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The Wi ld  S ide
MARINE IGUANAS

Captain James Colnett of the Royal Navy was commissioned to search for 

Sperm Whales and chart the Galapagos Islands late in the eighteenth cen-

tury when he noted of the marine iguana: “The iguanas are small, and of 

a sooty black, which if possible, heightens their native ugliness. Indeed so 

disgusting is their appearance that no one on board could be prevailed on, 

to take them as food.”

The only sea-going lizard in the world, marine iguanas can only be found 

in the Galapagos Islands, Ecuador. Preferring south-facing shallow coast-

lines, they feed strictly on red and green marine algae (seaweed) in the 

cool nutrient-rich Humbolt Current. Before entering the ocean, the cold-

blooded iguanas must warm their body temperatures to 96 degrees and 

will last about a half an hour in the water before lethargically returning 

to the rocky shore to repeat the process. Sunning themselves now, they 

remove excess salt in their diet through salt glands which exit into the na-

val cavity and are expelled from the nostrils with mighty sneezes. Most all 

of the iguanas’ faces are partially covered in salt. In the evening, they pile 

together by the hundreds in basking aggregations to keep warm. Charles 

Darwin Research Station estimates the populations of the iguana through-

out the islands to be in the hundreds of thousands. Their only enemies 

were historically only recently introduced in the way of dogs, cats, and 

rats. Showing no fear of man, there were a few times that I had to make 

sure not to step on one while hiking the trails.

The seven sub-species on the different islands vary in both size and color. 

On Fernanda and Isabella marine iguanas can attain lengths of almost 

one and one half meters while on Genovesa they are much smaller. Colors 

range from grey to black except in males during breeding season when 

brilliant reds, greens and teals are displayed, again differently from island 

to island. The variations in marine igua-

nas and finches inspired Charles Darwin’s 

Theory of Relativity. During a recent 2 year 

El Nino weather event which adversely af-

fected their food supply, the iguanas de-

creased their body size (bone & tissue) by 

twenty percent. An amazingly rapid adap-

tation that not even Darwin could imagine! 

When forage again became abundant they 

returned to their former length and weight.

Despite the marine iguanas’ importance, 

Charles Darwin seemed to be about as im-

pressed with the lizards as Captain James 

Colnett was. Wrote Darwin: “The black 

lava rocks on the beach are frequented by 

large (2-3 ft.) most disgusting clumsy liz-

ards. They are black as the porous rocks over which they crawl and seek 

their prey from the sea. I call them ‘imps of darkness.’ They assuredly well 

become the land they inhabit.” In another quote he stated that the iguanas 

were “a hideous-looking creature of a dirty black colour, stupid and slug-

gish in its movements.”

During my visit I am lucky enough to visit Espanola where the iguanas are 

the most colorful of any in the Galapagos. Although a bit “clumsy” and 

“sluggish” while being recharged by the sun, I don’t find them to be the 

least bit “hideous-looking”, “disgusting”, or “ugly” but rather handsomely 

bedizened and regal.
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