
SVALBARD SAFARI WITH STEVE BACKSHALL
Right place, right time

TRIP LOG //  AUGUST 22 -  SEPTEMBER 1  2017



Thank you for joining our exclusive 
Svalbard Safari with Steve Backshall, 
22 August - 1 September 2017.  

Expedition Members
Becky, Fiona, Richard, Viv, Will, Maggie, 
Roger, Jan, Daisy, Lucy, Katie, Helen

Expedition Leaders 
Steve Backshall, Ronald Visser & Annette Scheepstra

Natural World Safaris are a niche travel outfitter specialising 
purely in the natural world, incredible habitats, and the 
wildlife that calls these remote corners of the planet 
home. We hope you enjoyed your time in the Arctic and 
that this trip log serves as a reminder of your journey.

Words: Ronald Visser & Annette Scheepstra
Images: Ronald Visser

1. Longyearbyen
2. Smeerenburgfjorden
3. Sjuøyane
4. Karl XII Island
5. Storøya 
6. Kvitøya
7. Austfonna
8. Bråsvellbreen
9. Alkefjellet
10. Kalk Stranda
11. Florabukta
12. Raudfjord
13. Magdalenafjord
14. Lillehöökbeen
15. 14th of July Glacier
16. Alkehornet

8

7

13

2

3 4

5 6

9

10

11

12

15

16 1

14



Leaving Longyearbyen

We started the day exploring Longyearbyen by 
ourselves. In the afternoon, Annette picked us up 
with the bus to bring us to our home for the next 10 
days - the MS Malmö. We were welcomed on board 
by our expedition leader, Ronald, and brought to 
our cabins. After a short inspection of the ship we 
gathered in the lounge for a welcome briefing. 

The ship started sailing and we went out on 
deck to wave goodbye to civilisation, before we 
gathered again in the lounge where the captain 
welcomed us and introduced us to the crew. The 
first officer, Johannes, then took over to give us 
the mandatory safety briefing, before we had the 
rest of the evening to ourselves. Some of us had 
to get used to the swell that made Malmö rock a 
bit, but luckily it got better as soon as we headed 
north into Forlandsundet. It was a beautiful evening 
and we saw walrus from the ship; some of us 
were even lucky enough to see a blue whale!

DAY ONE //  AUGUST 22



Smeerenburgfjorden

We woke up while sailing into Smeerenburgfjorden. 
Before breakfast the Malmö brought us close to 
Smeerenburg glacier, and we sailed smoothly through 
an enormous amount of glacier brash ice that lay in 
front of the glacier. The mountains were mirroring, 
and conditions were perfect for taking photos. Sailing 
further north into the fjord the bridge spotted our 
first polar bear as we were having breakfast, but 
before heading into the zodiacs we needed our 
mandatory zodiac and polar bear safety briefing. 
We found the polar bear lying on the rocky beach, 
and although the coast was shallow we could get 
quite close to the bear. The bear was previously seen 
on a dead sperm whale so we took a closer look 
at that as well. Scouting the area a little bit further 
we spotted another polar bear! He took a bit more 
interest in us, looking down from a small cliff. 

We ended the morning in a sheltered bay full 
of harbour seals, who were laying on stones 
and swimming about in the water. The whole 
afternoon we sailed along the pack ice in beautiful 
weather. We saw bearded seals, Brünnich’s 
guillemots with chicks, puffins and a hooded 
seal. The evening was topped off with a great 
sighting of two fin whales close to the ship.

DAY T WO //  AUGUST 23



Nelsonøya & Phippsøya

We woke up in a protected bay at Sjuøyane (Seven 
Islands). We went out in the zodiacs with our warm 
suits on and started sailing around one of the islands 
- Parry Island. We enjoyed the scenery and the birds 
flying around. We stepped out of the zodiacs to 
get a big fishing net out of the sands and bring it 
back to Longyearbyen. We then headed for a little 
island named after admiral Horatio Nelson, and 
spotted kittiwakes and puffins nesting on the cliffs. 

Some strong odours alerted Ronald’s zodiac 
to the presence of a large colony of walrus 
mother’s with calves lying on the rocks. It was a 
bit unfortunate to see them panic and rush into 
the water, but their behaviour in the water and 
the sounds were very impressive. While watching 
the walrus, Helen spotted an Arctic fox, so we 
had to choose where to focus our attention. 

The long zodiac drive wasn’t over yet, and we enjoyed 
watching the clear waters filled with jellyfish, the 
rock formations and the birds before heading back 
on board the Malmö for another delicious lunch. 
We stayed at anchor and went into the zodiacs 
again to have a closer look at some walrus on the 
beach of Isflakbukta. These were big lazy males who 
were very relaxed having us around. Before dinner, 
Steve told us more about the Arctic and some of 
his impressive adventures with the Arctic wildlife. 

DAY THREE //  AUGUST 24



Karl XII Island

After a whole night scouting in the ice, we were 
rewarded in the morning with a curious male 
polar bear near the ship. He appeared to be 
both anxious and curious at the same time, and 
it was exciting to see him almost touching the 
ship. After a while he walked away from the ship 
to rest - a good time for us to have breakfast. 

We continued sailing through the ice scouting for 
wildlife. The light was beautiful and the sea was 
calm. We saw bearded and harp seals, but further 
north the wildlife disappeared. Time to head back. 
Our most northerly point was 81’27,5 / 21’00,2. 

Just before lunch we encountered our bear from 
the morning who paid us another visit. It was a 
male with a perfect smooth fur, clean with no scars. 
Further south there were more seals, and during 
lunch we saw a minke whale. In the afternoon 
Steve gave us a lecture about sharks. After another 
lovely dinner we went into the zodiacs near Karl 
XII Island, where we circumnavigated the island 
looking up at the high bird cliffs.  A couple of great 
skuas were flying around and some of us were lucky 
enough to see a fox. We ended the day jumping 
on an ice floe for a group picture. While taking the 
picture the ice floe broke and we hurried back into 
the zodiacs, and safely returned to the Malmö.

DAY FOUR //  AUGUST 25





Storøya & Kvitøya

When we woke up it was foggy and windy, but we 
decided to step into the zodiacs anyway. Along 
the coast of Storøya there were many walrus in 
the water including mothers with calves who were 
checking us out and splashing in the water. An icy 
rain cooled us down a little bit, but we were warmed 
up completely by the sighting of a polar bear - a 
big male walking along the coastline. We steamed 
up towards him and got really close. The bear was 
curious but relaxed. A small group of male walrus 
were nearby and the polar bear went towards 
them. The walruses hardly reacted, but when one 
of them raised his head the bear ran away. It was 
spectacular to see this interaction – or, rather, non-
interaction – between these two giants of the Arctic.  

After lunch we decided to steam towards 
Kvitøya, despite the fact that it still was foggy.
We spent the afternoon scouting for wildlife on 
the ice, and Annette gave a lecture about polar 
bears. She taught us how to spot the difference 
between a male and female polar bear, which 
we got the chance to practice later that evening. 
A beautiful healthy female was posing for us on 
the ice. The weather was now perfect and we all 
went to bed happy after this wonderful evening. 

DAY FIVE //  AUGUST 26





Austfonna & Bråsvellbreen

Although we were close to Kvitøya, the wind 
had compacted the ice just before the island, 
preventing us from getting there. We sailed 
along the pack ice southwest again, searching for 
more wildlife. We saw harp seals and pomarine 
skuas and enjoyed the surrounding scenery.  

After lunch we watched a polar bear documentary. 
The film was almost finished when we were called 
outside because a mother polar with two cubs was 
spotted on the ice. We went outside but didn’t see 
any ice close by, but as we approached a tiny ice floe 
there they were. We all felt a bit emotional seeing 
this polar bear family stranded on this ice floe. The 
cubs were hauling and we felt tempted to bring 
them to the ice a couple of miles further away. What 
an incredible experience to see them so close by. 

After a while we let them be, hoping they would 
reach some more ice or land soon. We sailed along 
the impressive and long front of the Austfonna ice 
cap, but more pack ice was slowing us down a bit. 
Then Fiona spotted another polar bear; a healthy 
female walking on the ice. What luck we had! 

The day wasn’t over yet. In the evening we sailed 
along the waterfalls running off Bråsvellbreen in 
stunning light conditions. An unforgettable day.

DAY SIX  //  AUGUST 27





Alkefjellet, Kalk Stranda 
& Florabukta

We woke up early to have a look at the Alkefjellet 
bird cliff. Although quite a few of the birds had 
already left the colony, a lot of them were still there. 
The cliffs themselves were impressive enough, 
but add to that all of the guillemots, kittiwakes, 
glaucous gulls, the sound and the smell of guano 
and you have an impressive start to the day. 

After breakfast we went out to visit a canyon at Kalk 
Stranda. The wind had picked up a bit so it was a 
rocky zodiac ride, but we found a sheltered spot for 
the zodiacs on the beach. The area looked like you 
might imagine the moon, extremely barren. Plant 
life is limited by the lack of water and nutrients, 
but when you looked closer there was plant life 
all over the place. We all made it to the canyon, a 
remnant of a glacier lake flood. Some of us went 
even further and, despite having to deal with muddy 
permafrost soil, made it to a huge snow bridge.  The 
rest of us went for a nice stroll and took some more 
time to look at the plants and collect garbage. 

After lunch we basked in the sun in 
Murchinsonfjorden, near Florabukta. We walked 
up to a reindeer family grazing under a bird cliff 
but they were very shy, so we did a bit of hiking 
and had a good view of the liquorice mountains.

DAY SE VEN //AUGUST 28



Raudfjord & Magdalenafjord

During the night the Malmö passed a good fishing 
place near Moffen Island, where we stopped. Some 
of the crew and passengers went for a successful 
fishing trip for an hour, so the food for dinner was 
already taken care of. After breakfast we went out 
into the zodiacs for a glacier tour. We started with 
Hamilton glacier, where we saw some impressive 
calvings. When heading back out of the bay we saw 
an Arctic fox under a bird cliff, but as soon as we 
all got a good look he started running off towards 
something we couldn’t see. We sailed further 
south along the coast and past two other glaciers: 
Arnehusbreen and Smithbreen. The last glacier 
provided us with an icy waterfall from the front.

After lunch we sailed through Smeerenburgfjord. 
We hoped to see the polar bears again near the 
whale carcass, but only saw a sleeping one far out. 
We cruised along Smeerenburg glacier in the Malmö 
and had some good reflections of the mountains 
in the water. We planned an evening hike to some 
walrus in Magdalenafjord, but they were not home 
so we did a zodiac cruise instead and found a relaxed 
bearded seal on an ice floe. Before we could get a 
good look, Helen also spotted a blue fox, which we 
checked out first. We sailed further along the glacier 
front of Gullybreen before heading back to the ship.

DAY EIGHT //  AUGUST 29



Lillehöökbreen & 14th 
of July Glacier

We woke up in front of the eight kilometre long front 
of Lillehöökbreen. Despite the weather forecast 
it was sunny and we had a nice view. We sailed 
through a small fjord to a place called the 14th of 
July bukta. We headed for a little bird cliff but got 
distracted by reindeer and foxes on the mountain 
slope. More foxes showed up and we saw them in all 
different colours, from foxes with completely white 
winter fur to brown summer fur and everything 
in between, and again we saw the rare blue fox. 

We went on land to pay a visit to a little cave 
known under two different names, the cave of 
silence or the hanging gardens. We ended the 
morning with some puffins on the cliffs. 
While sailing to our afternoon destination we got 
distracted by two blue whales. Although it was a bit 
bumpy due to the wind, it was impressive to see the 
two of them together feeding. We continued our way 
to an old English marble mine called New London. We 
had a nice walk and saw several reindeer on our way, 
and a couple of red-throated divers with their young.

DAY NINE //  AUGUST 30



Alkehornet

So far we had been very lucky with the weather, 
and this morning it was sunny again. We sailed to 
a green place called Alkehornet where we hoped 
for some nice reindeer sightings. We ran into a fox 
first that came really close to us. It was the same 
with the reindeer, and we could take pictures from 
a couple of metres away. We enjoyed watching 
them for a while before heading back to the zodiacs. 
The Malmö picked us up shortly after our zodiac 
anchoring so we could go straight to Borebukta, 
the location for our last outing. We sailed along 
some impressive big icebergs and along the glacier 
front in warm sunny conditions. We landed on a 
small island in front of the glacier. On this peaceful 
place we all silently said goodbye to Svalbard, 
which had become a very special place for us. 

Back on board the Malmö there was one 
important thing we still had to do: the polar 
plunge! Seven daredevils jumped into the 
icy water to loud cheering from the rest. 
Just before arriving back into Longyearbyen we 
saw a mother polar bear and two cubs. They were 
too close to the settlement and a helicopter from 
the governor was chasing them away. It was a bit 
sad to see, so we went inside for our final recap. 
Ronald had made a slideshow and we were silent 
as we looked at all the sightings of the trip. Then it 
was time for our last delicious dinner. Big cheers for 
the chef who had done a fantastic job throughout 
the trip, along with the captain and his team.
An impressive journey had come to an end.

DAY TEN //  AUGUST 31
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