowned and Savannah Sparrows. Ospreys nest on the 

ground here as there are no predators to fear and no trees for them to build nests in! For the botanically minded, 

this island offers a stunning range of desert plants, both cacti and succulents. 

Brown Pelican 
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A small, but increasing, colony of the endangered 

Guadalupe Fur Seals, on East Island, is another attraction 

of the area. Their breeding range is currently almost totally 

limited to Guadalupe Island off the Baja California coast. 

The tide line offers waders such as Grey Plover, American 

Black Oystercatchers, Black Turnstone and Hudsonian 

Whimbrel the chance of easy pickings whilst overhead Red-

tailed Hawks are often seen. Numerous seabirds also breed 

on the islands including Cassin’s Auklets and both Scripp’s 

and Guadalupe Murrelets. 

 

As the boat heads further south sea-watching will provide yet more opportunities to add species before dark 

including Black-footed Albatross, Craveri’s Murrelet, Pacific and Great Northern Divers in full breeding plumage, 

rafts of Surf Scoters and lines of Black-vented Shearwaters moving off to feed. Cetaceans are also sure to feature 

on the journey and the crew will be keeping an eye open for Humpback and Grey Whales and pods of Common 

Dolphins that often zoom over to Searcher to bow-ride!  

 

Days 5 & 6 San Ignacio Lagoon 

We enter San Ignacio Lagoon in the morning and anchor here for two days. This dark emerald expanse leading 

out to the North Pacific is a wintering home for Nearctic migrants as well as the near-endemic Mangrove Warbler. 

Even in the winter the sub-tropical sun brings the daytime temperatures into the 20s°C, whilst at night it may drop 

well below 10°C. 

 

San Ignacio Lagoon is most famous, however, for the 

'friendly' Pacific Grey Whales that return here every 

winter to mate and give birth. Although world famous, 

San Ignacio is still very inaccessible and difficult to reach 

by road and the area remains unspoilt and free from the 

tourist crowds. Our days here will be spent observing the 

‘friendly’ Grey Whales from skiffs. Once out into the 

whale-watching area, the skiff will stop and we will wait 

for approaches to be made to us. The whales inquisitive 

nature, particularly of the mothers with calves, allow 

excellent photographic opportunities as they come to within feet of the skiffs, if not actually brushing against them. 

They appear to be attracted by splashing and it is not unusual to see a skiff-load of people all hanging over the side 

and hitting the water’s surface in the hope of bringing the whales in closer. Some of the more enquiring whales 

may even open their mouths for an anthropomorphically appreciated tongue-rub! Our time with the Grey Whales 

of San Ignacio lagoon will be undoubted highlight of a highlight-packed cruise!  

 

San Ignacio Lagoon is not just the winter home of the Grey Whale, but a ‘melting pot’ for a diverse population of 

marine and bird life. The muddy shorelines are frequented by wintering and passage migrants such as Pectoral and 

Solitary Sandpipers, Greater Yellowlegs, Snowy Plover and Marbled Godwit to name just a few of the long-distance 

travellers which pause here to rest and feed. In addition to these larger waders, groups of active ‘peeps’ will keep 

Northern Elephant Seal 

Grey Whale with calf 
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those interested in shorebird identification gainfully employed!  The fringe 

of coastal mangroves adds even more diversity with mixed flocks of  

Reddish Egret, Tri-coloured (Louisiana) Heron, White Ibis and Roseate 

Spoonbill whilst the huge abundance of food within the lagoon itself attracts 

terns in to feed; Forster’s, Caspian and Royal are likely to be found fishing 

offshore or resting on the deserted beaches. 

 

When not enjoying the close encounters with the Greys, other activities will 

include birding amongst mangrove-lined channels and exploring beaches 

and tidal pools in search of Wilson’s Plover and a variety of other species. 

On shore there is a Sonoran Desert type environment with ever shifting 

sand dunes, salt flats and lone bushes dotting the terrain where the desert 

flora erupts in brilliant splashes of colour. Beach combing will prove 

worthwhile, both for the birds to be seen resting and moving to and fro as 

well as the remains of marine wildlife thrown up by the tide. 

Day 7 Offshore Magdalena Bay 

Today we will cruise the waters off Magdalena Bay. The rich 

abundance of the area attracts many cetaceans as well as 

great flocks of sea birds. Whale species commonly seen 

include Bryde’s, Blue, Fin and Humpback Whales. Long-

beaked Common Dolphin pods can be endless, often 

numbering in the thousands, Bottlenose Dolphins, both 

offshore and inshore form, are another possibility. As well 

as cetaceans, slow-moving Ocean Sunfish (Mola Mola) may 

be at the surface, whilst deeper still, turtles, sharks and a 

myriad of smaller, colourful fish are to be seen in the clear 

water. 

 

Over the sea Royal Terns are pursued by parasitic Pomarine Skuas. Brown and Blue-footed Boobies sail past or 

drop like arrows into the fish-filled waters. Long lines of Brant’s and Pelagic Cormorants as well as Great Northern 

Divers may join Black-vented Shearwaters fluttering across the surface. Both Clark’s and Western Grebes are also 

to be seen, on and under the waves. Gulls attracted by the boat could include American Herring, Franklin’s, 

Heerman’s and Bonaparte’s. Sailing again southwards, the more open waters can hold Grey and Red-necked 

Phalaropes in tight-knit rafts and some of the more oceanic species such as Black-footed Albatross may be attracted 

closer to the boat. 

Days 8 – 12  Sea of Cortez 

The days in the Sea of Cortez are truly magic! Because there is so much to see here, we will keep the itinerary 

flexible and plan each day based on the weather, the advice of our tour leaders and recent wildlife sightings. The 

network of submarine canyons and sea mounts which criss-cross this narrow sea redirect nutrient-rich water to 

the surface, feeding blooms of plankton and other creatures, which, in turn, attracts the cetaceans and other wildlife 

Blue Whale 
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we are here to see. The remainder of the holiday will be spent exploring this Sea of Cortez and the islands that dot 

its turquoise waters.  

 

A typical Sea of Cortez day is spent with shore walks in the morning 

and late afternoon (cooler, better for birdwatching) with whale 

watching, swimming and snorkelling more towards mid-day. Whale 

possibilities are many and varied, with Blue, Fin, Bryde’s (often 

confused with Sei until the diagnostic triple head ridges are seen) and 

Humpback Whales being most common. Killer Whales, Short-finned 

Pilot Whales, False Killer Whales, even Sperm Whales, are seen with 

some regularity, whilst with a degree of luck on our side we may be 

treated to a Dwarf Sperm Whale sighting! Dolphins abound including 

large groups of the very acrobatic Bottlenose Dolphins, both the 

inshore and offshore forms. These may number in the thousands and 

are regularly seen to ride the boat’s bow wave. 

 

Over 650 species of fish have been recorded in the Sea of Cortez – 

these ranging from the enormous Whale Shark (the largest fish of all) 

to the beautiful King Angel Fish and acrobatic Mobula Rays. Our 

overnight stops will also allow us to see marine life attracted by the 

ship’s lights and watch for bioluminescence, the oceanic equivalent of 

the Northern Lights. Island stops could include: 

Isla San José 

This volcanic outcrop is one of the more fertile islands in 

the Sea of Cortez. At the northern end there are some 

stunning red sandstone formations that provide refuge for 

Brown Pelicans, Brown and Blue-footed Boobies and 

Magnificent Frigatebirds as well as extensive caches of 

fossilised marine life. A beautiful tidal lagoon with extensive 

mangrove channels at the southern end of the island also 

attracts an impressive number of birds. Semi-palmated 

Plover, Black and Ruddy Turnstone intermingle with 

‘peeps’, including Western and Least Sandpipers. Mangrove 

Warblers are again to be seen in the fringing vegetation, 

before they somehow melt into the thicker shrubbery.  

 

Inland, the desert plays host to hirundines, Verdin, Red-

tailed Hawk, White-throated Swift, Costa’s Hummingbirds, 

Black-tailed Gnatcatchers and White-winged Dove as well as 

an array of reptiles, invertebrates and flora. Activities here 

may include birding, snorkelling, and hiking.  

 

Xantus’ Hummingbird 

Minke Whale 

Sea of Cortez scenery 
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Los Islotes 

Lying just offshore, these islets support a large Californian Sea Lion population. Weather permitting, snorkelling 

here, together with skiff trips, provide an unforgettable experience as you get in amongst the Sea Lions – you have 

seen it on TV, but now it’s time to experience it for yourself!  Fish such as Fine-spotted and Blue-spotted Jawfish 

may be seen, along with lots of starfish, sea urchins and other marine life, which together create a truly vivid and 

unforgettable scene. The seabird rookeries hold Brandt’s Cormorants, Brown Boobies and Blue-footed Boobies 

and the increasingly common Magnificent Frigatebirds. Offshore all of these may be watched feeding, whilst 

storm-petrels, shearwaters and grebes are also to be found. 

Isla San Francisco 

Here we can take a morning walk ashore and snorkeling session over a rocky reef and sandy shore. Then there’s 

time to whale-watch offshore for Blue, Fin or other whales. 

Bahia Agua Verde 

This is truly one of the prettiest anchorages in the Sea of Cortez. The seabirds off here frequently include 

Heerman’s, California and the daintier Bonaparte’s and Sabine’s Gulls. On-shore, American Kestrel and Crested 

Caracara may be soaring overhead or perched on vantage points. Myrtle and Audubon’s, Wilson’s and Mangrove 

Warblers brighten the mangroves, whilst the scrub and cactus-dotted desert attracts Green-tailed Towhee, Orange-

crowned Warbler, Blue-grey Gnatcatcher, Phainopepla and Hooded Oriole. 

Isla Animas 

Offshore these islands are excellent for cetaceans 

including Fin (the next step down from Blue in size) 

Bryde’s and Humpback Whales and Common Dolphins. 

Seabirds are also abundant and include colonies of terns, 

boobies and frigatebirds. Fish are abundant and include 

Jacks, Creole Fish, Sardines and Wahoo. Mackerel form 

dense shoals whilst Lobsters wander the sea bottom. 

Several species of turtles sail through the clear waters 

including Pacific Black and Loggerhead. 

 

NB - If conditions allow then we may also visit La Paz Bay during our time in the Sea of Cortez in search of the 

Whale Sharks that regularly visit this area to feed. An excursion to snorkel with the Whale Sharks will be offered 

if sea conditions permit. The cost of this excursion is around $100 per person and is payable locally.  

Fin Whales 

Common Dolphins 
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Day 13  In flight 

We are scheduled to arrive in Cabo San Lucas, the southern-most community on the peninsula, by early morning, 

then after disembarkation and clearance of Mexican customs, it will be time to transfer to the airport to catch our 

flight home (changing in San Diego or Los Angeles en-route). 

Day 14 London 

Our flight is due to arrive back into London's Heathrow Airport around mid to late morning.  

 

Tour grading 

We have graded this holiday A. There will be the opportunity for generally easy, and optional, daily walks. Getting 

in and out of the skiffs can be tricky on occasion if the sea is choppy but there will always be a friendly hand from 

the crew or Naturetrek staff should you require any assistance.  

 

NB - Please be aware that you will be travelling aboard ship to relatively remote areas, far from UK/US-style 

medical facilities or pharmacies. You are invited, but not required, to participate in activities such as whale-watching 

in small skiffs, snorkelling, swimming and hiking in remote areas. Please note that getting off Searcher into the 

smaller skiffs for whale-watching and shore excursions is via a ladder with three steps that are about 12 inches 

apart (there will be plenty of crew on hand to help if necessary). As mentioned earlier, the cabins are small and 

sleeping accommodations are stacked bunk beds. Please could we ask you to ensure that you are fit enough to 

undertake this cruise. Should you have any further questions on this aspect of the tour please give the Naturetrek 

office a call.  

Weather 

In the Gulf of California it is generally mild with the warmer days in the mid 20soC, the surface water temperature 

ranging from 15 degrees C to the low 20s degrees C. The nights are usually mild but on occasion the temperature 

can drop to 10oC or lower in the winter months. The Pacific lagoons are generally cooler with the mornings in the 

mid-teens degrees and the daytime range being in the low 20soC. Once the sun has set it may cool noticeably, this 

may also occur as clouds pass overhead or rain falls, particularly if the wind is blowing onshore. Be prepared for 

anything might be a good rule for this tour! 
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Focus 

The holiday will focus on the winter/early spring gatherings of cetaceans and the other marine wildlife that reside 

along the coast of the Baja Peninsula and within the sea of Cortez. In particular, the region's varied birdlife will 

also be enjoyed.  

The MV Searcher 

The MV SEARCHER is a small passenger vessel, not a luxury 

cruise ship! Accommodation is provided in 11 small, air-

conditioned cabins, located on the lower deck (no portholes), 

with two small cabins on the main deck (with small windows) 

all with upper and lower bunk beds. There are four bathrooms 

(heads) on the main deck, two of which have freshwater 

showers. The galley/saloon will accommodate all passengers at 

one seating (the meals are excellent and snacks are also 

available) and houses a selection of natural history books. 

Outside seating is available on the main deck and there are three skiffs available for shore excursions.  The MV 

Searcher is a, 29 metre, long-range cruising vessels and US Coastguard inspected and certified, with full electronic 

safety and navigational equipment.  The crew consist of the captain, three licensed skiff operators, the chef and 

his assistant and two naturalist guides.  A deck plan follows:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Food & accommodation included in the price 

All food and accommodation are included in the price of this holiday except for meals in San Diego (including 

dinner on Day 2) and lunch in Cabo San Lucas. Soft drinks, wine, beer, water, teas and coffees are included in the 

tour cost whilst onboard the Searcher (drinks in San Diego and Cabo San Lucas are not included). 

 

NB - Please note that the 'Land-Only' price shown on our website (which excludes the flight costs) does not 

include the overnight stay in San Diego on Day 1 of the holiday. Clients booking on a Land-Only basis join the 

group onboard MV Searcher on the afternoon of Day 2 and leave the group in Cabo San Lucas after breakfast on 

Day 13. Should you wish Naturetrek to book the overnight in San Diego please call 01962 733051 for prices.  

Sperm Whale 

http://www.bajawhale.com/explore-the-boat/searcher-deck-diagram/
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Extra expenses 

The following additional expenses are not included in the cost of the holiday: Meals and drinks in San Diego and 

Cabo San Lucas - allow approximately US$40; tips for the MV Searcher crew (approx US$250 per Naturetrek 

client), taxi ride from the boat to Cabo San Lucas Airport (approx US$30), souvenirs and other items of a personal 

nature. 

 

NB - Please note that due to the volatile nature of fuel prices and currency exchange rates at the moment 

Naturetrek reserves the right to impose a surcharge on this cruise should fuel prices increase significantly (and the 

boat operators request an additional payment) or if there is a further significant weakening of the Pound Sterling. 

As always, however, we will do our very best to avoid such increases in costs.  

Your Safety & Security  

Risks to your safety and security are an unavoidable aspect of all travel and the best current advice on such risks is 

provided for you by the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office.  In order to assess and protect against 

any risks in your chosen destination, it is essential that you refer to the Foreign Office website – 

www.gov.uk/foreign-travel-advice/mexico and prior to travel. 

How to book your place 

In order to book a place on this holiday, you will need to read the Naturetrek terms and conditions in the back of 

our brochure or on our website, and then book either online at www.naturetrek.co.uk, by calling us on 01962 

733051, or by completing and returning the booking form in the brochure together with a deposit of 20% of the 

holiday cost.  If you do not have a copy of this brochure, please call us on 01962 733051.  

 
Images courtesy of Lee Morgan, Peter Dunn, Paul Marshall and Tim Melling (all photos taken on Naturetrek Baja cruises) 
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