
	 Winter	in	Wisconsin,	and	it’s	seven	degrees	out-

side.		Over	twenty	inches	of	snow	cover	the	ground.		No	doubt	about	

it;	it’s	winter.	The	canoes	and	kayaks	in	the	garage	have	a	thin	layer	

of	dust	on	them.	And	yet,	I’m	thinking	a	lot	about	paddling.	Because	a	

month	from	today	we’ll	be	in	Baja	California.

	 Escaping	the	cold	north	in	January	is	a	welcome	relief,	for	the	

extra	sunlight	as	much	as	the	temperatures,	plus	the	water	that	isn’t	

solid.	It’s	strange	to	think	that	I’ll	be	ice	fishing	on	Thursday	and	pad-

dling	in	70-degree	water	on	Saturday.	Strange,	and	marvelous.



I’m looking forward to this trip for 
many a different reason.  First, it’s 
intergenerational. Nineteen people 
plus guides, ages 5 to 72, the 72 being  
my always-adventurous mother. She 
doesn’t look that old because she  
refuses to act her age.  She is my  
inspiration. I want to grow older with the 
grace of my Mom.

Our trip would be two trips in one.  
We were going to spend half the trip on 
the Gulf of California paddling around 
an island that is a world UNESCO site, 
the other half on the Pacific side in a 
large, shallow bay that is a nursery for 
California Grey Whales.

It was almost midnight when we 
arrived at La Paz, and soon after, two 
vans disgorged their loads of sleepy 
people onto a patio at the entrance to 
a small hotel, where we would stage  
ourselves for the first part of our trip.   

The next morning, after a short and 
restless night, giant piles of luggage 
were loaded into and onto vehicles to 

take us to our launch site of Pichilingua.
 I love people-watching; the way they 
react to what’s going on around them 
and how they anticipate what’s coming 
around the next bend.  In this case, the 
next bend was a couple of skiffs and a 
short ride to our first destination, Caleta 
El Candalero.
 A bucket brigade passed duffels from 
the vans to the skiffs, while the kids 
immediately started looking for what I 
call Nature Bits: rocks, shells, little sticks 
of driftwood – you name it.  
 Soon it was time to launch, and the 

kids scrambled to the front deck of the 
skiff and flattened themselves on their 
bellies, their faces peering over the 
edge. They chattered and giggled and 
took pictures and were rewarded fifteen 
minutes later with a large pod of bottle-
nose dolphins that took up residence off 
the bow waves.  
 Jose-Luis, the skiff’s pilot, slowed to 
the perfect speed to allow the dolphins 
to stay in the pressure wave without any 
effort on their part.  Later we learned 
that Jose-Luis was raised in a fishing vil-
lage on an island north of Espiritu Santo.
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When I asked him when he started  
driving skiffs, he smiled and shrugged.  
Siete.  Seven.  It was later clarified: siete is 
when he first started going out solo. He 
really started driving skiffs at five.

The kids started naming the dolphins.  
Spot.  Blacky.  Nosey.  Three Spots. They 
spotted a baby dolphin, maybe a meter 
long. In one of the memorable sound 
bites of the week, Ede remarked, “Okay, 
I have a new favorite animal.”

The adults sat and grinned, hanging 
over the side, quietly exuberant. Mom 
watched with a smirk on her face, watch-
ing the kids as much as the dolphins.  
I waited half a century to see my first 
dolphins that close. These kids were 
experiencing something very special, 
and they were not taking it for grant-
ed. Even the youngest knew that the 
dolphins wanted to be near us. They 
were curious and playful.
 We arrived at El Candalero fifteen  
minutes later and shuffled through the 
shallow water to the beach. The Baja 
Shuffle wasn’t a dance, but a deliberate 
step to scare away stingrays without  
getting a barb in the ankle.  They’re 
harmless unless you are careless enough 
to step on one. I suppose I’d be upset if 
someone stepped on me.

Isla Espiritu Santo is a nature reserve, 
protected by Mexican law and by those 
who visit there. Nothing leaves the 
island – nothing. Because of this, there 
were endless shells and bits of flotsam to 
discover. As beautiful as it is, the island 
is an inhospitable place, with no water 
other than that which we brought with 
us. True, there are two wells, but they’re 
not potable without water treatment, 
and even then I think I’d be nervous. It’s 
a desert, and receives only sporadic rain, 
less than ten inches a year.
 We went over the rules:  Don’t take 
anything from the islands. Pee in the 
ocean or below the high tide mark.  
Porta-potties for solid waste.  Otherwise, 
have fun.

The guides and cooks went to work 
preparing meals. Adults talked to get 
to know each other a little better, 
kids started beachcombing in earnest.  
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I talked to the kids a little about some 
of the shells and their shapes, caught a 
little pufferfish and got him to inflate.  
One of the kids asked if I was a teacher.  
Nice thing to say. After that when the 
kids forgot my name, I was “that bald 
science guy.”

Walks up the arroyo brought us to a 
new world.  It required scrambling over 
some rocks and some slick spots.  We all 
helped each other up and down gaps, 
the group staying together. Some of 
the older folks needed a little more 
help, and the kids shouted encourage-
ment.  The group was coalescing.

When Carlos announces it’s kayak 
time, there are smiles everywhere.  The 
kayakers in the group jump in the kay-
aks, adjust the footbraces and we’re 
ready to go.  We forgot that there were 
new kayakers here, so just as quickly 
we’re out, helping adjust footbraces 
and seat backs and getting ready to 
carry the big doubles to the water.
   A young man runs over to help.  Four 
years old, Langdon grabs the bow, a 

solemn grown-up responsibility.  We 
let him help, not to humor him but to 
allow him to be part of the group.

For a few of us, kayaking there was
a bit surreal. It was as if someone 
dropped a chunk of southern Utah 
redrock in the middle of an ocean.  The 
turquoise water was a color worthy of 
a Zuni necklace and the red, pink and 
black strata of the rock was intense and
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Soon we see blows and we’re surround-
ed by a small pod of whales who seem 
to want to check out the boat.
 Whales are big. When you’re in a skiff  
26 feet long and there’s plenty of whale 
extending beyond both bow and stern, 
it’s a stunning site that defies description. 
Yes, whales are long, but what is really 
impressive is their girth. They’re huge. 
50,000 pounds and larger. That’s the 
weight of twenty average-sized auto-
mobiles. 
 Still, there are curious or friendly 
whales. While most of the whales 
ignored us, a few approached our boat

curious, a combination unknown to us.  
The forces that formed Baja were not 
gentle, and it shows in its geology.
 That’s how it went for three days.  
Paddle, goof off, snorkel with sea 
lion pups, eat really good food and  
paddle more. The kids forgot about iEv-
erything and enjoyed the world. The 
adults laughed and enjoyed watching 
the kids, sometimes joining in their 
antics.
 It’s a four-hour drive to Bahia 
Magdalena, a nursery where female 
California Grey Whales come to have 
their calves. The higher salinity and shal-
lower water make it an ideal place to 
give birth to babies and shortly thereaf-
ter, try to make more baby whales. 
 The camp is different there. With 
strong winds and sand the consistency 
of baby powder, canvas wall tents are 
already set up.  We meet the new sup-
port crew, go through the same rules, 
but we all have one eye on the bay, hop-
ing to see a spout.
The next day we head out into the bay. 
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often popping up and rolling over to 
see what’s going on. 

One particularly humorous female 
enjoyed rolling over and over, and at 
one point timed her exhalation with her 
blowholes pointing directly at a few pas-
sengers sitting on the edge of the skiff. 
Not many people can claim that they 
were showered with whale snot. Whales 
don’t laugh, but if they did, I imagine a 
chuckle would have been forthcoming.

The last night on Bahia Magdalena 
was magical. We had experienced 
beauty and majesty, wonderful com-
pany and a few birthdays during 
our week together. The kids were 
nowhere to be seen, but we could 
hear them squealing fifty yards away 
as they jumped and rolled down a 
sand dune. By the end of the week, we 
had all forgotten about the Internet. 
The kids were well-coated in the 
powdery sand, oblivious to the night 
chill and cold toes.

It takes a lot of energy to play hard, 
and just listening to them giggle and 
laugh as they launched themselves into 
the air made us adults smile wistfully.  
The personal electronics that kept some 
of them distracted at the airport were 
gone.  They needed nothing but a pile of 
sand and a running start to have fun.  No 
iAnything, just silica and gravity.

As we piled into the vans to drive 
to the airport, we did so with an air of 
resignation.  We had forged friendships 
that will endure. Kids that were shy and 
reserved the week before, hugged our 
legs and smiled.  

The trip was wonderful for the scen-
ery, the wildlife, the food and the friend-
ship. For me, the trip was best summed 
up by Ede, a few moments after a whale 
surfaced, rolled on her side and looked at 
us with a dark, grey eye.

“This is the best day of my life.”

Darren Bush is owner of 
RUTABAGA, (rutabaga.com) the 
largest paddlesport retailer in the 
United States, and  
host of Canoecopia, the world’s 
largest paddlesport expo.
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