
1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                aboard M/V Plancius 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

26th March to 14th April 2011 

JOHN SPARKS 
 



2 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

This 3800 nautical mile voyage, run by 

Oceanwide Expeditions of Holland is rated 

as one of the best for seeing a diversity of, 

and watching seabirds.  Initially started as a 

repositioning trip at a time when the small 

Russian ship Professor Molchanov was in 

service, it has now become an annual fixture 

and an essential voyage for those interested 

in birds which range over the oceans.  The 

voyage is also one of only a few ways of 

seeing the remote cluster of islands in the 

Tristan da Cunha group.   

Now that the Molchanov is no longer in 

service, this is the first time that trip has 

been undertaken by Plancius.  Named after 

the Dutch astronomer, cartographer, 

geologist and vicar Petrus Plancius (1552-

1622), she was built in 1976 as an oceanographic research vessel for the Royal Dutch Navy and was 

named “Hr. Ms. Tydeman”.  In June 2004 she was purchased by Oceanwide Expeditions and 

completely rebuilt in 2007 and converted into a 110 passenger vessel. Plancius is 89 m (267 feet) 

long, 14.5 m (43 feet) wide and has a maximum draft of 5 m, with an Ice Strength rating of 1D, top 

speed of 12 knots with three diesel engines generating 1230 hp each.  

The master of the ship was Captain Han Tiems and the Expedition Leader Rinie van Meurs (below 

left)  assisted by Brent Houston (below right). 
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Above: The Beagle Channel looking west on the 25th from the air 

Saturday 26th March:   Variable cloud cover 

all day, but improving by 13.00hrs.  With 

the wind fairly slack, the bay in which 

Ushuaia sits was mirror calm.   Pressure 

991 Mbs.   

The usual birds were seen around the 

harbour – Imperial Shags fished close to 

the jetty while Kelp Gulls and a few 

Dolphin Gulls scavenged on the quay;  

brown immature individuals of the latter 

species were among them (photogaph on 

right). The passengers embarked between 

16.00 and 17.00hrs, some with accounts of 

having seen Magellanic Woodpeckers, 

Speckled Ducks and Andean Condors in 

the local national park.  Plancius slipped 

into the Beagle Channel just after 

18.00hrs without the usual melee of gulls 

around the stern and it was soon too dark 

to see much. 

Sunday 27th March.  The Drake Crossing 

Weather:  What wind there was, was a 

following one and, by lunch time had 

dropped to Force 0-1.  A decent swell was 

running on an otherwise calm sea.  At 

times, the surface was glassy.  Cloud, 5/10 

at first –see right- but clear blue sky and 

fierce sunshine prevailed for much of the day with a much tamed  Drake crossing.  Barometer rising 

from 993 to 996 Mbs. 
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At dawn (07.30hrs), a few Black-

browed and Wandering Albatrosses 

were following in our wake.  The 

‘birders’ were out in force, wrapped 

and muffled like serious polar 

explorers.  Several White-chinned 

Petrels quartered our stern (left and 

below). 

 

 Royal Albatrosses appeared during the first half of the 

morning; I photographed two individuals.  I guess that 

these were Southern Royals because there were signs 

that the birds were beginning to moult their black covert feathers and will ultimately have fairly 

white wings – the Northern Royals 

always have black wings. Note that the 

bird in the upper right photo is 

dragging a wing tip in the sea.   

Right: Weather for sun-bathing. The 

furious 50s as they were for most of 

the day, giving passengers a decent 

chance to acquire their sea-legs and 

sun tan. 
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Several Pterodromas (Gadfly) 

petrels were spotted careering past 

the Plancius with their characteristic 

helter-skelter flight.  All that I saw 

were Soft-plumaged Petrels (left).  

A single Grey Petrel was noted by a 

few of the serious chaps – that 

would have been a ‘lifer’ for me, had 

I seen it! 

 

By far the most numerous birds were 

Black-browed Albatrosses and most of 

those were fledglings and sub-adults. 

Note the slight collar, dark-tipped, pinkish-grey bill and 

dark underwings of these recently fledged birds.  Over 

several years, the white underwing pattern and the 

yellow bill will develop. The dark tip will be the last 

feature to disappear.  

 

Right: Several Grey-headed Albatrosses 

were observed – on the right is a young bird. 

The black bill with signs of the yellow 

markings of the adult distinguishes it 

immediately from an immature Black-

browed. 
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Left:  I take no credit for this 

nice portrait of an adult Grey-

headed Albatross skimming 

across the glassy sea late in 

the afternoon – probably 

when I was giving my talk on 

penguins!  It was taken by Lies 

van Rijnsbergen 

 

Right:  I was responsible for taking the 

immature Northern Giant Petrel – note 

the reddish tip to the bill and chocolate 

brown plumage characteristic of this 

heavy-headed scavenger of the southern  

seas. Actually, the females in particular  

take a lot of krill and, of course, this 

species, along with the Southern Giant 

Petrel are predators of penguin chicks. 

Several penguins were seen panic diving as the ship approached and the ‘birders’ claimed that they 

were Rockhoppers. 

 

Immediately after 

lunch, the conditions 

were almost 

Mediterranean and  

the few birds flying 

round the ship were 

reflected in the 

mirror-like surface  

and producing 

gorgeous patterns.    

 

Left: A ΨǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ōƛǊŘ 

ƻƴ ŀ ǇŀƛƴǘŜŘ ƻŎŜŀƴΩ, 

an adult Black-

browed Albatross. 

 

 



7 
 

 

 

Right. With such light airs, the 

albatrosses were gliding in Ψground 

effect’, almost touching the surface. 

The cushion of air beneath them is 

just sufficient to keep them 

airborne. 

 

At last, a few Pintados or Cape Petrels arrived 

and added their eye-dazzling plumage to the 

subtle patterns on the sea. 

I also saw WilsƻƴΩǎ {ǘƻǊƳ tŜǘǊŜƭǎ today. 

 

Monday 28th March. 

Weather:  In complete contrast to yesterday, 

there was total cloud cover at first and a keen 

20 knot wind blowing from the east, increasing 

to 30 knots, gusting 40 by the afternoon.  

Barometer falling slowly to 991 Mbs at 18.00 

hrs; a big swell with foam and breaking crests.  

We are through the Antarctic Convergence.  

On the right is the view from the bridge at 

14.00hrs. 

There was much avian activity around the ship 

today, chiefly with Southern Fulmars, Pintados, and Prions whisking around in the turbulent air.    

²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ {ǘƻǊƳ tŜǘǊŜƭǎ pattered in our wake, seemingly oblivious of the gale blowing above the 

wave tops. Some birders spotted a White-headed Petrel.  The occasional albatross was observed 

(see next page) and White-chinned Petrels were often present.  A new bird for me turned up today - 

a Pterodroma.  Simon Cook, a skilled and experienced ornithologist and one of the ship’s naturalists, 

told me that Kerguelen Petrels were being regularly seen round the Plancius.   I went out onto the 

bucking and very breezy rear deck and almost immediately spotted a pair of these all brown, long-

winged seabirds ‘bouncing’ high into the swirling air.  Alas, they kept their distance and trying to 

take  meaningful shots was a challenge. 
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Above:  A distant Kerguelan Petrel swooping high above the sea as is the manner of Gadfly Petrels 

  

Above:  Heavily cropped photographs of Kerguelan Petrels  processed 

to show the silvery undersides of the primary wing feathers, the pale 

forewings and bull-necked body.   As the name suggests, they nest on 

Kerguelan Island but also on Gough  so we should see more of them.   

Right: The first Southern Fulmar photographed on this trip and below, 

an immature Grey-headed Albatross in its element over the stormy 

waves. 
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Tuesday 28th March:   Antarctic Sound between Joinville Island and the Trinity Peninsula of the 

Antarctic Continent.   

Weather: Total cloud cover, poor 

visability and shrieking wind.  

Temperature  down to -13 degs C and 

Force 10 (whole gale).  Barometer rose 

and fell back.  Decks covered with frozen 

sea spray. 

 

Above: Looking towards the bows. Frozen sea spray plasters the decks and ice even forms on the 

inside of the frames of the double-glazed windows. Above right: The wind guage at 18.00 hrs 

registering 44.2 knots, gusting 54.6.   This shows the katabatic wind howling out of the Wedell Sea 

wavering between Force 9 and 10 (whole gale and strong gale). 

Little was seen today – a few Snow Petrels drifted past, Adelies and a Gentoo Penguins were 

recorded by the  birders, and a Sheathbill braved the wind to come and investigate the ship.  The 

highlight for many was a couple of Humpback Whales that passed close by.  There was general 

excitement at the sight of the flukes! 

Wednesday 30th March:   Antarctic Sound. 

Weather:   Conditions worsened during the night, with 55 knots of 

wind, gusting 66 – Force 10 (see right).   I noted one gust recorded  

over 70 knots. 988 Mbs and dropping.  Captain Han Tiens has 

been on the bridge constantly.  -7degs C. 

The Plancius ‘steamed’ up and down the Antarctic Sound all day, 

gaining what shelter the mountains of the Antarctic Peninsular gave us.  The Captain ordered us all 

to stay inside as the combination of wind and icy deck made it dangerous.  A course across the 

Bransfield  Strait towards the South Shetlands was ruled out on the grounds that too much frozen 

sea spray would accumulate on the ship.    
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Right: A view from the 

bridge through ice-framed 

windows as Plancius sails 

slowly downwind in the 

Antarcic Strait. 

Below: The angry sea.  

Taking photos of stormy 

seas is rather like taking 

pictures of daunting ski 

slopes;  when viewed later, 

they appear like nursery 

pistes.  

The wind scale was devised by the British 

Admiral Sir Francis Beaufort  (below 

left).in the early part of the 19th century 

as a means of measuring the speed of the 

wind according to how it affected the 

behaviour of his frigate’s sails.  For 

instance, when the ship had a good list 

and proceeded at 5-6 knots, it was Force 

4 – a moderate breeze.  When the wind 

caused the sails to be shortened to their 

2nd reef, it was deemed to be Force 7, a   

near gale.   A wind powerful enough to 

have the master order bare poles, that is 

to furl all the sails, was considered to be Force 10.  In those days, a 

master had no excuse for letting his ship founder in less than Force 

9!   Since then, the scale has been adapted to the land.  There is 

even a humorous version which depends upon the behaviour of a 

rising wind on a husband and wife who go sailing.  Force 10 ends in 

divorce!  The first ship to carry the official Beaufort Scale was the 

Beagle on which Charles Darwin voyaged around the world. 

 Even if the day yielded no birds, the sight of the huge swell, 

breaking wave crests leaving trails of foam sweeping past the ship 

until they disappeared into the mist of spray was indeed dramatic. 

 

Thursday 31st March:  Bransfield Strait and Scotia Sea. 

Weather:  Overcast, wind 26 knots, gusting over 30.   Barometer 986 Mbs and steady 
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At 04.00 hrs, Plancius moved out of the 

Antarctic Sound and shaped a course to 

South Georgia, a voyage which was to take 

3 days.  With low stratus and hazy 

conditions, there was little to see except 

bergy bits and the occasional unimpressive 

ice berg.    The decks were covered with 

frozen sea spray and were treacherously 

slippery (see right). Having had several 

disastrous accidents with camera gear on 

ships, I did not take advantage of the birds 

winging around the ship during the first half 

of the morning.  Notable among them were a few Antarctic Petrels before breakfast, and several 

Snow Petrels were present. 

Right: An exquisite Snow Petrel taken today 

by Babro Wilson Hagen.  

Below:  Antarctic Petrel,  one of many that I 

took  in the Scotia Sea in 2008. 

Terns were noted – including a party which I think were 
Antarctic because the migrant Arctic Terns should 
surely have been well on their way to Europe by now.  
Other birds recorded today were Giant Petrels, White-
chinned, a single Blue Petrel, and the usual retinue of 

Pintados;  occasional Southern Fulmars, Brown Skuas and a Kelp Gull were spotted.  I did not see 
the Blue Petrel.  The avian activity decreased markedly after lunch as it usually does! 
 
Friday 1st April:   Scotia Sea. 
 
Weather: Fairly thick fog at first developing into 10/10 stratus.   We have warmer air at 2 degs C, 
thus the fog.  There was very little wind at first but with a huge swell – later calmer but with Force 5.  
986 Mbs and steady. 
 
4 Hourglass Dolphins were observed from the lounge briefly before breakfast and a Bottle-nosed 
Whale appeared later in the morning.  There was a lot of bird activity today with large numbers of 
Antarctic Prions around the ship.   They were far more numerous than our escort of Pintados.  
Occasional White-chinned, Blue and Soft-plumaged Petrels were seen as well (see next page). 
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Above and right: Some of the 

Antarctic Prions that 

accompanied us during the day. 

Below:  A Blue Petrel showing its 

dark cap and conspicuous white 

tip to the tail. 

 

 

The Blue Petrels that I saw tended to fly more 

quickly and erratically than the Prions, twisting 

from side to side like a lone wader. 

Right: A Soft-plumaged Petrel – the most common  

Pterodroma in these waters.  
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Right:  No other bird 

in the world has a 

wing pattern like 

this!  A Pintado, 

Cape Petrel or Cape 

Pigeon snapped over 

foam from the ship’s 

bow wave. 

 

 

 

 

A few Black-browed 

Albatrosses were 

seen today and 

Light-mantled Sooty 

Albatrosses were 

reported.  This one I 

photographed was 

an immature –  

betrayed by its 

dappled body 

plumage. 

 

 

Saturday 2nd April.  

Scotia Sea continued. 

Weather:  Overcast, wind light (Force 3) but Plancius  is rolling in the swell.  982 Mbs.  Temperature   

3 degs C.   990 Mbs. 

At 06.20hrs, I was getting my early morning cup of tea when the first officer told me that an egret 

was flying round the ship.   It was an immature Cattle Egret – or at least, a bird not in breeding 

plumage.  Although it was still quite dim, I set the Canon 7D on 3200 ASA in order to obtain a shutter 

speed of 1/500th second, I took a series of shots of the bird flapping vigorously against our slip 

stream.    We are currently due north of the South Orkneys and 340 miles from Cape 

Disappointment, South Georgia.  So this bird has ended up a long way from anywhere ‘egret-

friendly’ and is probably doomed.  It is worth noting that the species has undergone a remarkable 

spread out of Africa in just over the last 100 years, having crossed the Atlantic and moved up 
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through Europe.  A pair has even bred on the Somerset Levels where the only big mammals are 

dairy cattle! 

 

Left:  Blown out of South 

America or a genuine 

pioneering settler, destined to 

failure in this inhospitable 

ocean?  The early morning 

Cattle Egret in the dim post 

dawn light. 

 

 

Right: While waiting for the egret to pass 

close by, this ermine-patterned Southern 

Giant Petrel quartered the ship’s stern and 

overtook us, looking quite ghostly against 

the grey sea.  Although grainy because of the 

high ASA setting, at least, the pictures are 

usable and are a testimony to how far 

photography has come since the glorious 

days of film when one would not have even 

contemplated trying to shoot anything in 

these conditions.  Several of these white 

morphs were seen today. 

Fewer Antarctic Prions than yesterday were 

around the ship.  But they were still quite numerous. There were definite sightings of Fairy Prions – 

distinguished by the much broader dark band on the end 

of the tail.  I am fairly sure that I saw a pair of them 

briefly as they zig-zagged away over the surface of the 

sea.   Fast flying Blue Petrels were seen more frequently.  

Despite a determined effort to obtain a good photograph 

of the species, their erratic flight defeated me.  The best 

of an indifferent batch is shown on the right and 

complements the top view of one on page 12.  The dark 

hood and partial chest band very much sets these petrels 

apart from Prions. 
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Far left:  A Black-

bellied Storm Petrel 

that passed just in 

front of the bows of 

Plancius.  This 

species does not  

trail its legs beyond 

the tail. 

Left: A  South 

Georgian Diving 

Petrel, a very small 

relative of the 

albatrosses. 

 

Several Great Albatrosses followed in our wake, 

including this Royal which I suspect is a young 

Southern (right). 

Wanderers were the most frequent  and below is one 

caught banking  as a Pintado sweeps in front of it.  

Although not by any means a small seabird, the 

Pintado is really cut down to size by the 3 metre wing 

span of the avian jumbo to its starboard. 
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Above: A big close-up of the same Wandering Albatross showing the pinkish patch on the ear 

coverts which Royals never show.  Neither do they have the fine vermiculated pattern on the body 

plumage. 

Left: Late in the morning, the Cattle Egret was spotted 

resting on one of the zodiac dinghies on the rear of the 

ship.  It eventually died. 

Sunday 3rd April:  South Georgia. 

Weather:   Force 4-5 from west with uncomfortable 

northerly swell until we reached the calm of Cooper 

Bay.  Squally at first, turning clear and placid. 

Barometer rising to 1004 Mbs.  Signs of the sun at dawn 

(below). 
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The usual selection of seabirds followed in our wake but we now see them occasionally brightly 

illuminated by sunlight like the Northern Giant Petrel below which shows signs of being in the 

process of moulting its wing feathers.   Below right: A White-chinned Petrel. 

 

Left: A Wanderer reflects the sun 

as it wheels against the 

background of an approaching 

squall. 

As a squall with its feathery-

topped CuNmb cloud cleared us, 

South Georgia and its snow-

capped mountains loomed out of 

the clag. We rounded Cape 

Disappointment at 11.00hrs 

(below left) and the island now 

thankfully sheltered us from the 

northerly swell. Unlike previous 

occasions when I had been here, 

there were no large icebergs 

grounded at this southern end.    

Rinie has opted for Cooper Bay 

as our first landing because of its 

sheltered position and excellent 

selection of wildlife.  In 

particular, it is good place to see 

South Georgia Pipits, a must see 

for the keen twitchers on board. 
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Right: A lone 

Black-browed 

Albatross rides the 

wind off Cape      

Disappointment. 

 

 

 

Passing round Cooper Island, the vast 

rookery of Macaroni Penguins could 

easily be picked out on the tussock 

covered slopes, and every species of 

penguin found in South Georgia was 

spotted in the increasingly calm sea.  

Plenty of South Georgia Shags were 

also present.  Once anchored in 

Cooper Bay, the benign aspect of the 

island was revealed, with sun gleaming 

on the  snow-covered mountains and 

oil-smooth sea.  Lunch was served and 

the first shore party left shortly after 

13.00hrs to land on the long, sandy 

beach of Cooper Bay. 

           Below : Cooper Bay, sheltered from the strong westerly and in sunshine.                    There was 

plenty of wildlife on the landing beach.  The reception parties included  Gentoo and King Penguins 

and may be a Chinstrap or two.   Fur Seals and weaner Elephant Seals were ubiquitous.  
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Left: The long sandy beach 

in front of the glacier  

where we landed.  As I was 

heading towards the 

Macaroni rookery, I did not 

see the breeding King 

Penguins and so the 

following photos are not 

mine. 

 

 

Right:  Part of the reception committee – a 

group of King Penguins resting on the shore  

(Photo by the ship’s doctor, Ninette van Es). 

Left: The YƛƴƎΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ! These beautiful 

penguins can be hard to photograph well 

because the eye rarely shows up against the 

velvet-black head.  However, the sun nicely 

illuminates this bird’s eye – the pupil being 

reduced to a pin-prick because of the 

brightness (Photo by Lies van Rijsbergen). 

 

 

Right: This is part of the small rookery of 

King Penguins that was discovered at this 

location.  This species is increasing over 

much of its range and so perhaps this is 

the nucleus of another colony that is 

establishing itself here.  
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I volunteered to walk to the small 

Macaroni Penguin rookery a couple of 

bays beyond where we had landed.  This 

involved making my way across a tussock 

covered promontory infested with 

boisterous young Antarctic Fur Seals.  

Right: Beautiful but a tussock killer - a  

blonde (leucistic) Fur Seal.   

Below: A feisty Fur Seal eyes me up to 

decide whether I am worth challenging or 

not! 

 

Once across, I had an utterly delightful 

walk around the shore with only 

Plancius in sight to remind me that I 

was not alone on this southern 

paradise.   It took an hour to reach the 

small bay from which a gully leads to 

the level where the aŀŎŀǊƻƴƛΩǎ nested.  

But this was not so easy either because 

Fur Seals had even invaded the tussock 

high above sea level, and there were 

more of these snarling little critters 

than I had ever encountered before.   

Right: By lounging around on the top of tussock and 

using them as cushions, the Fur Seals slowly destroy 

them – a situation that conservationists have to 

address as the numbers of these sea mammals 

continues to escalate.   Note how the ‘seals have 

worn away the growing tops of the plants. 

These mammals feed on krill  and it is thought that 

the demise of the whales in these waters have 

allowed the ‘seals to take advantage of the food 

once taken by Cetaceans, thus allowing them to 

increase to historically high numbers. 
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                 Above: A view close to the Macaroni rookery looking towards Cooper Island. 

 

Before I arrived anywhere 

near the main rookery, I 

came across little groups 

of Macaronis.  

Furthermore, the 

moulting birds had 

dispersed into the deep 

channels between the 

tussocks.  It therefore 

became very difficult to 

make progress without 

seriously upsetting them. 
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So far as I could see, 

all the penguins in 

the rookery were 

moulting and 

looking really 

dishevilled.  For 

three or more 

weeks, the birds are 

unable to go to sea 

and simply rest to 

conserve their 

energy. After all, it 

takes a great deal of 

resources to grow 

between 20 and 

30,000 new feathers 

in a few weeks. The 

two on the right 

have nearly lost 

their old plumage which is being cast off by the new feathers emerging underneath.  I visited this 

rookery on 12th March last year and, although quite a few of the Macaronis had begun to moult, 

there were still a few young birds around. 

Above:  I guess from its well turned out crest that this bird has more or less finished moulting. 

I took just a few photographs before retreating to the beach where I sat for an hour and a half. 
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Brown Skuas, 

Giant Petrels 

and Kelp Gulls 

were flying 

around. A  

ΨƭƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōǊƻǿƴ 

ƧƻōΩ in the 

shape of a  

South Georgia 

Pipit was very confiding.  One bird was so tame that I could not focus my Canon 100-400mm close 

enough!  The picture on the right 

shows one that was walking 

around a small group of young fur 

seals.  It clearly shows the very 

elongated hind claws 

characteristic of pipits and larks.  

The species is endemic to South 

Georgia and arguably the most 

southerly perching bird in the 

world.  I have seen a Magellanic 

Tapaculo on Cape Horn Island 

which is at a slightly lower 

latitude.  Undoubtedly evolved 

from the Correndera Pipit, this is a 

real ‘ǘǿƛǘŎƘŜǊΩǎ ōƛǊŘΩ. 

 

Left: A pair of 

South Georgia 

Pintails.  These are  

endemic to the 

island but some 

taxonomists only 

recognise them as 

a subspecies of the 

South American 

Yellow-billed Duck 

from which they 

are descended.  I  

saw a flock of 8 

while sitting on the 

beach.  
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Left: A group of Macaronis fully 

moulted sitting at the base of the 

‘penguin highway’ that runs 

between the rookery and the shore. 

 

A party of Gentoo Penguins all glossy 

and clean having just emerged from 

the sea.  

 

I had plenty of time to watch the Fur 

Seal pups and Elephant Seal 

weaners.  One of the latter objected 

to the proximity of a Fur Seal and 

chose to have a spat with it. 

Right: The weaner desperately trying 

to roar like a heavyweight beachmaster.  Like the 

adults, it has very few teeth, with just enough 

incisors and stumpy canines to grip slippery deep 

sea squid on which they feed. 

Left:  By contrast, the young Fur Seal has a 

mouth full of blackened teeth which is why you 

do not want to be bitten by one.  This species 

feeds by seizing krill swept towards the mouth 

by the flippers.  Unlike the teeth of Crabeater 

Seals, these do not function as strainers. 
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My seat on the rocks was a good position to 

contemplate the superb ‘design’ of the CǳǊ {ŜŀƭΩǎ 

body – sleek and stream-lined to cut resistance 

down, furnished with relatively huge flippers for 

powering submarine propulsion (left).   This is 

further aided by the webbed hind flippers. But being 

truly amphibious, the seal must retain some  

flexibility in the functionality of its rear limbs.  For 

example, it scratches with them. (below). 

The Elephant Seal is even more adapted 

to life in the sea.  It behaves like a  

whale during most of its life time, 

perfectly at home in the sea, diving to 

huge depths to catch squid.  The hind 

limbs are even more specialised for 

thrusting through the water and cannot 

be employed for skin care.  Having a 

comparatively large surface area, I 

suspect that they might be useful for 

cooling the blood if the animal 

overheats. 

 

 

 

 

Left: the hind end 

of a young 

Elephant Seal and 

spreading his toes.     

 

 

 

Rinie eventually 

picked me up from the beach and, together with a Zodiac full of passengers, led a flotilla across to 

Cooper Island via a cruise around the rocky reefs of the bay in which I had been sitting.   The 

Macaroni Penguins were returning from the sea and positively gleamed in the low sun – very 
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different from the scruffy moulters that I had seen 

in the rookery – the pictures on the left and below 

were  taken by Lies van Rijnsbergen.   Around the 

base of a rock shelf, a young Kelp Gull fed among 

the swirling fronds of Kelp. 

Above us, Giant Petrels soared together with 

one or two Light-mantled Sooty Albatrosses. A 

stack, white with guano, had a few Shags perched on the top, and several Chinstraps posed in the 

setting sun.  A number of South Georgia Pipits circled us, seeming to want to perch on our heads, 

showed that here they were thriving.   The aroma that wafted our way was very much that of a 

Chinstrap rookery and so it seemed, because we found a beach that was covered with these 

penguins (see below).   None of us realised that Chinstraps nest on Cooper Island although there is 

rookery on the southern end of the bay which has been closed to visitors for several years for fear of 

spreading avian dysentery that the birds had been afflicted with. 

 

Right:  Penguins were porpoising to and from 

the beach around our zodiacs .  A few Gentoos 

were among the Chinstraps. 

We eventually left the scene to zodiac across to 

the Plancius with the enchanting sight of the sun 
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setting behind the mountains of South Georgia.  Thus concluded an altogether memorable 

afternoon on this wonderful island.   But would it last? 

 

Monday 4th April.    Grytvyken and Stromness 

Weather:  No, the excellent weather of yesterday did not continue overnight.  This morning, low 

stratus and drizzle was the order of the day, with a temperature of 3 degs C.  997 Mbs and falling.  In 

the afternoon, the rain stopped and the low cloud lifted slightly but a strong katabatic, gusting 45 

knots delayed our landing in Stromness – itself a change from the scheduled stop in Fortuna Bay to 

visit the small King Penguin rookery. 

 

 

Left:  Rusting machinery of 

DǊȅǘǾȅƪŜƴΩǎ power station 

on a miserable wet morning! 

Before landing,  Ruth Fraser 

of the South Georgia 

Heritage Trust came aboard 

to give a lucid presentation 

on the progress to rid South 

Georgia of wretched rats, 

the scourge of nesting birds.  With the help of experts from New Zealand, the work is going well, and 

some areas are now rat-free.  The work continues and the aim is to complete the project by 2015.  

£5.5 million is needed to fund the operation and her appeal for people to donate £90 to clear a 

hectare met with at least 40 signing up.  It is a race against time because, at the moment, the 

island’s glaciers are isolating pockets of land that can be laced with poison and so the rodents can be 

exterminated from them.  But the glaciers which now reach the coast are receding – one by a meter 

a day – and so the remaining rats will eventually be able the spread at will around the whole island.  

They therefore must be eliminated before that happens. 
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Left: As ever, the museum is endlessly fascinating.  For 

those who doubt the size of the ²ŀƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ !ƭōŀǘǊƻǎǎΩǎ 

wingspan, Anne Swindell is 5ft 4ins and this fine specimen 

is mounted at an angle.  The distance between its wing tips 

is around 10ft (just over 3 metres). 

Right: A skin of a King Penguin showing 

the high density of feathers (9/square 

cm) and the thick pile of fluffy down at 

their bases which traps an insulating layer of air next to the body.  

Rough weather 

prevented anchorage 

in Fortuna Bay and so 

Plancius entered 

Stromness Bay for a 

landing on the beach 

next to the whaling 

station.  Despite 

being sheltered from 

the heavy swell 

outside, a strong 

katabatic wind was 

blowing down the 

valley from the glaciated 

mountains ahead of us.  No 

landing was possible until after 

16.00hrs.   We eventually went 

ashore among a small 

gathering of Fur Seals – 

nowhere near as many as on 

previous occasions.  Young 

Antarctic Terns delicately 

picked at the water surface – it 
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was too gloomy to take photos.  A 

few Gentoos were walking inland.  I 

headed up the valley, scattering a 

small herd of magnificent Reindeer – 

shortly to be exterminated on the 

island.  The Gentoo Penguins were 

apparently walking a couple of 

kilometres inland to a small rookery 

beyond what I take to be a glacial 

moraine.    

Above:  Young Fur Seals all over the Stromness valley and wearing out the hummocks of moss. 

Back on board Plancius, an indoor Bar-B-Q was mounted and afterwards, a Blue Petrel and Black-

bellied Storm-petrel were found on board. 

Tuesday 5th April.  Fortuna Bay. 

Weather: 977 rising slowly to 989 and 

rising.  Force 6 and big swell.  5 degs C 

and stratus.  Gleams of sun and 

rainbow in Fortuna Bay. 

Right: Entering Fortuna Bay with very 

low stratus. 

A strong northerly and heavy swell 

precluded any landing on Prion Island 

or Salisbury Plain which was scheduled 

for today.  So Plancuis headed south towards Fortuna Bay hoping for calmer conditions which might 

allow a landing close to the small rookery of King Penguins.   With the wind up to 35 knots and a 

very deep swell coming from our beam the voyage south was uncomfortable.  And yet, the sea 

watching was excellent.  Not only were the predictable species like Wanderer and Black-browed 

Albatrosses noted, but also a number of 

Great Shearwaters and Kerguelan 

Petrels were spotted.  There were also 

far more Soft-plumaged Petrels than 

usual for these waters.   Quite a young 

Wanderer circled the ship for a short 

period – see photograph on the left.  It 

was probably 2 years old.  We eventually 

arrived off Fortuna Bay and, with Fur 

Seals bobbing up and down in the 

turbulent sea,  Plancius crept inside at 5 

knots.  On arrival at the head of the bay, 

a gleam of sun in an otherwise overcast 

sky produced a rainbow auguring well 
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for a landing. That was not to be (see below). 

 

Rinie  scanned the beach and the apparent calm belied the foam-lined shore and crashing breakers.  

It was decided to cruise slowly up and down to see if, as forecast, the wind shifted to the west which 

would give a better chance of making it to the 2000 or so pairs of King Penguins during the 

afternoon. Luck was not with us. Mid-afternoon, Rinie and Brent took a zodiac out to inspect the 

landing site.  Although the bay looked calm enough for water skiing, they found that the swell reared 

up into unacceptably high waves on the shore and outside the limits of a beach-landing operation.     

As the weather forecast for tomorrow shows no signs of significant improvement, the Captain and 

Rinie reluctantly decided to press ahead with our scheduled departure for Gough Island 1350 miles 

away.  An early dinner was served so that it could be enjoyed in the relatively calm sea inside 

Fortuna Bay before Plancius breasted the rough seas to the north-east of South Georgia. 

 

Above:  Cape Disappointment at the southernmost tip of the island possessed for George III ς 

photographed when we arrived. 


