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Adventure on Baja's inner waterway 
By ANNE Z. COOI<E AND STEVE HAGGERTY 
McCLATCHY-TRIBUNE NEWS SERVICE 

SAN EV ARISTA, Mexico - Rising at dawn to 
catch the sunrise, cruise passengers nursing coffee 
cups watched as the Safari Endeavour glided past 
the Baja California peninsula's ragged coast. As 
the rays played over the cliffs, each thumb-shaped 
cove and crescent beach came into view for a 
minute or two, then slid out of sight, disappearing 
behind the ship. 

Fifty yards off the right bow, a whale surfaced 
to breathe, blowing an airy spray of mist and leav
ing a widening circle of ripples. On the left a 
squawking band of gulls hovered over a ro;ky 
islet shared by a colony of croaking sea lions. 

They - and the Endeavour - were the only 
signs of life, or so it seemed to this first-time visi
tor to the Sea of Cortes, the 700-mile-long finger 
of ocean separating the Baja California peninsu
la from the Mexican mainland. (It's also known as 
the Gulf of California and the Vermilion Sea as 
well as several names in Spanish.) 

In nearly a week onboard and on land, we'd 
spotted three of the seven whale species that fre
quent the region, part of the abundant stew of ma
rine residents, including dolphins, green turtles, 
mobula rays and dozens of birds. We'd wall{ed 
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through a tiny fishing village. Hiked 
the narrow trails to dusty cliff-top 
ridges. Snorkeled in glass-clear 
coves. But except for a brief glimpse 
of two small sailboats, we'd had the 
lonely Sea of Cortes to ourselves. 

Behind us on the bridge, Capt. Jill 
Russell, the Endeavour's 40-some
thing skipper, was in her element 
peering through binoculars and 
reading weather signs in the clouds. 
A dynamo with energy to burn and 
a hands-on approach to manage
ment, she checked the wind, won
dering if the day's planned expedi
tion should be canceled. 

Button-holed by a photographer 
who asked where the ship was 
heading, she was ready with a snap
py come-back: "I don't know," but 
I'll know when we get there." 

A few of the passengers, mostly 
cruise veterans expecting an orderly 
progression of ports and tours, sud
denly felt unmoored. "Now what?" 
asked a retired lawyer from Mary
land. "Can they change the route 
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just like that?" 
But the officers on the bridge, 

watching the whitecaps smacking 
against the bow, knew what to ex
pect. Captain Jill, as they called her, 
would wait and watch, then decide. 

One thing was certain. The 86-
passenger Endeavour, an Un-Cruise 
Adventures ship, was a solo act. At 
the present, only Holland America 
and Carnival sail anywhere close 
and only with one ship each, calling 
at larger towns with port facilities: 
La Paz, Loreto and San Jose del 
Cabo on the peninsula, and 
Topolobampo and Guaymas on the 
mainland's Pacific Coast. 

A third cruise vessel, Lindblad 
Expedition's 62-passenger Sea Bird, 
also sails here in January and Febru
ary, exploring Baja's beaches. But 
only Un-Cruise Adventures goes off 
the grid, leading shore expeditions 
to deserted bays and coves in places 
like Ensenada Grande, Bahia Aqua 
Verde, Espiritu Santo and El Car
donal. 

We'd expected to spend that day 
ashore, wandering along the beach, 
lookmg for shells and driftwood 
snorkeling among the rocks, looking 
for angelfish, emerald wrasses sea 
horses and even sea turtles. Some 
passengers planned to kayak across 
the bay; the Endeavour's techno
savvy, storage-and-launch rack low
ers the 20 two-person kayaks to wa
ter level for easy loading. Other pas
sengers had signed up for the guided 
hike through the brush-and cactus 
forest that looks like a desert - but 
isn't. 

"We'll be exploring what scien
tists call a "low elevation deciduous
ly treed jungle," promised the natu
ralist and hike leader Paulino Perez 
during the previous evening's slide 
show. But with choppy seas and 
heavy surf, beach landings were put 
off. 

So I stood by the rail instead, 
searching for leviathans. Sperm 
whales and gray whales, humpbacks 
and blues, even fin whales and giant 
whale sharks frolic in these protect
ed blue waters, "the world's aquari
um," according to the marine biol-
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