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                                                               Introduction     

This is an account of the first of four voyages I made on M/V Polar Star to the Antarctic  

between January 24th and March 18th 2010.   Although the last one took in the Falkland 

Islands and South Georgia, this voyage was a 12 day excursion to just beyond the Antarctic 

Circle by way of the South Shetlands and the Peninsula.     ¢ƘŜ ǎƘƛǇΩǎ ƭƻƎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ over 

2200 nautical miles.  The vessel, a converted Baltic Sea ice-breaker owned by Karlsen 

Shipping, carried a complement of 84 passengers and ten expedition staff.  

This document is not meant to be a complete account of what was recorded ς that is 

contained in the logs that were given to the passengers at the end of the trip.  This is a more 

personal account of what I saw and photographed.  Nevertheless, it conveys more than a 

general impression of what was seen at the locations visited.   As this diary is written after 

the voyage, a few references to the following one are included because it was almost a re-

run of this one. 

 

24th January       USHUAIA ς Argentina 54 degs 48.6S 

Weather:   Total cloud cover with a blustery, chilly Westerly.   Temp. 12degs C  1000Mbs 

Observations:  The passengers embarked 

between 15.30 and 16.00hrs.  As Polar Star  

moved away from the jetty at 18.00hrs, a large 

number of Kelp Gulls assembled over the 

ships prop wash and caught what looked like 

ƭƛǘǘƭŜ Ψǎǉǳŀǘ ƭƻōǎǘŜǊΩ ς Galatheid crustaceans ς

which had been stirred up from the bottom of 

the harbour (right).  I saw a few Dolphin Gulls 

but they did not join in the feast. 
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Right:  An adult  Kelp Gull ς one of many- 

fishing for Crustaceans.  In close up, it reveals  

what the bird is feeding on.    

Giant Petrels, South American Terns and 

Chilean Skuas were seen around the harbour. 

Heading down the Beagle Channel, we saw 

Upland Geese, Magellanic Penguins, and 

Steamer Ducks.  A colony of Imperial Shags 

crowded  was passed at around 21.15hrs as 

the light was fading (below). 

 

The first Black-browed Albatrosses were spotted  

just before nightfall. 

25th  JANUARY.   Crossing THE DRAKE PASSAGE 

Weather:     Complete cloud cover but sky  

clearing around midday to reveal a hazy sun,  

Force 7 from the North.  3-4 metre waves. 10 

degs C.   989Mbs and falling. 

Observations.  Both kinds of great Albatrosses 

were seen during the morning, including the  

Royal on the right.   Note the almost completely 

white body, dark wings with pale leading edges 

and absence of black tips on the tail feathers. 
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Right:  A 

Wandering 

Albatross showing 

its pink ear 

coverts ς a 

character that 

they do not  all 

share. 

 

 

Other species 

noted included 

both Black-

browed and Grey-headed Albatrosses (1),  both 

Southern and Northern Giant Petrels, ²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ and 

Black-bellied Storm Petrels, a single Soft-plumaged 

Petrel, and White-chinned Petrel.  

 

Right: An immature Southern Giant Petrel. 

 

Left:  A smart Black-browed 

Albatross swings around Polar 

{ǘŀǊΩǎ stern. 

 

The most unusual species observed 

today was a stowaway from 

Ushuaia ς a Correndera Pipit that suddenly flew out ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǇΩǎ ǳǇǇŜǊ ŘŜŎƪ ŀƴŘ ƘƛŘ 

among  the Zodiac dinghies on the rear deck.  It was not seen again. 

 

During the afternoon, the swell became very uncomfortable.  A passenger fell down one of 

the stairways and Dr Amama Thornley ς the Expedition Doctor - suspected a fractured 

pelvis (a correct diagnosis as it turned out).  A decision was made to divert to King George 
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Island in the South Shetlands where the injured woman could be evacuated to Chile and 

thence onward to the USA.. 

 

26th January                              THE DRAKE CROSSING  {сл ŘŜƎǎ нсΩ  

 

Weather:    The Antarctic Convergence was crossed  last night.  Total stratus but bright.  The 

ǎŜŀ ǘƘŀƴƪŦǳƭƭȅ ǎƭƛƎƘǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ȅŜǎǘŜǊŘŀȅΩǎ ōƻƛǎǘŜǊƻǳǎ ǎǿŜƭƭΦ  Wind light.  8 degs C.  973 Mbs. 

 

Observations:  On the whole it was  quiet 

today with relatively few birds seen.  

Among those was a very southerly Blue 

Petrel and I photographed a so-called 

White-chinned Petrel which made a fairly 

ŎƭƻǎŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǇΩǎ ǿŀƪŜ 

(right). 

 

27th January   KING GEORGE ISLAND 

 

Weather:  In a word, filthy!  Overcast 

with a low cloud base and poor vizability.  

Drizzle driven by 30 knots.  1 deg C and 

978 Mbs slowly rising to 982 Mbs. 

 

Observations: The morning was spent evacuating our stretchered patient to the island 

where an aircraft from Chile had arrived to fly her to Punta Arenas. 

 

Left: With Megan Tierney ς the Expedition 

Leader-  at the tiller and with Dr Amama 

Thornley in attendance, the stricken 

passenger is taken to the Chilean base on King 

George Island. 

 

Kelp Gulls, Antarctic Terns, Giant Petrels, 

²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ {ǘƻǊƳ tŜǘǊŜƭǎ and Brown Skuas 

were noted during the evacuation. 

 

Now with our modified schedule, tƻƭŀǊ {ǘŀǊΩǎ Master (Capt Leszek Slawski), shaped a 

course to Half Moon Island.  The omens were not good for a landing as a fierce westerly 

was blowing and a heavy sea running. Nevertheless a Zodiac was launched  to recce the 

shore but the swell precluded a landing.   This island has a rookery of Chinstrap Penguins, 

and these could be seen and smelt  from the ship. 
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28th January            

DANCO ISLAND сп ппΩ 

degs S 

Weather:  A bright day.  

Temperature 3 degs C  

and the barometre read 

986 Mbs, rising through 

the day to 989 Mbs.  Wind 

light, sea calm 

 

Observations:  Gentoo 

Penguins were the chief 

interest on this island 

which lies in the southern part of the Errera Channel.   In 1994, there were just over 1600 

pairs in the rookery, and like all Pygoscelid penguins, it was divided into clusters of 

territories which corresponded to the areas swept clear of snow early in the season.  Even 

now, a substantial amount of snow remained and the 

birds were commuting 

along sunken lanes 

through it (see photos 

on the left and right). 

 

The penguins were still 

ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƎǳŀǊŘΩ stage of 

their nesting cycle.  

This means that the 

chicks were still in the 

pebble nests with one 

of the parents 

protecting them from the lethal attentions of skuas.   The 

photo on the right shows a Gentoo with two chicks that 

are still vulnerable to predation by Brown Skuas and 

Giant Petrels.  The offspring of this species are typically 

ƎǳŀǊŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀ ƳƻƴǘƘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ΨƻŦŦ-ŘǳǘȅΩ Ǉŀrent is, in 

fact, working hard catching Krill to bring back to the 

nestlings.  

 

On the next page is a series of photos showing that the 

threat is very real and how the parent on watch deals 

with it. 
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Left:  A Brown Skua lands close to two 

ΨƎǳŀǊŘƛŀƴΩ Gentoos and their chicks. 

 

 

 

Right:  One enraged parent charges 

the predatory bird, screaming abuse 

at it and showing off its bright 

orange gape, 

 

 

 

 

Left:  The skua sees no easy 

meal here and makes a 

hastey retreat; the Gentoo 

returned to its chick. 

 

Below: Feeding time.  The 

adult regurgitates boluses of 

pink krill. 

 

 

Most of the chicks were getting very 

close to the stage when they will start 

to wander and assemble in small 

groups or crèches ς thus leaving both 

parents free to forage for krill.   At the 

first sign of danger, the young penguins   

run towards each other and form a very 

tight crèche which skuas will not enter.  

They look out for lone, vulnerable 

youngsters. 
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Above: Forever hungry, a pair of chicks clamour for food. 

Left:  Young Gentoos are among the prettiest of young 

penguins ς only rivalled by those of Emperors. 

During lunch, Polar Star headed south through the Lemaire Channel to the Yalour Islands.  

There have been reports of many Humpback Whales from the Antarctic Peninsular this 

year and, indeed, many were sighted on this and subsequent voyages. 

Left:  A pair of Humpback Whales wallowing 

in the Errera Channel. 

Below: A close encounter (Feb. 11th). 

                                                                               

Each whale has its own 

characteristically shaped dorsal 

fin and tail pattern and can be 

recognised from catalogues of 

photographs compiled by Cetacean researchers.    

And this was not the only species seen today.  A Minke Whale breached quite close on our 

port quarter, showing its yellow-stained belly as it rolled. 
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Left: A Minke rolls over 

onto its back as it breaks 

the surface. 

 

 

The Yalour Islands.    Situated south of the Lemaire and Petermann Islands, these are a 

group of low skerries, upon many of which nest groups of Adelie Penguins.  We are now in 

the realm of this deep Antarctic species.   These birds were further on in their breeding 

cycle than the Gentoos 

seen this morning, and the 

chicks were at the crèche 

stage..  Some were fairly 

advanced in growing their 

immature sea-going 

plumage.  This species has a 

comparatively shorter 

nesting cycle than Gentoos 

ς an adaptation to a more 

southerly distribution.  

 

Left: A bolus of krill being regurgitated for a still 

woolly chick. 
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As with all penguins, Ecstatis Displays are 

performed throughout the breeding season.  

This is a form of advertising behaviour ς a 

challenge to other performers, and often 

takes place on the nest site.  The displaying 

birds utter a bugling call, raise their hackles 

and show-off the whites of the eyes to give 

the performance impact. 

 

Above and leftΥ IŀŎƪƭŜǎ ǊŀƛǎŜŘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ΨŀƴƎǊȅΩ 

face of an Adelie Penguin (Photographed on 

Petermann Island, visited on a later trip). 

Oiling the plumage is an important activity in penguins and a preening Adelie conveniently 

exposed its oil gland  replete with nipple and a tiny central brush which holds the secretion. 
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Although Gentoos tend to walk from the 

sea to their nesting sites, Adelies 

frequently resort to tobogganing ς and 

often do so for very long distances over sea 

ice at the beginning of their breeding 

season to reach their rookeries. 

Left:  The nearest an Adelie gets to 

flying!   Parties of penguins were 

arriving at the shore and as the sea 

was calm, the opportunity was taken 

ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜ ǎƻƳŜ ΨǇƻǊǇƻƛǎƛƴƎΩ 

shots.  This is the way that these 

birds travel ς coming to the surface 

to take a breath without losing 

momentum. 

29th January   Crossing the ANTARCTIC CIRCLE and DETAILLE ISLAND 66 degs 23 S 

Weather:  Sunny most of the day but clouding over towards the evening with thin stratus. 3 

degs C.  Wind Force 2-3.  Sea calm.  989 Mbs steady. 

Observations:  We sailed South, crossing the Polar Circle at 07.15hrs. The Crystal Sound was 

as enchanting as its name suggests.  

 

 ! ΨōƭǳŜΩ LŎŜōŜǊƎ and a Snow Petrel that flew from it to the 

ship.   We saw several of these gleaming white birds over the next day or two. 

Detaille Island is situated in Hanusse Bay, a superb setting surrounded by snow, glacier 

covered mountains and icebergs.  In 1956 a British base was built (Base W) but, due to the 
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heavy ice conditions, 

only operated for a few 

years.  The hut and 

much of its contents 

still stands. 

Left: Detaille Island set 

beneath an interesting 

sky. 

Below: Base W and one 

of its rooms. 

I spent most of the visit driving a Zodiac. 

There were some spectacular grounded  

icebergs  around the back of the island.  A 

couple of Weddell Seals were hauled out 

which allowed a close approach.  There 

were several on the island itself (right). 

Adelie penguins nest on the island and 

we watched some as they plummeted 

into the sea only a metre or two from our 

boat.  Otherwise, we saw plenty of Kelp 

Gulls with fledglings, and Brown Skuas.  Even this far south, I did not positively identify any 

paler and more light-weight Antarctic Skua.  

After our visit, Polar Star once more headed south across a mirror calm sea towards a 

narrow channel between Adelaide Island and Graham Land called the Gullet.   The scenery 

was stunning, with snow clad mountains lining the horizon, and once we entered the 

winding passage, glaciers tumbled into the sea, producing fragments of ice that the ship had 


