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Day 1 Longyearbyen
Day 2 West coast of Spitsbergen to Smeereburgodden
Day 3 North to the Pack Ice (82  °N 9°E)
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SVALBARD, NORWAY

10™ to 20 ™ August, 2012

Introduction

One of the major wildlife spectacles on our

shopping list of holidays was that of Polar

Bears in their natural environment, and this Svaﬁ)ard

was to be the year to do it. The first idea was

the classic one for many T Churchill in

Manitoba, Canada, where the bears ¢ an be North -

seen at very close quarters from the tundra s

buggies in October and November. The case A c
for this was complicated by a visit to the -

Manchester travel show, where the Canadian ‘ Seesn L Ausraa
representatives outlined the fact that Polar

Bears could be almost guaranteed in July at

the same spot, but there was also the

addition to the list of Beluga Whales and other possible wildlife goodies. And this for the

same price with an extra day included. Yet both tours were very short, with extensive

travel involved (UK to Toront 0 to Winnipeg to Churchill), so we looked at option three T a
Summer circumnavigation of Svalbard, Norway, on an expedition ship voyage. This also

had a huge chance of Polar Bear sightings (in fact, Explore, the company we eventually
plumped for, offered a bear guarantee, which was a free trip if no Polar Bears were
logged), was for far longer (8 or 11 days), and also offered additional goodies such as
potential Walrus, Arctic Fox, Reindeer, and a variety of seabirds, cetaceans, seals, and
dramatic scenery.

The fact that this was conducted from a ship as a cruise was incidental, since we had

decided some time ago not to go on a cruise for the sake of it, and this worked very well.

The ship we were on was the MS Expedition,ouamd t he
by the parent company of Gadventures could be found on various travel agent sites. The

embarkation port is Longyearbyen on the island of Spitsbergen (Svalbard islands), and

we arranged flights to here and overnight accommodation in the town ourselv es. The mix

on the cruise was varied and the staff always thinking ahead in terms of potential wildlife

sightings, safety and interest of the tourists. An itinerary can be found on the website

and also is sent following booking, but that is more or less ri pped up and the eventual

journey planned from day to day depending on conditions and potential for current

sightings. Whenever a maj or sighting occurred wh i
announced this to all, so there was no excuse for missing anything. | n addition to

sighting wildlife from the decks, of which there are plenty for all to be accommodated,

the crew tried to plan at least one excursion on to land each day using the zodiac landing

craft, or at the very | east a flksandhe &rctic erainjiasde 6. Thi s
groups of people were allocated depending on ability and want for different grades and

speed of walks.

Tips:

1 The temperature was on average cold5(&), and even dipped to undef® when the wind
chill factor was brought irso full cold weather gear is essential
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1 The landings from the zodiacs are invariably into shallow water, and also much boggy and

even wet ground is covered. Wellington boots of standard sizes are provided and more than
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Very little if any sign of midges or other annoying insects was seen

Food on board is excellent, but there is also a gym for the over indulgent

The viewing from the decks is invariably stable enough for a telessapéipod

Any toiletries used on board should be biodegradable

Despite $US being the only currency taken on board, a tab can be used for all purchases
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voyage

1 An ovenight stay at either the start and/or end of the voyage is often needed in
Longyearbyen. The Raddison Blu and the Spitsbergen Hotels are popular for this. The former
has the benefit of being the pick up point for the voyage, but the latter is perhapmtre
comfortable to stay in (better lounge area and free waffles and coffee betweépna).
Both included complimentary breakfast in the price.
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Radisson Blu Hotel Spitsbergen Hotel

Diary
Fri day, 9th August, 2012 (Day 1)
Embarkation from Longyearbyen

Our travel to the island, and ultimately the leaving port of Longyearbyen on Spitsbergen,

was by 3 flights from London (via Oslo and Tromso). Having left London at 10.20 am,

and arrived at Longyearbyen at 12.30am the next morning, it was a lit tle surreal to still
be in the daylight (or is that nightlight?) . We must have been staying ahead of the
setting sun as we flew north from Tromso. The town of Longyearbyen certainly has a
northern outpost type of a feel to it, with the wooden Nordic design ed buildings being
scattered rather than planned across the edge of the bay, and surrounded by the treeless

fells on either side. There was also the welcoming site of the glacier at the head of the

valley. We had prepared for very cold weather, but the 10 °C that welcomed us was
almost balmy. There would be plenty of time to utilise the cold weather gear as we

headed further North
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The habitat in and around the town is fairly straight forward T open sea water of the
inlet, rugged fells, shoreline, and bare open ground between the buildings. Most of the
obvious birds were seabirds, mainly crossed when we had a walk around the town
following breakfast and before embarkation at 4pm. Arctic Terns are easily the most
obvious, not only by their numbers and presenc e, but even the polite signs posted asking
people to respect their right to breed in peace. Small and scattered numbers of Black
Guillemots were on the sea, which was endearingly calm and good for watching, are
always a welcome sight. Looking up the bay to wards the mudflats exposed by the
receding tide, a decent sized group of Barnacle Geese were picked out in the distance. An

Arctic Fox was hoped for, but the calm disposition of the geese pointed to no such small
predator.

Longyearbyen harbour and town The low tide exposed mud falts

The boat finally left the dock at 6pm, and made our way in peaceful waters, passing
many Black Guillemots and single Puffin on the way. After the evening meal, and before

bed, the rear of the boat was blessed with the sight of a plethora of Fulmars, which
seemed to be homing in on the calm air behind the vessel, and then veering up and

round one side. Many of the birds passed within inches of where | was stood. An
impressive sight despite the increasing heavy drizzle in the light of the late hours.

Our ship - the MS Expedition

Sat urday, 11 August 2012 (Day 2)

West coast of Spitsbergen to Smeereburgodden

We awoke this morning to find the views not too clear due to a smattering of fog. The
announcement was that this may make any expeditions in the zodiacs more difficult, but

that the day would be reviewed as it progressed. Thus, after the mandatory orientat ion
session regarding the use of zodiacs, and then visit to the mud room to be fitted with
well ington boot s, we attended a | ecture by one of

Svalbard. Mouthwatering no doubt, but after we then togged up on cold weather ge ar,
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we headed to the viewing decks, where the fog and drizzle started to clear quickly. We

were informed that we were to go through the narrow fjord/channel that is on the way to
Smeereburgodden, which although slightly obscured by the fog, would still be quite

impressive. After only a short time on the top viewing deck, and with murmurings of

possible walrus or seals in the water at the bow, a Polar Bear was spotted on the rocky

shore. This was some distance away at fietesnewasbut what
that we were going to follow this large male for three hours as he slowly made his way

along the edge of the water T never really close (just as close as the ship was able to go

before being beached!), but sufficient to almost call him a friend

Lunch interrupted this bearathon, and he could still be seen from the restaurant as we
munched away. Once finished, we went back on deck to find a huge Walrus planted on a

boulder off the shore, not far from the still sauntering bear. Even more, a Common Seal
was also placed delicately on another rock in the next bay i the hope that the bear may
have a go never emerged. We then went back to our bear watch, when he obliged our

patience by entering the water and swimming for some distance, unnerving a few s mall

families of Barnacle Geese on the way. The first three Little Auks of the trip flew past in
front of the ship while watching.

Landing using the zodiac The view from the landing to the glacier

It was now time to utilise the zodiacs for the first time, crossing the short distance
between the ship and a promontory in the land. We were assured that the staff vessel

had already cleared the area for no bears, and also set up a perimeter so that we ha ppy

tourists could venture forth and explore. However, t h
Polar Bear of the day, slipping in on the blind side by swimming in between the boat and

our land based location. It was fortunately seen by one of the group, and summ arily
Afencouragedd away from us to another exit point. Wi t h
way, we picked out a couple of Reindeer in the distance, and a single Red -throated Diver

on one of the small lagoons. Another two subsequently flew over our heads . The Skuas

were represented by a trio of Arctic which landed not too far from us, and a pair of Great



