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Itinerary 
24

th
 June  Dover 

25
th

 June  At sea (North Sea)  
26

th
 June  Stavanger, Norway 

27
th

 June  At sea (fjords) 

28
th

 June  Brønnøysund, Norway 

29
th

 June  Lofoten Islands, Norway 

30
th

 June  At sea (south of Svalbard) 

1
st
 July   Longyearbyen, Spitsbergen 

2
nd

 July  Ny-Ålesund, Spitsbergen 

3
rd

 July  Magdalena Bay, Spitsbergen 

4
th

 July  At sea (west coast of Spitsbergen) 

5
th

 July  At sea (north of Norway/Tromsø) 

6
th

 July  Tromsø, Norway 

7
th

 July  At sea (Fjords)  

8
th

 July  Molde, Norway 

9
th

  July  Geiranger, Norway 

10
th

  July  Bergen, Norway 

11
th

  July  At sea (North Sea) 

12
th

  July  Dover  

 

Top Targets 

-  Polar Bear 

-  Beluga 

-  Bowhead 

-  Narwhal 

-  Orca 

-  Blue Whale 

-  Walrus 

-  Bearded Seal 

-  Harp Seal 

-  Ringed Seal 

-  Hooded Seal 

-  Arctic Fox 

-  White-beaked Dolphin 

-  Atlantic White-sided Dolphin 

-  Svalbard Caribou 

-  Ivory Gull 

-  Brunnich’s 

Guillemot 

-  Little Auk 

-  King Eider 

-  Grey Phalarope 

-  Long-tailed Skua 

-  Ptarmigan 

-  Any Norway specials 

-  Breeding waders 
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Introduction and itinerary 

On June 24
th
 I joined the SAGA vessel ‘MV Quest for Adventure’ as part of a marine mammal survey team 

from cetacean conservation charity Organisation Cetacea, although our dual-purpose role also saw us acting 

as full-time wildlife guides to the c.350 passengers.  In a fantastic twist of fate, my partner Emma was also 

part of the team, and thanks to some kind persuasion by a friend, we unexpectedly got to share a cabin.  

Normally on these surveys the sleeping arrangements are dictated strictly by gender, but in this instance 

Emma and I were sharing a fantastic double cabin with a view, and our team mates Sue and Chris were given 

cabins of their own, meaning some much-appreciated privacy and essential occasional solitude was enjoyed 

by all of us.  From a selfish perspective, it was also a fantastic surprise to spend this trip ‘properly’ with 

Emma.  Both being on the trip is one thing, but sharing a room is a simple thing that one takes for granted.   

The route we were to take was dictated long before we sailed, and was to take in some beautiful scenery, 

fantastically productive areas for cetaceans, and most exciting in my mind some almost-uncharted territory in 

terms of wildlife; specifically, the stretch of shelf-edge running between the Northern Cape of Norway and 

the southern tip of Spitsbergen.  The route is shown pictorially on the first page of this report.  We left Dover 

on June 24
th
 and crossed the North Sea to Stavanger in southern Norway, where the continental birds were 

expected to begin.  We then travelled north to Brønnøysund, by means of a full day at sea which, sitting 

between the Faroes and Iceland in latitude, marked the beginning of exciting territory in my eyes.  Here is 

where I expected we would start to see some different and interesting animals.  The following day (29
th
) was 

spent around Leknes in the Lofoten Islands.  Key in my mind for this stop was the fact that the Lofoten 

Islands represent some of the best Orca and Sperm Whale watching opportunities in the world.  If we came 

up trumps with both, it would surely make for a trip highlight.   

I predicted that the evening north of the Lofoten Islands is where it would begin to get very exciting, as not 

only were we traversing a practically unknown area in terms of cetaceans, but we were entering very good 

waters for such mouth-watering rarities as the mighty Blue Whale.    

Following our full day at sea south of Svalbard, on the 1
st
 July we awoke at 4am to see the coastal inlet of 

Illsfjord, where we slowly approached the capital of Longyearbyen, the first stop of our 4-ish days in this 

Arctic wonderland.  Here, the list of targets was simply unbelievable; animals like Atlantic Walrus, Polar 

Bear, Arctic Fox, Svalbard Caribou (Reindeer), Harp Seal, Bearded Seal, Ringed Seal, Beluga, King Eider, 

Ivory Gull, Brunnich’s Guillemot and, hopefully, the sight of hundreds of thousands of Little Auks.  Add to 

this the outside prospects of rarities like Narwhal, Bowhead, Blue Whale and Hooded Seal, and you can 

surely understand why, despite the temperature being just below freezing, we were visibly vibrating with 

excitement on deck that morning, and indeed for the next few days, until we reached the ‘safe’ soil of 

mainland Norway. 

We slowly made our way along the west coast of Spitsbergen, visiting the most northerly settlement in the 

world, Ny-Ålesund (2
nd

), and the remote and beautiful Magdalena Fjord (3
rd

).  Looking at tour operators like 

NatureTrek and Rockjumper who visit these islands purely in search of wildlife, their itinerary obviously 

differs from ours.  In fact, they spend very little time on this west coast, preferring to spend time on the pack-

ice edge and around the rest of the archipelago, where Bears are more often encountered.  They also have 

dedicated landings at Walrus haul-out sites to guarantee good encounters with this incredible species.  We 

knew we wouldn’t be taking any wildlife-specific excursions, and as part of a ‘normal’ cruise not going near 

Walrus haul-outs we knew our chances of actually seeing the beast was very slim.  Our chances of 

encountering Polar Bear?  Almost zero.  Obviously, we hoped and prayed, but realistically we were kidding 

ourselves if we thought we’d see either, let alone both.   

After a further day at sea, skirting the edge of the forboding Bear Island, and traversing the edge of the 

legendary Barents Sea, we made landfall in Tromsø, Norway.  Back to the mainland, our hopes switched to 

Owls and Woodpeckers, but with limited shore-time, we took strolls at each port to see what, if anything, we 
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could find.  Molde and Geirangerfjord presented the final opportunities for good birding, whilst Bergen was 

interesting from a cultural perspective.  I was keen to see if any whale meat would be on sale at the fish 

market there.  

Finally, almost three weeks later, we returned to the port of Dover on July 12
th
, after an epic and ultimately 

satisfying journey almost as far north as one can go.   

Logistics, costs and conditions 

Because this was part of an opportunistic marine mammal survey, and our team provided a ‘wildlife guide’ 

service and experience to the paying passengers, SAGA kindly donated our cabins and board to the charity.  

This allowed us to undertake a much-needed survey on a route not previously, and not easily covered.  As 

such, the cost to me personally was minimal and I spent extremely little: in total just £35 in 3 weeks.  As far 

as costs as a passenger are concerned, I believe cabins begin at around £3,000 per person, all inclusive.  

Personally, if I were looking at doing Svalbard on a wildlife trip, I would spend the (little) extra and go with 

a wildlife-specific tour company.  This gives much better opportunities for viewing the wildlife up close and 

personal.   

Obviously, this was a ‘normal’ cruise, and as such it wasn’t ideal for 

wildlife – on paper at least.  We couldn’t investigate small fjords for 

Beluga, and because of time constraints we didn’t reach the pack ice.  

However, the Captain and his team were extremely accommodating 

and friendly, allowing us bridge-use whenever we wanted/needed it, 

and would occasionally divert to give a better chance of cetacean 

encounters, or slow down when good animals were found to allow the 

passengers the opportunity to view them.  Of course, this was a SAGA 

cruise, with an average age of 73, and getting from the dining room or 

bar to the deck is a challenge for some, but through our guidance and 

the captain’s course and speed changes, everybody on board who 

wanted to see a whale saw nothing less than the mightiest of the 

mighty: the Blue Whale.   

Viewing conditions from the ‘Quest for Adventure’ are fantastic.  There is a non-slip deck above the Bridge 

allowing excellent coverage, with a horizon distance of c.10 miles.  The advantages and drawbacks of a 

larger ship are clear.  The dedicated wildlife companies offer small vessels with the opportunity to be close 

to level with most wildlife; the large ship is, on the other hand, helpful in finding cetaceans over a larger 

area.  We also travelled further offshore west of Spitsbergen, over the shelf edge, which is where we found a 

cetacean frenzy.  Perhaps this was a ‘fluke’ encounter (excuse the pun), or perhaps this feeding area isn’t 

encountered on other trips because it’s a bit further off shore than is viewable from a smaller boat - 

speculation, but interesting all the same. Further, the route covered allowed us to encounter the gathering of 

large male Sperm Whales that congregate in feeding grounds north of the Lofoten Islands at this time of year 

- a true spectacle.  I’ve seen large groups of Sperm Whale before, but rarely, and never with animals that 

were all at the largest end of their size scale.   

We were extremely fortunate with regards to weather.  Aside from some morning fog in Spitsbergen and 

Bear Island, and one quite rough day along the coast of Norway, we had nothing but blue skies and flat seas 

for the entire cruise.  A cetacean watchers dream! 

 

The crew's instructions were clear... 
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Summary and Highlights 
The silently beautiful landscapes of the Arctic were, for a very long time, a destination I had dreamt of.  The 

appeal of some of the most enigmatic species on Earth is enough to whet anyone’s appetite, but the other-

worldly landscapes are completely unlike anything I had visited previously, and I found myself on many 

occasions south of Svalbard saying “if we don’t see any of the targets, I think I’ll be happy with just the 

scenery”.  This cruise took in some of the most spectacular landscapes I have ever had the fortune to witness.  

From the serenely beautiful, waterfall-adorned Geirangerfjord, to the jagged fairytale mountains of the 

Lofoten Islands, the lead-up to Svalbard had already impressed.  The calm, deep blue of the Barents Sea, 

complete with incredible pink and yellow sunset was fitting, whilst the enormous glaciers of Spitsbergen 

were like nothing I could ever have dreamt of.  The sight of my first Iceberg was in the top couple of 

highlights, and a truly exciting moment that I will forever remember.  

In terms of wildlife, we did nothing short of the incredible.  Of my pre-trip targets, we scored all but two (the 

pesky Arctic Fox, and elusive Svalbard Ptarmigan).  Of course, realistically, we were never going to see 

Narwhal or Bowhead.  In terms of numbers: 

- Cetaceans: 473 individuals, of 13 species, including 3 ‘lifers’ 

- Pinnipeds: 50 individuals, of 7 species, including 5 ‘lifers’ 

- Polar Bear: 1 sighting, of 1 individual.  Obviously, a ‘lifer’ 

- Terrestrial mammal: 4 species, including 3 ‘lifers’ 

- Bird: 105 species, including 3 ‘lifers’ 

 

Group Species 

number 

New? Interesting species recorded 

Mammal 12 9 European Elk 

(Moose) 

Roe Deer 

Caribou 

Svalbard Caribou 

Polar Bear 

Harbour Seal 

Grey Seal 

Ringed Seal 

Harp Seal 

Bearded Seal 

Hooded Seal 

Walrus 

Cetacean 13 3 Blue Whale 

Fin Whale 

Sei Whale 

Humpback Whale 

Minke Whale 

Sperm Whale 

Beluga 

Northern Bottlenose Whale 

Orca 

Long-finned Pilot Whale 

White-beaked Dolphin 

Atlantic White-sided Dolphin 

Harbour Porpoise 

Bird c.105 3 Brunnich’s 

Guillemot 

Little Auk 

Long-tailed Skua 

Grey Phalarope 

King Eider 

(Boreal) Eider 

White-tailed Eagle 

Willow Grouse 

Glaucous Gull 

Ivory Gull 

Great Grey Shrike 

Arctic Redpoll 

Brambling 

Fieldfare 

Redwing 

 

 

 

 



 

6 
 

Daily diary 

24
th

 June - Day 1:  Leaving Dover and into the North Sea 

The day had finally arrived, spirits were high, and the excitement was obvious.  Leaving Birmingham at a 

reasonable time we made our way to Dover to join the MV ‘Quest for Adventure’, owned and operated by 

SAGA cruises, where we were to form part of a marine mammal survey team for the epic journey north, to 

the Norwegian archipelago of Svalbard.  Wildlife was thin on the drive, with just Red Kite to speak of, 

though a Peregrine over Dover castle was good as we left dock in the evening.  After settling into our 

beautifully comfortable cabin and meeting the other lecturers, guides and assorted folk, we had a warm up 

survey of the Channel and the entrance to the North Sea.  The first Harbour Porpoises got the trip off to a 

good start, but bed was calling, preparing for an early morning.   

25
th

 June - Day 2:  The North Sea duldrums 

Awaking early-ish at 5:30a.m., we rose to the deck in hope of a good start to the cruise.  Typical of the North 

Sea, we were to be bored senseless and quite disappointed by the end of the day.  Bird highlights were 

singles of Guillemot and Razorbill, with lots of Gannets, a handful of Kittiwakes and a few Fulmar.  

Emma had a single Harbour Porpoise late in the day as weather deteriorated.  I caught the back end of the 

splash, but wasn’t too disappointed at missing this pig of the sea. 

26
th

 June - Day 3:  Stavanger.  Welcome to Norway. 

Arriving in the fjord of Stavanger early morning, we awoke to my first view of Norway, looking like the 

west coast of Scotland.  Rising for breakfast, a female Peregrine drifted over the back deck.  Splitting for the 

day, Emma went on an organised excursion to Pulpitt Rock as a tour escort, leaving me to my own devices, 

so I opted for a walk up to Mostvanet lake above the town of Stavanger, where a Pied-billed Grebe had been 

lurking recently.  Stavanger seemed an 

exceptionally clean, efficient and friendly town, 

with cars coming to a screaming halt from a 

distance if you even so much glance at a zebra 

crossing.  Having only recently returned from living 

in Cape Town, this was quite bizarre and a welcome 

change!  The hike up to the lake drew a couple of 

BLACK REDSTARTS calling from roofs near the 

cemetery, and a female Ring Ouzel grovelling 

around in the cemetery leaflitter.  Continental Great 

Tits and Blue Tits abounded in the cemetery, whilst 

the first Hooded Crows were seen.  Mostvanet 

itself had a handful of TREE SPARROWS, a 

single Spotted Flycatcher, 4 male Goldeneye, 

Arctic Terns, Hooded Crows, breeding FIELDFARE, Chiffchaff, White Wagtails, Oystercatcher, Tufted 

Duck, Swallow, Swift, Great-crested Grebe and the usual Blackbirds, Chaffinch and average garden birds.  

Nevertheless, a nice walk and some good birds to get the trip list going, with the addition of a creepy, bizarre 

‘baby memorial’ type affair where hundreds of dummies had been placed on a tree.  The walk back to the 

ship featured some excellent pieces of Norwegian graffiti and a stop to look at the incredibly abundant Lions 

Mane Jellyfish in the harbour, where Arctic Terns were feeding and surveying within arms reach.  A quick 

detour to the fountain lake in the town gave up some intermedius Lesser Black-backed Gulls in addition to 

two apparently typical BALTIC GULL, though I hesitate to imagine they’re anything but hybrid 

intergrades. 
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The peak of excitement came that evening on the journey out of the fjord in increasingly turbulent seas.  

Exiting the fjord mouth, the birds had taken to the air, with Fulmars drifting and gliding across the waves.  In 

the distance, perhaps 1,000m range, I picked up a fast moving Pteredroma petrel.  a cigar-bodied, long-

winged, bent-carpal bird with dark grey upperwing, darkish underwing, clean white tail and uppertail, 

appearing heavy-headed and large-billed.  I managed to get Emma onto the bird in question, but the others 

failed.  Certainly a Fea’s-type Petrel, and given the dark-ish underwing and heavy-headed appearance I 

would guess a Fea’s/Desertas rather than Zino’s.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

8 
 

27
th

 June - Day 4:  ‘At sea’ in the southern Fjords 

This day, traversing the coast of Norway c.8 miles off shore saw rough weather for most of the day.  The day 

began at 5am with a force 8 pushing force 9, with a sea state of 7.  Survey was swiftly abandoned in favour 

of a couple of hours of kip until 7am.  We grabbed a quick hot bacon bap and began our ‘incidental’ watch 

from the back of the ship, where we were at least sheltered from the gusting winds.  Here we racked up our 

first Bonxies and Puffins of the trip, peaking at c.5 or so and continuing throughout the day to c.20 

respectively.  The outer decks of the ship were closed until around lunch time, at which point we went up to 

the ‘sun deck’ above the bridge to survey until retiring, wind-battered, for dinner at 7.  Following dinner, we 

continued our watch, when I quickly picked up a dark shape under the water.  Through bins its wavy 

movement reminded me of Cape Fur Seal, when I realised its ‘flipper’ was a dorsal fin, it turned and had a 

large white mouth with black stripes – BASKING SHARK.  A good encounter, especially this far north 

(now nearing Brønnøysund) and a new animal for Emma, remarkably.  Later on, having taken over watch 

from Chris moments before, whilst scanning about 1km distance a large black cetacean heavy-porpoised 

through the swell – first thoughts were of female Orca, but it swiftly showed itself to be a large female 

LONG-FINNED PILOT WHALE with a small calf, the first ‘real’ cetacean of the trip.  A handful of 

Arctic Terns and a good apple and blackberry crumble finished the day.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

28
th

 June - Day 5:  A very northern birthday in Brønnøysund. 

Being my birthday, I opted to start the day with a nice breakfast with 

Emma and Sue, choosing the Blueberry pancakes and streaky bacon 

with maple syrup that had escaped my gaze in previous days.  A quick 

pre-trip Google Earth scan saw a fairly ‘normal’ coast at Brønnøysund, 

so I opted to escape the port and escort a group of passengers to the 

Vega Archipelago to visit an Eider farm, together with Emma.  The 

coach and ferry journeys were productive, with a single GREAT 

GREY SHRIKE making a brief appearance on a roadside wire, 

WHITE TAILED EAGLE drifting over the coach, and most notably 

two EUROPEAN ELK (Moose) in roadside meadows and fields.  

Roe Deer, Common Scoter, Raven, Common Eider, Long-tailed 

Duck, Black Guillemot, Grey Seal, TWITE, Harbour Porpoise, and 

a brief probable WILLOW GROUSE made up my other interesting 

finds.  Emma fared similarly, but lacked Twite and added Black-

throated Diver and a scorching SIBERIAN JAY!  Safe to say, this briefly cast a depression on my birthday, 

but I shook it off and soldiered on.  Following an interesting look at the Eider farm in the pouring rain, where 

there were no Otters despite perfect habitat, we visited a look-out point where we could see the Torghatten 

mountain, complete with its hole in the middle, supposedly where a Troll’s hat was shot with an arrow...  

Here, a couple of Tree Pipit displayed.  The journey out of Brønnøysund produced more White-tailed 

Eagles and a Harbour Porpoise, and we spent the evening on the bridge in poor weather before going for 

Long-finned Pilot Whale off the Norwegian coast 
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dinner.  I gorged on a half-&-half curry (Chicken Tikka Masala and Lamb Rogan Josh), complete with 

trimmings, together with a rather camp and fruity Mai-tai.  Emma opted for the Cajun Red Snapper, which 

looked, and smelt great.  Despite its drawbacks as an itinerary, wildlife-wise, the food was a huge highlight 

of this trip, especially the ice cream machine!  Drifting along the coast, wildlife was non-existent, but a 

single conical mountain, complete with swirled cloud around the peak was stunning.  It was, of course, gone 

by the time I fetched my smaller lens. 

29
th

 June - Day 6:  Leknes, the Lofoten Islands, and crossing the Arctic Circle. 

Waking early at 4:30am, we were met with a beautiful sea state 1, especially welcome after the chop of the 

days before.  There was but a slight ripple and swell - perfect.  The early haul (5 – 6:30) brought some 

distant Great Northern Divers, 3 Arctic Skuas, 1 juv. and 2 perfect adult Long-tailed Skuas amidst 

incredible scenery.  Lofoten truly has some magic, fairytale-looking jagged peaks, complete with snowy 

crags that really played wonders with the imagination.  Amongst the calm, all changed and hell broke loose 

at 6:40am, nearing the mouth of Leknes fjord, as 5 Orca were picked up ahead of the ship, complete with 

young bull and a tiny calf.  Surfacing repeatedly for about 10 minutes until we finally lost them off the Port 

side, they gave all who had braved the early shift well-deserved views.  Supposedly one of the Orca capitals 

of the world, it was perhaps no surprise that we scored here, but would Lofoten’s other mammal attraction – 

the Sperm Whale - perform later?  White-tailed Eagle, Harbour Porpoise and Raven were added to the tally 

as we neared our berth just outside Leknes, where we opted for a stroll up the main road and down the land-

bridge.  A dried Angler Fish was interesting as soon as we left the ship, but the real attraction was a 

WILLOW GROUSE family, complete with chicks that I spotted peering over a ridge.  A small mammal 

darting out at our feet remained unidentified, whilst a Short-eared Owl gave good views quartering a field 

and on its nest just off of the main road.  Waders abounded, with Curlew, Redshank and Ringed Plover 

being numerous, while we also added Fieldfare, Common Gull, and Oystercatcher.  Lesser Redpoll and 

Northern Wheatear were evidence of our increasing latitude, whilst Barn Swallows fed over the fields and 

an unexpected juvenile Marsh Harrier was mobbed by Common Gulls.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Our evening steam out of the Lofotens produced dozens of adult LONG-TAILED SKUA, which truly got 

the heart racing.  These streamer-tailed beauties are always magnificent, but to have them going past at arms 

reach in big numbers is just incredible, a real trip-highlight.  The first 2 MINKE WHALE of the trip and 

some Harbour Porpoise were good for the assembled crowds, together with plenty of fish boils and Puffin.  

Making a prediction, based on bathymetry and experience, I nailed our first SPERM WHALE of the trip 

down to within 5 minutes and was subsequently blown away when a huge male breached almost clear of the 

water ahead of the ship.  Assembling all on deck and ensuring they were watching the right area, we were 

then treated to several repeats of this rarely-seen behaviour, especially so from an adult male at the upper end 

of the size spectrum!  We had a total of 8 Sperm Whale on this evening, a fantastic start to what marked the 

most exciting leg of the voyage. 

Orca off of the Lofoten Islands 
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30
th

 June - Day 7:  At sea in the Arctic, north to Svalbard. 

Rising as early as the exhaustion would allow, Emma and I 

arrived on-deck in seriously thick fog at 5a.m.  The others 

opted for a small lay-in and then sat at the rear of the ship to 

enjoy breakfast in less-than-less-than-ideal conditions.  

Straining to make out fulmars and auks in the fog, I was 

caught totally off guard with Emma’s scream of Orca from 

the Starboard side.  Dashing across the deck, I arrived just in 

time to see this colossal bull feeding just below the surface, 

its enormous 6 foot dorsal fin visible the entire time, swaying 

from side to side in the wind.  Definitely the biggest brute of 
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an Orca I have ever seen, luckily the whole team got to enjoy it well into the now-clearing fog.   

The clearing-fog was, of course, a tease as it soon descended once again.  Bright skies could be seen up 

above, and my hopes for an exciting day over the shelf edge were waning.  I just couldn’t believe we were 

over absolutely prime habitat, and couldn’t see a thing.  Retiring for a hearty Roast Beef lunch when 

visibility reached (what looked like) 10 metres or less, we emerged back onto the sun deck as soon as 

visibility allowed.  Luckily, as the afternoon wore on, the weather got better.  At first, the fog disappeared in 

channels, as we moved between areas of no-visibility and perfect visibility, despite which we saw zero 

animals.  All of a sudden though, we seemed to leave the fog completely and emerged into bright sunshine, 

warm calm air and perfect visibility, and 

sure enough, almost immediately we 

started to encounter the first distant FIN 

WHALE of the trip, together with a 

handful of Sperm Whale and a single 

close porpoising NORTHERN 

BOTTLENOSE WHALE.  This was new 

for Sue, and it had been a while since I’d 

seen one so it was a much welcomed 

addition to the day’s tally after a difficult 

start.  Of course, not to be outdone, the first spiralling, back-flipping, somersaulting WHITE-BEAKED 

DOLPHINS of the day made an appearance.  These dolphins were omnipresent, and continued to be with us 

throughout the evening and late into the night, totalling several hundred.  This was my first new cetacean of 

the trip, and a long-overdue one at that, so I was very very pleased to get to grips with them, especially as I 

had imagined, and been told, we’d encounter them much sooner than this.  They also showed an amazing 

relationship to Kittiwakes, being present below groups of Kittiwakes 100% of the time.  At one point we also 

gained a flock of 100+ Kittiwakes that would periodically leave the ship, and as soon as they reached their 

destination, we could rely on them to reveal the presence of unobtrusive dolphins.   

Now that the day was well under way, it was about time for a new bird.  Having just missed the first female 

GREY PHALAROPE in full breeding plumage, I was eager to find another or at least pick something else 

up.   Fortunately, I was then given my wish, right in my face.  A cracking BRUNNICH’S GUILLEMOT 

approached the ship at head height, circled the mast and flew toward the stern, giving fantastic views among 

thumbs up and smiles.  Probably the only new bird for me that was almost guaranteed, I was exceptionally 

pleased to have it in the bag already. 

The Fin Whales and Sperm Whales 

would appear every half an hour or so, 

keeping us occupied and keeping morale 

high, which eventually led to an “odd” 

low, bushy blow being found off the 

starboard side.  Initial identification 

bounced between Sperm and Fin, based on 

its blow, but we watched intently as I suspected something more interesting.  Sure enough, given enough 

time, and approaching a little closer, we were eventually watching three obvious HUMPBACK WHALES.  

I wasn’t sure if we’d pick these up at all on this trip, but this was a good start, and one we were very pleased 

with.  Having spent the past 2 years living in the Western Cape of South Africa, I am more than familiar with 

Humpbacks, having seen them almost daily, so it was a nice homely-encounter.  Of course, the calm this 

brought on was soon broken when I picked up on three medium-sized rorquals powerfully surfacing, rostrum 

first at a fair distance.  Having seen a fair few of the beasts before, I was convinced that the mushroom-

shaped blow and submarine-esque surfacing we were seeing was enough to call them as probable SEI 
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WHALES but they were just too distant for a proper ID.  That is, until they got closer, when the huge 

scythe-shaped dorsals, surfacing behaviour, and dark right jaw were visible, clinching the ID - a good score 

for the survey, and for everyone on board.  Sei is a scarce beast, and though I’ve been fortunate enough to 

see a fair few in my time, they’re always worth celebrating. 

While we were racking up good cetaceans, and hundreds of 

dolphins, the Long-tailed Skuas continued to stream past, the 

odd Brunnich’s Guillemot would power by, and the Fulmars 

slowly became darker, until we encountered our first couple 

of mid-phase BLUE FULMARS.  This was almost instantly 

joined by a blow, which I duly called with the ID of another 

Humpback Whale.  Somehow, some way, and quite 

unbelievably, this single Humpback then transformed over 

the next couple of hours, into a grand total of more than 

thirty-five (yes, 35) Humpback Whales, together with a good number of Fin Whales and another probable 

Northern Bottlenose Whale.  We stayed up until nearly 11pm, in midnight sun watching the Humpbacks 

feed, blow, fluke and breach, as far as the eye could see.  At one point, stretched across our view, we could 

see at least 15 individuals.  What an experience anywhere in the world, but in European waters? I was 

suitably impressed.  A single Pomarine Skua paled in comparison, obviously.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1
st
 July - Day 8:  Longyearbyen, welcome to the land of the Polar Bear. 

Surfacing at 5am onto deck after a well-

earned, and much needed rest, we were 

met by the inky, black, mirror calm 

ocean of the high Arctic.  We were here.  

And it was all about to begin.   

The frigid landscape of Svalbard 

stretched out ahead of us, the peaks 

soaring and ice-clad, snow reaching 

down to derelict buildings, and the fog-

filled valleys slowly morphing into 

colossal glaciers as we neared.  I simply 

couldn’t believe that what I assumed was distant fog, was in fact walls of ice.  I expected the glaciers to be 

interesting, but these were so so much taller and more extensive than I had ever imagined; a highlight of the 

Humpback Whale feeding frenzy 
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trip in itself.  Immediately upon rising, hundreds of auks 

surrounded the ship; LITTLE AUKS joined the now familiar 

Brunnich’s Guillemots, whilst ‘real’ Blue Fulmars would 

cruise past every few seconds, seeming much less timid than 

their lower-latitude white cousins.  The first GLAUCOUS 

GULL of the trip made itself known, the first of many, as we 

approached Longyearbyen.  We had well and truly entered the 

realm of the Polar Bear.   

Leaving the ship as we docked in Longyearbyen, not without 

filling up on bacon of course, Emma, Sue and I took a swift walk 

through the town, following the shore picking up ARCTIC 

BLACK GUILLEMOT, borealis Common Eider and lots of 

singing SNOW BUNTING.  Approaching the Nissan dealership 

on the east side of town, we were instantly mobbed by the 

roadside-nesting Arctic Terns, which took an instant and 

vigorous dislike to the bobble on my hat.  One even got my ear – 

good job it wasn’t a skua or I’d be earless right now!  From here, 

we descended a little and walked along the road to the delta edge, 

picking up the first Arctic Skua on their nests in the middle of 

fields; Barnacle Geese, Purple Sandpiper, Dunlin and a few more Glaucous Gulls became familiar and 

were to stay with us throughout Spitsbergen.  Emma, with her eagle eyes, spotted a RED PHALAROPE fly 

from a nearby pool to a further pool, as I was preoccupied with photographing the Eider in the impressive 

colony, nestled between Husky cages.  I used to be 

adamant that these are Grey, not Red Phalaropes, but 

seeing them in this state of dress, one can’t help but give 

in and call them Red.  Absolutely stunning beasts.  There 

were no Ivory Gulls to speak of in this supposed hot-

spot, sadly, but the intimate views and photo 

opportunities made up for that.  After the obligatory 

photos with the polar bear danger sign we followed our 

footsteps back to the town, which was now burning itself 

into my mind as a dank, dark, depressing mining town, 

where we walked up the hill and searched for a 

Ptarmigan seen by one of ‘our’ passengers.  Sadly this was fruitless, and despite an extensive walk around 

the town, we failed to find any Ptarmigan or Arctic Fox.  Disappointing, as I’d been told both were easy 

within the town limits.  Exhausted, and having birded the town with most targets under the belt, we agreed 

an Arctic Ice Cream was in order at the stern of the ship, as we set up shop and searched for Beluga in the 

fjord.  The big white slugs were a no-show, but a cracking adult Long-tailed Skua, and numerous Glaucous 

Gulls coming to the rear of the ship for photos 

was good fun.  The first SVALBARD 

CARIBOU of the trip were also enjoyed as 

they scrambled up the mountainsides.  

Onwards into the evening, the bad weather 

descended as an Arctic squall engulfed us, 

taking with it our hopes for a productive 

evening.  We made a detour into Barentsberg, 

the Russian outpost where miners have been 

taken to work, only to be told they will be paid 

upon completion of their 3 year contract, 
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leaving their families desperate and broken.  I’m not quite sure why we made this detour, as it was without a 

doubt the most depressing place I have ever seen, and unless you take great interest in our comrades like I 

do, I can’t imagine it would be remotely interesting.  Luckily, our Russian pilot gave a great unintentionally-

comedic narrative, complete with blatant propaganda rubbish that I’m still not sure whether he believed or 

not.  Very interesting.  No Beluga, nor pinnipeds, though others had an unidentified seal that we for some 

reason weren’t alerted to.   
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Whaling vessel, not the last we’d see of this one... 

Emma's thoughts on Barentsberg Ice Cream in the Arctic, got to be done 
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2
nd

 July - Day 9:  Ny-Ålesund 

This morning we awoke to some of the thickest fog I’ve ever 

seen – again.  Visibility eventually lifted to c.200 metres at a 

maximum, and revealed rafts of auks totalling thousands of 

both Brunnich’s and Little Auks, together with lots of Blue 

Fulmar that seemed to be bathing in the fresh glacier run-off, 

and the odd Kittiwake.  We also picked up some unexpected 

Puffins.  Then, a cry from Starboard Sue as a large shape 

loomed into view – not the large cetacean she had hoped for, 

but a fog cloaked ICEBERG!  These lumps and chunks of 

ice were surprisingly incredible, increasing in size as we 

approached (unbeknownst to us) the glaciers, eventually 

becoming covered in Kittiwakes and the odd young 

Glaucous Gull.  The sight of these pure blue ice chunks was 

a real highlight of the trip, and something I didn’t realise 

would be as great as it was.  Arriving in Ny-Ålesund to dense 

fog, we made the wise choice to stay aboard until visibility 

cleared a little.  Scanning from the deck produced Long-

tailed Duck, Black Guillemot and distant shapes on the 

small lake.  Leaving the ship, we were still the first 

passengers off, and were well aware of the Polar Bear threat.  We were told one had strolled through town 

just two days previously, and we speculated that if one loomed in the fog right now, we would be gone 

before we even knew it.  So, we put our faith in our cheery Finnish guard and made our way between 

buildings, looking for any sign of the resident Arctic Fox.  With just Snow Buntings, Barnacle Geese and 

Arctic Terns to show for our efforts, we 

made a quick jaunt out to the blimp-stand 

where some banana-ing Harbour Seals 

littered a sand bank, and then chatted with the 

guards at the Seal-drying station.  The 

impressive front paws of the strung up 

Bearded Seals, complete with entirely intact 

pup, did nothing to subdue our appetite, and 

so we made our way back to the ship for 

breakfast, but not before sending the 

obligatory postcards from the northern-most 

post office in the world.  Back at the ship, a 

beautiful light-morph Arctic Skua drifted 

around the fjord, a couple of Red-throated Divers flew awkwardly to the lake, and a bacon and sausage bap 

was sunk with enthusiasm.  After chatting to some of ‘our’ passengers and a fog-time shower, we made our 

way back to shore.  Scanning the lake edges we soon found 2 female and a male Grey Phalarope, together 

with the omnipresent Purple Sandpiper, Ringed Plover and Barnacle Geese.  The divers soon joined the 

assembled party, when a calling fly-through wader caught our attention.  Looking up, the small calidris 

sandpiper bombed through with a gleaming white rump, almost certainly a WHITE-RUMPED 

SANDPIPER that soon joined the breeding waders on the tundra, just out of sight and out of bounds.  

Despite the resident guard stringing the Harbour Seals as Ringed, and insisting Harbour doesn’t occur in 

Spitsbergen, we found nothing new on the mammal front, bar an obliging Caribou or two.  No Fox to speak 

of and it was beginning to hurt.  Returning to the ship slowly, Emma bought a souvenir mug at the gift shop 

while I investigated the location of Walrus haul outs.  I discovered there was one just south of Magdalena 

Bay, our destination for tomorrow, and we agreed that the following morning was to be our final chance of 
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this mammoth beast.  Stopping for photos of 

what I presume is the world’s most northerly 

railway and train, now derelict, I attracted 

quite the crowd.  I’m not sure anyone had 

seen a man lay on the floor to take a photo 

before...  Of course this was disturbed by a 

pure white bird flying parallel to the 

shoreline, which was called as an adult 

IVORY GULL as soon as I got my bins on 

it.  Having seen plenty before, we first opted 

to check out a seal in the harbour before 

quickly turning our attention to the gull, 

which gave great views fluttering angelically along the shore and feeding in front of the assembled crowd.  

Even the non-birders enjoyed this Angel of the Arctic, a highlight of any trip to this region.  We made a dash 

for Sue’s room, where she had retired for a rest, and a swift thump on the door woke her enough to get the 

Gull in the bag.  With our job done, we first got into bed to get Ivory Gull on the ‘seen from bed list’, and 

bagged our place at the deck edge, ready for departure.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The sky had now cleared, and our small world in the fog had turned into a small research station surrounded 

by towering mountains, a vast fjord littered with shrapnel icebergs, and colossal glaciers.  The captain 

skillfully maneuvered the ship around the fjord for views of the glaciers, as we frantically scanned dark 

patches on ice floes for pinnipeds.  Eventually, after several false calls, I lucked out and picked up on an 

obviously-large pinniped in the distance.  We waited with baited breath until we were within reasonable 

distance, and then made it known to the assembled passengers.  With great excitement, we approached the 

ice it was sat upon, back to us, and let out a “wheyyy!” as it turned its head, revealing beautiful clumps of 

whiskers, giving us a bow before slipping effortlessly into the inky fjord.  BEARDED SEAL, in the bag. 

Moving slowly out of the fjord, the crowd thinned to the wildlife hardcore.  A distant Minke Whale caused 

distress for those unable to get on it, despite reassurances that there would be more, and a distant Bearded 

Seal in the water was good for the experience bank.  Soon, Emma made the call of RINGED SEAL on the 

Port side, and rushing over deckchairs (yes, in the Arctic, go figure...) I caught this fat slug roll over before 

disappearing for good.  Now on break, I drifted over to Starboard side to chat to Sue, and as I approached she 

called “SEAL!”.  I upped my step and caught this beast just twice before it disappeared.  The first view was 
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Grey Seal-esque, complete with 

whopping great nose, so I fired off a 

few shots on its second surface, 

realising we were watching a big 

male HOODED SEAL approaching 

the ship!   We were now just 2 

pinnipeds off of cleaning up, with the 

rarest of them in the bag.  I couldn’t 

believe our luck, though Emma and 

Chris had missed the Hoodie, so it 

was a little bittersweet.  Luckily, 

Emma soon fought back (literally 

seconds later), with a stunning tight-knit group of HARP SEALS, swimming with their characteristic style – 

on their backs, and ‘bottling’ up and down.  Seriously, it can’t get better than this, surely?!   

A lull had descended for a while as we left the fjord 

mouth, another group of Harp Seals was good 

compensation for what was becoming a bitter, wet 

evening as the mist-turned-rain began.  The sea, 

however was absolutely mill-pond calm.  Chris 

decided it was time for dinner, and left.  “Big 

mistake” I thought to myself, but before long Emma 

and Sue broached the idea of going for dinner.  I 

made my feelings known and explained I wasn’t leaving deck in such perfect sea state, so they went without 

me.  It only took 2 or 3 minutes of thinking how ridiculous their decision to leave was, before they came 

back smiling, having realised exactly what they were doing, and where we were.  We were soon rewarded by 

two extremely showy Minke Whales, when Emma called “BLOW AHEAD”.  I turned on my heels to see a 

column of spray rising ahead of the ship, followed by a light-blue back rolling seemingly forever, with a tiny 

dorsal fin... “IT’S A BLUE!” I shouted.  And then... nothing.  For what felt like forever, there was nothing.  

Where had they gone?  Seriously, how did a Blue Whale just disappear?!  I hadn’t even got my bins on the 

thing!  Surely this isn’t it?  Time passed, and though it may only have been 10 minutes, it felt like we’d lost 

the grand prize.  And then “Booooooooooom”, the familiar sound of a whale breathing in, turning my head 

and BAM!  There, less than 200 metres from us, not one but TWO COLOSSAL adult BLUE WHALES.  We 

had unbelievable views for the next 20 minutes, with Emma finally breaking and making the dash to try and 

find Chris.  Luckily he was in the rear restaurant, oblivious to the excitement ahead.  We had scored, and we 

had scored big.   

 

Hooded Seal 
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This marked the culmination of a lot of stress, strife and heartbreak for me.  I’ve seen 2 Blue Whales before, 

both of which have been the poorest views imaginable, one in extremely rough sea, the other obscured by the 

blows and commotion of 30 mere, lowly, lesser, Fin Whales (I jest, they’re fantastic).  But here, in front of 

me, was a pair of Blue Whales, finally satisfactorily in the bag once and for all.  To be honest, that could 

have been it, and I would have been happy.  The following handful of Fin Whales before bed felt like seeing 

porpoises on a cetacean-heavy day – that is to say, insignificant.  I went to bed happy.  Very happy.   

 

 

 

 

[Of note: on this evening we also encountered an ‘interesting’ petrel.  Scanning through the tens of Blue 

Fulmars, gliding over hundreds, if not thousands, of auks, I picked up on one distant Fulmar that appeared 

unlike any I have previously seen.  Initially looking more like a White-chinned Petrel than a Fulmar, it 

appeared mostly very-dark brown, almost black, with some small tatty lighter flashes in the upperwing and a 

dark tail.  I was soon distracted by a cetacean sighting (we were working, after all), but this still plays on my 

mind.  Could it have been rodgersii a.k.a. Pacific Fulmar?]  
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3
rd

 July - Day 10:  Magdelena Bay, the most northern point of the journey 

Waking on an absolute high, early morning approaching Magdalena Bay saw thousands of auks (Little and 

Brunnich’s) in a seabird carpet, with headache-inducing ice mirages on the horizon.  The mirages caused by 

the ice here are just mind bending, causing all sorts of problems with distant objects.  Just as we reached the 

outside of Magdalenafjord, Emma picked up on 2 big animals in the sea.  Watching them swim, we saw a 

head turn, raise and I finally, after days of anticipation, got to scream “WALRUS!!!”.  Absolutely incredible.  

Here, in front of us, swimming parallel with the ship, albeit in the opposite direction, were two ATLANTIC 

WALRUS, looking right at us.  The most surprising thing, perhaps, was that the blow these animals give 

from their snorts is actually more obvious than 

that of a Minke Whale!  I could NOT believe our 

luck.  Here we were, with ALL of the possible 

pinnipeds in the bag, including Hooded and 

Walrus.  Not only that, but we had Blue Whale in 

the bag with incredible views.  The desperation to 

find a Bear had now lessened.  It was still vivid 

and insatiable, but it was less pressing.  We had 

come on an opportunistic ‘normal’, non wildlife 

focussed cruise to Svalbard, and we had seen it all.  

Except, for the bear...   

 

 

More Harp Seals were in the fjord itself, bottling and swimming around resembling the Fur Seals I’d come 

to love in South Africa – much to the relief of Sue, who had missed the Harps of the previous evening.  But, 

the highlight before tendering to the shore, was a self-found fly-by group of 4 drake and 2 female KING 

EIDER.  I knew that this would be my last chance to find a nice drake King Eider, having been disappointed 

by the lack so far in Longyearbyen and Ny-Ålesund, so the relief I felt when they came buzzing past was 

palpable.  Then a shout from Emma to come and look at something.  She had found, quite amazingly, Polar 

Bear tracks scaling the mountain side.  So, there was a bear in the area, but the chances of it having come 

through the area and then backtracking were perhaps slimmer than encountering a bear opportunistically.  

Surely this sealed our fate with the bear?  We scanned and scanned, and scanned, with no result.  Hundreds 

of Little Auks flew to their cliff-top nests, but no bears.  So, we tendered to the shore with a group of 

passengers.  Arriving on the beach we were greeted by close Black Guillemots, but not a lot else.  Our 
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theory on the bear was confirmed by the guards saying they had found recent tracks along the ridge, and that 

they suspected it was now clear of the area.  Our hearts sank a little, but we’d never assumed we’d see a bear, 

so no great loss.   

So, we boarded our small boat 

back to the ship and headed to the 

cabin for a midday shower, 

content in the knowledge there 

were others scanning for bears, 

and that we had covered every 

nook and cranny, feeling it safe to 

disappear for 10 minutes to grab a 

much needed shower.  Of course, 

when else would it happen?  I was 

in the shower when Emma burst 

in; “CHRIS CALLED, POLAR 

BEAR AT THE BACK OF THE 

SHIP!”.  After a quick few “What? Are you serious?”-es, I threw my trousers on, soaking wet, threw my 

shoes on and sprinted up four flights of stairs and all the way to the back of the ship, to pick up on a small 

white object in the water with a wake.  It was a Polar Bear’s head!!!  After running round the upper deck to 

Chris, where he had his scope set up, we finally had views, after a few minutes, of it hauling itself onto land 

and climbing the shore, followed by great (distant) views of it climbing the coastal scree.  A POLAR 

BEAR!!!  I literally could not believe we had now cleaned up on almost all of our overly-ambitious targets, 

and had not just Walrus, but Polar Bear, in the bag.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Leaving Magdalena Bay, there were so many smiles on board it was hard not to just chuckle out loud.  There 

was, of course, not a lot of excitement animal-wise, aside from a few Harp Seal.  This lasted 3 hours, and 

despite the highs of the day, time started to drag, and we began to wonder why we were seeing absolutely no 

cetaceans, in theoretically productive waters.  This, true to the trip’s form changed at 5pm on the dot.  There 

were distant blows on the horizon.  Four animals.  And then one closer.  Opting for photos over views, I 

rattled off a few shots of what I assumed was a Fin Whale, but a quick glance between Emma and I 

confirmed I wasn’t alone in what I’d just seen... the bulky splashguard of another Blue Whale then broke the 

surface, in millpond conditions, showing off its characteristic colour and visible muscle structure.  But this 

Spot the Polar Bear... 
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wasn’t just one animal.  The distant blows were now 

confirmed as Blues, and over the next two hours we 

racked up at least EIGHTEEN INDIVIDUAL BLUE 

WHALES, with a further few distant probable Blues.  

In all probability, we were watching 23+ Blue 

Whales!  But, it wasn’t over yet.  Over the space of a 

couple of hours, until the rain finally settled in, 

exhaustion overcame us, and activity slowed down, 

we counted at least 3 Sei Whale, 10 Minke Whale, a 

couple of Humpback Whale, c.20 Fin Whale, 1 

Sperm Whale, 3 ATLANTIC WHITE-SIDED 

DOLPHIN, another long-overdue new cetacean for 

me, and a dozen White-beaked Dolphin.  Then, while scanning, I picked up on a lone large piece of ice, in 

the low-sun glare.  Rounded on one side and sloped on the other, I called to the others “this iceberg’s a bit far 

out”, when it bobbed below the surface, bobbed back up and proceeded to roll over... “BELUGA!!!” I 

screamed, as it rolled out of view, surfacing just once more, enough for Emma to see this enigmatic Arctic 

beast.  Mega, if short views.   I stood on deck alone for the last half hour of the watch, when at 10:30pm I 

just had to go below to bed.  We were entering the fjord to Longyearbyen, to drop off our Polar Bear guards, 

so I considered it somewhat safe to do so.  As I picked up my stuff, I noticed a final Minke Whale and 8 

Harp Seal.  My eyes were sore and my body aching, this midnight sun is truly a devil, but one can’t stay 

awake for a week on end, so it had to be.   

 

 

 

 

Fin Whale 

Fin Whale against the mountains of Spitsbergen 
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Minke Whale  

Sei Whale 
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[Of note:  This was an evening of great contrast.  For a long time we enjoyed one of the most spectacular 

cetacean feeding frenzies I have ever encountered.  We had prolonged and intimate views of a range of rarely 

seen mammals, but we also encountered one of the most upsetting and emotional scenes of my life.  Among 

the frenzy was an actively operating Norwegian whaling vessel, which we had seen leave Longyearbyen two 

days prior.  Though we didn’t witness a harpooning, we were the unfortunate witnesses to a large Minke 

Whale being hauled in over the side of the ship, bloodied and lifeless.  Fair to say, there were many tears on 

board.  An arresting sight, and a real downer on the absolute cetacean paradise we had found.  After this, we 

found ourselves almost hoping for no more animals, hoping they may escape that vessel’s gaze.  We 

continued to encounter many more, perhaps ill-fated, Minke Whales.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4
th

 July - Day 11:  At sea, the west coast of Spitsbergen 

Today was a day of mixed feelings.  We were 

steaming south, away from the Arctic paradise of 

Svalbard, and truly none of us wanted to leave.  

Just what else was lurking offshore around those 

black and white islands?  But, the journey had to 

go on, and we sailed steadily toward the day’s 

destination of Bear Island.  Making our way to 

deck, the sightings began before we had even 

reached outside.  Steadily drifting past us were at 

least 8, probably more Humpback Whales, 

putting on quite the show – tail-slapping, fin-slapping, spy-hopping, breaching and fluking.  This was 

probably the rear-end of the large group we had seen a few days previously, we were in the same area and 

moving further south-east away from the shelf edge.  This was a little upsetting, that we wouldn’t be 

following the shelf again, but uncharted 

territory isn’t a bad thing in these seas.  

However, on this day, the shallow waters 

(c.30m depth) and poor weather meant 

sightings were relatively poor.  White-

beaked Dolphins were, again, almost 

constantly with us, and gave some great 

displays, but the lack of larger cetaceans was 

Whaling vessel with harpooned Minke Whale 

Harp Seal 
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distinct.  Just a handful of Minke Whales kept us entertained.  Surprisingly, we also encountered a group of 

8 Harp Seals some way offshore of southern Spitsbergen.  I wonder how far these beasts are known to travel 

to hunt?  Approaching Bear Island, the ever present Brunnich’s Guillemot was joined, and eventually 

replaced, by Common Guillemot.  Bird highlights came in the form of a handful of Long-tailed Skua and 

plenty of Blue Fulmar of all shades of grey and brown.  We completed the skua set today, with a handful of 

Bonxies and Arctic Skuas harassing the Auks, but best of all were 2 light-morph and 2 dark-morph 

Pomarine Skua that stayed with the boat for some time, giving fantastic close views.  Bear Island looked 

particularly ominous and forboding, covered in fog and rain, and once we started to steam south the weather 

deteriorated, all but the Kittiwakes and White-beaked Dolphins disappeared.  We retired relatively early 

this evening, thanks to heavy rain and mist, combined with the exhaustion of our efforts in Spitsbergen.    
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5
th

 July - Day 12:  At sea, around the Northern Cape 

Waking to a perfectly calm sea state 1, we spent 

the day in glorious sunshine and unexpected heat, 

with several of us even stripping down to t-shirts 

for a few hours as we ‘cruised’ the Northern Cape.  

The day was punctuated by a good number of 

White-beaked Dolphin and Humpback Whale 

sightings (at least 7 of the latter), including a 

couple of pectoral slaps and even a full breach for a 

lucky few.  A single Sperm Whale was seen while 

I took a short Pepsi break half way between Bear 

Island and Norway, and two Fin Whales gave excellent views on the Port side for a number of passengers 

and the team around lunch time.  Approaching the Northern Cape eventually, having gone far too far east 

thanks to a mistake by the officer in charge and being wrist-slapped by the Murmansk coastguard, we 

entered an area of hundreds of Puffin, whilst a small group of probable Atlantic White-Sided Dolphin and 

numerous Harbour Porpoise in almost mirror calm sea provided the cetacean entertainment, alongside 

some distant nominate CARIBOU/REINDEER.  These weren’t at all like the stocky Svalbard Caribou we 

had been seeing, being obviously long legged and more deer-like.  Tonight’s ‘formal night’ meant dinner 

took far longer than we had hoped, and we decided to call it a night early to regain strength and morale.  

Birds were represented by a handful of Pomarine, Great, Long-tailed and Arctic Skua.  It appeared we had 

finally left the realm of Little Auk and Brunnich’s Guillemot. 

6
th

 July - Day 13:  Tromsø, the Capital of the Arctic 

An exceptionally quiet day in terms of oceanic animals, but a not-so-short hike to Prestvannet Lake above 

Tromsø made for some good birding.  Hundreds of Puffin, a few Common Eider and a handful of Arctic 

Skua were about as exciting as it got on the approach to harbour, with no Orca despite the area looking 

perfect for them.  We spent a full day, 8am to 6pm, in Tromsø hiking up the hill through the Arctic Botanical 

Gardens and along the ski paths to Prestvannet Lake.  Thanks to some wrong turns and not having a proper 

map, this ‘shortish’ walk turned into a gruelling hike through forest and town, but the rewards were ample.  

Highlight for me was probably a fly-over and briefly-perched ARCTIC REDPOLL which was a long-

overdue tick.  BRAMBLING in full breeding plumage were unsurprisingly stunning, whilst the first 

REDWING of the trip was nice.  Other birds included a female Pied Flycatcher, a few Willow Warblers, 

Chiffchaffs and Mealy Redpoll.  The lake itself held hundreds of Common and Arctic Terns together with 

hundreds of Common Gulls and a single Glaucous Gull.  Highlight here, however, was the vast number of 

Red-throated Diver that were 

breeding on the lake’s muddy 

banks and reedy fringes.  

Fantastic views and photo 

opportunities were enjoyed, 

especially of the bizarre looking 

chicks, before heading back down 

to the town of Tromsø and 

making our way back to the ship 

in time for dinner.  

The journey out of Tromsø was mostly uneventful, with a few nice Arctic Skua, 2 reported Harbour 

Porpoise and an island that reportedly has Musk Ox on it.   

White-beaked Dolphin 
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7
th

 July - Day 13:  At sea west of Norway 

Today was without doubt the lowlight of the trip.  Some fairly 

heavy weather meant most of the day was spent sat on deck, staring 

at the horizon and trying to raise some enthusiasm for the ever-

whitening Fulmars that rode the stern draft.  Unfortunately, I made 

the rookie mistake of trying to spend the morning editing photos in 

my cabin.  This led to some rather interesting stomach reactions, 

and I soon abandoned in favour of roast Turkey on the veranda, 

together with some very sick-looking passengers and crew.   

8
th

 July - Day 14:  Molde and the top of the hump 

Today was a fairly quiet, non-wildlife day for a change.  The options for good birding were few here, and our 

late arrival meant morning activity had already died down, so we opted instead for a walk round the water 

edge, seeing what was going on in this Norwegian town.  Lots of “Fannefjord” ferries drew some giggles, 

but little wildlife other than Common Gulls, Swallows sitting in trees and some Common Swift.  Leaving 

late, we had dinner with Geologist Dr. Peter Cattermole and his guest Harriett, which added some much-

needed obscene humour to the trip.  I enjoyed one, or three, too many Pina Coladas and we made our way to 

the ‘Filipino Crew Show’.   I’m not really sure how I felt about this show.  I had it in my mind that it was 

going to be hilarious, with promises of Backstreet Boy impersonations and the like, but it was actually quite 

a solemn show of homesick crew singing love songs about missing their families.  This was followed by 

some ‘traditional’ dancing and singing, which again drew 

mixed feelings.  The way they were introduced and semi-

mocked by the Cruise Director (I’m sure this was meant light 

heartedly...) was a little raw, and I got the impression they 

had been told that the passengers enjoyed getting a taste of 

the culture and history of the people who had been serving 

them for the last 2 weeks, when in reality I felt these people 

were few and the majority just enjoyed a good laugh at the 

crew’s expense.  We left early.   

 

9
th

 July - Day 15:  Geiranger.  The perfect fjord. 

Appalling weather, despite this fjord being one 

of the most beautiful places I have ever had the 

opportunity to visit.  The towering mountain 

walls closed in on the ship to what felt like 

inches and we even had the fjord to ourselves 

for about 20 minutes before two colossal 

Spanish and Italian ships weighed in.  A quick 

walk round the rim of the inner fjord produced 

a male Whinchat, Pied Flycatcher, a few 

waterfalls and lots of rain.  The journey out was 

fairly uneventful with just a handful of 

Harbour Porpoise worth noting.   
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10
th

 July - Day 16:  Bergen.  Home of the hunter. 

A full day on land was one of mixed emotions.  The wharf of Bergen is indeed very picturesque, though it 

has been spoiled somewhat by the modern world.  It now feels more like a section in Disneyland or 

Universal Studios, almost feeling false.  The fish market was brimming with interesting fish, and much to 

our distaste a sizable offering of Minke Whale meat.  A quick walk round the shops revealed a sickening 

number of fur shops, one in particular was uniquely bizarre.  A hot, steamy mix of thumping Euro-Disco, 

high-end designer fur bags, and stuffed Wolverines, Arctic Foxes, Great-spotted Woodpeckers, and Jays 

adorning the walls.  Pelts on sale included Harp and Hooded Seals, plenty of Caribou, Arctic Foxes, and a 

surprising number of Wolverine.  I left Bergen feeling very pleased that I had contributed extremely little to 

this nation on this trip.  Normally very cool-headed and unemotional, this display of barbarity sickened me, 

and I couldn’t help but feel great disappointment for a nation that supports this brutality, especially with 

regards to the whale meat.  In this day and age, that is purely unacceptable.  Perhaps this hit home especially 

hard due to the barbarity we witnessed off of Spitsbergen. 
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11
th

 July - Day 17:  The inevitable anticlimatic let down 

Today was always going to be an enormous anticlimax to the trip.  The opportunity to navigate the coast of 

Norway, back and forth, was tantalising, but we knew that ending the trip with a crossing of the North Sea 

would be a disappointment.  However, with all the amazing animals we had scored we jubilantly gave a final 

effort, with a couple of unfulfilling Harbour Porpoise and a couple of 

Bonxies that, I suspect, had just drowned a Gannet.  Biggest surprise of 

the day though was a fly-in bright red and yellow bird that had me very 

confused for a moment as it whipped around the ship.  It was, in fact, a 

Common Crossbill!  An unexpectedly good end to the trip, with the 

Crossbill appearing literally as we called time on the final evening’s 

survey, retiring for a final hearty meal before enjoying a last night in 

our cosy cabin that we now called home.   

12
th

 July - Day 18:  Return to Dover 

We docked in Dover at 8am, and hit the road arriving at Emma’s home in Sutton Coldfield, Birmingham, 

mid-afternoon.  Little of note on the journey aside from a few Red Kites and a good Burger King.  I still had 

a further onward coach journey to the New Forest, but arriving home and unpacking I reflected on what had 

been an absolute roaring success of a trip, and undoubtedly one that I will remember for the rest of my days. 
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Post-trip summary 

All in all, the trip was a mighty, roaring, obscene success.  We came out with 13 species of cetacean, which 

for such northern waters is quite the feat.  In fact, it’s a feat anywhere, but especially so here.  There are 

many many memories that will always play on my mind;  seeing upwards of 20 Blue Whales in an evening 

will take some beating, but the intimate views and connection we achieved with these pelagic leviathans 

outdid the pure ‘species thrill’ itself.  I had hoped for a couple of Humpbacks in European waters, but never 

in my wildest dreams did I think we would see 45+ Humpback Whales on this journey, and couple this with 

the breaching bull Sperm Whale and you have the recipe for a magic couple of days.  Three new cetaceans 

was a good haul for the trip and a result I’m pleased with, but the winner in this category surely goes to the 

iceberg-imitating Beluga, the thrill and surprise of the encounter winning it extra points.  A somewhat-

surprising total of 6 Sei Whales was great for those who hadn’t seen this species before, and allowed good 

comparisons to the superficially similar Fin Whales.  This is a species not often encountered, so it must rank 

as a highlight.  Though we had expected to encounter them, the thrill of an Orca encounter is never to be 

underestimated, and ranks as a trip highlight for everyone.  Pinnipeds, ranked very high in the ratings, with 

us literally cleaning up on the possible beasts.  Walrus of course sits at the top of the list, mostly because it 

was fairly unexpected, and a great thrill to see them at-sea.  The big male Hooded Seal holds a special place 

in my rankings though, given the rarity and infrequent sightings of the species in these waters, and its bizarre 

appearance, a prize sighting without doubt.  Of course, in terms of mammals, the overall winner thanks to 

experience, excitement, thrill and unexpectedness goes to the mighty majestic Polar Bear.  I had almost 

given up hope of jamming in on one of these, the mightiest of the bears, but we obviously put in enough hard 

work and time to deserve such luck.  Birds were of course also well represented; the ‘new species’ count was 

low, but the quality of supporting cast was phenomenal:  Drake King Eider, Ivory Gull, breeding plumage 

Grey Phalarope, Little Auk, Brunnich’s Guillemot, amongst others.  The award for most tantalising 

though must go to the Fea’s-type Petrel seen outside of Stavanger.  Slipping out of view before the whole 

team had got on the bird, and not enough time (nor close enough) for photos, this was a real tease, but was 

fantastically exciting all the same.   

Conclusions 

Destinations and trips always have their positive and negative points, but quite honestly I’m finding it hard to 

find anything significant to say in the negative here.  A misimpression I had gotten was that Arctic Fox and 

(Svalbard) Ptarmigan are easily encountered in Longyearbyen, so it was a little surprising we missed these, 

despite a good look.  However, others scored, so perhaps luck just wasn’t on our side, and it probably 

warrants a night in Longyearbyen in future.   Other than that, and the horrific whaling incident, I have 

nothing bad to say about Svalbard itself.   

The cost of getting there is quite significant, but given the encounters possible as part of a ‘normal’ cruise, 

and on wildlife-specific cruises especially, I have no doubts that it is worth every penny.  Both prior to the 

trip and since returning, I have seen some excellently priced last-minute cruises to Spitsbergen following a 

similar route to ours, and I believe this would be the most economical way of getting a taste of the Arctic.  

Obviously luck has to be on your side, and we probably did extraordinarily well, but given enough time and 

effort I imagine similar rewards to ours can be achieved for well below the tour price-tag.  That said, next 

time I go, it’ll be as part of a wildlife-specific cruise to maximise photographic prospects.   

Safe to say, I will be returning to Svalbard just as soon as I can possibly manage.  It really is an almost 

untouched paradise with some phenomenal wildlife potential.  Aside from the ‘usual’ specialities, other trips 

to the islands have produced Bowhead Whale, Narwhal, and even vagrant Spectacled Eider.  Anyone 

considering the trip should just go ahead and book it; those who aren’t, should add it to their list of ‘must go’ 

destinations. 
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Interesting species list 

Birds 

Red-throated Diver  Gavia stellata 

2 at the lake in Ny-Ålesund, but numerous at Mostvannet in Tromsø.  A hike to the lake, but well worth it for 

great views of this amazing bird. 

Black-throated Diver  Gavia arctica 

Just 2 fly-overs in Brønnøysund. 

Great Northern Diver  Gavia immer 

2 in flight off the coast of the Lofoten Islands.   

King Eider  Somateria spectabilis 

An adult drake seen with Eider in Ny-Ålesund, which I missed.  4 drakes with 2 females in Magdalena Bay. 

Long-tailed Duck  Clangula hyemalis 

Sparse.  Seen in Brønnøysund and Ny-Ålesund. 

White-tailed Eagle  Haliaeetus albicilla 

Common coastally in mainland Norway.  All were adults. 

Purple Sandpiper  Calidris maritime  (summer plumage) 

Common on Spitsbergen. 

White-rumped Sandpiper  Calidris fuscicollis 

1 fly-over at Ny-Ålesund at the east end of the lake. 

Grey Phalarope  Phalaropus fulicarius  (summer plumage) 

1 male by the husky kennels in Longyearbyen.  2 females and 1 male at the lake in Ny-Ålesund.  1 female at-

sea south of Spitsbergen. 

Long-tailed Skua  Stercorarius longicaudus  

Dozens recorded at-sea between the Lofoten Islands and Spitsbergen.  Most numerous in the first half of this 

open water. 

Glaucous Gull  Larus hyperboreus 

Common on Spitsbergen.   

Ivory Gull  Pagophila eburnean 

1 adult bird on the beach in Ny-Ålesund.  A fortunate score. 

Brunnich’s Guillemot  Uria lomvia 

Highly numerous around Spitsbergen.  2 seen in-flight just south of Spitsbergen.  A much more obvious 

species than I had expected.  Jet-black, thick-billed, white thigh patches and high-altitude flight very 

distinctive. 

(Arctic) Black Guillemot  Cepphus grylle 

Common around Spitsbergen. 

Little Auk  Alle alle 

Highly numerous around Spitsbergen.  Sometimes thousands on view at once. 
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Snow Bunting  Plectrophonax nivalis  (summer plumage) 

Very common on Spitsbergen around settlements. 

 

Mammals 

Polar Bear  Ursus maritimus  

1 at Magdalena Bay, a chance encounter. 

Blue Whale  Balaenoptera musculus 

At least 18 individuals, probably 23+ on the shelf edge west of Spitsbergen.  Some smaller animals noted, 

possibly older calves though age uncertain.  Some animals were extremely large, probably as large as this 

species gets. 

Sei Whale  Balaenoptera borealis  

3 individuals in 2 groups (2 + 1) south of Spitsbergen loosely associating with Fin Whales.  A further 3 

individuals on the shelf edge west of Spitsbergen. 

Fin Whale  Balaenoptera physalus 

Common along shelf edge running from Norway to tip of Spitsbergen. 

Minke Whale  Balaenoptera acutorostrata 

Common around Spitsbergen.  A handful seen around the Lofoten Islands and between Norway and 

Spitsbergen.  NOTE:  1 Minke Whale being caught and hauled into a Whaling vessel west of Ny-Ålesund. 

Sperm Whale  Physeter macrocephalus 

Common between Lofoten Islands and Spitsbergen.  1west of Spitsbergen on shelf edge. 

Northern Bottlenose Whale  Hyperoodon ampullatus 

1 individual between Norway and Spitsbergen. 

Beluga  Delphinapterus leucas 

1 individual west of Ny-Ålesund, with a further 2 reported from same area by passengers. 

White-beaked Dolphin  Lagenorhynchus albirostris  

Several hundred between Norway and Spitsbergen, with a handful around Spitsbergen.  Highly associative 

with feeding Kittiwakes. 

Atlantic White-sided Dolphin  Lagenorhynchus acutus 

A single pod of 7 west of Spitsbergen.  A further pod of probable AW-S Dolphin just north of the Northern 

Cape monument. 

Orca  Orcinus orca 

Pod of at least 5 just outside Leknes, Lofoten Islands.  1 large bull north of Lofoten Islands at sea. 

Harbour Porpoise  Phocoena phocoena 

Common around coastal Norway to Northern Cape, several seen in North Sea between Dover and Stavanger. 

Arctic Fox  Alopex lagopus 

Passengers reported and photographed one at the church in Longyearbyen.  A sore omission from my list. 

Caribou  Rangifer tarandus 

A single herd just west of the Northern Cape monument was our only sighting. 
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Svalbard Caribou  Rangifer tarandus platyrhynchus 

Common around Longyearbyen and Ny-Ålesund.  Much shorter legged and squatter than its continental 

cousin. 

Ringed Seal  Phoca hispida  

1 definite, several possible in the fjord edge of Ny-Ålesund. 

Hooded Seal  Cystophora cristata 

1 adult male in the fjord edge of Ny-Ålesund. 

Harp Seal  Pagophilus groenlandicus 

Common from Bear Island to Magdalenafjord. 

Bearded Seal  Erignathus barbatus 

1 definite, 2 probables in fjord edge of Ny-Ålesund.   

Walrus  Odobenus rosmarus 

2 large males just outside Magdalenafjord.  Rumours suggest this bay may be an occasional haul out for a 

small number of Walrus, possibly from nearby colony.   

 


