Antarctic trip 2016:  Weeks 2 and 3, Feb 22-Mar 7.


Feb 22.  We awoke to glassy seas and fog as we motored north to Barillari Bay.  The low visibility and pack ice made for slow going, and the lack of wind dramatically decreased the number of birds around the ship.  Most of the ship-followers use the winds and swell to soar close to the water’s surface in ground effect, using locked wings and expending almost no energy, so calm weather makes for poor birdwatching.  We punched our way slowly into the bay and finally stopped when it became clear that ice and fog were not going to improve.  Nevertheless, we lowered zodiacs and kayaks and poked around among the floes for 90 minutes, checking out the crab eater seals, skuas, and a few storm petrels.  No one was to lose sight of the ship in the fog, so activity was limited to a radius of about 150 meters.  Each tandem kayak is equipped with a radio beacon, should someone get lost, but we gathered everyone up and continued out of the bay and on northward.  After lunch was the much ballyhooed “polar plunge” from the marina deck at the aft of the ship.  There were only a few dozen takers, Ada among them, who chose to participate (I had to take pictures, and had already polar plunged in the Beaufort Sea many years earlier).  The ship’s doctor stood by with the portable defibrillator as folks jumped in one by one.  Ada hucked a perfect cannon ball, and Yuri, the Ukrainian Chief Engineer, gave her a generous score of 9.5.  Most of the rest of the day we played cribbage on Dad’s hand-made board in the library, and either socialized or avoided socializing with the other passengers.  Cruises are not our cuppa, not at all.  There are some people that are really great to connect with, but there are others that forget that conversation is typically not a monologue.  The calm seas took away the easiest means of excusing one’s self: ‘pardon me, I feel a bit of motion sickness and have to have a lie down’.


Feb 23.  Continuing north through calm seas, fog and ice, we reached Cuverville Is. and by 08:00 were landing at the Gentoo penguin colony there.  I spotted a leopard seal lurking in ambush among the icebergs near the shore, and unsurprisingly the penguins were reluctant to get out and forage.  Here, as at all of the other penguin colonies, most of the chicks were in various stages of molting to adult plumage and looked embarrassed about their appearances.  Mixed among the penguins were a large number of post-nesting Antarctic cormorants, the adults with bright blue-ringed eyes and yellow-orange caruncles.  Here we saw the first and only Weddell seal of the trip, resting on the rocks.  Continuing up the Gerlach Strait, we encountered a pod of over 50 humpbacked whales.  The ship idled among them for an hour as they dove and fed on a dense layer of krill that the sonar detected at a depth of 40 meters.  Most of this time, a juvenile was left in seeming care of the ship as its mother fed, and it played at the surface, spy-hopping, and slapping its tail and flippers.  After dinner, while the rest of the passengers were taking in a lecture on something or other, the ship passed through an even larger pod of humpbacks, perhaps as many as 200.  Ada and I were alone on deck to watch them until darkness came at 21:30, and we selfishly did not alert the staff to their presence (nor did the bridge crew).  I asked the Captain about this a few days later, and he said that it was just nice to watch them without having some naturalist explaining the crap out of them on the loudspeakers.


Feb 24.  The seas came up as we cruised out of the lee of the South Shetland Islands, and set our course for Elephant Island.  We couldn’t land due to the rough seas, but we saw the place where Shackleton and his crew landed on the south side of the island, and then passed around the east end of the island to check out the site on the north coast where the crew camped on the beach for 5 months, and from where Shackleton sailed for rescue to South Georgia.  The campsite was an incredibly grim place to look upon, as the wind howled, and the sleet slashed down, and sea thundered on the rocks.  We then set a vector to the NE and we were off across the Scotia Sea to S. Georgia, two days away.  There were scattered humpbacks through the afternoon (these whales were on their northward migration to calve and mate in the tropics) and we also got a close look at a fin whale.  With the wind and seas up, the birds were back on the wing: Cape petrels, Wilson’s and black-bellied storm petrels, white-chinned and southern giant petrels, Antarctic prions, black-browed and gray-headed albatross, wandering albatross, light-mantled sooty albatross, snow petrel and southern fulmars.


Feb 25.  All day we steamed across the Scotia Sea at a steady 13.5-14 knots and bearing of 061degrees.  The 4-5 m swells and 15kt winds were right astern, which made for a nice smooth ride, and the skies were generally clear but punctuated by squalls of fog and snow.  We had all of the birds of yesterday, with the addition of soft-plumaged and Kergulen petrels. The routine was an hour or so on deck with binoculars and full parka, a cup of tea, back on deck, breakfast, deck, tea, deck, lunch, deck, tea, deck, afternoon tea, deck, a beer, deck, dinner, deck, cribbage, bed.


Feb 26.  A clear bright day and a few large icebergs on the horizon, one of them a huge tabular berg a few km long.  In the early afternoon our route took us past some other large bergs, towering a couple hundred feet out of the water.  Because of their depth of submergence, the currents were up-welling krill to the surface around them and there were thousands of Antarctic prions, S. giant petrels and South Georgia diving petrels feasting there. Our first view of S. Georgia came at 16:00, and we saw occasional groups of king and macaroni penguins porpoising through the swells.  We pulled into Cooper bay on the eastern tip of S. Georgia at 18:00 and loaded into zodiacs for a quick visit to the macaroni colony, and saw South Georgia cormorants, sheathbills and lots of young-of-the-year and female fur seals.  We sailed away and anchored at midnight in St. Andrew’s Bay.


Feb 27.  At 05:30 a subset of the keen were loaded into zodiacs for a dawn visit to the huge king penguin colony of St Andrew’s Bay.  The seas and winds were calm and the only worry was from the YoY and female fur seals that are in a constant game of charge and bite with each other and the legs of shore visitors.  Sunrise was pretty and many terapixels of memory were used to get images of king penguins against the pink sky.  We fell back to the ship for breakfast and everyone landed again for a few hours.  In addition to the kings and fur seals there were a smattering of gentoos and chinstraps, and also a few S. elephant seals.  The king colony was vast, and estimated to number 250,000 pairs during the nesting census.  With chicks the numbers add up to well over ½ million birds and the noise and stench were almost overwhelming.  We motored back to the SE after lunch and landed at a smaller king colony at Gold Harbour, where there were also lots of elephant seals and where we saw our first few South Georgia pintail ducks.  These strange anseriforms apparently will resort to scavenging, and have been known to burrow into the carcasses of dead seals.  Afterwards we steamed off to the NW through the night to Fortuna Harbour.


Feb 28.  After breakfast, about 40 of us took zodiacs to the beach at Fortuna Harbour for our hike across the saddle to Stromness Harbour and its abandoned whaling station.  This hike would retrace the last three miles of Shackleton, Crean and Worsley’s epic crossing of the island in May of 1916, one hundred years ago.  Yesterday in preparation for the hike, we passengers had been severely warned that the walk would require a steep ascent of 1000 ft. across scree, cobbles and boulders, a short relatively flat transition, and then a very steep 1000 ft. descent skirting a waterfall on unconsolidated scree.  The recommendation was that only fit, sure-footed folks select themselves to take part, and I would guess that about a quarter of the participants that morning, fortified with hiking poles that they deployed like walkers (i.e. plant two poles in front, shuffle up to the poles, plant the pair forward, repeat) were destined to end up under a rocky cairn by morning teatime.  Damned if I was going to help carry an egomaniacal 1%er’s remains back to a freezer compartment on the ship.  Did I mention that the Doc was along with his trusty AED, and that a half dozen of our burly Filipino ABS also elected to make the hike?  Well, it all ended up ok.  There were snow squalls and wind, but it was otherwise just bright and windy.  The staff led us straight up the fall line of the slope and I forced Ada to traverse back and forth with me to avoid a rock fall injury.  On the descent the staff led the group straight down the fall line of the 30 degree slope, but Ada and I had rabbited ahead and just watched in horror from base of the waterfall below.  Once everyone was down onto the braided river flat, we walked out to the bay and the rusted ruins of Stromness station.  There were thousands of fur seal pups and cows along the way to feint, dodge and false charge.  The hikers along with the rest of the list were collected back to the ship well before lunchtime.  I would have loved to spend time looking through the ruins at Stromness, its rusted red buildings, equipment and tanks a perfect color jolt against the verdant green of the lower slopes and the gray, black and white of the upper hills and mountains. All of this was fenced off however by the S. Georgia and S. Sandwich Islands government as unsafe due to danger of falling material and asbestos hazard.  The government also has a policy of ‘take nothing’ from the islands; no stone, no flora/fauna, no artifact.  I wanted a seal pup and a link of anchor chain longer than my shin bone, but both were forbidden and too big to conceal in my undergarments.  We motored away a short distance back to the SE to land at Grytviken (a former whaling station) and King Edward Point (the seat of the territorial government and a garrison of Royal Marines).  We had our passports stamped and learned about the history and natural history of the island.  First thing in Grytviken we marched up to the graveyard and everyone was handed a tot of Irish whiskey to toast at Shackleton’s grave: a drop to sip and one to drip on his memorial stone.  Frank Wild’s remains are also interred there, shifted from the original burial in England to rest at Shackleton’s right hand.  We wandered through Grytviken, the remains of which had been rendered safe, and took in visits to the museum, the church and the official buildings (which looked almost exactly like the official buildings in Nome or Bethel or Barrow, Alaska).  We learned that the war between Argentina and the UK over the Falklands/Islas Malvinas back in 1982 actually started in this bay, when the Argentinians captured the outpost prior to their assault on the Falklands.  The first casualty of the war is also interred in the cemetery: a young Argentine submariner unfortunately shot for carrying a gun with him as he escaped his bombed out boat.  We also learned about the very effective alien species eradication programs on the island: helicopter broadcast bait/poisons had taken all of the rats from the green parts of the place, and helicopter gunners from NZ had shot off all the reindeer the Norwegians had brought in to supplement the interminable diet of whale and seal meat.  Looking at the soil and the climate, it was and still is impossible to grow a cabbage or potato in S. Georgia: the only way to provision the work force was to open a can or go to the beaches.  Later that evening we met up with the ship National Geographic Explorer which happened to coincide with our track in Jason Harbour in Cumberland West Bay.  Many zodiac exchanges were made and Ada and I met up with our senior colleagues Sam and Laurel, retired from the TNC SF office, for a couple of hours on their ship.  The Filipino crew was also flitting between the ships and it took a bit of time to check that all the rosters were correct before we split and went our ways at 01:00.


Feb 29.  This morning we entered Hercules Bay, which had spectacular folded sedimentary stratigraphy, nesting macaroni penguins and S. Georgia cormorants, fur seals and on the higher bluffs, nesting black-browed and light-mantled sooty albatross. There was a small beach pounded by surf, so we just tooled around in the zodiacs to look at the wildlife. The giant kelp was mesmerizing as it swirled and undulated in the swells against the black rock and cavernous shore.  Here was our first view of the South Georgia Pipit, the southernmost of any songbird, as it picked and probed the intertidal seaweed for amphipods and other invertebrates, entirely like a rock sandpiper or surfbird: another case of niche shift so odd that it was helping to re-write my ecological preconceptions.  We collected back to the ship and steamed away NW to our next landing at Prion Island, but on the way we met up with a blue whale and her calf, and chased the poor wee giants for an hour as they tried I elude us and the passengers cried for more photo ops.  I felt a bit irate. At Prion Island , some Aussies had been commissioned to build a boardwalk up through the tussocks back in the 1990’s, which made the tramp up the island much easier save for the fur seals that seemed to think that the boardwalk was their personal conveyance to the less crowded uplands.  From the planks we were able to see closely into the nests of wandering albatross and S. giant petrels.   There were also many South Georgia Pintail ducks and S.G. pipits but he winds were fierce and most of the birds screamed along in view for seconds or less.  We moored for the night back to the SE in the shelter of Possession Bay.


Mar 01.  Under clear and calm weather we pulled into Prince Olaf Harbor for a morning shore visit.  There was yet another picturesque abandoned whaling station in the bay, and tons of fur seals and elephant seals on the beaches with a few gentoos in the late stages of molt.  There were also scads of South Georgia pipits foraging for invertebrates in the seaweed wrack along the shore.  After we loaded back onto the ship the captain slowly cruised us past the station for a better look, before lighting out for our final stop in South Georgia.  Later in the afternoon we made that final stop at Elsehul in the extreme west of the island.  It was too steep to land but we cruised around in zodiacs to look at the abundant birds, which included gentoo, chinstrap, king and macaroni penguins, and nesting black-browed, gray-headed, and sooty albatross.  By 18:00 we were clear of the island and steaming into our two-day passage to the Falklands.


Mar 02 and Mar 03.  These two days of passage were rather uneventful. The swells were small, the winds were light and it was almost constantly foggy.  Very few birds were about, and those were the usual ones.  Still the round of deck time and teatime continued, with perhaps a few more than the usual number of cribbage games.  We anchored in Port Stanley about midnight on the 3rd.


Mar 04.  About 05:00 we weighed anchor and moved to moor at the docks in Stanley.  At 08:00 Ada and I and our two birding friends struck out on a 4 mile walk to Gypsy Cove.  The cove’s beach and dunes are still off limits due to the anti-personnel mines laid by the Argentinian forces in the early days of the conflict.  The story goes that they removed the metal tags that allow the mines to be magnetically detected, so there are these hidden packets of high density plastic and high explosives on certain beaches.  The mines are generally good for wildlife because they keep people away, but the odd bull fur seal gets blown up every now and then.  We were back into Stanley by noon and Ada and I walked around town for a couple of hours with a final stop at the Globe, an old pub on the high street, for a Bodington’s ale (not a single beer on tap in the islands!).  Yes, I know you are probably not that interested in the birds, but it had been a big day for new birds for us: crested duck, Falklands flightless steamer duck, kelp goose, upland goose, Falklands cormorant, rock cormorant, both Magellanic and blackish oystercatchers, double-banded plover, dark-faced ground tyrant, black throated finch, black-chinned siskin, turkey vulture, house sparrow, austral thrush, Magellanic penguin, kelp gull, white-rumped sandpiper (we used to band these on the nest in Arctic Alaska),white tufted grebe, flighted steamer duck, and long-tailed meadowlark.  We were all back on the ship by 18:00 and steamed off into the night for tomorrow’s landings in the extreme west of the archipelago.


Mar 05.  Our first stop of the day was at Carcass Island, which is a working sheep station, but where they have voluntarily fenced out important beaches, nesting areas and other habitat.  We were most of us dropped off at a beach on the eastern tip of the island and from there walked the sand and peat track to the main house for an elaborate morning tea.  The place looked like every sheep station from my boyhood in N.Z., and in particular it reminded me of Robin Hood Bay near Blenheim (the home of my friend John Newton), with sea right out in the front yard.  New birds for the morning included Ruddy-headed goose, blackish cinclodes, grass wren (but no Cobb’s wren), striated and southern caracaras, and black crowned night herons (which also nest in the riverside willows of Nelson Ranch in N. California).  There were two young boys at the station, Nick (8) and Ben (10), who, though shy, I was able to draw out with questions about when shearing happens (in the spring) and how many cattle they had (6 for milk, 12 for beef), and where are the horses (given up for ATVs).  The boys were getting ready to head off to boarding school in Stanley for the next 6 months, with visits back and forth frequently, and about which they were very happy and excited.  They said it would be a great improvement, as they had been sent to school in England for the past few years with one visit home annually.  They seemed mature for their ages, typical of boarding school kids.  On the beach as we were getting ready to load onto the ship, I put my binoculars on a striated caracara: it had a white 17 on yellow leg band.  Ben was nearby and I quickly went to him to ask about it. Yes, he said, that’s one I banded on this island two years ago with my father.  He also noted that this bird did not have a satellite transmitter, but others did and they could watch their movements on a website.  I told him about Ada and I being pioneers of satellite telemetry back in the early 1990s when tundra swans were the only species large enough to carry the chunky technology of the day.  I would love to go back to Carcass Island.  Our next and final landing of the trip was at New Island, and on our way there we saw sooty and great shearwaters, Sei whales and Peale’s dolphins.  At New Island we visited the nesting colony of intermingled rock hopper penguins, black-browed albatross and Imperial cormorants.  The wind was howling and it was impressive to see the adult albatross come in for a stall in the 30 knt. winds on the cliff face to feed their now enormous chicks.  The rock-hoppers gave us the grand slam for penguins of the SW Atlantic with eight species: Emperor, King, Adelie, Gentoo, Chinstrap, Macaroni, Magellanic, and Rock-hopper.  A storm was brewing as we loaded back onto the ship bound for Ushuaia, jets and home.


Mar 06.  At 00:00 I was awakened by the crash and smash of the ship’s bow into the head-on swell and winds as we sailed WSW toward the Beagle Channel.  It made for a very uncomfortable night, and a time or two I was actually lifted from the bed and placed elsewhere by the motion of the ship.  This was not so great, but we were glad eventually that the whole trip had not been as rough as that, which are apparently the standard normal conditions. Ada skipped breakfast and I had a cup of tea and some tepid oatmeal.  Most of the day was spent bouncing off the railings, bulkheads and walls, but finally we were in the lee of Tierra del Fuego and things calmed down.  We tied up at the dock in Ushuaia after midnight.


Mar 07 and Mar 08.  We spent a few hours in Ushuaia before getting on the charter flight to Santiago at 10:30, and we then hung around Santiago until our flight to Houston at 23:00.  At 07:00 we got the jet to San Francisco and took BART and a cab to get our car, left at Mike and Hannah’s.  I drove us up I-5 from noon to 17:00 and back to the ranch.  Ada was in bed at 19:00, I fell asleep in a chair watching Columbo re-runs.  That was a hell of a great trip.


