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The Argo floats of the month this month are two floats launched from a sailing ship repeating 
Charles Darwin's journey on the Beagle. The journey has been organized by VPRO, one of 
Netherlands' largest TV and radio stations. They chartered the clipper "Stad Amsterdam" to 
sail around the world in one year and each week there are TV, radio and internet broadcasts 
about the journey which focus on observations Darwin had done and asking "What has 
changed since his time?". 

During the voyage of the Beagle, Darwin spent much of his time on land investigating 
geology and making natural history collections. He kept careful notes of his observations and 
thoughts, which were later published in his journal from the voyage. In Patagonia he rode 
with gauchos into the interior to explore geology and collect fossils. He found huge extinct 
mammals right beside fossils of modern seashells. High in the Andes he saw seashells and 
fossil trees that had grown on a sandy beach. On the Galapagos Islands he found birds 
related to those in Chile but differing from island to island. He also heard that slight variations 
in the shape of tortoise shells showed which island they came from. Years later, these and a 
myriad other observations provided evidence for his theory on natural selection, published in 
1859 in his book On the Origin of Species. 

The 19th century voyage of the original Beagle lasted almost five years. The modern Beagle 
project follows Darwin's route in the course of only one year, running from September 2009 
to June 2010. You can see its progress on-line at http://onthefutureofspecies.nl. 

While Darwin did not launch an Argo float, VPRO thought it would be great to do this, so they 
are launching three throughout the year, one in each ocean basin. The first, WMO number 
6900742, was launched in the Atlantic (7.59N, 25.50W) on 24 September 2009 and 
consequently named FitzRoy after the captain of the original Beagle. 

The second float (WMO 6900743) was launched 17 January 2010 in the Pacific near Tahiti 
(13.6S, 142.7W) and named Sequence by a microbiologist on board who is sequencing DNA 
samples from marine organisms. 

Both floats are working well. They have a parking depth of 1 km and take a profile every 10 
days with every 4th profile going down to 2 km. Their results are shown in the figures, for 
FitzRoy in the form of a time/depth section, and for Sequence in the form of profiles. In both 
cases, the most prominent feature is the subsurface salinity maximum which is characteristic 
for tropical waters. It arises when the heavy tropical rains dilute the upper layers of the water 
that is advected into the tropics from the subtropics. The surface water in the subtropics is 
very saline due to the large evaporation in that area. 

The four months of data from FitzRoy show that the tropics are an area where nothing much 
happens in the ocean (well, things would probably change if a tropical cyclone came by ;-) ). 



Even at the surface there are hardly any signs of an annual cycle. The currents are low, too. 
In the four months since its launch, FitzRoy has not travelled more than 100 km, about 800 
m/day. 

 


