
Trip Wildlife Report:  Spring Break in Baja 

 

 
 

 

March 25 through April 5, 2009 

Wildlife Locations Visited:  San Ignacio Lagoon, Bahia Concepcion, Bahia de Loreto 

National Park, Santa Catalina Island, Montserrat Island, Carmen Island, Ojo de Liebre 

Lagoons, Vizcaino Desert Biosphere Reserve, Catavina Desert Sierra San Pedro Martir, 

Norte Ensenada 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Trip Overview  

Twelve days in Baja may not seem like a lot, but when you have the dedicated Smith 

family at the helm, an amazing amount of fun and wildlife viewing can be had.  Quick in 

the planning, the trip came off with an astounding degree of success.  Not only was the 

trip fairly quickly slapped together, it was almost cancelled due to six-year-old Cokie 

Smithôs emergency surgery less than two weeks prior to the trip.  Resulting from a 

complication from the prior yearôs appendectomy, Cokie found himself in yet another 

life-threatening situation with a primary blockage of his small bowel caused by adhesions.  

After a life-flight helicopter ride to Seattleôs Childrenôs Hospital, Cokie underwent 

emergency surgery and several days of hospitalization.  But after several days of recovery, 

and a doctorôs okay, we decided to follow through with the trip after all.  And we were 

very glad we did! 

 

After a quick flight down to San Diego, California, we rented our piece-of-shit Dodge 

from Dollar (although it did make it through the entire trip with only minor, non-trip-

stopping problemsé), we crossed the militarized US-Mexico border and drove through 

the cesspool known as Tijuana, and the exploding metropolis of Ensenada (wow how that 

place has grown since my spring break days in the 80ôs!), we made it to the sleepy and 

dusty town of San Vicente, where we had an outstanding seafood dinner and a noisy, 

dusty nightôs sleep.   

 

Laguna San Ignacio 

With an early start, we started our very long (about 500 km) drive to Baja California Sur, 

ultimately to Laguna San Ignacio.  With many stops through the amazing boojum deserts 

of the Sierra San Pedro Martir, we made respectable time.  While in the boojum forests 

we ticked off several bird species and even our first mammal.  California ground 

squirrels were scurrying around the inselbergs warming in the morning sun.  We spotted 

many new reptiles as well.  I was hoping to see my first lifer, the white-tailed antelope 

squirrel, but that would have to wait for another dayé.   

 

The transpeninsular highway is 

surprisingly fast and you can make 

really good time.  There were times 

we were flying at speeds in excess 

of 80mph!!! Although I would not 

recommend that in most sections as 

the road has virtually NO shoulder 

and the trucks in the opposing 

lanes often get within inches!  And 

there are tons of feral cattle or 

Chinampo and feral burros 

throughout the peninsula that 

would love to be crashing through 

your windshield.   

 



We made it to San Ignacio town with plenty of sun left and had time to shop for 

provisions such as tequila, beer, candy and Cokieôs Mexican caballero hat that he still 

wears today with pride.  After inspecting the spectacular 300-year-old Mission San 

Ignacio, we got started on the 60km gravel road out to Pachicoôs Ecotours Camp situated 

right on Laguna San Ignacio. 

 

After hearing so many horror stories about the gravel road out to the lagoon, we were 

relieved to experience a very well-maintained, fairly fast road with minimal wash 

boarding (although I think it probably does get worse depending on how recent the 

grading has beené).  We arrived to Pachicoôs 

camp just in time for a spectacular sunset.  After 

meeting our hosts, Jesus Mayoral and his partner, 

Sabrina, who were kind enough to allow us to use 

one of their cabins gratis to make Cokieôs stay 

more comfortable, we were able to relax and 

unwind after our long trip. 

 

While Som was getting settled, Cokie and I 

decided to go on a desert night hike with 

spotlights to see what we could see.  Great first 

night!  In less than one km of walking in the 

immediate vicinity of the camp, we got good 

sightings of peninsular coyote and desert kit fox!  

And we even got a quick look at a Merriamôs 

kangaroo rat.  No one back at camp believed we 

saw the fox as no one had ever seen one there 

before. Jesus knew there were foxes around but 

thought they were much further out.  But the other guests thought we were crazy no 

doubté. Most people probably assume they are looking at a coyote as they are so 

common there.  Som was disappointed that she didnôt join us on the nightôs hike, but I 

was confident we would have another shot in the following four days at the camp. 

 

Our primary focus for 

visiting Laguna San 

Ignacio was the gray 

whales.  The lagoon is 

famous for the large 

concentrations of the 

grays during the winter 

months.  Courtship, 

mating, birthing and 

rearing all happen in the 

lagoon for about 300+/- whales.  Scammonôs lagoon (Laguna Ojo de Liebre) further 

north and Laguna Magdalena further south all combine to provide habitat for over 2000 

gray whales during the mating season (a bit less than 10% of the total population).  We 

selected San Ignacio over the others due to the fame it has for the so-called ñfriendlyò 



whales.  Although 

there is never any 

guarantee of being 

visited by the 

whales close 

enough to pet them, 

the literature 

showed San Ignacio 

as the place to be.  

And we were NOT 

disappointed! 

 

Three full days in Laguna San Ignacio allowed us 

the opportunities to see over fifteen mother-baby 

pairs of whales, with ñfriendlyò encounters with at 

least eight pairs!  In fact, every single trip out to the 

mouth of the lagoon to see the whales, we had at 

least 45 minutes to over 1.5 hours of petting, 

kissing and playing with the whales!  We could not 

have imagined better luck!  Being so close to such 

magnificent mammals is beyond comprehension 

and mere words cannot describe the experience.  I 

will never forget the smile on Somôs face while she 

was petting, and in many cases actually kissing, the 

whales - the pure joy of the experience was 

evidenced in her massive smile!  

 

 

Cokie on the other hand took a couple days to get 

used to the size of these massive mammals.  On day 

one, he quickly petted the first whale to approach 

the boat but after a few moments,  

I guess it finally clicked just how massive these creatures were, and he spent the entire 

rest of day-one and two 

running to opposite sides of the 

panga (boat) from the massive 

approaching and playful whales.  

It was like watching a scared 

ping-pong balléHe wasnôt 

really that scared, he just 

wanted to stay far away from 

the whales, their spray and 

their smellé.  But on day-three, 

he dealt with his fears and 

spent the entire trip petting 

both the mothers and the babies 


