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I retired in October 2007, went out and bought 

my first ever SLR body and lens- a Canon 40D and 

100-400mm lens and started planning the birding 

trip of a lifetime. Everyone dreams of going to 

Antarctica and we found a wonderful cruise ship 

to take us there and many more places besides. 

 The motor ship Discovery is a medium size 

expedition/cruise ship which carried a maximum 

of 400 passengers to Antarctica, before returning 

to South America and cruising the Chilean Fiords, 

thereafter making its way up the coast of South 

America to Valparaiso in Chile. The cruise stopped here to reprovision, disembark some and take on 

other passengers (maximum  600) before sailing out into the central Pacific to visit Robinson Crusoe 

and Easter islands before returning to Arica in Northern Chile. An optional excursion from here saw 

us flying from Arica to Macchu Pichu in Peru before rejoining the boat in Lima. From there we 

headed north to Manta in Ecuador. 

The original itinerary planned for the boat to sail to 

the Galapagos, spend three days there and return to 

mainland Ecuador. Plans went awry however when a 

landing permit in the Galapagos was refused. The end 

result was we spent two days based in Manta 

exploring the off shore waters and islands of Ecuador 

where the marine and avian wildlife is similar to 

Galapagos and one day being flown to the Galapagos 

itself where we packed in the most incredible eight 

hours of flora and fauna watching imaginable. Our 

trip ended with 2 days in Quito where we visited the 

cloud Forest reserve of Bella Vista in the Mindo bio-

reserve some two hours out of town up in the Andes mountains. 

Most boats have their advantages and disadvantages 

and you invariably compromise somewhere along the 

way. The advantage of a larger vessel like Discovery is 

that is considerably less expensive than the smaller 

50-100 passenger boats. It still provides excellent 

guides and specialists in the Antarctic Flora and Fauna 

and of course has really superb theatres for slide 

shows and presentations. The disadvantage is that it 

takes much longer to get 400 people ashore on the 

inflatables , so the Captain has to be certain that the 

weather suitable for disembarking will hold for the 

full morning or afternoon so there is no chance of 

passengers ashore not being able to re-board the 

boat should the weather quickly change as so often happens that far south.  



We flew via Buenos Aires, spending two nights there  

before flying on to Ushuaia where a large banner  

describes the town as “ The end of the world- the 

beginning of everything!”.  True- in many respects! 

We had a couple of hours prior to sailing, having got our 

bags on board, to do some birding around the harbour 

and neighbouring shoreline. Dolphin Gulls wandered 

along the quayside, Kelp Geese probed in the kelp along 

the beach, a Striated Caracara perched on a nearby pole 

and a Dark-bellied Cinclodes pottered along the shoreline. We were going to have a wonderful trip. 

The Drake Passage is rightfully feared as a dangerous stretch of water- the shortest route to the 

Antarctic continent is still a 400 mile crossing. It lies at a latitude where there is no land anywhere 

around the world and the Antarctic Circumpolar current races through carrying huge volumes of 

water (six times the flow of the Amazon).  You can get calm conditions euphemistically known as 

“the Drake Lake” or you may face “the Drake Breakers”. Well we had something in between the two. 

There was a strong wind blowing with swells 2-3 

metres high and the Albatrosses and Petrels 

revelled in the conditions. Not so an American 

women who fell and broke her hip in the shower 

necessitating a diversion to a Chilean Base where 

she was shipped ashore  and flown back to the 

mainland.  So we missed first our port of call at 

Deception Island in the South Shetlands and 

headed on to Maxwell Bay where we enjoyed a 

zodiac cruise along the shore to watch the Gentoos 

and Chinstrap Penguins.  

The following morning we enjoyed our first wet 

landing at Maxwell Bay on King George Island  where we got up close and personal with the 

Gentoos, Chinstraps and a couple of Antarctic Fur Seals. 

 We then travelled through the Antarctic Sound marvelling at the huge tabular icebergs, some 

several kilometres long and some with Adelie Penguins perched 30 metres above the water. We 

rounded the top of the peninsula and headed for Hope Bay . Despite the Bay lying on the leeward 

side of the peninsula the winds were 

unfortunately way too strong for landing and 

we spent the morning cruising the Weddell 

sea and admiring the Snow, Blue, and Soft-

plumaged Petrels instead. We approached 

pack ice in places where we found Weddel 

and Leopard seals lazing on the floes fending 

off the inquisitive South Polar Skuas while 

Fulmars floated past overhead. Still no luck in 



the afternoon at Hope Bay as we made our way 

past flocks of Pintado Petrels . 

Traversing the Bransfield Strait overnight we 

headed for Waterboat Point and Paradise 

Harbour. We managed to land here but not 

before zodiac cruising between the icebergs 

looking out for penguins, seals, cormorants, 

terns, petrels and even a pair of humpback 

whales.  After waiting for an hour for our turn to 

land we hopped on shore right alongside the Chilean base. We were told to take our US$ as we 

could buy a cap or tee-shirt there, giving right of way of course to the Gentoos as they waddled past 

the entrance to the store. 

The sight and smell of a penguin colony is something to behold. Nesting and breeding were going on 

around us. Penguins were braying and squabbling everywhere while the mums just focussed on 

feeding their chicks. Amongst the chaos Greater Sheathbills scrambled to steal any regurgitated food  

 

the youngsters spilled.  We were only allowed an hour amongst these unique sights and smells 

before cleaning our boots and heading back to the boat. Overnight we cruised the Gerlache Strait 

heading for Graham Land and the southernmost point on the trip at S64 47 37.1 and W062 48 41.1. 

We arrived at the Arctowski Peninsula early in the morning to winds that were nearly of katatonic 

strength. Again there was going to be no landing here today. Two out of four or 50% was about the 

going rate we were told. And so we made our way between Anvers and Brabant Islands back into the 

Drake Passage where  the 18 hour trip back 

to the mainland was once again filled with 

great views of Wandering, Grey-headed, 

Southern Royal and even an Anipodean 

Albatross. Giant Petrels- Northern and 

Southern drifted 50 metres astern and we 

even caught the odd glimpse of Wilson’s 

Storm-Petrels. The Discovery is a great ship 

for bird watching. You could circumnavigate 

the entire boat on all three decks and there 



were a couple of spots near the stern where you 

could shelter from the wind and quickly cross from 

one side of the boat to the other as required. 

We arrived before dawn in the Beagle Strait and 

awoke to views of Imperial Shags, Chilean Skuas, 

White-chinned Petrels and dozens of Black-browed 

Albatrosses afloat on the water . A single Salvin’s 

Albatross was disturbed by a flock of Upland Geese 

landing close by. After great views of the Garibaldi 

Glacier we made our way through the myriad islands to Punta Arenas. A shore trip took us to the 

Otway sound Penguin Rookery where the Magellanic Penguins make their burrows in the sandy 

tussocks just as our African Penguins do. 

Crested Duck swam along the rocky shoreline while a Baird’s Sandpiper foraged close by. We found a 

Rufous-chested Dotterel   close to the penguins and in the distance a Lesser Rhea crossed the 

grassland. On the way back to the boat we found 

a flock of Upland Geese foraging by the roadside. 

We were aboard the boat for the next  two days 

cruising the Straits of Megellan, visiting the glacier 

at the head of Amalia fiord before arriving at the 

English Narrows which our pilots safely navigated, 

as Rock Cormorants watched us pass by just 30 

metres away and Brown-headed Gulls floated by 

just metres above us.  

We continued our twisting and turning journey 

through the Darwin Channel, traversing Chiloe 

Channel and enjoying spectacular views of the 

high mountains bordering the fiords before 

arriving at Puerto Montt early the next morning. 

Our excursion here took us to the Osorno Volcano, Petrohue Falls and the small coastal town of 

Puerto Varas. We saw our first Alpaca and the grounds of the restaurant gave us Fire-eyed Duicon, 

Southern Lapwing and Chimango Caracara.  

And so we arrived at Valparaiso, our half-way  

point on this grand tour of the Southern seas. 

We forgot birding for a day and toured some 

splendid Chilean vineyards. 

We were now moving into warmer tropical 

waters and the cold water Albatrosses and 

Petrels were left far behind as we looked 

forward to a totally different range of pelagic 

species. Robinson Crusoe Island (known as 



Juan Fernandez Island in Spanish) lies 674 kilometres west of Chile. En route birds were not 

abundant in these waters and an hour or more would pass with no sign of life. We at first battled to 

ID the petrels we had never seen before but slowly came to recognise De Filippi, Juan Fernandez, 

and Stejnegers Petrels with a single Cooke’s Petrel thrown into the mix. We had new Storm Petrels 

too- Markhams, Elliots and White-bellied. 

 We spent the whole day on Robinson Crusoe 

Island named after the Scotsman Alexander 

Selkirk who was marooned here for 4 years. 

There were not  too many birds around the 

village and the road disappears 500 metres 

from the village so there wasn’t time to explore 

the hinterland and chase the ten odd species of 

land bird there. We did however find the Juan 

Fernandez and Green-backed Firecrowns.  

It’s a long way out to Easter Island, 3 full days 

sailing, some 3000 kilometres west of Chile.  As we came closer to the island bird numbers slowly 

increased. Sooty , Pink-footed and Wedge-tailed Shearwaters put in an appearance followed by 

Kermadec and Herald Petrels. Closer to shore Masked Boobies started following the boat and 

plunge-dived after the flying fish which flew to avoid the oncoming bow of the boat. Easter Island is 

famous for its stone Moais. These stone monuments carved in situ from the volcanic rock and 

hauled on wooden rollers to the site where they overlooked and protected the islanders villages, 

were scattered all over the island. 

When did the Moai civilisation 

decline? When they had cut down 

all the trees on the island for their 

wooden rollers not leaving enough 

to continue building their boats. 

The birdman cult came next. The 

first warrior to swim out to Rano 

Kau, an island one kilometre off 

shore and bring back an unbroken 



Sooty Tern’s egg would rule Easter Island until the 

following year. There were practically no birds on 

Easter Island. We only saw sparrows and caracaras. 

Another three days cruising returned us to the 

Chilean shore and the port of Arica, behind which lies 

the Atacama desert, the driest place in the world. 

Arica is a small fishing port and as we left the boat 

just after dawn for our flight to Peru, we marvelled at 

the sheer numbers of Peruvian Pelicans, Inca Terns 

and even Franklin’s Gulls fishing in the harbour.   

We flew into Cusco and then took the train – a three hour ride along the banks of the swollen and 

torrential Urubamba River- we did see Torrent Duck, Black Phoebe and Torrent Tyrannulet on 

arrival. I won’t dwell on Macchu Pichu- we didn’t bird there- needless to say it is a unique experience 

– a must do if you are ever in this part of the world. 

We reboarded the boat in Lima and began our last leg of the trip up to Manta in Ecuador. We spent 

three days here. Day one was an organised trip 

to Machalilla and Isla de La Plata.  We had lots 

of sea lions and dolphins on our way out to the 

Island and great views of Blue-footed Boobies, 

Brown Pelicans, and Greater and Magnificent 

Frigatebirds.  

Day two we did our own thing and organised a 

trip north of Manta to the estuary of the Chore 

river and the Bahia de Caraquez. We took a 

boat ride up river- there was lots of activity on 

the sand banks- Turkey Vultures fought over a dead carcass, Little Blue Heron and Yellow-crowned 

Herons probed the shoreline, while Laughing Gulls, a Willet and a Spotted Sandpiper flew alongside 

the boat. We stopped with our local guide to walk through the mangrove swamp on an elevated 

board walk about two metres above the swamp. We were a party of five and the weight proved too 

much for the boardwalk as we crossed a mud filled creek and it collapsed throwing us all into the 

mud below. Luckily no one was hurt but it took a while to extract ourselves. Stephanie still claims I 

was more worried about my camera than her. 

Day three arrived and it was our turn to fly to 

San Cristobal and the Galapagos Islands. What 

a great day. We took a high powered boat out 

past the mangroves and the breeding 

Magnificent Frigates, watching the males 

inflate their pouches every time a female flew 

past. We circumnavigated Kicker Rock and 

headed for a beach to do some snorkelling. I 

was more interested in the Lava and Swallow-



tailed Gulls on the shoreline and the San Cristobal 

Mockingbird in the low scrub behind the beach. 

We returned to the harbour filled with Sea lions 

and Marine Iguanas. Pelicans and Brown Noddies 

perched on the fishing vessels while a Lava Heron 

checked out the Sally Lightfoot crabs on the rocks. 

We drove in land to see the Galapagos giant 

tortoises, picking a Cactus Finch and many Small-

billed Finches. Our final bird was a Galapagos 

Flycatcher which completed one of the busiest 

days of the tour before we boarded the plane back to Manta. 

And so we said farewell to the Discovery but we knew it wouldn’t be for long- while on board we 

were persuaded to sign up for another trip to Antarctica in 2009- this time returning to Cape Town 

via the Falklands, South Georgia and Tristan da Cuhna. 

Our final birding we did from our Quito hotel 

base driving out to Bella Vista on two 

consecutive days with friends we made on the 

boat. The Hummingbirds at Bella Vista were 

simply incredible- add to that the Plate-billed 

Mountain Toucan, Masked Trogon, Masked 

Flowerpiercer, and Grass-green and Blue- 

winged Mountain Tanagers- just a taste of 

Ecuadorian birding but enough to tell us that a 

return trip to Ecuador and the Galapagos would 

happen one day in the not too far distant future. 

Birds in order of appearance Southern Royal and 

Antipodean Albatross, Dolphin Gull, Wandering 

Albatross, Kelp Goose, Southern Giant Petrel, 

Adelie Penguins, Greater Sheathbill, Gentoo Pengins, Grey-headed Albatross, Magellanic Penguins, 

Juan Fernandez Petrel, Juan Fernandez and Green-backed Firecrowns, Masked Booby , Inca Tern, 

Blue-footed Boobies, Magnificent Frigatebird, 

Swallow-tailed Gull, Masked Trogon and Plate-

billed Mountain Toucan. 


