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Tour participants: Neil McMahon (leader) with six Naturetrek clients 

 
Summary 

 

Snow, hail, rain and powerful winds were all out-manoeuvred by the often warm and very clear sunshine as we 

navigated ourselves around the 'Golden Circle' route and the Snaefellsnes Peninsula during our second five-day 

trip in Iceland during March. Blue skies and clean white clouds one minute, heavy snow showers the next and 

then back again, ensured there was a never a dull moment! We only experienced a weak and rather brief showing 

of the Northern Lights as the cloud cover was just too dense. Instead, the daytime weather, which included many 

particularly intense rainbows portrayed against the canvas of white mountains, grey seas and mossy lava-fields, 

provided plenty of excitement and we were particularly lucky with our wildlife sightings. Harlequins and Barrow's 

Goldeneye were the top ducks, but we also enjoyed multiple viewings of adult and immature White-tailed Eagles, 

Harbour  and Grey Seals, displaying and noisy Ravens and lots and lots of sea-birds! The Gullfoss Waterfall was 

particularly dramatic, with large volumes of icy water gushing over both levels, and the Stokkur geyser was on 

form with dramatic spurts of hot water and steam reaching over 50 feet in height every few minutes. Confiding 

Black Guillemots, flocks of Purple Sandpipers and small groups of Whooper Swans added detail to the dramatic 

snowscapes, and our grand finale was a whale-watching tour on our last day which brought us up close and 

personal to multiple pods of Orca (Killer Whales) and a single Humpback Whale! And each evening we looked 

forward to our warm and comfortable hotels and traditional Iceland dishes which of course included Arctic Char 

and Icelandic Cod! 

Day 1                                                                                 Tuesday 8th March 

Neil met two incoming flights during the evening, one from Manchester and the other from Gatwick. The 

Gatwick flight was delayed as the easyJet plane had diverted to Edinburgh to off-load a passenger who refused to 

wear a face mask! So, with the Manchester contingent on board, the minibus there was just time to take a quick 

spin around a little of the Reykjanes Peninsula before the arrival of the Gatwick flight. Although it was gloomy, 

we managed a quick visit to the bridge which spans the rift between the North American and European plates – 

the only place in Europe where this is possible. We took a quick look at some spectacular rocks attracting nesting 

Kittiwakes despite tumultuous seas and then it was time to revisit the airport where we successfully met April, 

Bill and Sue after their delayed journey. 

 

The journey to the Hotel Eldhestar, our accommodation for the next two nights, took an hour and 10 minutes, 

and a late evening meal of lamb followed by ice cream awaited us. Arrangements were made for the following 

day and as it was very cloudy and there was no sign of the Northern Lights, we retired for the night in 

anticipation for travelling the ‘Golden Circle’ during our first full day. 

Day 2                                                                                Wednesday 9th 
March 

The weather the next morning was much better than forecast and after breakfast we boarded our VW minibus 

and set off for the day. Ravens, Fulmar, Starling and Whooper Swans were all on view around the hotel. 
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We headed generally north-east, encountering our first Icelandic horses, stoic, tough little ponies that are 

intrinsically woven into Icelandic rural life. Coming in a variety of colours, it is usual for these animals to be out 

in all elements with additional winter fodder provided by hay or haylage. Birds were few and far between, but a 

flock of Snow Buntings were seen a couple of times and ducks on a river included Mallard, Wigeon and 

Goosander. The cool air, morning sunshine and minimal breeze provided stunning views of the snowy landscape 

and we stopped a couple of times to take those all-important digital images. 

 

Gullfoss Waterfall was our first venue, and our relatively early arrival was great before the majority of the tourists 

arrived. The weather was still stunning as we tentatively walked down first to the upper and then the lower level 

– there was plenty of ice and snow about. The waterfall was mostly free-flowing and very photogenic. The only 

bird life was a flock of mobile Snow Buntings. We popped into the restaurant/shop and enjoyed an early lunch 

and a little retail therapy. The traditional lamb soup proved to be very filling!! 

 

We took our leave and drove a few miles back down the road to Geysir and the scene of plenty of geothermal 

activity. Here the Strokkur Geyser is the main feature of interest as the huge explosion of water and steam occurs 

regularly and you don’t have to wait long until the next one. 

 

After a little while here we returned to our route, heading west, and the weather turned to snow and rain. The 

conditions worsened as we gained altitude and entered the Pingvellir National Park. We stopped to examine a 

tiny ice-free section of Lake Pingvallavatn and, in the distance, we could see a White-tailed Eagle on a rock 

scanning the huge vista and saw a flock of Whooper Swans in one of the upland meadows. 

 

With the weather turning into a complete ‘white out’ and with no features or wildlife visible, we completed an 

about-turn and turned south on Route 36. More Snow Buntings were encountered and a few sections of 

unfrozen lake next to a power station provided some distant viewing of a flock of Red-breasted Mergansers and 

four of our target bird, Barrow’s Goldeneye. This latter species is generally a North American duck with just a 

small population in Iceland. 

 

Further down the road an adult White-tailed Eagle rode the strong breeze with 20 Raven providing an escort. 

More ducks included Mallard and a flock of Teal. Our slow drive back to the hotel didn’t provide a great deal 

more, so it was time to relax and look forward to the evening meal. With continued cloudy conditions it seemed 

that sightings of the Northern Lights would be unlikely and despite maintained vigilance, there was no apparent 

showing of the Aurora that night. 

Day 3                                                                              Thursday 10th March 

After our final night and breakfast at Hotel Eldhestar, we moved off just after 8.30am for the Snaefellsner 

Peninsula taking Route 1 across the hills to the outskirts of Reykjavik and then heading north and then west. It 

was snowing heavily during the early stages of the journey, but the studded tyres fitted to all road vehicles at this 

time of the year make a huge difference to stability and safety. 

 

We used the impressive 6.2km tunnel to make progress and then battled with the fierce mountain winds to 

remain on the road on our approach to Borgarnes. Wildlife was scarce in these extreme conditions, and we 

stopped at Borgarnes to refuel both the vehicle and our merry band of Naturetrekkers. 
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After our break we scanned a nearby shoreline and enjoyed finding flocks of in-bound migrants in the shape of 

Common Gulls, Oystercatchers and Purple Sandpipers. A few miles down the road an adult White-tailed Eagle 

arced over the road, scanning the whole area from on high. 

 

We stayed on the southern road of the peninsula heading for Arnarstapi. We encountered more Whooper Swans 

along the way plus a few pairs of Great Black-backed Gulls. The wintry showers and blustery conditions were 

slowly giving way to sunnier, calmer weather. It was possible to drive down to the beach at Ytri Tunga where we 

enjoyed close views of Harbour (Common) Seals and Eiders. Skeletal remains of a large whale remained 

unidentified and there were two Northern Gannets as tideline corpses too. A couple of Long-tailed Ducks 

remained rather distant and both Iceland and Glaucous Gulls swept by. 

 

We kept driving west and arrived at Arnarstapi for a rather late lunch at a café there. Nutella Pizza was definitely 

a first for all of us, but we did see it on a menu elsewhere too!! After lunch we enjoyed a pleasant walk along the 

cliff top admiring the vocal Kittiwakes, arguing Fulmars and resplendent green-eyed Shags. Eiders rafted on the 

sea and there was a constant to-ing and fro-ing of assorted gulls. In the distance there were as many as 16 large 

trawlers working the waters for cod – we watched a shuttle deliver some of the catch in the small harbour below 

us. The tour leader didn’t spot the handsome drake Harlequin in one of the small bays – but thankfully the 

guests were on the ball, and we all enjoyed admiring surely one of the most exquisitely marked of the diving 

ducks. 

 

We left Arnarstapi at the rather late time of 4.30pm and drove around the headland and on to the north side of 

the peninsula. Here the sea had a significant chop on it as we scanned for sea mammals. Hundreds of gulls, 

Fulmars and Eiders were obvious and then we spotted the unmistakable two-metre-high dorsal fin of a male 

Orca! As we watched a small pod came into view and were heading slowly east. We watched them mastering the 

choppy conditions and kept our fingers crossed that we would enjoy closer views over the coming days. Five 

dark ducks flying west proved to be more Harlequins. With time marching on and some fifty miles still to cover 

before locating our hotel, we drove on eastwards stopping briefly to check interesting areas or birds visible from 

the carriageway. We arrived at the Stykkisholmur Foss Hotel at about 6.30pm and, after checking in, enjoyed a 

pleasant evening meal. After completing our checklist and reviewing the day and planning for the following day, 

it was time to retire. The cloudy conditions lifted occasionally but despite periodic checks into the early hours, no 

Northern Lights were detected. 

Day 4                                                                                  Friday 11th March 

Our hoped-for whale watching trip had been put back by two days in the hope of calmer conditions, which left 

us all day to explore the northern coastline of the Snaefellsner Peninsula. After breakfast we checked the mixed 

seed deposited for the Snow Buntings in the car park, but they never did find it! Stykkisholmur Harbour was 

next – it was rather windy and cold, but we enjoyed close views of Glaucous Gulls, Black Guillemots and Eiders. 

A Great Northern Diver was off the breakwater and there were brief sorties from Snow Bunting, Iceland Gull, 

Lesser Black-backed Gull and Red-breasted Merganser. Despite the good forecast, wintry showers and wind 

buffeted the minibus as we sauntered slowly back west. A couple of drake Goosander were asleep alongside the 

first of about 15 Harlequin Ducks seen during the day. A freshwater outflow at Grundarfjordur was a magnet for 
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birds, providing close views from the minibus for us – Purple Sandpiper, Turnstones, Iceland and Glaucous 

Gulls and Eiders being the more interesting. 

 

Fishing trawlers worked the coastal waters and hordes of gulls and Fulmar besieged the ships and flew in large 

numbers in the broadest of the fjords named Breidafjordur. At one point the road snakes upwards and a layby 

provided excellent views over the sea. The inland cliff on the other side of the road exhibited huge slabs of 

blue/green ice as it tried to gravitate against the wishes of the air temperature. We meandered around in the vain 

hope of perhaps encountering an Arctic Fox or scarce bird, but most of our observations were repeats of 

previously seen bird species. The weather improved, becoming sunny and dry, but still with a constant, cool 

breeze which provided some on-shore chop on the sea just off land. 

 

We stopped at the Sker Restaurant at Olafsvik intending to just have a coffee and warm through, but stayed in 

the end for an early lunch and enjoyed the delights of Icelandic Cod and chips and wonderful fish soup (more 

like a fish stew). After lunch we travelled further west to Rif where we watched a feeding frenzy of gulls and 

Eiders just offshore and Harlequins playing in the surf. 

 

Just a little further on at Hellissandur we saw a ‘blow’ – a spray of water emanating from a Whale. And there it 

was, a Humpback Whale moving steadily west, but close inshore. We were able to watch it for some time and 

saw a Grey Seal fishing off seaweed-strewn larval rocks. 

 

Happy with these observations, we tracked back slowly west and after arriving back late the day before, this time 

we returned to the hotel at a more reasonable time. A late afternoon re-visit to the harbour yielded a first year 

male Merlin and a particularly photogenic and very stark black-and-white Black Guillemot. 

 

The medium-range weather forecast had always indicated that the Friday/Saturday night was the most likely for a 

showing of the Aurora Borealis and at about 9.30pm some of us witnessed a shimmer and fluctuation over the 

top of the nearby church. Through the camera lens it was possible to make out the green hues. Sadly, three of 

our number missed the showing and despite keeping an eye out for it until midnight, nobody in the group had 

any further luck. An Arctic Fox was yipping in the background by the golf course behind the hotel, but of 

course, we didn’t see it. 

Day 5                                                                                 Saturday 12th 
March 

It was our last day in Iceland and we had everything crossed that our whale-watching trip would go ahead. Wind 

buffeting the van and wintry showers didn’t fill us full of confidence! After breakfast, we checked out of the 

hotel and were on the road for 8am. There was hardly a vehicle on the road, and we enjoyed super quality 

morning light as we gently motored west. A Merlin overflew the road and then a little further down the road an 

adult White-tailed Eagle did much the same thing. A good omen maybe? 

 

We had noticed a gathering of Ravens and big gulls in a meadow the day before and assumed there was 

something dead there. This time the flock seemed even larger, and we stopped to investigate. Amongst the 

throng of Ravens sat an immature White-tailed Eagle with a bit of carrion or similar in its talons. We still 

couldn’t make out exactly what the attraction was, so after admiring the eagle we carried on our journey to 
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Olafsvik. We arrived early and scanned the harbour which hosted the usual suspects plus a Long-tailed Duck. 

Other vehicles began to arrive, other would-be customers of the whale-watching tour. In due course the tour 

manager appeared, and confirmation was given that the boat trip was on! 

 

We donned the insulated and waterproof ‘boiler suits’ that they supplied and waddled to our 150-foot boat called 

the “Iris”. Once on board we were away, with Fulmars and Kittiwakes as our expedition escorts with some of 

the Fulmar coming remarkably close gliding on their bowed, stiff wings. Our first cetacean sighting was after 

about 30 minutes with a pod of Orca (Killer Whales) in front of the boat. For the next hour we bimbled from 

one pod to another and quickly lost count of how many Orcas we had encountered (probably about 15 animals). 

These adult males, females and a few calves were intent on catching their Herring and gave us scant regard and 

we enjoyed fabulous views of these ‘wolves of the sea’. At one point we broke away to get close of a passing 

Humpback Whale and then resumed our Orca-watching – surely these are one of the most enthralling animals 

on the planet. Loud blowing, noisy surfacing, fluke slapping and both rapid and slow immersions probably all 

played their part in corralling and executing their prey. Iceland and Glaucous Gulls and Gannets were all spotted 

out there too. 

 

All too soon, we had to leave them and head back to harbour – we had a plane to catch, and Keflavik Airport 

was quite some way off! Back at Olafsvik, we returned our borrowed overalls and set off on our journey west 

and then south. Along the coast road we encountered another White-tailed Eagle, our third of the day! The rest 

of the journey was largely uneventful, and we made up time to create a late lunch stop at Borgarnes. We all 

munched and drank something and then we continued on to Keflavik with a little time to spare. Here our team 

became split with three on the Manchester flight and four going to Gatwick. We said our respective goodbyes 

and were relieved that both flights left on time and made good progress home. Yes, it had been a short break, 

but we had undertaken a full itinerary to make the best of the conditions – Iceland is compelling and infectious – 

I’m sure we will all return soon! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Glaucous Gull 
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Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new dates, 

tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 

tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  

 

 

 

 
 
 

Species lists 
 

Birds 
 
    March 

  Common name Scientific name 8 9 10 11 12 

1 Greylag Goose Anser anser         ✓ 

2 Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus   c13 8   2 

3 Eurasian Wigeon Mareca penelope   ✓       

4 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

5 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca   10       

6 Common Eider Somateria mollissima     ✓ 100s 100s 

7 Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus     7 c15   

8 Long-tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis     2   1 

9 Barrow's Goldeneye Bucephala islandica   4       

10 Goosander Mergus merganser   1   2   

11 Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator   c15 1 c12   

12 Eurasian Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus     ✓ ✓ ✓ 

13 Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres       8   

14 Purple Sandpiper Calidris maritima     c40 c6 c100 

15 Black-legged Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla ✓   100s 100s 100s 

16 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus       6 ✓ 

17 Common Gull Larus canus     ✓   ✓ 

18 Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

19 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus       1   

20 Glaucous Gull Larus hyperboreus ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

21 Iceland Gull Larus glaucoides ✓   3+ c20 c10 

22 "Nelson's" Gull         1   

23 European Herring Gull Larus argentatus ✓   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

24 Black Guillemot Cepphus grylle       c6   

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
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    March 

  Common name Scientific name 8 9 10 11 12 

25 Great Northern Diver Gavia immer       1   

26 Northern Fulmar Fulmarus glacialis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

27 Northern Gannet Morus bassanus       1 2 

28 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo   1 1 6   

29 European Shag Gulosus aristotelis     ✓ ✓ ✓ 

30 White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla   2 1   3 

31 Merlin Falco columbarius       1♂ 1 

32 Northern Raven Corvus corax   c50 c30 c60 c60 

33 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

34 Snow Bunting Plectrophenax nivalis c6 c70 c70 c50 ✓ 

 
Mammals 
 
    March 

  Common name Scientific name 8 9 10 11 12 

1 Arctic Fox Vulpes lagopus       H   

2 Grey Seal Halichoerus grypus       1   

3 Common Seal Phoca vitulina     c12   1 

4 Humpback Whale Megaptera novaeangliae       1 1 

5 Killer Whale Orcinus orca     c4   c15 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Green Sandpiper 

Black Guillemot 


