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Daphne

November 23, 1905 Sailed for Daphne Island in the morning.. . . the
mate lost the skiff so we had to return to the ship and sail after it; we got
everything straightened out about 1:30 after capsizing the two other
boats in a series of maneuvers and landed again at about 2 o’clock.
RACE WITH EXTINCTION: HERPETOLOGICAL FIELD

NOTES OF J. R. SLEVIN’S JOURNEY TO THE GALAPAGOS,
1905-1906 (FRITTS AND FRITTS 1982)

FEBRUARY §, 1998 There is no anchorage; the volcanic rocks slope
steeply into the sea and rapidly disappear (Fig. 1.1). Nor is there a beach.
We land on a barnacle-covered wave-cut platform, very roughly flat and
measuring little more than one yard by two. A volunteer helper stands
to receive goods from a crew member of the Pirata at the front of a
panga (Zodiac) as it rises with the surf and twists with the current. An-
other volunteer, a marine biology student from Guayaquil, Ecuador, is
halfway up a pockmarked, eight-foot-tall vertical cliff, acting as interme-
diary between his companion at the landing (or me) and Rosemary at
the top. It’s a crucial position in the chain; the person has to be strong,
fit, and flexible. Men are not the only ones to have occupied the posi-
tion, but Rosemary and I are now too old to do the whole exercise safely
by ourselves; that is why we have assistants.
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2 CHAPTER 1

FIGURE 1.1. Daphne Major landing. Upper left: The wave-cut, barnacle-covered
platform at low tide; arrows indicate “step.” Lower left: Peter Boag and Laurene
Ratcliffe leaving Daphne, 1976. Right: Departure when sea is calm (photo

M. Wikelski). (Upper left and right from Grant and Grant 2014, Fig. 1.3.)

Seabirds—gulls, boobies, and tropicbirds—fill the air with their
whiteness and cries. There is movement everywhere. I am perched on
an adjacent rock to help, as an additional receiver, and all goes well until
I drop my guard, and the swell gently lifts me up and oft my perch with-
out any intention of putting me back there again. It is, after all, an El
Nino year, and a surf several feet high is to be expected. It is the first time
this has happened to me and is destined to be the only time.

By the time we have completed the unloading, there will be thirty or
forty green plastic five-gallon bottles of water (chimbuzos) at the top of
the cliff, to be shifted to shady shelters and cavelets for protection
against the sun. The arid little island gives us neither food nor water. The
chimbuzos will be accompanied by six to ten white metal waterproof
boxes with our food for a month: rice, cans of tuna, packets of dried
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DAPHNE 3

soup, cookies, sugar, coffee, and powdered milk that is designed for in-
fants elsewhere. A few loaves of bread, a stick of bananas, and a few
potatoes will be the luxury fresh foods for the first few days. All will
need to be moved to caves for shelter from the sun.

We put up a shade over an open cave that faces the sea and the island
from which we have come, Santa Cruz. This will be the kitchen. The
tent—the bedroom—will go up later on a small patch of semi-flat
ground next to a large spread of prickly pear cactus perched at the top
of a steep slope to the sea. We are excited to be back for another field
season, our twenty-sixth, to study Darwin’s finches that we know so
well, but we are also very busy setting up camp under the equatorial sun,
and I have no time to do anything other than register the fact that
Geospiza scandens 10105, a Common Cactus Finch in his fifteenth year,
is singing on his cactus bush, as usual.
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