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2014 Spitsbergen Logbook 

July 10–20, 2014 

 

Thursday, July 10, 2014 

Our intrepid group of 48 passengers (1 Canadian, 4 Australians and 43 Americans) boarded the 

Polar Pioneer in Longyearbyen around 4:00 PM under cloudy skies.  Before weighing anchor, we 

had our mandatory lifeboat drill and discovered the potential of intimacy at sea if we ever had 

to truly squeeze 44 persons inside each of our 

two orange lifeboats.  Food and water rations 

for 7 days offered little comfort to the prospect 

of a week trapped in a lifeboat. 

By the time we were sailing west up the length 

of Isfjorden to the open waters of the Greenland 

Sea the weather gods had granted us a reprieve 

from the drizzle and cloud.  To the north, bright 

sunshine rippled off the water and set the 

dramatic peaks of Alkehornet and the Esmark 

Glacier in sharp relief.  And to the south, several 

layers of cotton-wool clouds, bathed in tones of pink and gray, hugged the rolling tundra.  As 

evening approached the characteristic blow of a humpback whale spouted in the distance 

ahead of the bow.  It spouted several more times before we lost track of its movements.  

Moments afterwards, a fin whale was sighted, but it too passed by quickly.  Dutch and British 

whalers in the 1600s long ago decimated the waters around Svalbard and even though our 

views of these modern day leviathans were brief it was reassuring to know the number of these 

ocean giants is slowly recovering.  

Friday, July 11 Kongsfjorden and Krossfjorden   

Our first morning at sea following yesterday evening’s departure from Longyearbyen was met 

with cloudy skies, light rain, and temperatures near 45 degrees F.  After a hearty breakfast and 

with expectations running high our group gathered in the lounge of the Polar Pioneer to receive 

a briefing from Expedition Leader Dennis Mense concerning our first scheduled onshore 

landing.  Before Dennis even finished explaining the protocol for our landing at 

Blomstrandhalvøya in Kongsfjorden, esteemed veteran naturalist and wildlife photographer 
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Wayne Lynch electrified the gathering by spotting the trip’s first polar bear through a porthole 

in the lounge.  Immediately Dennis began to explain how this fortuitous encounter so early on 

our trip might necessitate a change in our landing plans, while at the same time Wayne went to 

the bridge to notify the captain and to confirm his brilliant first-morning sighting.  Almost 

immediately the lounge disgorged its contents of passengers as everyone spilled out onto the 

ship’s decks to obtain their first distant views of an “Ice Bear.”   

Unfortunately, however, things soon took a perverse turn when, with binoculars in hand, it 

became apparent to all on board that Wayne’s white speck on the distant green hillside had 

antlers!  Indeed, the animal on the distant green slope proved to be a Svalbard reindeer (a.k.a. 

a “Wayne Deer”).  While those of us living in Wayne’s World are quick to admit that hiccups in 

life such as this are rare, we are equally quick to acknowledge that when they do occur they 

seldom end well!  To be precise, such events are not readily forgotten (much like one’s first 

kiss), so accordingly our beloved Wayne Lynch was surely destined to suffer the consequences 

of this hapless transgression for the remainder of the cruise.   
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Fortunately things turned more positive when we finally made our first landing at 

Blomstrandhalvøya (i.e., London).  Geologically this site is interesting because much of the rock 

at this location is comprised of a low grade limestone marble—marble that during the early 

1900s was actually mined by an enterprising 

Englishman named Ernest Mansfield.  Despite 

the fact that Mansfield’s entrepreneurial mining 

efforts were never entirely successful, some of 

the old mining huts and rusting mining 

machinery associated with his operation remain 

at the site to this day—a fact which added 

considerably to the historical interest of this first 

on-shore exploration.  

Once ashore we broke into two groups and 

began exploring the site in different directions.  Wildlife sightings were outstanding, highlighted 

by an arctic fox making a concerted effort to capture a downy young barnacle goose gosling in 

the face of stalwart protests by the flailing wings of the parents attempting to defend their 

young against the depredations of the fox.  Everyone seemed generally pleased that, for one 

morning at least, the fox would apparently have to find its breakfast elsewhere.  

On a small pond backed by snow-covered peaks a lovely red-throated loon and a pair of long-

tailed ducks were handsomely mirrored in the flat water of the pond, while several pairs of 

graceful arctic terns played aerial tag overhead.  As our hikers continued to make their way 

along the high rocky domes that characterize 

this site, periodic stops were made to admire 

and photograph colorful rosettes and clusters 

of mountain avens, purple saxifrage, white 

arctic bell-heather, and colorful Xanthoria 

lichen.  Although efforts to spot a Svalbard 

rock ptarmigan—an endemic race of this 

grouse-like bird—were unsuccessful, we did 

locate a pair of elegant long-tailed jaegers 

perched atop a distant rock overlooking our 

landing site.  A rare breeder in Svalbard due to the absence of the small rodents this species 

prefers to eat, Blomstrandhalvøya is one of few spots in the archipelago where long-tailed 

jaegers reliably nest. 
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Following our return to the Polar Pioneer and after a hearty lunch, we again set forth in the 

Zodiacs to explore a seabird colony at Krossfjord on the north side of 14th of July Bay.  This 

outing afforded superb views of large numbers of nesting thick-billed murres on narrow cliff 

ledges that came practically to the water’s edge, as well as excellent views of lesser numbers of 

Atlantic puffins.  There was no indication that any of the seabirds had young yet since none of 

the adults were observed carrying fish to the ledges.  In contrast, a pair of glaucous gulls had 

four downy chicks that were wandering around atop a large rock at the foot of the seabird 

ledges, and higher still on the steep green slopes above the cliffs numerous downy young 

barnacle goose goslings were grazing inconspicuously with their parents.  This High Arctic goose 

actually nests on steep cliffs and ledges high above the sea, leading its young to the water once 

they have sufficiently grown.  Even higher on the cliffs, blizzards of black-legged kittiwakes 

called their names and swirled in the light mists that crowned the lofty peaks far above our 

heads. 

The afternoon Zodiac cruise ended with a visit to the toe of a tidewater glacier that periodically 

calved in front of us, sending small tsunamis toward the mouth of the fjord with every 

thunderous crack of the glacial ice.  In addition to the spectacular ice show a bearded seal was 

seen briefly as it swam among the many small icebergs in the fjord, and a single brant was 

noted accompanying a small group of molting adult barnacle geese.  Molting is an annual event 

that would eventually include the entire goose population before the month’s end.  During this 

molt (called an eclipse molt) not only the geese, but the eiders as well, will become flightless for 

a couple of weeks before undertaking their autumn migration to coastal Norway for the winter. 

By the time everyone was back on the ship it was unanimous that today’s Svalbard adventure 

would be a difficult one to top!   

Saturday, July 12 

The day began with a 7 AM intercom announcement from Expedition Leader Dennis Mense 

informing us that, after a night of sailing, we were at the northwest corner of Spitsbergen.  

Specifically, we were just coming into the northern end of Raudfjorden at 79 degrees 52 

minutes North latitude, 12 degrees 18 minutes East longitude.  It was looking a bit wintery with 

light snow blowing horizontally in a stiff wind under cloudy skies and a temperature of 3° C (37° 

F). 

After a hearty breakfast most of us were admiring the majestic scenery and glassing for wildlife 

from the bridge when Wayne Peterson, our resident naturalist from Massachusetts Audubon, 

excitedly informed everyone that he had located our first polar bear.  The bear was walking in 

the snow along the western edge of Raudfjorden.  In short order we launched a small fleet of 
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Zodiacs so everyone could get their first up-close and personal look at a Svalbard polar bear.  

And what a beautiful, cooperative bear it was!  It was a female sporting a flawless picture-

perfect soft white coat, and based on the size and shape, she appeared to be a subadult 

estimated to be about 4 years old.  She came down from the hill and right to the shore within 

40 yards of us to investigate the mini flotilla of Zodiacs laden with excited people who had 

come thousands of miles specifically for just this type of special occasion.  Apparently no 

stranger to the Norwegian Institute for Nature Research, she was sporting a pair of ear tags 

although we could not read the numbers to identify exactly who she was.  Not far from where 

we encountered this young female polar bear we found the skeletal remains of what appeared 

to be a hapless seal on a large boulder along the water’s edge.  After our exciting encounter 

with the bear we went for a quick tour near the face of a nearby glacier.   

Upon returning to the ship we sailed northward out of Raudfjorden and then to the northeast 

towards Moffen Island where we hoped to locate ice where we might view more polar bears or 

possibly a resting walrus. 

At 4 PM we crossed 80 degrees North latitude putting us roughly 600 miles from the North 

Pole.  We then gathered in the bar with excitement and jubilation to share and celebrate a 

toast to the High Arctic with our Russian Captain Alexander. 

At 5:15 PM everyone met in the lecture hall where Gary Alt reviewed the experience of our first 

bear sighting followed by a lecture on “Photographic Composition” by Wayne Lynch.  However, 
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before Wayne could finish the lecture an announcement came over the intercom that a large 

male walrus was spotted dead ahead on some floating ice.  The lecture hall emptied as 

everyone rushed to the bow of the ship to observe and photograph the massive adult male 

walrus.  The remainder of the lecture would have to wait.  As the day came to a close and the 

Polar Pioneer steamed eastward, we were excited about sighting our first polar bear and first 

walrus and anticipating our entrance into Hinlopen Strait and whatever natural history events 

that awaited us tomorrow! 

Sunday, July 13 

During the night the ship was slowly surrounded by increasingly tighter pack ice and, at 4 AM, 

Dennis was called to the bridge and told we had to move or else risk being trapped in the ice.  

By breakfast we were still at 80 degrees North but safely in open water and cruising along the 

ice edge.  

After breakfast, Wayne Lynch, now jokingly referred to as “unreliable Wayne” because he 

mistakenly identified a caribou as a polar bear, finished his interrupted photo lecture on 

composition.  Soon after, there was excitement on the bridge when a Leach’s storm-petrel was 

sighted.  This sprightly “sea swallow” is a one of the tube-nosed seabirds not normally ranging 

this far north.  In fact, its sighting at 80° 17’ North, 16° 19’ East may be a record for the Svalbard 

area.  

For most of the morning we skirted the ice edge heading towards the Seven Islands in northeast 

Svalbard.  Shortly before lunch, however, we were forced to change course because pack ice 

blocked our way.  An alternate plan was quickly drafted and we decided to make a landing at 

the mouth of Sorg Fjord, the site of fighting in the 1600s between the French, British and Dutch 

over whaling rights.  As we neared shore, it was clear that this plan too might need some 

revision.  As we cruised closer we could see that the tundra surrounding the landing beach was 

buried under deep snow and this, combined with strong winds gusting to 35 mph, was enough 

for us to prudently cancel our plans.  Our time was filled instead with an informative lecture by 

Wayne Peterson, now referred to as “reliable Wayne,” on the ecology and biology of seabirds.   

After lunch we changed course and headed back towards Moffen Island, but the drifting ice 

kept altering our plans.  Although we skirted the ice edge most of the afternoon Lady Luck was 

not with us and we found no bears or walruses.       

Monday, July 14  Liefdefjorden and the Monaco Glacier 

Overcast skies, windless conditions and temperatures in the low 40s greeted us at our 7 AM 

wake-up call.  Sailing into Liefdefjord and the vicinity of the Duck Islands was our plan for the 
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morning—a plan that would hopefully lead us to polar bears and some additional interesting 

birding possibilities.  Following word that a pod of white-beaked dolphins had been trapped 

under the ice and drowned sometime earlier in the year, we were hoping to possibly find a 

carcass washed up on the shore that might be hosting a polar bear or two.  Although such was 

not the case, the super-flat sea conditions and gorgeous scenery along the edge of the fjord 

more than made up for our failure to locate any polar bears or dead dolphins.  Several folks did, 

however, obtain a brief look at an always-elusive minke whale.  Minke whales are the smallest 

of the various baleen whale species on the planet. 

As we slowly moved into the fjord, substantial numbers of dovekies constantly passed the ship 

flying in the opposite direction, as did lesser numbers of thick-billed murres, northern fulmars, 

and black-legged kittiwakes.  For passengers carefully observing the fulmars, it was obvious that 

these chunky seabirds come in many different color forms, generally described as color morphs.  

These variable color morphs range from light, to intermediate, to dark.  The lightest birds are 

light gray and white and similar to gulls in overall coloration, while the darkest individuals are a 

smoky bluish-gray in color.  Regardless of morph color all fulmars have a pale to whitish patch 

on the upper surface of the wing near the base of their flight feathers.  Abundant cliff nesters in 

Svalbard, fulmars belong to a group of seabirds commonly called tubenoses because of the 

extended fused nostrils located on the top of their upper mandible.  These tubes are associated 

with specialized salt glands located above their eyes that function in concert with their kidneys 

to remove excess salt from their blood.  Because seabirds like the fulmar have no access to 

freshwater, the salt glands are physiologically very important to them.  As the concentrated 

saline solution from the salt glands is filtered from their blood, it constantly drains from the 

tubes on top of their bill. 
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The landscape on the starboard side of the fjord was comprised of a flat plain that led up to the 

base of the steep slopes beyond.  It was here that we began to notice a couple of small groups 

of Svalbard reindeer (caribou), and where we also hoped we might locate a polar bear. 

Eventually a bear was spotted, and the Zodiacs were put in the water at once.  The bear proved 

to be a female that we were able to approach quite closely and follow for some distance as it 

deliberately made its way along the shoreline of the fjord.  Many photographs were obtained as 

the bear seemed unperturbed by our presence.  While we were watching the bear, a flock of 

seven king eiders, including two handsome males, circled our Zodiacs several times.  We 

marveled at how systematic the bear’s apparent search for food along the shoreline seemed to 

be.  At one point the bear caught the scent of a caribou visible on a nearby ridge, but she 

seemingly decided that the caribou was not 

worth stalking for breakfast. 

After spending considerable time with the polar 

bear the decision was made to land on one of 

the Duck Islands.  The site selected was a 

beautiful, moss and lichen-covered dome 

handsomely decorated with clusters of brightly 

colored arctic flowers that supported a number 

of nesting birds.  At our landing spot a dozen 

colorful red phalaropes (called grey phalaropes 

in Europe because there they never see them in 

their breeding plumage) were feeding in the 

shallows along the beach.  These attractive, 

seagoing shorebirds have lobed toes that allow them to efficiently swim, unlike the majority of 

their sandpiper relatives.  In addition to their unique swimming ability, phalaropes also have an 

unusual breeding system where the females take on the traditional reproductive roles normally 

assumed by the males.  Not only are the females more brightly colored than the males, they 

have little to do with nesting other than laying eggs.  The males take exclusive responsibility for 

incubating the eggs and caring for the young.  After the young phalaropes are fully fledged the 

entire population migrates south where most of the populations spend the non-breeding 

season at sea off the coast of Africa. 

As we hiked over the mossy slopes of the island we were periodically threatened by diving 

arctic terns whenever we got too close to one of their well-camouflaged nests.  Other nests 

discovered while we explored this beautiful spot were those of common eider and purple 

sandpiper.  The sandpiper gamely tried to lead our intruding group away from its nest by 
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feigning injury as though it had a broken wing.  This type of distraction display is commonplace 

among many ground-nesting bird species.   

In addition to the drama already described, a hefty pair of great skuas making several passes 

over the tern colony created mayhem with their every appearance.  These avian bullies will 

plunder eggs, young and food from the terns at every opportunity.  

After lunch the Polar Pioneer penetrated further into Liefdefjord heading for the Monaco 

Glacier at its head.  Beautiful, sunny and windless conditions made this cruise particularly 

spectacular, as did the floating icebergs along the way, especially as we neared the glacier face.  

Parasitic jaegers were notably conspicuous the closer we got to the glacier face, undoubtedly 

because of the several thousand kittiwakes feeding at the interface of the fjord and the glacier 

face.  The mixing of freshwater from the glacier and nutrients available along the glacial front 

provided the superabundance of food, most likely amphipods, attracting the kittiwakes. 

Following lunch a lengthy Zodiac cruise provided not only spectacular views of the glacier, but 

also an abundance of kittiwakes and occasional close views of the jaegers that we had seen 

previously only from the ship.  Even more spectacular than the kittiwake show was a stunning 

aerial performance by two ivory gulls that sky-danced over the Zodiacs in front of the glacier.  

This species, much like the polar bear, is one of the High Arctic’s signature species, and not 

unlike some other arctic creatures sadly declining in numbers for reasons which are not entirely 

clear.  The population in Svalbard is thought to comprise somewhere on the order of 200 to 750 
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breeding pairs, and globally the population has been estimated at approximately 14,000 pairs, 

most of which breed in the Russian Arctic.  Climate change and organic contaminants are 

thought to be linked to the global decline noted in this beautiful gull’s population. 

Shortly after a brief toast to Gary Alt—who was married in front of the Monaco Glacier not so 

many years ago—the most dramatic event of the day occurred when a large iceberg fractured 

and rolled very close to the assembled Zodiacs.  Between the sound made by the cracking ice 

and the tsunami created as the iceberg came apart, everyone felt fortunate not to have been 

affected.  This was a grand finale to an otherwise amazing Zodiac cruise. 

The day ended with an entertaining gala barbecue on the rear deck of the ship.  With a variety 

of meats and vegetables to eat, beverages to drink, and a remarkable assortment of party hats 

and lively music adding to the atmosphere, both passengers and crew came together to enjoy a 

fine party under mellow temperatures, a sunny sky and calm seas.  Spectacular! 

Tuesday, July 15 

At 7:30 AM we were entering the northern end of Hinlopen Strait steaming south with hopes to 

penetrate the ice and eventually make our way to the eastern side of Nordaustlandet.  We had 

tried, unsuccessfully, two days earlier but conditions looked more favorable today with the ice 

opening up a bit.  We were in dense fog and the 

temperature was 37° F (3° C).  

At about 9:15 AM we sighted two young walrus 

resting on a small pan of ice.  In minutes the 

ship’s captain navigated to where we could 

observe and film the duo from our port-side 

bow.   Then we noticed a larger male walrus on 

another pan of ice several hundred yards away.  

Within minutes, we launched our five Zodiacs 

for a closer and low-angle view of this more 

impressive walrus.  Passengers were instructed to remain very quiet to prevent scaring the 

walrus, and as the Zodiacs passed near those on the side of the Zodiac closest to the walrus 

were to get down on their knees so those on the opposite side of the Zodiac would not have 

their view blocked.  This walrus provided a spectacular photographic and viewing opportunity 

as the lighting was tremendous, the background of ice and mountains was aesthetically 

pleasing, and the walrus could not have been more cooperative.  What a wonderful experience! 
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As we continued south along Hinlopen Strait a bearded seal was spotted on the ice, and then a 

polar bear.  The polar bear was walking at a steady pace southward, about 300 yards from our 

port side, and making a beeline for a small island.   We had received word from another ship 

that a female and cub had been seen on this island earlier in the day, so we made a decision to 

launch our Zodiacs and have a closer look.   

Weaving through open leads in the ice we got to the southeastern corner of the island just in 

time to see a single adult polar bear crest the skyline and then come down for a closer look.   It 

was an adult female with a stained face and appeared to be the same bear we had watched 

walking south from the ship earlier.  After a few minutes the bear had satiated its curiosity and 

moved back up on higher ground to the north.  We had an unexpected surprise when we 

started to leave as the wind was quickly moving the ice and trapping us.  Several Zodiacs 

escaped, but for three the exit was blocked.  With some coordinated effort and instructions 

from leader and Zodiac driver Wayne Lynch, who has had extensive experience with arctic ice 

conditions, we used the Zodiacs to push the ice clear so we could get out.   

As we made our way along the western edge of the island we found the female and her 7-

month-old cub resting above a cliff approximately 50 feet tall.  The cub was curious and moved 

to the edge of the cliff for a better view.  After a few minutes the mother got up and raised her 

nose high, away from us, testing the wind that was coming from the southeast.  Whatever it 

was she smelled, it made her very nervous and she started vocalizing to her cub and they 

quickly descended the steep cliff toward us with surprising agility.  In only a minute we could 
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see what was making her nervous—another bear.  It was the other female bear with the 

stained face that we had seen earlier on the southeastern portion of the island.   As the bear 

drew nearer, the mother and her cub plunged into the ocean water and swam away—the cub 

was riding on its mother’s back.   As we returned to the ship we could see that the mother and 

cub were swimming back to the opposite side, the eastern edge, of the island while the other 

bear stayed put in her bed of snow along the northeastern side.  What a once in a lifetime 

opportunity to observe the interaction between a mother and her cub and another bear—

awesome! 

During the evening Gary Alt gave a presentation on the natural history of polar bears—

comparing and contrasting the polar bear with the much more abundant black bear so familiar 

to North American residents.  Throughout his lecture he injected stories of the 25 years of his 

black bear research experiences in Pennsylvania. 

After the lecture we had a happy hour where everyone gathered in the bar to celebrate a 

fantastic day in the arctic and the amazing sights and behaviors we were privileged to witness.   

Wednesday, July 16 

Just east of Isispynten, we dropped anchor at 6:30 AM. We had spent the night running 

northeast below the glacier front of the Austfonna Ice cap—the longest glacier front in the 

northern hemisphere. Once breakfast was over, we weighed anchor and headed east into the 

pack ice.  Until then, we had seen polar bears on gravel beaches, on rocky slopes, on tundra, 

and on shoreline snowdrifts, but none on their preferred habitat, sea ice.  That was our quest 
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for the day.  By noon we had found four bears, one of which was a pregnant female finishing off 

the remains of an old bearded seal carcass.  By day’s end, our polar bear tally had risen to six 

bears, with a possible seventh.  In our travels through the pack ice we reached our most 

eastern point of the trip at a longitude of 27° 37” East, southeast of the island of 

Nordaustlandet.  

After the wildlife excitement of the day, the staff screened the award-winning BBC 

documentary Polar Bear: Spy on the Ice featuring the expected ursine stars as well as some 

newcomers:  iceberg cam, snowball cam, drift cam and, the most gifted of all, blizzard cam with 

its twin-propeller performance.  

We ended the day by cruising southwest along the imposing front of Austfonna, the world’s 

third largest ice cap after Greenland and Antarctica, stretching 120 miles along the southern 

edge of Nordaustlandet and, in places, towering more than 100 feet above the ocean surface.   

Thursday, July 17 Hinlopenstretet (Alkefjellet and Torellneset)  

In the morning, beautifully flat sea conditions and a high overcast sky found the Polar Pioneer 

drifting in the Hinlopen Strait, not far from the giant bird cliffs at Alkefjellet.  Although not the 

largest seabird colony in Svalbard, Alkefjellet nonetheless affords visitors a spectacular 

opportunity to see an impressive mixed colony of thick-billed murres, black-legged kittiwakes, 

black guillemots and glaucous gulls.  Murres are far and away the most abundant species at this 

colony and, though a precise census of the site has never been 

made, it has been suggested that the colony may host in excess 

of 60,000 pairs.  Even if not the largest thick-billed murre 

colony in the archipelago, anyone seeing this massive colony 

for the first time can hardly fail to be impressed.   

Our initial views of the colony were punctuated by several 

spectacular waterfalls draining off the glacier high above the 

cliffs.  Some of these cascades were several hundred feet in 

height.  The milky color of the water from these falls was in 

marked contrast to the greenish water of the ocean below. 

Murres and their relatives (e.g., guillemots, puffins and auks) 

all belong to the family of birds called Alcidae.  Alcids are black-

and-white seabirds with stout bodies, wings that double as 

flippers for “flying” underwater as well as through the air, and 

feet which are placed far back on their body similar to those of penguins.  Despite their 
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superficial resemblance to penguins, alcids are not even closely related to these familiar look-

alike birds of the southern hemisphere.  They represent a classic example of convergent 

evolution—a phenomenon where unrelated organisms living in similar environments separated 

by great geographical distances through the process of natural selection have evolved similar 

adaptive characteristics.  

Touring along the base of the more than 300-foot-high basaltic spires and cliffs in the Zodiacs 

afforded a splendid opportunity to see not only the spectacular rock formations, but also the 

murres, both on their nesting ledges and sitting in large parties on the water, at close range.  In 

addition to witnessing thousands of seabirds coming and going from the colony, everyone also 

had ample opportunity to hear the groaning calls of the murres, the onomatopoeic chants of 

the kittiwakes emanating from high on the uppermost cliffs—and to experience the 

malodorous smell of the vast accumulations of guano caking the overhead ledges.  Despite the 

seemingly countless numbers of murres sitting on the cliffs, very little evidence of positive 

nesting was observed.  Only a very few eggs were seen and many birds seemed not to be 

incubating at all.  Additionally, not a single adult murre was observed carrying fish—a clear sign 

that little if any hatching had yet occurred in the colony.  Whether this simply reflected a 

delayed breeding season or some greater issue will remain for subsequent observers to 

determine. 

In addition to the superabundant murres, small numbers of dapper black guillemots were seen 

sitting on ledges deep within some of the more cavernous cliffs.  Bright red feet and crimson 

mouth linings decorate these otherwise all black alcids with their conspicuous white wing 

patches.  Unlike thick-billed murres that lay only a single egg which is incubated between their 

feet, guillemots lay two eggs in caverns in the rocks. 

After returning to the ship and following a hearty lunch, Wayne Petersen gave a lecture on bird 

migration.  While not exclusively about the migration of birds living in Svalbard, the 

presentation covered a number of facets relating to the migration phenomenon as a whole.  

The lecture was followed by an animated question and answer period. 

A second and final landing of the day took place at a long gravel spit called Torellneset that was 

a favored walrus haul out site.  Even from a distance a great pile of walruses could be seen near 

the tip of the spit, and as our Zodiac fleet drew closer it became apparent that there were also 

walruses in the water near the haul out site.  After landing on the beach several hundred yards 

from the sleeping animals, Dennis explained what our approach strategy should be in order to 

not disturb the walruses resting on the beach. 
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With Dennis marshalling the group we gradually approached the giant marine creatures on a 

broad, silent-moving front which stopped periodically so camera settings could be made and 

the animals not startled by our approach.  Ultimately we managed to get within approximately 

100 feet of the animals.  While there was some initial stirring among the resting walruses, most 

remained quietly on the beach with the exception of about 15 or so that slowly made their way 

into the water.  The ones in the water were seemingly curious of our group and eventually 

swam quite close to get an even better look at those of us closest to the edge of the water.  

Everyone had wonderful opportunities to see these strange creatures at close range and to 

capture photo images of them engaged in a variety of characteristic behaviors.  In addition to 

close examination of their facile facial whiskers (i.e., vibrissae), which are used for feeling the 

sea bottom in search of the clams that are their favorite food, as well as their tusks of varying 

length that give them their distinctive appearance, we were all able to photograph at close 

range.  The walruses were all males; the females and young having separate haul out sites at 

this season of the year. 

While we were enjoying the walruses a pair of 

parasitic jaegers ganged up on a black-legged 

kittiwake to try and steal its fish right off the 

beach in front of us.  Well named, parasitic 

jaegers are inveterate kleptoparasites that make 

a living by stealing the food of other seabirds, 

such as arctic terns and kittiwakes.  Spectacular 

aerial pirates, jaegers are able to follow every 

twist and turn of their hapless victims and are 

often able to directly steal the food of their 

target, or else intimidate the victim until it regurgitates its hard-won fish and then eat it 
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themselves.  However, the kittiwake we observed was seemingly able to hold onto its fish 

because, despite the length of the chase, we never saw the gull give up its meal. 

Before leaving Torellneset and returning to the ship, some of our group explored the dry, gravel 

plain behind the beach.  Here we discovered several rocks containing fossil clams, the long-

stranded bones of a dead whale, and a variety of arctic wildflowers, including arctic mouse-ear, 

snow buttercup, Svalbard poppy, scurvy grass, purple saxifrage and tufted saxifrage.  With 

photo cards hopefully filled with spectacular images we ended the day by returning to Polar 

Pioneer and enjoying yet another delicious dinner meal. 

Friday, July 18 

After sailing west most of the night from the north end of Hinlopen Strait we arrived at 

Smeerenburgfjorden in the very northwest corner of the island of Spitsbergen.  After breakfast 

we disembarked on a Zodiac trip to Ytre Norskøya (Outer North Island) where the group was 

offered two options.  Some went on a mile-long hike to the top of the island where they had 

beautiful scenic views of Smeerenburgfjorden and the adjacent mountains rising up out of the 

sea.  Others enjoyed watching and photographing a nearby little auk colony nesting in the scree 

just above our landing site, as well as the arctic wildflowers between the beach and the rocky 

habitat above.  Throughout our excursion a curious walrus watched from a safe distance in the 

water near our landing site. 

Upon returning to the Polar Pioneer everyone gathered in the lecture hall where Gary Alt gave a 

PowerPoint presentation on the natural history of Svalbard reindeer.  He illustrated this with 

comparisons and contrasts between the lives of reindeer in Svalbard, caribou in Canada and 
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Alaska, and other deer throughout the world, especially the white-tailed deer so common and 

familiar to those of us from North America.  Gary shared his personal experiences of political 

challenges and controversies associated with running Pennsylvania’s statewide deer research 

and management program for nearly six years. 

In the afternoon we went on another Zodiac tour, 

this time to the island of Fuglesongen.  There we 

sat quietly in the rocks along the edge of a huge 

breeding colony of little auks as they put on a 

fascinating display—coming and going by the 

thousands, often landing on rocks only feet away, 

and largely ignoring us. 

For our evening education and entertainment 

Wayne Lynch showed a documentary in the 

lecture hall entitled, Inequality for All, explaining 

the politics and consequences of a shrinking 

middle class.  Wayne will be presenting a lecture tomorrow on global warming and he indicated 

that this documentary would shed light on why government has largely been ineffective at 

implementing policies to combat global warming.   

Saturday, July 19 

When Dennis woke us at 7:30 AM with his familiar, comforting “radio” voice we were 50 miles 

north of our intended afternoon stop at Alkehornet.  From the deck, through moderate cloud 

cover, we could see the spine of high mountains that runs along the length of Prins Karls 

Forland, the most westerly of the islands in the Svalbard Archipelago.  The morning was filled 

with housekeeping duties: settling ship accounts, preliminary packing for tomorrow’s 

disembarkation, and attending a departure briefing, followed by Wayne’s lecture on global 

warming in the Arctic.    

After lunch the hardiest of the passengers, roughly 20 in all, boarded the Zodiacs in the pelting 

rain and wind and headed to shore at Alkehornet, a 1,400-foot summit set back from the 

northern shoreline of Isfjorden.  Once ashore the weather seemed intent on testing our mettle 

and it continued to rain with winds gusting to 40 mph.  Our quest was to search for Svalbard 

reindeer, well known to occur in this area.  For the first hour of our soggy trek Gary kept our 

spirits high with interpretation of reindeer skeletons, antlers, day beds, molted hair and 

droppings.  He joked that he had never had an audience stay so interested for so long when all 

he talked about was “shit.”  Along the way we also saw a nice assortment of ground-hugging 
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arctic flowers, including scarlet moss campion, lantern-shaped bladder campion, white 

chickweed, ochre-tinted buttercup and the rare arctic lousewort.  

Finally as our resolve was starting to weaken, Wayne 

spotted two bull reindeer resting and ruminating on a 

nearby slope.  It might seem like an impossible task 

for 20+ people to sneak up on a pair of wary reindeer, 

but these two bulls must have seen many harmless 

tourists in the past and they let us approach with 20 

yards.  Then, as if on cue, the older of the two bulls, a 

5‒10 year-old adult with a magnificent rack of antlers, 

stood up and calmly walked near us and began to 

graze on the lush grasses and sedges growing beside a 

small rivulet.  Once the group had enough photos we 

left the reindeer in peace and hiked back to the Zodiac landing site. 

Many remarked how invigorating it felt to be out in inclement weather, surrounding by nature 

and in the company of like-minded companions.   

Back on board the ship we celebrated the conclusion of the trip with the Captain’s Farewell 

Cocktail Party.  Toasts were made and good cheer filled the room.  The day ended with an 

entertaining slide program by Gary, who reviewed the highlights of our voyage: the 

phenomenal walrus encounters, the mother polar bear and cub fleeing from another bear, the 

two cooperative shoreline bears, the dramatic disintegration of the iceberg at Monaco Glacier, 

the loquacious dovekie colony, and the overcrowded seabird cliffs at Alkefjellet. 

Sunday, July 20  

In the wee hours of the morning Dennis gave us our last wake‐up call of the expedition.  We 

placed our bags outside our cabin doors and made our way, bleary-eyed, to our first cup of 

coffee and our final breakfast.  During breakfast the crew moved our luggage to the 

Longyearbyen dock in preparation for boarding our bus and taxis. We said our goodbyes to Dr. 

John, Kristy, Tim, Elena and the crew of the Polar Pioneer and went ashore to check on our 

luggage.  Bus and taxis arrived around 6:30 AM; the bus heading to the airport and the taxi to 

the Radisson for those spending another night in Longyearbyen.  Airport check-in went 

smoothly and we boarded the plane bound for Oslo.  Some last goodbyes were said at the 

luggage carousel in the Oslo airport.  

We had had an excellent trip and there were broad smiles on everyone’s faces. 
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__________________________________________________________________________ 

Annotated Species Checklist  

Pink-footed Goose (Anser brachyrhynchus) 

This is one of the two goose species nesting in Svalbard.  Unlike the Barnacle Goose, this species 

tends to nest on open tundra, or else on the grassy slopes below steep seabird cliffs.  Several 

small flocks seen, but no nests or broods observed. 

 

Barnacle Goose (Branta leucopsis) 

A cliff-nesting goose whose principal breeding grounds are in Greenland.  A flock of 50+, 

including a number of goslings, was one of the avian highlights of the trip. 

 

Brant (Brent) (Branta bernicla) 

A single individual observed with a flock of molting Barnacle Geese was the only one seen for 

the trip. 

 

Common Eider (Somateria mollissima) 

Modest numbers of eiders, including several broods of young, were seen in the shallows around 

several of the islands or in nearby fjords. 

 

King Eider (Somateria spectabilis) 

Several seen in flight while observing a Polar Bear from the Zodiacs, and two females observed 

in Longyearbyen. 

 

Long-tailed Duck (Clangula hyemalis)  

A pair observed at close range in a small tundra lake along with a Red-throated Loon. 

 

Red-throated Loon (Gavia stellata) 

One well observed at close range on a small tundra lake and several others noted in flight. 

 

Northern Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis) 

The most frequently observed seabird seen following the ship virtually throughout the cruise. 

Most of the fulmars seen were morph individuals, the expected color form at high latitudes 

such as Svalbard. 
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Leach’s Storm-Petrel (Oceanodroma leucorhoa) 

While several small breeding colonies exist along the north coast of Norway, this bird was 

significantly farther north than expected and at 79 degrees North latitude may have been a first 

record for the archipelago. 

 

Common Ringed Plover (Charadrius hiaticula) 

Two were seen at the dock in Longyearbyen as we prepared to board the ship. 

 

Purple Sandpiper (Calidris maritima) 

A few of these High Arctic nesting shorebirds were seen during several shore landings, along 

with the discovery of two nests and the accompanying distraction display  exhibited by the 

adults. 

 

Red (Grey) Phalarope (Phalaropus fulicarius) 

Small numbers were seen at the Bear Islands where the stunning, russet-colored females were 

observed spinning and dipping for food in shallow areas near the shorelines. 

 

Sabine’s Gull (Xema sabini) 

Several of these striking gulls were seen while we were cruising; however, none were observed 

from shore. This is a relatively unusual breeding bird in Svalbard. 

 

Glaucous Gull (Larus hyperboreus) 

Small numbers of Glaucous Gulls were seen nearly every day, including downy chicks near nests 

at several locations. 

 

Black-legged Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) 

Tremendous numbers of this abundant gull were seen, both at breeding colonies and feeding in 

front of several tidewater glaciers. 

 

Ivory Gull (Pagophila eburnea) 

One of the signature species of the High Arctic.  Small numbers of these spectacularly beautiful 

gulls were seen on several occasions, especially when we were watching Polar Bears—there is a 

regular association between these two species when bears make a kill. 

 

Arctic Tern (Sterna paradisaea) 

Varying numbers of these remarkable, globe-trotting travelers were encountered practically 

every day. We also saw them nesting and several nests were discreetly observed. 
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Pomarine Jaeger (Stercorarius pomarinus) 

The largest of the jaeger species, several were seen at sea by a few vigilant observers. 

 

Parasitic Jaeger (Stercorarius parasiticus) 

The most common jaeger observed during the trip, including several wonderful studies as birds 

aggressively stole fish from hard-working kittiwakes and Arctic Terns. 

 

Long-tailed Jaeger (Stercorarius longicaudus) 

Two Long-tails were seen on one of the Bear Islands by one of the hiking groups. This is a 

relatively rare breeder in Svalbard due to the absence of lemmings and voles, the species’ 

preferred food when nesting. 

 

Great Skua (Stercorarius skua) 

Several great looks at these spectacular predatory “bullies,” including a pair creating mayhem 

at the tern colony on one of the Bear Islands. 

 

Thick-billed Murre (Brünnich’s Guillemot) (Uria lomvia) 

Along with the Dovekie, this was unequivocally the most abundant alcid at Svalbard.  Massive 

numbers were seen at breeding colonies and at sea. 

 

Black Guillemot (Cepphus grylle) 

Good numbers of these handsome alcids with the bright red feet were seen virtually every day, 

both coming to and going from nests on the islands and also at sea. 

 

Dovekie (Little Auk) (Alle alle) 

Along with the Ivory Gull, Polar Bear and Walrus, the Dovekie is a true High Arctic species found 

nowhere else for much of the year.  We were fortunate to see so many so very well. 

 

Atlantic Puffin (Fratercula arctica) 

Always a favorite, we had a number of good viewing opportunities, including while visiting one 

of their breeding colonies early in the trip. 

 

Lapland Longspur (Calcarius lapponicus) 

One found near a Dovekie colony was rare for Svalbard, where there may be fewer than 20 

previous records. 
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Snow Bunting (Plectrophenax nivalis) 

Small numbers seen and heard singing at several landing sites on different islands. 

 

 

Mammal Checklist 

 

Walrus (Odobenus rosmarus) 

Several good size groups observed at beach haul out sites, as well as splendid views in the 

water during Zodiac cruises. 

 

Bearded Seal (Erignathus barbatus) 

Several brief views of these large seals hauled out on ice floes, close enough to clearly see the 

long “whiskers” that give this species its name.  After the Walrus, this is the largest seal in 

Svalbard, and second only to the Ringed Seal as the preferred food of Polar Bears. 

 

Harp Seal (Pagophilus groenlandicus) 

Good numbers of these active and gregarious seals noted by passengers who spent much time 

on the bridge. 

 

Minke Whale (Balaenoptera physalus) 

One or two Minkes, including one seen several times at fairly close range, were seen briefly by a 

few vigilant travelers. 

 

Fin Whale (Balaenoptera physalus) 

A single individual seen well during the first evening and within the first hour of our departure 

from Longyearbyen was the only sighting of the trip. 

 

Humpback Whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) 

A single individual observed shortly before the only Fin Whale of the trip was the only sighting 

of this species. 

 

Polar Bear (Ursus maritimus) 

A minimum of nine different “Ice Bears” was seen during the cruise, including spectacular 

studies at relatively close range while traveling in the Zodiacs.  Most notable was the sighting of 

a female leading her cub into the ocean in an effort to avoid a confrontation with another bear 

on a small island.  Unquestionably the Icon of the Arctic! 
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Arctic Fox (Alopex lagopus) 

A single Arctic Fox seen actively attempting to capture a Barnacle Goose gosling was a most 

dramatic sighting.  Many travelers were not sorry to see the fox go hungry. 

 

Spitsbergen Reindeer (Rangifer tarandus) 

Small numbers of this short-legged and pale subspecies were seen on several islands, and large 

numbers of bones and skeletons at several localities suggested that Polar Bear predation might 

be considerable at some locations and at certain times of year. 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

Mass Audubon and TravelWild Expeditions thank the passengers who joined us and made this a 

very memorable cruise! We would also like to thank our Naturalist Leaders, Gary Alt, Wayne 

Lynch and Wayne Petersen, as well as Expedition Leader Dennis Mense, for their excellent 

work. 

Logbook written by: Gary Alt, Dennis Mense, Wayne Lynch and Wayne Petersen.  

Photo credits: All photos Copyright © Gary Alt 
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