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Tour participants – Cathy Harlow (Leader) with three Naturetrek clients 

 

Summary 
 

A most successful trip based on the scenic Azorean Island of Pico.  With the focus on whale watching our six 

RIB excursions yielded a total of eight species of cetacean.  Notable highlights were fluking Sperm Whales, 

multiple sightings of feeding and travelling Sei Whales, a super-pod of hundreds of acrobatic Atlantic Spotted 

Dolphins, large groups of Short-beaked Common Dolphins and Short-finned Pilot Whales.  Add to this an 

encounter with a very inquisitive group of 40 False Killer Whales, a lone Bottlenose Dolphin and a breaching 

Beaked Whale and you’ll see why the Azores are considered one of Europe’s cetacean hotspots.   

 

At sea, we observed large flocks of Cory’s Shearwater plus Yellow-legged Gull, Common Tern and Madeiran 

Storm Petrel.  On land days we explored different coastal, woodland and marsh habitats, visiting villages of 

whitewashed lava houses, World Heritage vineyards and a local winery.  We also took time to view geological 

oddities on the slopes of the 2,351m high volcano Pico, its lava flows, craters and labyrinthine collapsed lava 

tubes. The weather was pleasantly hot and sunny with light winds on most days and cloudy spells at times during 

the day.  The ocean was mostly calm with the occasional patch of choppy seas on a couple of days.  

 

Day 1                 Monday 1st August  
 

Flight from London to Horta 

 

After an early departure from London Heathrow we met up at Lisbon Airport for the onward flight to Horta.  

The flight left a little later than scheduled but we made up time along the way.  As we began the descent to Horta 

Airport, the Azorean islands of Faial, São Jorge and Pico appeared like emeralds in a sparkling indigo ocean.  

 

Following a short taxi transfer and a brief sighting of an Azorean Buzzard, we caught the 18.45 ferry from Horta 

to Madalena, During the calm 30-minute crossing we enjoyed our first views of Cory’s Shearwater, Common 

Tern and Yellow-legged Gull, the stalwarts of any boat trip among these Atlantic islands.   

 

On arrival, we walked across the road from the ferry terminal to Hotel Caravelas our base for the next six nights.  

After check in we had dinner on the outdoor terrace at Dark Café, a short walk from the hotel. We were all ready 

for an early night.   

 

Day 2              Tuesday 2nd August 
 

Morning and afternoon whale watching 

 

After a copious buffet breakfast we walked the short distance to the CW Azores base, where biologist and guide 

Alice gave an informative briefing on the cetaceans of the Azores.  We were handed life vests and made our way 

to the RIB, helped on board by skipper Renato. The onshore spotters had already found Sperm Whales from the 

‘Vigias’, the lookout posts sited overlooking the ocean and used by whalers until the 1980s, when whaling in the 

islands halted.  
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Leaving the harbour, we spotted a Sanderling on a rock by the shore. Without delay we sped across the 6km 

wide channel spanning Pico and Faial and then along the north coast of Faial.  Behind us the splendid silhouette 

of Mt Pico was clear of cloud, as was the volcanic caldera crowning Faial, provided a most photogenic backdrop 

to the blows of the Sperm Whales ahead of us.  It is mostly the resident females and their calves that are sighted 

in the Azores, while males come and go between the islands and higher latitude feeding areas.  In this species 

females are a lot smaller than males so they are easy to tell apart.   

 

Over the next half hour, we observed three females surfacing and spending around 10 minutes reoxygenating 

before taking a shallow dive or fluking up for a deeper feeding foray.  There is a steep drop-off around the 

islands, plummeting to 1,000m, where they hunt for deep water squid.   

 

When reports of a Sei Whale sighting came in from the spotters we headed in the direction of São Jorge Island.  

Abruptly the sea became choppier and spotting whale blows was more challenging so we altered course into 

more sheltered waters.  This was where we found a super-pod of very acrobatic Atlantic Spotted Dolphins.  

Alice estimated there were at least 300 individuals around our boat, bow riding, leaping and landing in 

spectacular belly flops.  Soon we realised there was a Sei Whale in among them, taking shallow dives and 

resurfacing every minute or so, joined by a frenzy of Cory’s Shearwaters.  It looked like they were feeding, 

perhaps on Blue Jack Mackerel, known locally as ‘Chicharro’ a key prey species around the islands and also 

found on restaurant menus.   

 

After this eventful morning we returned to Madalena for lunch – some of us went to a local café and others to 

the supermarket.  We were out again at 2.30 with skipper Fernando and guide Fatima for an afternoon whale 

watch, this time heading south in a light breeze and calm sea.   The spotters guided us to a Sei Whale, taking 

shallow dives in random directions, perhaps indicative of feeding.  Fatima explained that Sei Whales are normally 

uncommon around the Azores but this summer they have been sighted with unusual frequency.  Sei Whales are 

the third largest baleen whale and are easily distinguished by the single ridge on the top of the head – the similar 

sized Bryde’s Whale has three ridges.  Also, a Sei Whale’s dorsal fin is placed comparatively far forward and is 

visible at the same time as the blowhole.  The afternoon’s trip ended with another very active group of Atlantic 

Spotted Dolphins, including many calves, which are smaller and lack the spots that most of the adults develop as 

they age.  

 

Back on shore we had some much needed down time before heading for dinner to Petisca, a popular local 

restaurant.   

 

Day 3                 Wednesday 3rd August 
 

Morning whale watching and free afternoon 

 

After heavy rain overnight, the morning dawned calm but humid with a light breeze.  With Alice guiding us and 

skipper Francisco, we left port at 9.30 heading south.  We were amazed to see two Flying Fish take off and stay 

airborne for a few moments.  We paused to observe a Blue Shark on the surface.  Popular with divers they can 

attain 4m in length.  We also noted hundreds of Portuguese Man O’War, which Alice explained are a colony of 

four types of polyps, each with a different function.  On the surface we saw their blue and pink sail, a gas filled 
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bladder which allows them to float and drift in the wind but deflates and submerges if threatened.  Under the 

surface their tentacles can reach 10m in length and are loaded with stinging cells.   

 

We continued south encountering a large school of 150 Atlantic Spotted Dolphins joined by two Sei Whales, one 

of which had a distinct notch in the trailing edge of its dorsal fin and several circular Cookie Cutter Shark bites.  

We observed how fast they travel, reputedly attaining speeds of 50 kph for short bursts. They were mostly 

moving just below the surface and as the blow broke we clearly saw the rostrum and blowhole and smelled the 

fishy whale breath. But it was the dolphins that really grabbed the limelight and in one incredible sequence, an 

individual appeared to leap over one of the RIBs – in fact it was a metre or two to one side but what a leap! This 

was certainly a trip to remember.  

 

We made our way back to shore and stopped to look at a cave framed by basalt columns, where some Red Rock 

Crabs were spotted.  Alice pointed out the remains of Mingato an abandoned settlement, whose black lava 

houses blended perfectly with the clifftop.  We sailed around the Ilheus do Madalena, the remains of a 

submerged volcano in two parts: Deitado the flat island, meaning ‘lying down’ and Em Pe, the taller one, 

meaning ‘standing up’.  There were a hundred or more Yellow-legged Gulls nesting on the former.   

 

After lunch and a rest, some of us walked around the coast past the swimming pool, a favourite spot for locals 

and visitors to bathe in a saltwater swimming pool and in the sea.  Among the ruins of a tuna canning factory, we 

found endemic Azorina vidalii growing against a wall. This member of the Campanulaceae thrives in waste ground 

along the coast and is almost shrublike in size, but the beautiful pale pink flowers were not quite in bloom.  

 

We took taxis to the Italian restaurant ‘Atmosfera’ and enjoyed dinner overlooking Faial.   

 

Day 4             Thursday 4th August 

Exploring on land 

 

Our island guide for the day was Vitor, one of the whale spotters, also a local cattle farmer and passionate about 

his island.  We started with a walk among the UNESCO World Heritage vineyards, just outside Madalena.  Vitor 

explained how the vineyards had originally belonged to wealth Faial landowners but were worked by Pico 

residents.  After a phylloxera outbreak in the 19th century many of the vineyards were abandoned but have since 

been replanted with Verdelho and Arinto local grape varieties.  The vines are wedged into cracks in the 

underlying pahoehoe lava and protected by walls of aa lava.  Pico’s wines once gained fame among the Czars of 

Russia but today’s wines are mostly for local consumption.  We climbed the steps of an historic windmill for a 

view over the vineyards stretching for miles around.  Atlantic Canaries were flitting from wall to wall and 

Blackbirds, Grey Wagtail and House Sparrows were also in evidence.  

 

Our next stop was at the village of Cachorro, where lava from the last eruption of Pico in 1720 poured down the 

slopes of the mountain to the sea forming black lava cliffs eroded by the waves. An experimental wave generator 

was set up here but subsequently damaged in a storm.  Wine barrels used to be rolled down a causeway to be 

loaded on boats for export.  We walked among the cliffs and blow holes of this spectacular spot, where 

Common Terns, Feral Pigeons and Yellow-legged Gulls were spotted in flight and at rest. Sea Campion Silene 

uniflora and an introduced succulent Drosanthemum floribundum grew readily on the cliff tops.  At the nearby village 

of Lajido, we admired local houses built of lava blocks and Vitor showed us a well, explaining how the water is 
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fresh at low tide but brackish at high tide. The lava is so porous that there are no permanent rivers on the island 

and most water comes from wells. At Los Arcos we visited a tiny 18th century cliff-top chapel built of lava. Here 

we saw typical lava rope formations of thin, fast-flowing basalt from pahoehoe eruptions.  Common Terns and 

Yellow-legged Gulls flew past at intervals.  

 

Next Vitor took us to visit the spotters’ Vigia, in an elevated position with a wide view over the ocean north of 

Pico. He explained the history of whale spotting, the past and present techniques and equipment used – all 

fascinating.  Blackbird, Atlantic Canary, Blackcap and Collared Dove were spotted around the area, together with 

Monarch and Large White butterflies.  Back in Madalena we had a buffet lunch at Arruba.  

 

In the afternoon we drove to the lava tubes of Gruta das Torres. After viewing a film explaining the geology of 

the area, we were kitted out with helmet and torch for a guided visit exploring the tube, which formed when a 

lava river formed a superficial crust then emptied to leave a series of tunnels below.  We entered the tunnel down 

a flight of steps and examined different formations including lava drip stalactites, shiny bacteria and pahoehoe 

and aa lava types.  Back in the open air, we were taken to a wine tasting session. Madalena’s wine cooperative 

collects grapes from different producers to make a range of wines.  We liked the smooth white wine made from 

local Verdelho and Arinto grapes, the best of the five we tasted, which also included citrusy white, rosé, red and 

a dessert wine with an interesting coffee and caramel tone to it.  

 

We had dinner at Café Cinco.  

 

Day 5                   Friday 5th August 
 

Morning and afternoon whale watching 

 

Whale watching days seldom get as exciting as today! With skipper Michael , his Azorean Shepherd dog Pirata 

and guide Marlene, we made our way along the south coast of Pico, where we encountered around 70 very 

playful Short-beaked Common Dolphins.  As they took turns at bow riding, we could observe them through the 

water at the front of the boat. At times, an individual would roll belly up, a behaviour indicative of mating. 

Heading further out to sea, we were joined by a super-pod of Short-finned Pilot Whales.  Numbering in excess 

of 200 individuals, the pod was spread over a wide area quietly chilling on and near the surface of the glass-calm 

sea. There were many females, juveniles and calves but fewer mature males, who were easily recognised by their 

chunky dorsal fins. They were joined briefly by another group of Short-beaked Common Dolphins and amongst 

this cetacean melee, we glimpsed the tall dark dorsal fin of a Smooth Hammerhead Shark and a Loggerhead 

Turtle.  A surprise encounter with an Atlantic Blue Marlin drew a gasp of excitement, as its huge tail swept side 

to side along the surface.  The size of it indicated it was likely to be a female, which can attain four times the 

weight of a male.  

 

After spotting two Sei Whale blows and a third fast-moving individual, we headed further out to sea to a large 

flock of Cory’s Shearwaters feeding on the surface.  As we approached, we spotted a group of 40 False Killer 

Whales and a lone Bottlenose Dolphin feeding among the birds.  There was clearly plenty of food around and 

the air smelled of tuna.  Powerful swimmers, robust and curious, several of the False Killer Whales came to 

check us out, swimming around the boat.  Pirata the dog was leaning over the bows and barking in excitement 

when a whale performed a half breach and tail slap.  
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It would be hard to better such a varied and exciting morning but we had a couple more treats in store for the 

journey back to port:  a pair of Madeiran Storm Petrels and another Smooth Hammerhead Shark.  

 

After a break for a quick lunch we were back on board with skipper Ricardo and guide Giada. Heading south on 

a calm sea we passed the precipitous forested southern flank of Mt. Pico.  A few whitewashed villages are strung 

along the rocky lava coast, among them Lajes, one of the island’s oldest settlements. The spotters directed us to a 

Sperm Whale, which surfaced and took 14 breaths before fluking up and taking a deep dive. Next, we observed a 

Sei Whale taking shallow dives and a large group of Atlantic Spotted Dolphins amidst a frenzy of feeding Cory’s 

Shearwaters.  We then spotted the blows of two further Sei Whales that appeared to be feeding.  One of them 

had a crescent-shaped notch in its dorsal fin.  

 

Back at port, we had some down time before dinner at Petisca and a chance to sample more Azorean dishes.  

After dinner we took a short taxi ride to a sunset viewpoint, where as the light faded we watched and listened to 

Cory’s Shearwaters landing at their nesting sites in holes in the lava. Though mostly silent at sea, they are very 

vocal when they return at dusk.  

 

Day 6              Saturday 6th August 
 

Morning exploring on land and afternoon whale watching 

 

We set off at 9.00 with Vitor for a scenic drive up the lower slopes of Mt. Pico, along narrow country lanes 

flanked by hedges of blue Hydrangea macrophylla.  Flocks of Atlantic Canary darted over emerald fields grazed by 

Jersey and Friesian cattle.  Vitor explained that farmers have the right to graze their herds on common land, such 

as this. As we gained height, we found pockets of native Tree Heather, Juniper and endemic Blueberry Vaccinium 

cylindraceum, whose edible fruits are known as ‘Uva da Serra’ (Mountain Grapes).  We stopped at the Mt. Pico 

visitor centre for a magnificent view across to Faial island, its caldera clear of cloud.  Hikers were setting off for 

the steep climb up Mt. Pico, by now topped by cloud.  We found the bright yellow blooms of the endemic 

Leontodon filii growing by the car park.  

 

We continued the drive, spotting a Weasel and a Rabbit along the way to Lago Capitão, whose surrounds are 

dotted with gnarled endemic Juniperus brevifolia.  A Chaffinch family were busy feeding their chicks.  The lake had 

been claimed by 30 rambunctious Muscovy Ducks.  Vitor pointed out a Grey Heron on the shore and a couple 

of juvenile Yellow-legged Gulls flew by after taking a bath. Our last stop was at the Furnas de Frei Mattias, a lava 

tube and hornito.   

 

In the afternoon we set off with guide Giada and skipper Ricardo for our final whale watch trip.  We headed 

south in bright sunshine and enjoyed excellent sightings of two travelling Sei Whales taking shallow dives.  On 

our way back to port the Azores had one last surprise in store for us, a breaching Beaked Whale. Giada thought 

it was possibly a Cuvier’s Beaked Whale.  

 

Over dinner at Ancoradouro, a restaurant overlooking the sea on the edge of Madalena, we reminisced over all 

we had experienced during the week and agreed that we had been very lucky with our sightings, the weather and 

calm seas and one another’s good company.  
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Day 7                Sunday 7th August 
 

Return journey to the UK, 

 

After checking in at Horta Airport the flight to Lisbon was cancelled and rescheduled to depart from Pico 

Airport.  This involved shuttling twice on the ferry and frustratingly insufficient time in Lisbon to make the 

onward connecting flight to London. Thankfully Matt at Naturetrek in the UK stepped in and arranged for 

group members to overnight at a hotel at Lisbon Airport and fly on to London the next day.   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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.  
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Species lists 

Birds (H = Heard only) 

    August 2022 

Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Cory’s Shearwater Calonectris diomedia  20 200 60   200 200 10 

Madeiran Storm Petrel Oceanodroma castro         2     

Grey Heron Ardea cinerea           1   

Muscovy Duck  Cairina moschata           30   

Common Buzzard Buteo buteo rothschildi 1             

Sanderling Calidris alba   1           

Western Yellow-legged 
Gull 

Larus michahellis atlantis 1 2 100 20 20 20 2 

Common Tern Sterna hirundo 2 1 10 8 4 6 2 

Feral Pigeon / Rock Dove Columba livia         4           4 

Woodpigeon Columba palumbus azorica       2       

Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto       2       

Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea patriciae       1       

(Common) Blackbird Turdus merula azorensis 1 1 4 10 4 10 2 

Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla gularis       1       

Goldcrest  Regulus regulus azoricus       H       

Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris granti           2   

House Sparrow Passer domesticus                             

Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs moreletti       4   8   

Atlantic Canary Serinus canaria       8   30   

 

Mammals 

    August 2022 

Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

MAMMALS:                 
Short-finned Pilot Whale Globicephala 

macrorhynchus         200     

False Killer Whale Pseudorca crassidens         40     

Atlantic Spotted Dolphin Stenella frontalis   350 150         

Short-beaked Common 
Dolphin Delphinus delphis          125     

Bottlenose Dolphin Tursiops truncates         1     

A Beaked Whale Ziphiidae sp.            1   

Sei Whale Balaenoptera borealis   2 2   5 2   

Sperm Whale Physeter macrocephalus   3    1     

Least Weasel  Mustela nivalis           1   

Rabbit  Oryctolagus cuniculus           1   
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Butterflies 

    August 2022 

Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

BUTTERFLIES:                 

  Pieridae               

Large White Pieris brassicae   1 1 4       

Small White Pieris rapae           1   

Clouded Yellow Colias crocea faillae   1   3   2   

  Nymphalidae               

Monarch Danaus plexi[ppus     2 2 1     

Painted Lady Cynthia cardui           2   

  Satyrinae               

Azores Grayling* Hipparchia  azorina           2   

                  

* indicates a species is 
endemic                 

 

Others 

    August 2022 

Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

AMPHIBIANS & REPTILES:                 

Loggerhead Turtle Caretta caretta   1     1 1   

Madeiran Wall Lizard Lacerta (Teira) dugesii     2 4       

Perez’s Frog Rana perezi   6           

                  

MARINE:                 

Red Rock Crab  Grapsus adscensionis     2         

Smooth Hammerhead Sphyrna zygaena         2     

Blue Shark  Prionace glauca   1     2 1   

Portuguese Man O'War Physalia physalia                       

Atlantic Flying Fish Cypselurus heterurus     2         

Atlantic Blue Marlin Makaira nigricans         1     

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


