Iceland’s Natural Wonders
7th June 2019 – 16th June 2019
Welcome from your ORCA Cruise Conservationist:
Hazel Pittwood
It was my privilege to journey with you during your Iceland’s
Natural Wonders cruise; ORCA are extremely grateful to have
been invited by Noble Caledonia to join the expedition team on
this trip. My role was to help guests get the most out of their
wildlife experiences whilst on board and to collect scientific
information on whales, dolphins and porpoises to be used for
their conservation.
I hope you enjoy reading this report detailing some of the
amazing wildlife we encountered!

Day 1: 7th June, Departing Reykjavík
Having boarded the Ocean Diamond, I joined guests and crew in the lounge for the safety briefing. Following dinner
I got my bearings around the ship and headed up onto deck seven to begin my first deck watch of the cruise. It was a
lovely evening as our journey to Stykkishólmur got underway and the glacier capped Snæfellsjökull volcano could be
seen straight ahead as we crossed Faxa bay (Faxaflói). It wasn’t long before a distant splash on the starboard side
caught my attention and through my binoculars I could see white-beaked dolphins leaping high out of the water! I
headed to bed hoping this would be the first of many sightings on this voyage.
Day 2: 8th June, Stykkishólmur and Látrabjarg cliffs
The next morning, as guests set off on the ‘Wonders of the West’ bus tour, I headed out for a walk to look for
wildlife. In the docks female eider duck was dabbling in the weed, keeping a watchful eye on her three fluffy
ducklings, whilst a striking male eider duck preened his feathers nearby.

Male (left) and female (right) eider ducks
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Arctic terns flew by, returning to their nests with small shimmering fish in their beaks. Fulmar and great blackbacked gulls paddled on the surface and a reptilian looking cormorant emerged, shook its head and quickly dived.
Striking purple lupine flowers covering the hillside whilst less conspicuous wildflowers included sea campion, thrift,
field forget-me-not, roseroot, cuckoo flower and red campion. After a short time observing a little brown bird
hopping about in the long grass I recognised it as a meadow pipit. I headed back to the ship and passed the now
snoozing eider ducklings who had rafted up on the seaweed.

Eider duckling
Shortly after we left Stykkishólmur, guests joined me in the lounge for a lecture about the species of whales,
dolphins and porpoise we could encounter on their cruise around Iceland. Some guests approached me after the talk
to tell me they had already spotted some cetaceans that morning whilst out on their excursion; they had seen killer
whales (orca) whilst looking out to sea from the land!
After the lecture, I headed outside for the afternoon’s deck watch and it wasn’t long before some whale blows were
seen in the distance. As we edged closer, excitement began to build among the guests and it became apparent we
were watching humpback whales! They slapped their huge pectoral fins on the water, lob tailed and dived showing
their tail flukes. A truly fantastic encounter!

Humpback whale slapping its pectoral fins on the water! Photo © Jeff Reynolds
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Humpback whale close up! Note the tubercles on the rostrum – these are hair follicles. Photo © Jeff Reynolds
Following the excitement of the whales we proceeded on to Látrabjarg cliffs where a variety of seabirds were
nesting, including Atlantic puffins. Lots of guests were hoping to see these iconic little birds and some were lucky
enough to spot them interspersed amongst the far more numerous guillemots and razorbills. After we passed the
cliffs, I headed to bed as the Ocean Diamond quietly continued on towards ĺsafjörður
Day 3: 9th June, ĺsafjörður and Hornbjarg cliffs
For guests who didn’t manage to see a puffin the previous evening, another opportunity arose this morning for those
joining the Vigur Island excursion. On arrival at the island, a large number of black guillemot were sitting on the
water next to the gangway in the dock. This bird is a member of the auk family, to which the puffin and razorbill also
belong.

Black guillemot
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As we headed up the stony path led by our guide, many guests were taken by surprise to see female eider ducks
sat silently on their nests right at our feet; they were so well camouflaged and sitting completely motionless!
A harbour, or common seal was seen resting in the shallows.

Harbour/common seal seen on the Vigur Island excursion
As we continued our walk we were handed blue flags to hold above our heads for defence against the dive-bombing
Arctic terns who were protecting their nests. Puffin could be seen keeping watch over their burrows on a nearby
grassy bank. Redshank were pacing in the grass or in flight among the terns, emitting their loud piping call whilst
taking a less confrontational approach to protecting their nests.

Arctic tern (left) and redshank (right)
Some guests were then treated to the birding highlight of the excursion; a spectacular male king eider duck!
His showy appearance made the nearby male common eiders look drab in comparison!
Having returned from the trip we boarded the Ocean Diamond and journeyed towards Hornbjarg cliffs.
Guests reported seeing a Minke whale and larger whale blows prior to me being out on deck; they were in luck as
no further cetacean sightings followed that evening! The impressive cliffs hosted nesting guillemot, fulmar and
kittiwakes. Just before heading indoors I saw two glaucous gull fly by close to the ship.
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King eider (male)
Day 4: 10th June, Grímsey Island and Siglufjörður
Shortly after breakfast we anchored at sea and the zodiacs were readied for guests to disembark for Grímsey island.
Arriving on the island, cheerful birdsong ringing out around the jetty revealed the presence of a snow bunting (the
first of many seen on the island) sat on the roof of a small shack. Golden plover looked for worms in the grass whilst
red necked phalarope, ringed plover and knot waded in a shallow pool nearby. Atlantic puffin looked picture
perfect surrounded by the coastal wildflowers blooming around their burrows.

Atlantic puffin (left) and snow bunting (right)
Having accompanied guests to the boulder marking the Arctic circle, admiring the breath-taking scenery en-route,
it was time to return to the ship. Along the way a huge flock of kittwake poured across the land like a snow flurry
and cascaded towards the sea. Their nests covered some of the cliff faces whilst others had been claimed by
aggregations of fulmar and various gulls. Arctic terns cautiously flitted above heads ready to defend their nests if
needs be and a jack snipe was heard drumming (a sound produced by their tail feathers when they are in flight).
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Now all aboard, we journeyed onwards to Siglufjördur. I headed out onto the deck, greeted by the stunning view of a
gently rippling sea with backdrop of snow-capped mountains. All we needed now to perfect the scene was a sighting
and we didn’t have to wait long for some humpback whales to oblige! A blow on the port side in the distance
revealed their presence. Then another three blows were seen in quick succession. Suddenly there was a huge splash
as one of the whales breached right out of the water! Blows seemed to be appearing everywhere; port, starboard
and straight ahead. The crew slowed the ship as we edged ever close to the whales and announcement was put out
so everyone who wanted to see them knew to get out on deck or look from their cabin window. The humpbacks
delighted guests for over fifteen minutes as they breached, slapped their pectoral fins and dived.

A humpback whale shows its tail flukes as it goes into a dive. Photo © Jeff Reynolds
The incredible spectacle ended as the Ocean Diamond passed into a thick fog, causing everyone to head inside.
There were smiles all round as guests excitedly asked questions about the whales and showed each other the photos
they had taken.

By the time we left Siglufjörður the fog had cleared and I resumed my watch out on deck. We were
heading towards Akureyri, one of the whale watching hotspots of Iceland, and I felt sure the day would
yield more sightings. Sure enough, after fixing my gaze on a large group of circling birds a humpback whale
surfaced beneath them! The lone whale dived and surfaced numerous times before we passed it and
continued along Eyjafjordur, the largest fjord in Iceland. More humpback whales were seen surfacing as we
neared our destination; they were quite distant for us on board the Ocean Diamond, but we could see a
small whale watching vessel going in for a closer look! This was to be our last sighting of an eventful day; I
headed to bed wondering what tomorrow might bring.
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Day 5: 11th June, Akureyri
As some guests headed off on the ‘Jewels of the North’ birdwatching or nature baths excursions, I joined those on
the Goðafoss waterfall half-day tour. Whilst admiring this incredible natural wonder, complete with a rainbow being
formed in the spray, we saw a redwing perched on a rock and a small flock of greylag geese flew by.

The awe-inspiring Goðafoss waterfall
This excursion provided an opportunity to see Iceland’s national flower, the beautiful mountain avens (holtasóley).

Mountain Avens (holtasóley)
On returning to the ship, guests who had visited lake Mývatn were thrilled to have seen some of the birding
highlights of the Iceland, including harlequin duck and Barrow’s goldeneye!
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After delivering a five-minute recap about humpback whale behaviour after yesterday’s sighting I set out in the hope
of seeing more cetaceans as we left Akureyri. All was quiet on this front for some time, but then everything seemed
to happen at once. Distant whale blows were seen on the port side, a small group of harbour porpoise appeared on
the starboard and then a couple of white-beaked dolphins keeping a low profile.
No further sightings followed. It was difficult not the be tempted to stay on watch with the long daylight hours,
but as midnight passed I decided to head to bed, wishing goodnight to the passengers who remained out on deck to
watch the sun set.

Day 6: 12th June, Húsavík
Owing perhaps to the excitement that we were approaching the whale watching capital of Iceland, I woke before my
alarm and was out on deck just after 4am. I had the company of one extremely dedicated passenger!
After a while I spotted some whale blows in the distance off the port side and in time it became apparent they were
humpback whales as they dived and showed their tail flukes. It seemed there were at least four of them feeding
together as we moved across Skálfandi Bay towards Húsavík.
Minutes later another distant blow appeared to the right of the group of humpbacks. Experience told me that this
animal was different. I hastily raised my binoculars and watched. I had a cautious sense of what it might be, but I
didn’t dare to let excitement get the better of me until I had seen more. The animal surfaced again; the blow was far
taller, a huge plume, then the roll of its back which seemed to go on and on and on. Finally, a tiny dorsal fin was
visible just before the creature slunk back under the surface.
There was now no doubt left in my mind: it was a blue whale! The largest animal on the planet!
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A huge blow is seen as the blue whale surfaces (left). The tiny dorsal fin is just visible in this photo (right).
The third species of the morning’s watch was a Minke whale. The animal briefly surfaced before disappearing as is
characteristic of this species (earning them the nickname of ‘slinky’ Minke whales). I then left the deck to have
breakfast and get ready to accompany guests on today’s excursions with North Sailing Whale Watching.
On the morning’s trip we noticed that a vessel in the distance was poised observing a whale; it surfaced briefly
before submerging. Naturalist Jeff quickly managed to capture a photo and it was later confirmed to be a rare
fin/blue whale hybrid which has been seen in Skálfandi bay over the past few years.

A fin/blue whale hybrid surfaces near a whale watching vessel. Photo © Jeff Reynolds
On both trips, the calm sea state provided the perfect conditions for spotting cetaceans and it wasn’t long before the
guides told us we were approaching humpback whales! The crew sensitively manoeuvred the boat near the animals
as they dived and surfaced repeatedly. At times they appeared right next to the ship, so close we could hear their
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powerful exhalations! We had the privilege of a some truly spectacular encounters with these gentle giants. As an
added bonus we also saw white-beaked dolphins on both the morning and afternoon trips.

A humpback whale surfacing right next to the ship on one of the Húsavík excursions
Both trips encountered a pair of humpback whales who were feeding together. As they dived multiple times guests
and expedition team members were able to take great photographs of the undersides of the whales’ tail flukes. Just
as every person’s finger prints are unique, as are the markings on the underside of humpback whales’ tails. This
means they can be used to identify individual animals.
A project called Happywhale seeks to identify and track whales as they migrate across the oceans of the world.
Photos taken on the excursions were submitted to Happywhale for analysis that evening and, excitingly, by the next
day they confirmed that these two whales were new records! The animals are now registered with the project and
you can keep track of their journeys by joining Happywhale (it’s free to do so). Once there you can use the search
options to find these whales on their database. Please visit www.happywhale.com to find out more.

Happy whale reference: HW-MN0101447
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Happy whale reference: HW-MN0101446
Day 7: 13th June, Seyðisfjörður
Having had calm seas and glorious weather for the majority of the trip so far, our luck changed today as large waves
began to form and the skies turned grey. Nevertheless, hardy guests joined me out on deck with hopes of seeing
whales or dolphins. Having been spoilt with their abundance yesterday no one was too disheartened when it
became apparent it would be difficult to see anything today.
The seabirds revelled in the strong winds. Fulmar escorted the ship, gliding and cutting the waves at her bow, whilst
kittiwake soared on high with their distinctive ‘ink tipped’ wings. Piratical Arctic skua surveyed for feeding
opportunities, dwarfing the occasional guillemot and puffin seen resting on the water or in hurried flight.
As the hours passed the sea state increased to such an extent that I decided my time would be better spent joining
guests and fellow expedition team members in the lounge to listen to guest speaker Professer James Floyd’s lecture
about the islands of Heimaey (our next destination) and Surtsey.

A band of light breaks onto the sea as the stormy sky cloaks us in grey cloud
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Day 8: 14th June, Heimaey
Whilst navigating the extremely narrow passage into the docks of the island of Heimaey we passed a small bay,
cordoned off with submerged netting marked at the surface with a line of floats. This bay is to become the SEA LIFE
Trust Beluga Sanctuary. We were a week too early for the arrival of the two beluga whales (which were being
brought over from a marine park in China) but at the nearby sanctuary building SEA LIFE Trust also run a seabird
rescue and staff could be seen attending to the numerous puffins in their care. The aquarium tanks hosted crabs,
fish and sea urchins. After a quick tour with a member of the sanctuary staff I headed off to help with the second
round-island boat trip of the day.
Guests disembarking from the first trip enthused about seeing Minke whales and harbour/common seals
I hoped they would still be present during the second trip and it wasn’t long before some excited guests on the top
deck spotted them! They surfaced a couple of times then disappeared before most of us could catch a glimpse.
The dramatic cliffs of the island provided nesting areas for large numbers of seabirds; every ledge and crevice
seemed to be occupied by kittiwake, razorbill, fulmar or common guillemots. A number of common guillemots
had a white eye ring and stripe on their faces; these are called bridled guillemots. Using the Ocean Diamond’s zodiac
vessels we were able to explore the cliffs again later that day before heading in for the Farewell dinner.

Black-legged kittiwake on its nest (left) and bridled guillemot (right)
Day 9: 15th June, Leaving Heimaey/Surtsey sail past
After a free day to explore Heimaey, it was time to set off on our final leg of the cruise; returning to our starting port
in the capital city, Reykjavík. Having received various requests from guests to conjure up some whales and dolphins
for the last deck watch I hoped we’d be fortunate enough to have a sighting.
Oh boy, did we have a sighting… this trip was far from over yet!
As we journeyed through the Westmann Islands (Vestmannaeyar) towards Surtsey my heart skipped as I thought I
glimpsed a tall, black dorsal fin in the distance. There was a large number of gannets in the area too, some of which
were circling. I cautiously suggested to the guests assembled on deck that it was worth keeping an eye on the water
under the gannets as I thought I had seen something. All eyes scanned the water eagerly. The animal I had seen
didn’t reappear, but naturalist Ted was also out on deck and suddenly he saw something straight ahead.
As the animals surfaced again there could be no mistaking: we were in the company of killer whales/orca!
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Killer whales/orca – unmistakeable with their dark black bodies and white eye patches
The ship slowed, the announcement was made, the deck filled with guests eager to see these iconic animals. Having
initially been seen at a distance, they ended up right next to the ship. It was such an exhilarating encounter! One
young animal in the group breached out of the water repeatedly and the excitement and joy among guests at seeing
this was truly wonderful. I made my way around the deck trying to make sure everyone had seen them, instructing
people on where to look. Thankfully we had the company of these killer whales for a decent length of time and I
dearly hoped everyone was able to catch a glimpse! We all went to dinner still buzzing from this amazing experience.
After that it was time to pack my bags and get ready for disembarkation the following morning.

This juvenile orca breached out of the water multiple times!
Day 10: 16th June Disembarkation in Reykjavík
After breakfast it was time to bid guests, the expedition team and crew farewell as this wonderful trip had reached
its end. I sincerely hope you enjoyed experiencing the beautiful natural wonders of Iceland, including some truly
fantastic whale and dolphin encounters!
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Thank you from your ORCA Cruise Conservationist
I would like to give my thanks to guests on board the Iceland’s Natural Wonders cruise; it has been a real privilege to
share this experience with you and I hope that my presence helped you to make the most of the wonderful wildlife
encountered during your time on board.
Thank you also to Captain Hervé Parage and all crew on board the Ocean Diamond, Expedition Leader Pierre,
Assistant Expedition Leaders Wendy and Reba and the knowledgeable and supportive expedition team.
ORCA extend our sincere gratitude to Noble Caledonia for providing us with this opportunity to showcase the
incredible wildlife of the Icelandic waters to guests and for enabling us to collect vital scientific data
for the conservation of cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises).
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

Water cascades off a humpback whale’s tail flukes as it goes into a dive (photo taken on Húsavík whale watching
excursion)

For a map of all of our sightings, please see the next page!
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