Tuesday, April 25, Day 15 by Dr. Wise
Dear All,
I’m always impressed by fin whales. Made for speed, they have sleek bodies that are mostly graybrown on top and white on the bottom. It is the second largest animal on the earth after its cousin
the blue whale. Scientifically it is named Balaenoptera physalus, which when translated from the
latin/greek origin means Whale-wing blow. Sure doesn’t sound right to me, although when I was
a kid, and someone threw something at you fast, you’d say “why’d you wing that at me” – so
maybe it does fit since they are fast whales with large blows.
You’d probably first notice the very large size of these whales, when you saw them for the first
time. Or, more literally the first thing you would notice is their dorsal fin, and their large whale
blow. Usually, you see those well in the distance, before you are close enough to see the entire
whale, so yes they come first, but once you see the entire whale – you cannot help but exclaim
“WOW that is a big whale!”
Just as impressive is the head of the whale, which is shaped in a V, with its lower jaw comprising
about 25% of its body length. A tell-tale mark of a fin whale is the right side of its lower jaw is
creamy colored or white, while its left side is black. Matching the jaw, its baleen in colored in the
same way. It is said the tongue is colored oppositely on the left and the right, although I don’t think
I have seen a tongue. Exactly why it’s colored like this is unclear, though one might imagine it has
to do with either attracting prey or a mate. Only humans, killer whales and a parasite are known to
kill fin whales. Humans decimated the world’s population so years ago and it will take a while for
it to recover. Our concern is that pollution may be impairing that recovery.
On this voyage, we have seen a lot of fin whales and today is no different. We biopsied three this
morning and have now sampled 54 whales in total, with the vast majority of them fin whales. The
wind caught up to us again about lunch time, and we saw no more whales.
By evening, we took shelter in our anchorage in Bahia San Francisquito. Rick, Mark and I set out
to explore a cove with a few houses that we went by last year. It was rather deserted and if you’re
interested in quiet and desolate, but beautiful – this spot is your place. We met a man who was
camping, and cooking a fish he caught. He gave us a low down on the area, and seemed distraught
that the people he met there six years ago seemed to be gone.
We also met a man, about in his sixties, who’d lived there his whole life. He explained it was three
hour drive one-way to get gas and food. He and his brother first worked as fishers, and then when
the fishing wasn’t enough, switched to ecotourism, but with the economic collapse of a few years
ago – that dried up too. Now, there is an influx when the fish come in, but it’s pretty desolate most
of the time. The man seemed content, but still it seemed too lonely and isolated a life for me.
It was curious place, but we all agreed it was eerie. Something just seemed off. John Steinbeck in
his book “The Sea of Cortez” wrote of it. He went to the same cove in 1940. He wrote: “In the
southern part of the bay there is a pretty little cove with a narrow entrance between two rocky
points. A beach of white sand edges this cove, and on the edge of the beach there was a poor Indian

house, and in front of it a blue canoe. No one came out of the house. Perhaps, the inhabitants were
away or sick or dead. We did not go near; indeed, we had a strong feeling of intruding, a feeling
sharp enough even to prevent us from collecting on that little inner bay.”
It seems Steinbeck and his crew encountered a similar-type feeling. The Indian house and canoe
are gone now; but 77 years later the feeling of intruding, and I would add foreboding, remain.
All is well with us in the Sea of Cortez. We are at anchor in Bahia San Francisquito are simply
fantastic tonight. We are at 28.26.226 N and 112.52.768 W if you want to follow along on Google
Earth or similar-type program.
You can see all the emails from Day 0 through todays (Day 15) on
www.WiseLaboratory.org.

Good night from here until tomorrow.
John

