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Day 1: Monday 22nd July, Reykjavik
A rainbow over Reykjavik was a good omen for our journey aboard the MV Ocean Diamond as we sailed for
Stykkishólmur at 20:00 and headed west in an excellent calm sea state.

Rainbow over Reykjavik

Conditions were great for observing cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises) and it wasn’t too long before our first
sighting of two harbour porpoises swimming quietly away from the ship. There was a constant flurry of seabirds flying
past including gannets, kittiwakes, fulmars, lines and flocks of puffins and guillemots (common murre) and below
them were small groups of feeding white-beaked dolphins. Three groups of between four to six animals were recorded
of these bulky black and white and sometimes playful dolphins. However, most of the time they were distant and
behaving quietly at the surface but occasionally a large splash would indicate some boisterous activity and every now
and then a dark dorsal fin or fluke (tail) would break the surface.

Day 2: Tuesday 23rd July, Stykkishólmur and the Látrabjarg Cliffs
Weather conditions meant that we were unable to dock at Stykkishólmur so we had our first zodiac transfer experience
of the cruise as we were shuttled between the ship and the quayside. As we queued to board the zodiacs a distant
feeding frenzy comprising Arctic terns, fulmars and kittiwakes held our attention just in case dolphins or even a whale
might appear below the feeding birds. Unfortunately, no whales or dolphins appeared but later in the day a distant
minke whale was observed just once from the ship as its large black body with its distinctive falcate dorsal fin rolled
into view underneath feeding birds and was then gone.
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Transfer to Stykkishólmur by zodiac

Birds noted around the town and in the harbour included redwing, meadow pipit, black guillemot, fulmar and eiders
with ducklings. White-tailed bumblebees were also noted gathering pollen and nectaring on the flowering plants.

Cotton grass
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Squabbling fulmars

Black guillemot

During the day’s excursion around the Snæfellsnes peninsular an Arctic fox was seen. On leaving Stykkishólmur the
coastal scenery was incredible as we cruised toward the Látrabjarg bird cliffs.
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Coastal scenery as we cruised to the Látrabjarg bird cliffs

A deck watch picked up a distant whale blow which
was quickly followed by a second blow indicating that
there were two distant whales. We then saw a third
and a fourth blow but once again very far away, we had
four whales but what were they? Around coastal
waters in Iceland it is possible to see several whale
species including the blue whale (the largest animal to
have ever lived on the planet) however the size of the
whale blows indicated a smaller whale species. It
wasn’t long before views of a whales back was seen
and the identification confirmed as humpback whale.
The distant fluke of a humpback whale (Credit: Iain Pringle)

Through binoculars you could see the flukes (tail) being lifted out of the water and one of the whales breached a couple
of times before they were lost to view.
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We then arrived at the impressive Látrabjarg bird cliffs which presented us with a flurry of seabird activity with flocks
of puffins, many carrying beak loads of sand eels, kittiwakes, guillemots (common murre), razorbill, fulmar and our
first Brunnich’s guillemots (thick-billed murre). Many of the guillemots, razorbills and Brunnich’s guillemots located
on the sea were accompanying their chicks who had recently launched themselves from their cliff ledges to plummet
to the ocean below and join their parents. Continuing our cruise to Ísafjörður another distant humpback whale was
observed.

Approaching the Látrabjarg bird cliffs

Day 3: Wednesday 24th July, Ísafjörður and Hornbjarg Cliffs, Hornstrandir Peninsular
Today we berthed at Ísafjörður and disembarked for a scenic boat ride along the fjord to Vigur Island. During the boat
ride to the island there was a fleeting view of a single harbour porpoise and boats were checked out by passing Arctic
skuas (parasitic jaeger). On arrival at the island a hauled out common (harbor) seal could be seen and the islands bird
life provided us with a fantastic experience as we got close to puffins and ran the gauntlet of the Arctic tern colony.
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Arctic tern family

Walking through the Arctic tern colony
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Puffin with sand eels

Female eider duck
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At the end of the amazing bird experience we were treated to coffee and some very tasty rhubarb cake and learnt
about the collection of eider down.

Community on Vigur Island

Heavy sea conditions between Vigur Island and Siglufjördur with mist made looking for cetaceans and seabirds difficult
however, flocks of kittiwakes easily rode the stiff breeze alongside the ship and fulmars skilfully skimmed above the
troughs and waves.

Fulmars riding the updrafts as the ship cruised toward Siglufjördur
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Day 4: Thursday 25th July, Siglufjördur and Grimsey Island
A morning looking at the ‘Herring Era’ museum at Siglufjördur and whilst the celebration of the herring salting
continued with singing and dancing…

Herring salting celebration

… the locals (herring gulls, black-headed gulls and glaucous gulls) looked on in anticipation of the fish scraps to come.

The patiently waiting local gulls.
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We then sailed for the island of Grimsey and for some on board this meant the ‘Wendy’ walk to the new arctic
monument, passing the old one on the way as the position of the Arctic Circle is moving. Others enjoyed a more sedate
experience by watching the birds on the cliffs however, you still had to be wary of Arctic terns defending their fledged
young who were sitting on the path or close by. Adult Arctic terns favoured the pool at the start of the track to rest
and take a wash.

Bathing Arctic terns

There were also great views of groups of puffins at the top of the cliffs.

Puffins
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There is not much room to move about in a kittiwake nest as they are precariously close to the edge of the cliff. This
dainty but tough gull is a more ocean going species than those seen at Siglufjördur only coming to land to breed and
generally not seen inland.

Nesting kittiwakes

Day 5: Friday 26th July, Akureyi, Eyjafjörður
We awoke to a grey and wet day at Akureyi. A number of
excursions were available and for those heading to the
Botanical Gardens a waterproof and umbrella were
essential.

In the afternoon there was an excellent birding excursion
that included a visit to the picturesque Goðafoss Waterfalls of the Gods.

On the way to the Botanical Gardens via Akureyi Church
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Goðafoss waterfalls

A rock ptarmigan, a species of grouse, was found foraging next to the pathway that leads to the falls.

Rock ptarmigan
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There were many northern green orchids amongst the vegetation next to the pathway. The native range of this orchid
includes northern North America (Greenland, Canada, Alaska), parts of Asia (Korea, Japan), and of course Iceland. It’s
a fairly common Icelandic plant in fertile soils, especially heathlands.

Northern green orchid

The birding tour also visited Lake Mývatn. The name of the lake in Icelandic means ‘the lake of midges’ and comes
from the huge numbers of midges to be found there in the summer. Luckily for our visit the weather conditions meant
that not too many were around. The lake is an excellent area for birds.

A small section of Lake Mývatn

The area is also renowned for its volcanic features such as the pseudo craters in the picture above. These craters are
formed when hot lava flows over a wet surface such as a swamp or lake causing an explosion of steam through the
lava. Two of the target bird species of the area were Barrow’s goldeneye and harlequin duck. We were fortunate to
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see both species, a female Barrow’s goldeneye with a duckling and whilst we were enjoying watching them a female
harlequin duck flew past and disappeared from view.

An alert golden plover keeps watch on the group looking for Barrow’s goldeneye

Female Barrow’s goldeneye and duckling

The bird species using the area of the lake we visited included whooper swans, wigeon and slavonian (eared) grebe.
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Whooper swan

Day 6: Saturday 27th July, Húsavik
Húsavik has become the centre of whale watching in Iceland and expectations were high as seeing whales, dolphins
and porpoises during the cruise so far had been difficult.

Our walk to the whale watching boat took us around the harbour and almost back to the MV Ocean Diamond however,
only those who enjoyed an icy early morning dip would have taken the short cut.
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Having boarded our whale watching boat we headed out into Skjálfandi Bay. Whilst the calm conditions were superb
for whale watching the swell meant that we had to take care when moving around the boat. The first trip of the day
encountered an active group of ten white-beaked dolphins but soon a call came through that a humpback whale had
been seen and the boat headed off toward the location of the whale. It wasn’t long before we were seeing two of
these amazing animals which had likely migrated to the cold but food rich waters of Iceland from the warmer but food
sparse waters of the Caribbean where the females give birth to their calves.

Humpback whale behaving quietly at the surface
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Humpback whales range in size between 12 to 16 metres (39 to 52 feet) and can weigh 25 to 30 metric tons. We
encountered two humpback whales which were behaving quietly at the surface performing shallow dives. When they
came to the surface it was possible to see the top of the upper jaw (rostrum) and the tubercles (large bumps) that
occur on this part of their body which are hair follicles. Humpback whales are extremely mobile and undertake
aquabatic manoeuvres to catch prey. The tubercles can improve its aerodynamics by channelling water flow over the
body into more narrow streams, allowing the animal to create higher velocities when moving.

The second scheduled whale watching excursion in the afternoon located a humpback whale closer to the harbour
and once again the sea conditions were great for whale watching except for the wobbly swell. To begin with the
humpback we had located began a series of shallow dives and then began fin waving and slapping the water with one
of its pectoral fins. The pectoral fins of a humpback are the longest of any whale species and can be as long as 12 to
15 feet or roughly one third the length of the whale. Then after performing a shallow dive this incredible animal
launched itself out of the water and breached several times to the great excitement of all aboard the vessel. We had
not only found a close humpback but luckily one that wanted to show off which gave us an exceptional wildlife
experience.

Humpback whale at the surface, the whale blow is still visible.
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Humpback whale showing the tip and underside of its fluke (tail) and waving its pectoral fin

Humpback whale breach (Credit: Leslie Smith)

Why do whales breach? It could be for a number of reasons, such as: displace parasites; communication; to look at
their surroundings; show how physically fit they are; warning of danger; or just because they can. Ultimately, the
reasons for breaching are unknown. We managed to see a minimum of six different humpback whales during the
excursion and possibly as many as nine.
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Plenty of puffins were also seen commuting from their nests to nearby feeding areas.

As we departed Húsavik, the forecast unsettled weather started to arrive but as we settled down to dinner the memory
of the breaching humpback was still vivid in our minds. As we sailed for Mjóifjörður the rain and mist closed in. A late
evening watch from the bridge recorded two small groups of white-beaked dolphins, two harbour porpoise and a
further four humpback whales.

Day 7: Sunday 28th July, Mjóifjörður and Neskaupstaður

This morning we awoke to fog which luckily started to clear in time and exposed the stunning scenery of Mjóifjörður.
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As we left Mjóifjörður and headed toward Neskaupstaður the fog closed in again and stayed with us for the duration
of the zodiac disembarkation to the shore. Before departing the ship the zodiac drivers took GPS positions of its
location, just in case they needed to locate it should the foggy conditions get worse.
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Neskaupstaður is the easternmost town in Iceland. A number of shore excursions were available including a ‘Wendy’
walk along the road next to the fjord which ended at the entrance to a small nature reserve.

A variety of flowering plants including harebells, northern green orchids and a single heath spotted orchid could be
seen on the coastal pathway which ended at some caves.

A variety of wild flowers along the coastal pathway
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White-tailed bumblebees on angelica

Heath spotted orchid

Harebell

Looking out in to the fjord, four distant harbour porpoises could be seen in the calm waters. As we left Neskaupstaður
and headed toward Djúpivogur a deck watch late into the night in a clam sea state recorded three harbour porpoises,
six minke whales and two groups of white-beaked dolphins which were feeding, surging through the water then quiet
and lost to view.
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Minke whale (Credit: Iain Pringle)

Day 8: Monday 29th July, Djúpivogur
Today we arrived at Djúpivogur with various tours available to glaciers or waterfalls. In the evening we set sail for
Vetsmannæyjar and after the Captain’s Farewell Dinner the incredible Chocoholic Buffet Desert was served and much
of it was eaten.
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Day 9: Tuesday 30th July, Heimaey and Surtsey - Vestmannæyar
We awoke to a heavy sea state but we were
cruising in an area where previously killer whales
had been seen. Conditions for observing
cetaceans as we approached the Westman Islands
were difficult with heavy rain, mist, a very strong
gusty wind, plenty of white water and spray but an
early pre-breakfast deck watch just had to be
undertaken for the chance of encountering the
apex predator of the oceans.
Difficult conditions for observing cetaceans but excellent for seabirds

Unfortunately, no cetaceans were recorded as we neared the Westman Islands but the seabird islands were
spectacular as we approached our destination of Heimaey.

One of the many seabird nesting islands of the Westman Islands with scientific station

As we approached the harbour at Heimaey we took on-board a
pilot (I think he leapt on to the ship!) to guide the ship in to the
harbour. It was hard to believe however, that the ship was going
to fit through the harbour entrance!

Surely we won’t fit through that
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After a day of excursions, we left Heimaey and once
again squeezed past the harbour entrance and
headed toward the island of Surtsey, a special
UNESCO reserve which was created by a volcanic
eruption in 1963. Scientists are studying the
colonisation of Surtsey by plants and birds. The
weather conditions had not improved and whilst
most people on deck took the sensible approach of
holding on to their hoods and railings, members of
the expedition team were a little less careful.

The island of Surtsey appeared out of the gloom as the ship was surrounded by an impressive number of wheeling and
gliding fulmars, gannets, arctic terns, greater and lesser black-backed gulls and kittiwakes with the occasional great
skua. We were still looking out for any signs of cetaceans but time was running out as the evening schedule of events
drew closer. Many people were in the observation lounge on deck seven straining to see a dorsal fin or somehow make
out a splash in the heavy seas. Ahead of us was a very large congregation of seabirds but it was difficult to make out
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whether they were feeding and we could see no animals breaking the surface below them. As the mass of seabirds
passed by the starboard side of the ship, suddenly there was a killer whale breaking the surface within 50 metres of
the side of the ship, then three more a little further away including a bull with a tall dorsal fin and a likely juvenile. I’m
not sure how I managed to keep my cool but I radioed ‘killer whale, killer whale, killer whale, starboard side between
the ship and island, killer whale, killer whale’, that was a magical moment for me (I had been secretly practising that
call for a couple of days, just in case). The call went out through the ship and many people were able to get views of
this impressive ocean predator that included some distant breaching. With minutes to spare before dinner time we
had managed to see the largest of the dolphin species and an incredible animal in the most difficult of conditions for
observing cetaceans. I can only describe the moment as being very exciting to the point of bursting and extremely
exhilarating. Aren’t whales, dolphins and porpoises and the environments they live in just totally fantastic!

Surtsey Island
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Dorsal fin of a male killer whale

Two killer whales, dorsal fins of a male and likely juvenile
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Likely female killer whale (Credit: Iain Pringle)

The four killer whales that we had seen, belonged to the Type 1 orca ecotype that occurs in the eastern North Atlantic.
These small orcas live in closely related pods and appear to be generalist eaters. They are known to feed on large runs
of herring and mackerel around Norway, Iceland, and Scotland; and some have been seen feeding on seals as
well. Like other orca ecotypes, different communities have different prey preferences and have different home
ranges. Type 1 orcas off Norway have been observed using a carousel feeding technique, herding herring into dense
balls, then slapping with their tails to stun the fish. Research on Type 1 orcas is ongoing, and photo-identification
studies are gradually revealing the size and population structure of these orcas; they may be more divided into
separate populations than previously thought.

Day 10: Wednesday 31st July, Reykjavik
It was the end of our incredible cruise and a sad day as we left the ship having had a fabulous time cruising around
Iceland. We were left with fantastic memories of incredible wildlife, glorious scenery, wonderful people a lovely ship
and crew and great food.
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ORCA is one of the UK’s leading whale and dolphin conservation charities, dedicated to the long-term protection of
whales, dolphins and porpoises (collectively known as cetaceans), and their habitats. For more information about us,
please visit our website www.orcaweb.org.uk

For a map of the marine wildlife seen and a list of the bird and marine wildlife seen and recorded during this cruise
please see the next pages.

Species recorded
Cetaceans
Species
Humpback whale
White-beaked dolphin
Harbour porpoise
Killer whale
Long-finned pilot whale
Minke whale

Total
20
32
22
4
1 (dead)
7

Birds
Bird species recorded during the cruise totalled 54 species.
Arctic skua (Parasitic jaeger)
Arctic tern
Barrows goldeneye
Black guillemot
Black-headed gull
Black-tailed godwit
Brunnich's guillemot (Thick-billed murre)
Common gull
Dunlin
Eider
Feral pigeon
Fulmar
Gannet
Glaucous gull
Golden plover
Graylag goose
Great northern diver (Common loon)
Great skua
Greater black-backed gull
Guillemot (Common murre)
Harlequin duck
Herring gull
Kestrel
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Merlin
Oystercatcher
Puffin
Purple sandpiper
Raven
Razorbill
Red-breasted merganser
Red-necked phalarope
Redpoll
Redshank
Red-throated diver (Red-throated loon)
Redwing
Ringed plover
Rock dove
Rock ptarmigan
Sanderling
Shelduck
Slavonian grebe (Eared grebe)
Snipe
Snow bunting
Starling
Tufted duck
Turnstone
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Kittiwake
Lesser black-backed gull
Manx shearwater
Meadow pipit

Whimbrel
White wagtail
Whooper swan
Wigeon

Other wildlife
Other wildlife recorded during the cruise included: Arctic fox
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Common Seal (Harbor seal)

White-tailed bumble bee
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