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After a long and tedious flight with stops in Sao 
Paulo and Buenos Aires we eventually arrived in 
Ushuaia after 32 hours on the go. It was 11 years 
ago when we were last in Ushuaia on our way down 
to Antarctica and boy- how things have changed in a 
decade. We had a self-catering appartment for 3 
days, high on the hill overlooking the harbour with 
great views of the cruise liners coming and going. 
Most days there were three ships docked and once 
there were four. That means 2-3000 people pouring 
ashore each day. 11 years ago ours was the only 

boat moored in the harbour and on our visits to the 
Tierra del Fuego NP we only saw a handful of 
people. While the park itself is huge, access is severely limited with a single road running 15 
kilometres to the main centre with just a couple of loops down to the shoreline. Today there are 15-
20 tour buses fighting for space on the narrow roads making stopping to look at birds a hazardous 
exercise. Both the town and the park are rapidly becoming overrun.  
 
We spent two days in the park- I remembered seeing a pair of Great Grebes on their nest 11 years 

ago and they were still there- performing a curious 
courtship ritual chasing each other across the lake like a 
pair of flightless steamer ducks. A pair of very attractive 
Thorn-tailed Rayaditos caught our eye and outside the 
centre we caught up with a Silver Teal and a pair of flying 
Steamer Ducks (only found on fresh water) with their 
little chick.  A pair of Black-necked Swans idled away the 
morning in the middle of the lake while small parties of 
Upland Geese pottered around the edge. 
Down on the shore of one of the sheltered bays close to 
the ocean you can find a small post office selling stamps 
and mementos. The employee here feeds the Southern 

Crested and Chimango Caracaras bits of fish early in the 
morning which was fun to watch. A small flock of Black-

faced Ibis loitered at the top end of the beach before being chased by the Crested Caracaras calling 
loudly as they flew round the headland.  
 
On our second visit the following day I was surprised to see a dozen young Black-browed Albatrosses 
sitting on the water just 50 metres off shore but try as we may we could not add anything new 
to the list on a cold and drizzly day and decided to cut our losses and head back to town to try our 
luck along the shore line. The weather had improved by the time we got to the outskirts of town and 
we found  plenty of Dolphin, Kelp, and non-
breeding Grey-headed Gulls along the shoreline. 
South American Terns were busy fishing and 
Imperial Shags were diving out in the bay. 
Stephanie spotted a Blackish Oystercatcher- our 
only Oystercatcher of the trip. 
 
We drove through town and headed out along the 
northern coastline. Once past the light industrial 
zone there is an attractive headland which rises 50 
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metres above the sea with great views back to 
the bay and town. Juvenile South Giant Petrels 
hovered directly above us while Black-browed 
Albatrosses glided low over the water just metres 
from the shore. I spotted a Sooty Shearwater 
further out. On the way back we stopped at a 
river estuary where a Black-crowned Night Heron 
was fishing mid-stream and the mouth itself was 
filled with Kelp Gulls and Chilean Skuas. 
 
We had one final morning to ourselves before 
boarding the boat at 1.00pm. We decided  a walk 
along the promenade was required.  There were 
more birds to be seen along the rocky shoreline. We found several pairs of Fuegian Steamer Ducks 
feeding on the kelp, and then Several Kelp Geese- the white males looking very smart alongside the 
brown coloured females. 
A pair of Blackish Cinclodes flew past – a new bird for me- while we watched some Southern 
Lapwings feeding on a grassy patch close to the sea. We spent a productive couple of hours there 
before collecting our bags and returning the hire car to the airport. 
 
A taxi dropped us off at the quay and we made our way down to the Silver Cloud .This was the first 
time we had travelled on the Silversea line and I have to say that we were both very impressed. The 
boat is a genuine expedition boat with 17 zodiacs, a dozen Kayaks, and over 30 expedition crew and 
manages to combine this with luxury cruising- 5 star food in their four restaurants and all the booze 
you can drink. The boat was large- nine decks for just 250 passengers at full capacity- we were only 
175 strong on this trip- with 225 crew to look after us. We had the nicest cabin so far on any cruise 
liner we have travelled on and our butler Naru and housemaid Regina saw to our every need. For 
those less expedition minded there was the Spa Beauty salon and boutique and swimming pools and 
Jacuzzis. There was even a fully equipped photo studio to process and print your photos. The free 
wifi worked well throughout the trip. 
 
After the usual champagne welcome we explored the boat. My only “complaint” was that it is not 
ideally suited for photographers. You could really only shoot from deck 8 - 30 metres above the 
water putting many of those prions and storm petrels tantalisingly out of reach. There was a brilliant 
observation lounge on deck 9 above the bridge giving panoramic 250 degree views up front but you 
either had to shoot through the glass or rush 20 metres to get outside by which time the opportunity 
had usually gone. 
 
It takes 36 hours- 2 nights and a day to reach the Falklands- a distance of 760 kilometres from 
Ushuaia to New Island. I was up early and out on deck. Things were very quiet- a few Giant Petrels 
and a couple of Great Shearwaters. Great Shearwaters proved to be the most common bird of the 

trip whilst at sea. We saw them every day-sometimes 
just a couple flying together sometimes as many as 20 
in the air together. 
Around mid-morning I suddenly noticed a tiny bird 
flying towards the ship. It just kept on coming and to 
my amazement landed on the rail just a couple of 
metres from me. I looked at this soggy exhausted 
bundle of feathers and said what in heavens name is 
that- Is it really a rufous-collared Sparrow which 
indeed it was. It sat there for over an hour, drying off 
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and recovering its strength so I decided it was time for a 
coffee. On returning I noticed movement behind a chair 
and there was another bird- this time a Southern House 
Wren. What were these little guys doing over 300 
kilometres away from their nearest landfall. I just hope 
the following wind carried them to the Falklands. At 
lunch we were out on the restaurant deck on deck 7 
when a lady said there is a bird over there- this time it 
was a Slender-billed Prion. Three ship-wrecked birds in a 
morning- never had that before. In fact we had 19 birds 
landing on board in total over the next few days – most 
of them Prions and Storm Petrels- all of which were 
safely released back to sea. We had to darken the ship every night to avoid these bird strikes which 
eventually seemed to help. Other than that it was an uneventful crossing with some Cape Petrels, 
White-chinned Petrels and Black-browed Albatross joining the ship in the afternoon. 
 
We also had our mandatory biosecurity briefing that afternoon The Falklands and especially South 
Georgia are strict about their biosecurity measures and we soon got into the routine of cleaning and 
disinfecting our gumboots in the mud room, and combing our velcro and pockets for possible seeds 
and pieces of vegetable matter. 
 
New Island is the westernmost of the inhabited islands of the archipelago. It is a wildlife nature 
reserve with rookeries where Southern Rockhoppers, Imperial Shags, and Black Albatrosses share 
the same nesting area. We anchored early on March 1st and by 7.00am we were on board our 
zodiacs heading for our first wet landing. A close approach to the rookery was not possible but we 
had nice views of the Rockhoppers nesting alongside the Black-browed Albatrosses- you only realise 
how small these penguins are, when you see them alongside the Albatross chicks. The shags nested 
a little higher up as if trying to distance themselves from the commotion below 
 
We were back on board by 10.00am and the Silver Cloud set sail for West Point some 85 kilometres 
around the headland. Here we had a hike of 2 kilometres across rolling moorland to reach Devil’s 
Nose. On the way I photographed Austral Thrush and Black-face Ground Tyrants before arriving at 
the cliff top rookery. Audacious Striated Caracaras known locally as “Johnnie Rooks” patrolled the 
rookery. The Rockhoppers looked particularly scruffy as most of them were in moult and the 
Albatross chicks were still some way off fledging. This island operates under a “tenant” farmer and 
his wife who look after the sheep. They also try to make a little money from the cruise ships and 
provided an amazing slap up afternoon tea. The poor woman had been baking for 3 weeks. 
 
I did not stay for the spread but continued along the coast line. There were some Rock Shags I 
wanted to photograph. I could also see a small colony of Magellanic penguins further along the 

coastline, but as one of the early returning zodiacs 
was cruising out to see them I thought I could save 
myself the hike. Our zodiac driver obliged and we 
had nice views on the way back to the boat. 
 
Overnight we repositioned to Stanley some 270 
kilometres to the east. Stanley will eventually suffer 
the same fate as Ushuaia .There were several cruise 
ships there which doubled their population  of three 
thousand souls to six thousand for the day. We 
chose not to do the long (10 kilometre) hike to 
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Gypsy Cove but took the 40 minute bus tour of Stanley 
before letting Stephanie loose for some retail therapy 
and taking a walk along the town’s coastline. The 
Falkland Steamer Duck is common along the shore and 
we saw a small flock of Crested Ducks and a couple of 
Speckled Teal. The Upland Geese seem a little different 
here with a large white patch on their wings. 
 
5.00pm saw us back on board and we were underway 
soon after accompanied by large flocks of Sooty 
Shearwaters and several  Imperial Shag as we headed 

out east on our two day crossing to South Georgia. 
 
We awoke on the 3rd of March to very moderate seas and blue skies. Little did I know this was going 
to be one of the best sea birding days I have ever had. The ship was making 16 knots- a little over 30 
kilometres an hour and the Falklands lay 500 kilometres behind us with approximately another 800 
to go to reach South Georgia. The weather had been great so far- and little did we know that it was 
going to be great (in part thanks to the captain but more of that later) for the rest of the trip.  
 
That day I saw more Albatrosses at sea than I have ever seen in a day albeit only ( I think) 3 different 
species.  The Wandering immatures are notoriously difficult if not impossible to separate at sea. If 
better sea birders than me have any comments I would love to see them. I have assumed that all the 
young birds  photographed west of South Georgia are Snowies which makes sense as they breed on 
South Georgia but a Tristan would not be impossible and even an Antipodean ( though location wise 
highly unlikely). We had 7 or 8 different Snowies in different sexes and plumages although it is 
difficult to be sure as the same bird would pitch up an hour later. We had juvenile and adult Black- 
Browed Albatrosses and a single Southern Royal which simply came and went- never to be seen 
again 
 
Soft Plumaged Petrels were common, Both Southern and Northern Giant Petrels were around as 
well as a handful of White-chinned Petrels.  The Prion family I find the most difficult of all to identify 
at sea. They are usually a fair distance from the boat and I find even if I get a reasonable shot which 
is not often  photographs can be deceptive. Bill shape and length vary depending on the angle shot, 
and even the tail markings can be deceptive depending on whether it is held open or closed. 
Slender-billed Prions breed on the Falklands and Antarctic Prions breed on South Georgia. Add to 
that the fact that bill shapes can vary even within a species and you can spend hours looking at your 
shots and still be unsure. 
 
March 4th was a quieter day and for some reason I don’t have a lot of photographs but it was largely 
more of the same in smaller quantities. We had another mandatory biosecurity inspection of all 
outer clothing and boots (even including walking sticks and tripods) by the expedition team late in 

the afternoon. We all had to sign a biosecurity form 
stating that we had personally checked our clothing 
and boots.  The importance of passing the inspection 
by local biosecurity staff coming on board at 
Grytviken was emphasised over and over again. The 
Silver Cloud could have its landing permit revoked if 
we did not get a 90% pass rate. Guess what- only 
one person failed- the expedition leader!! 
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We were all looking forward to our first landing on the north east 
(the sheltered side)  of the island at Salisbury plain early on the 
morning of March 5th 
 
We were to spend 3 full days in South Georgia doing two different 
trips each day -a total of 6 landings in all. The weather was perfect 
throughout although the zodiacs were called back to the ship at 
Grytviken went the wind started to pick up and but it calmed down 
again for the landing that afternoon. 
 
All our landings were on the eastern side of the island where there 
is some shelter from the prevailing winds and the wildlife related 
landings were all at King Penguin colonies. I was just a little 
disappointed that we did not get to visit any of seabird breeding 
sites which I guess were pretty inaccessible. 
 
The 5th of March saw us anchored off Salisbury plain (just love 
that name) and it was indeed a plain stretching across to the 
impressive glaciers and mountains beyond. Here we found our first King Penguin colony. I heard 
different estimates of its size from 40000 to 100000 birds. The noise and not approach within 3 
metres of a penguin and six metres of a seal , but of course the wildlife does not  read these rules 
and both often approached within touching distance. The seals can be aggressive but most of the 
males had already left and the juveniles while still liking to make mock attacks were more playful 
than dangerous.  
 
King Penguins have a unique breeding cycle among birds breeding on average twice every three 
years on flat ice free areas often amongst the tuffock-grass thickets. The breeding cycle takes over 
one year and as non-breeders (including unsuccessful breeders and immatures) return to the colony 
to moult, a complete mix of birds is always present in the nesting areas. We saw birds with eggs 
(always carried on their feet as no nest is built) young juveniles, immatures and adults all going 
about their daily business. The species may breed at any time but if they lay too late in the season 
the chick usually perishes during the winter and they will try again to hatch eggs before the arrival of 
Spring. Both parents incubate (for up to 55 days) and both care for the young  for about 50 weeks) 
each parent taking turns to go fishing.  
 
I have more King Penguin photos than I know what to do with- in the water- beach landings, 
immatures, and adults. If you like King Penguins visit www.birdphotography-kenlogan.co.za and look 
under the latest Overseas Gallery.  
 
King Penguins usually intermingle with other penguins and there were a number of Gentoos around; 
some even saw a Chinstrap but I missed him. And of course there are always the usual scavengers 

around – Giant Petrels and Subantarctic Skuas- there 
is always an unattended chick or an abandoned egg to 
be found. 
 
Salisbury Plain also offers the first opportunity to see 
the South Georgia Pipit – the only passerine that 
breeds below the Antarctic convergence. This bird’s 
breeding success was severely 
impacted by rats but now that S Georgia is mouse and 
rat free, these birds have recovered in considerable 
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numbers and are no longer uncommon. There were 
also small pans on the plain were South Georgia 
Pintails (still a subspecies of Yellow-billed Pintail) 
were found.  
 
During lunch the boat relocated to Hercules Bay 
where a zodiac cruise was offered around the rocky 
headlands.  Here the star attraction was the 
Macaroni Penguin. Macaronis are the most common 
penguin on S Georgia- over 5 million birds but nearly 
all breed along the western coastline and like the 
Rockhoppers they love to congregate on rocky 

outcrops usually quite inaccessible by land.  
 

This was a great zodiac cruise- at times it was tricky navigating through the great beds of kelp to get 
close enough to the Macaronis to photograph. Navigating through the hundreds of seals in the water 
was also tricky at times. There were Snowy Sheathbills feeding on the shoreline- sometimes up to six 
birds together on the lichen covered rocks. South Georgia Shags were also present. We had passed 
Shag Rocks the day before on the way in where thousands of these shags breed so it was nice to get 
up close and personal. Antarctic Terns were breeding in the rock crevices- more South Georgia Pipits 
were feeding in the kelp washed on shore and Northern Giant Petrels were fighting over a penguin 
carcass they had found in the water. An excellent afternoon. 
 
The next morning we had moved a little further South to Fortuna Bay where we found a smaller King 
Penguin colony and lots more Antarctic fur seals. In the afternoon we landed at Stromness where 
the abandoned remains of an old whaling station can be found. This is the place where Ernest 
Shackleton finally reached help in 1916 after the Endurance sank in the Weddell sea. 
 
Our last day in S Georgia saw our arrival in Grytviken where the HQ of the South Georgia heritage 
trust can be found but more on Grytviken tomorrow.  The afternoon excursion took us to St 
Andrews Bay where the largest King Penguin colony we visited can be found- estimates of its size- 
between 150-200000 birds.. We did have another visit to yet another colony planned for the 
following day but as a weather front was approaching us from the west, we decided to forego that 
landing – I think we were all a little penguined out with over a quarter of a million penguins under 
our collective belts- and set sail for Tristan on our 3 day voyage across the South Atlantic while the 
good weather still prevailed 
 
Surprisingly there are no safe landing jetties at Grytviken so we had to perform our usual wet 
landing from the zodiacs. Tensions ran a little high as the biosecurity officers came on board and 
started checking on a random basis- I think they checked about a 100 people including our dear 
expedition leader. I felt particularly naked boarding 
the zodiac without my 400mm lens carrying just a 
small 24-70 for some scenic shots. 
 
Grytviken was a historical visit- no real birds but 
those who had missed the South Georgia Pipit would 
have another opportunity to spot the bird. On landing 
the museum is just a few metres in front of you. I 
liked their stuffed Snowy Albatross hanging from the 
ceiling. Only close up like this can you appreciate the 
size of this bird with its 3.5 metre wingspan. 
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The base and HQ for the South Georgia Heritage trust (SGHT) is only manned during the summer 
months and our guide for our tour of the derelict whaling station had been visiting S Georgia for the 
past 25 summers. All the people we talked to had fallen deeply in love with the place with its 
incredible scenery and amazing wildlife.  
 
South Georgia has been exploited for centuries. The first sealers arrived in in the 1780’s looking for 
Antarctic fur seal skins and Elephant seal oil. Sealing activities folded within 20 years to be replaced 
by whaling. Peak seasons in the slaughter were in the 1920’s. Whales (especially the Southern Right 
Whale) so named because it was just “right”- it floated instead of sinking when killed- were 
especially plentiful in the bay. Boats did not even have to venture into the open seas. They would 
harpoon five or six whales and then tow them back to shore to the flensing slipways. The whole 
whale was used- the blubber reduced to oil in the huge boiling vats and the rest of the mammal 
converted into animal feed. 
 
Whaling continued led mainly by the Norwegians and then by the Japanese until the 1960’s. 
Meanwhile a marine biological station had been set up by the British in the 1930’s and is still used 
for meteorological observations. Seabird and seal research- well funded by the British Government 
operated from a permanent base on Bird Island. Fishing is now the principal economic activity 
around the island. Japanese and Russian trawlers are well monitored within the 200  nautical mile 
maritime zone by the Marine Officer stationed at King Edward Point . 
 
Whalers brought with them the usual collection of domestic animals along with the rats and mice 
and even a small herd of reindeer. Although the rats never reached the offshore islands after much 
effort all these mammals have now been extirpated. 
 
After the tour we were free to wander around. A visit to the post office was a must. S Georgia 
stamps are keenly sought after by the philatelists. They had a comprehensive clothing and memento 
store, all proceeds going to the SGHT. I was particularly interested in a bottle of Shackleton Scotch- a 
snip at 60 pounds a bottle. A case of scotch was found some years ago under the floorboards of an 
expedition hut used by Shackleton. The distillery that made the scotch was no longer in operation 
but the scotch was chemically analysed and another nearby distillery in Scotland offered to make a 
replica which pretty much replicated the original.  After much thought I decided my Famous Grouse 
back home was good enough but felt obliged to donate 90 pounds to the SGHT to preserve a 
hectare-. They do great work ( much like SANCOB) in educating the long liners to reduce their by-
catch and after all Albatrosses are by my favourite bird. 
 
Talking of Scotch it has become a tradition when visiting Shackleton’s grave in the small graveyard 
100 metres up the hill to drink a toast to the “Boss”. Silversea were there with a bottle of single malt 
Laphroig to do the honours- you can’t say they don’t do things in style. Shackleton died in S Georgia- 
following a heart attack in his cabin on board the Quest during its ill- conceived expedition. His body 
was carried to South America and then back to the UK. A request was then made (not sure by whom) 
that he be buried in S Georgia and his widow surprisingly perhaps agreed. 
 
After fighting our way back through the seal pups there was just time to visit the simple Whaler’s 
church built in 1913 before boarding the zodiac. As I was boarding I spotted a couple of S Georgia 
pipits feeding among the rocks- even managed a shot with my 24-70 lens. 
 
The SGHT does great work and we had an auction on board with 5 or 6 special items on offer to help 
with their funding. The one I liked most was a small King Penguin soft toy named Bi Polar. He had 



been on board for some time having visited both 
arctic and antarctic waters (hence the name) 
supported by photographs. He was keenly sought 
after and went for $800. 
 
A bottle of Shackleton’s scotch with a decanter and 
crystal glasses went for over $1000- real liquid gold! 
 
A great visit but we were all looking forward to the 
islands in the Tristan Group  and we were just 24 

hours away  when the bad news came through that 
the Tristan Island Council had decided to refuse us 

permission to land. Fear of the virus had spread to the most remote inhabited island in the world. 
Not surprising really- the islanders have little built in immunity to any outside infection- they had 12 
of them in hospital with the flu. Plan B was rapidly implemented and we decided to sail on to Gough 
250 nautical miles to the south east as the weather still looked very promising there. 
 
In just the same way when leaving the Falklands the first two days at sea were very quiet- just the 
usual Giant Petrels, Great Shearwaters and Soft-plumaged Petrels. Things improved as we 
approached Gough and the early morning hours of the 11th when we were just 80 kilometres away 
were just spectacular. The seas exploded with Albatrosses. Atlantic Yellow-nosed were everywhere 
and we ran into our first Tristan Albatrosses. I have labelled all wanderers seen within a 100 
kilometres of Gough, Nightingale, and Inaccessible as Tristan birds. This makes sense as there were 
no obvious Snowies and Tristan Albatrosses only breed on Gough and Inaccessible- having left 
Tristan itself several years ago. If you are a keen sea birder and don’t have Steve Howell and Kirk 
Zufelt’s new book-“Oceanic birds of the world” yet, you should go out and treat yourself. It is a 
pioneering book suggesting many new splits and is extremely useful in showing you the many 
plumages of the wanderers. 
 
Presenting less of an ID challenge our first Sooty Albatrosses hove into view. Later in the day on our 
2 zodiac cruises along the Gough coastline we were amazed at the number of Sooties breeding on 
the cliff tops and along the rocky ledges. Prions became more numerous- most of them Broad-billed 
which breed on Gough but practically none came close enough for a good shot. 
 
Then came along a couple of surprises. I was shooting more Soft-plumaged when I spotted a bird 
with a dark tail and darker chin- at last a pair of Atlantic Petrels joined the party. They did not stay 
for long but I managed a couple of distant shots. No sooner had the excitement subsided when 
along came a Subantarctic Shearwater. Both these birds breed on Gough so perhaps I should not be 
surprised but it was great to see something new and get shots of a couple of birds I had not 
photographed before. 
 
Gough Island finally hove into view on a beautiful day in 
the South Atlantic. We blew our horn to say Hi to the 
guys waving from the South African meteorological 
station based on Gough  
and finally put down anchor just after 9.30 in the 
morning. 
 
The star attraction on Gough was the Northern 
Rockhopper. This diminutive little penguin  weighs just 
over 2 kilogrammes and stands half a metre tall. It is an 
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incredible climber- the steeper the rock face the more it 
seems to like it.  And don’t you just love those incredible 
hair styles. We found them in some numbers on both 
Gough and Inaccessible. We  had a morning and 
afternoon zodiac ride along the really steep Gough cliffs. 
No tourist visits are allowed here but there is still plenty 
to see. The fur seals are everywhere and there were 
even an few elephant seals hauled out on the rocky 
beaches 
 

Sooty Albatrosses were plentiful- cruising along the cliff 
tops and ledges- the bonded pairs seemed to enjoy just 

flying along together.  The Tristan Group also has some very special land birds. Gough has the Tristan 
Bunting- which Stephanie managed to see. I missed them –a pair were there for just a second before 
disappearing behind a rock. It is also possible to see the Gough Moorhen which occasionally forages 
in the kelp but we did not get that lucky. Antarctic Terns were also there in numbers breeding on the 
small offshore islands. 
 
While we were zodiaking the guys at the weather station had asked if we had any spare fresh fruit 
and vegetables and a few beers and bottles of wine. They had the mouse eradication team staying 
with them- and boy could those New Zealanders drink! So we shipped over what they had asked for 
which was hauled up the cliff by crane. It never hurts to offer a little good will in the southern 
oceans- you never know when you will need help yourself. Interestingly I read the other day that the 
mouse eradication programme had been deferred to 2021 because of supply problems caused by 
the virus. 
 
After a great day in unbelievable weather we then then lifted anchor for our overnight transfer to 
Nightingale and Inaccessible. I did not do the zodiac cruise round Nightingale- for some inexplicable 
reason I had picked up a nasty spider bite on my hand. It was really painful and I was on antibiotics 
and feeling one degree under. Big mistake- Stephanie found another Bunting- this time the 
Nightingale Bunting and had fleeting views of the Tristan Thrush. So I was left with no alternative but 
to zodiac round Inaccessible in the afternoon. 
 
Had we been able to land on Tristan we could also have landed on Nightingale but you needed a 
Tristan guide. It looked an incredibly steep climb from the shoreline- only the fittest would have 
managed it. We transferred to Inaccessible over lunch. These Islands are only a handful of kilometres 
apart and both are just over an hours’ sail away from Tristan itself. 
 
Inaccessible is home to one of the world’s most incredible birds- the Inaccessible Island Rail- the 
smallest flightless bird in the world. Its closest relative 
is apparently the South American Dot-winged Crake. 
Population is believed to be around 8500 individuals. 
Impossible to see unless you land on the island- which 
is forbidden- it forages mouse-like through available 
habitat and is also active nocturnally. You can also 
find Tristan Bunting and Tristan Thrush here. The 
thrush was really quite common and we saw small 
parties of 3-4 birds feeding in the kelp. The Grosbeak 
(Wilkins) Bunting is far less common preferring to 
feed on fruiting bushes further inland. There were lots 
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more Rockhoppers and a never ending supply of 
Antarctic fur seals to be seen. 
 
The amazing weather continued to hold good 
and we moved across to Tristan overnight. We 
had been given permission to circumnavigate the 
Island. I really think we missed very little not 
being able to land. The small settlement of 
Edinburg is home to fewer than 300 hardy 
residents- It is a place with a rock lobster packing 
plant –their main source of income, some very 
modest dwellings, dirt streets, potato patches- 
their main crop  and a 9 hole golf course which 
provides good grazing land for some cattle. Not 
landing was more of a blow for the islanders- 

they rely on the odd cruise ship to boost their income- there is a landing fee, postage stamps for sale 
and lots of caps and T-shirts on offer. 
 
It takes a couple of hours to circumnavigate the Island .The birding was pretty good – more Tristan 
Albatrosses and a huge concentration of Yellow-nosed Albatrosses- probably 50-60 birds feeding on 
something just a hundred metres off the shoreline. I got my first shots of White-bellied Storm Petrels 
on the trip- it breeds on Tristan and Gough. We also had our first Spectacled Petrels of the trip- an 
Inaccessible Island breeder.  
 
There were more zodiac rides and kayaking on offer in the afternoon but the birding seemed to be 
better on board so we decided to forego the hassle of the mudroom. 
 
Our journey back across the Atlantic was quiet with just some of the old favourites following the 
boat. The Spectacled Petrels followed us for 3 days out of the 4 along with the Great Shearwaters 
and White-chinned Petrels. As we got closer to South Africa we had our first Great-winged Petrels 
riding high in the winds above the boat. The one bird I would really have loved to have seen was 
Kerguelen Petrel. They breed in huge numbers on Gough but seem to depart in February at the end 
of the breeding season. I assume they head south because no one saw the bird on our trip. 
 
We had been making excellent time throughout the trip and were now one day ahead of schedule. 
This meant we could have two days in Cape Town – the 18th and 19th before disembarking on the 
20th. A huge number of trips had been scheduled for the guests on the 19th- from Langebaan in the 
west to Hermanus in the east and everywhere in between. People were busy registering their 
favourite choices and we were allocated a choice berth right next to the water front. 
 
Then on the 17th of March the world changed- 
South Africa closed all of its ports!! We were not 
even allowed to anchor in the harbour but forced 
to keep 10 kilometres off shore making lazy 
circles in the ocean. All the excursions were 
cancelled of course and for 36 hours we returned 
to the view of Table Mountain over and over 
again while our shore agents tried to negotiate 
our landing. So near yet so far! The only benefit 
was nice views of a juvenile Snowy circling the 
boat. People were desperately trying to 
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rearrange flights and cancelling their safari holidays in South Africa. I really felt for them. 
 
It was  after lunch on the 19th  when we were finally given permission to enter the harbour and given 
a mooring way down the bottom end  of the port.  Nothing happened for the rest of the day and we 
spent the night on the boat. Early on the 20th we were allowed closer to the passenger terminal and 
docked beside a Carnival cruise liner- the Aida with 1900 passengers on board. They had been there 
for 4 days while 6 suspected passengers were tested. They proved negative but we were told their 
passengers would be processed on shore before us and we would have to wait. 1200 of them were 
German and we were told 4 charter flights had been arranged to fly them home. 
 
Just as we were resigned to spending another night on board we had a phone call in our cabin. They 
were allowing South Africans to disembark along with others who had a flight that night. So just 30 
of us left the boat at 5.00pm. The medical check took 60 seconds and then we waited half an hour 
for an immigration official in a deserted terminal- so much for processing the other boat first! 
 
It was too late to collect our hire car so we went straight to the hotel. We were planning to spend 
the weekend in Cape Town before flying home on Monday. All the tourist attractions were closed so 
we picked up our hire car on Saturday morning and decided to visit some  quiet isolated, 
depopulated spot- Strandfontein Sewage works ( for the Elegant Tern) sounded ideal but when we 
got there it was closed because of the VIRUS. 
 
We then phoned Stoney Point to see if they were open – surprisingly they were- and relatively busy 
too. So we added a seventh species of penguin to our trip list. I like Stoney Point – it is always busy 
with birds and watching the African Penguins going about their daily business is a real pleasure- and 
where else in the world can you see 4 species of cormorant within 100 metres . We had a pleasant 
two hours there and called in at Rooi Els at 2.30pm in the afternoon. The wind had got up and there 
was no sign of the Rockjumpers- A Familiar Chat and a couple of Grey-backed Cisticolas blown like 
little bullets in the wind were the best we could do. 
 
Sunday we ventured up to Veldrif . The guys at Kuifkopvisvanger farm said the Wilson’s Phalarope 
had not been seen for a couple of days and we did not see it either. There was a single Red-necked 
Phalarope hanging out with a party of 7 or 8 Ruff but they always flew while you were still 50 metres 
or more away. Even with a 1.4 converter attached I could only get pretty disappointing shots. 
 
And so our epic journey ended. We arrived back 
in Joburg on Monday to learn that evening that 
the lockdown would start on Friday- home 
just in time thank goodness! 
 
 


