
ICELAND: JUNE 2016 

Participants: Kenny Musgrove and Wayne Geater 

Day 1 – Sunday 5th June 

We caught the 07.30 Easyjet flight from London Luton, arriving in Keflavik at 09.00. After leaving the 

airport and picking up our car (Toyota Rava) from Enterprise we headed the few miles to Keflavik 

town itself and the seafront. We quickly found the long-staying White-winged Scoter swimming with 

a male and female Eider, and amongst the numerous Eider swimming near to the shoreline was a 

single Black Guillemot. So off to a good start! Before we headed west and our first intended 

destination – Olafsvik on the Snaesfellnes Peninsular, we had planned to do a little sea-watching so 

we headed up the road to the lighthouse at Gardur. On the short drive there several displaying 

Snipe, Starlings, Meadow Pipit and Whimbrel were seen from the car, and a brief  sea-watch 

produced Eider, Arctic Terns, Fulmar, Cormorants, Gannets, Greater Black-backed, Lesser Black-

backed and Herring Gulls and a couple of distant Manx Shearwaters. On the beachside pools we 

had Black-headed Gulls, Oystercatcher, White Wagtail, Ringed Plover, Turnstone, Redshank and 

Black-tailed Godwit. 

    

We left the area and drove towards Reykjavik, where we picked up our first Raven and Redwings 

and after a stop for coffee in the Reykjavik area were soon heading west. We stopped several times 

at various pull-ins to have a look at the numerous sea inlets where Eider, Arctic Terns, Whooper 

Swans and Puffins were ever present and every now and again we picked out a Black Guillemot. We 

followed the “coast road” to Borgarnes where we turned inland and Snipe, Redwing, Redshank and 

Whimbrel were evident from the car. We stopped to look at several rivers and were finally rewarded 

just after turning onto the road heading to the north coast of the peninsular. I spotted a bird 

swimming on a fast flowing river which on inspection turned out to be a Mallard, but our 

disappointment was short lived when I spotted two ducks sitting on the side of the river – male and 

female Harlequin Ducks, our second “lifer” of the day. In a happy frame of mind we headed on and 

the coast along the north side of the peninsular was rich in terms of birdlife. Both the sea and the 

numerous inland pools were very productive producing along with the ubiquitous Eider and Arctic 

Terns, several Red-necked Phalaropes, a couple of Great Northern Divers, Red-breasted 

Mergansers, Scaup, Tufted Duck, Whooper Swans, Black-tailed Godwit, the first Glaucous Gulls of 

the trip and our only Purple Sandpiper. A surprise sighting, which was to become common 

throughout the week was the sight of two Arctic Skuas hawking over a field and disturbing the 



omnipresent Snipe, Redshank, Golden Plover and Whimbrel. We arrived at Olafsvik at around 8.30 

in the evening and after checking into the Vio Hafid Guesthouse, went to a local restaurant and had 

a very expensive burger and chips and a pint of larger and retired for the night at around 11 o’clock 

in bright sunshine and not a cloud in the sky. 

Day 2 – Monday 6th June 

We awoke again to bright sunshine and decided to book an impromptu trip on the morning Laki 

Whale-watching sailing, and so after breakfast we made the very short trip to the harbour for the 10 

o’clock sailing. We left the harbour to clear skies and a flat sea hoping to get sightings of killer 

whales. A Black Guillemot swam in the harbour, Black-legged Kittiwakes sat on the harbour walls, 

and a summer plumaged Great Norther Diver was present amongst the Eider just outside the 

harbour mouth. Arctic Terns were flying everywhere and it wasn’t long before we were sailing 

through groups of Puffins sat on the sea. We passed close-by to two Red-necked Phalaropes busily 

feeding on the sea and Arctic Skuas were seen close to the boat. Other auks in the shape of 

predominantly Razorbills with the occasional Guillemot were seen either sat on the sea or flying 

past the boat and Great-black Backed, Black-headed, Herring and Glaucous Gulls were also seen. 

These birds were evident throughout the whole trip but an exception was a new bird in the shape of 

a Great Skua sat on the sea. From this point the whale watching took over. We had not been out for 

more than half an hour when one of the guides spotted a single Minke Whale and we headed close 

to it to get better views. We headed further west and were soon encountering several groups of 

White-beaked Dolphins but it was when we headed away from the coast that the real excitement 

began. A pod of Killer Whales were spotted about half a mile away in deeper water, and we quickly 

headed towards them. This group consisted of two adults and three young whales and they were 

totally unaffected by our presence, diving and re-surfacing around the boat and even coming clean 

out of the water giving fantastic views. Then they were joined by another pod and we had twelve 

Orcas swimming around the boat. After about half an hour we reluctantly decided to leave the area 

and head home but the excitement was not over. Another Minke Whale was sighted and then a 

larger shape in the form of a Sperm Whale was spotted feeding on the surface. As we headed 

towards it a second was seen and both were observed for around twenty minutes before they dived 

deep with flukes coming out of the water. The three hour trip had turned into four hours when we 

arrived back in the harbour and everyone agreed that the trip had been exceptional. 

   

After a coffee back at the guesthouse we spent the rest of the day birdwatching. About a mile east 

of the town, a river flowed into the sea and from the guesthouse we could see a large number of 

birds sat on the rocks at the river mouth. The majority of these were gulls with good numbers of 



Glaucous Gulls supported by Great and Lesser black-backed and Herring Gulls and a single Iceland 

Gull. Eiders were also sat on the rocks and on the sea and Arctic Terns and Fulmars flew in front of 

us. We headed west now to the lighthouse at Ondverdanes and the seabird breeding cliffs. A drive 

through the lava field produced several Meadow Pipits and a few fly-over Whimbrel and 

Oystercatcher, and after parking at the lighthouse we walked to the viewing platform overlooking 

the cliffs. There were several Brunnich’s Guillemots amongst the Common Guillemots so target bird 

number 3 was soon ticked off. There were also several “Bridled” Guillemots and good numbers of 

Razorbills also breeding on the cliffs. Fulmars flew at eye level, Arctic Terns were again present in 

good numbers and the odd Raven hunted along the cliff face. 

We drove back to the main rod and headed further west, passing several large groups of loafing 

Great Black-backed Gulls and turned off onto a “dirt” road heading up to the glacier. This was in the 

hope of spotting ptarmigan or snow buntings but unfortunately we saw neither. We stopped high up 

when snow prevented us travelling any further and by chance I spotted a distant “brown coated” 

Arctic Fox. We turned around and on the journey down spotted several Northern Wheatear, 

Whimbrel, Golden Plover and Meadow Pipits and a single Arctic Skua sat on a rock by a large pool. 

We head back towards Olafsvik and stopped at the lagoons at Rif and spent an excellent half hours 

birding from the observation screen at the west end. We first had to drive through hundreds of 

Arctic Terns sat on the tarmac and then photographed the numerous Red-necked Phalaropes 

swimming close to the edge of the pool. (In all there must have been over 50 birds on the pool). Two 

Red-throated Divers swam majestically in the middle of the pond, and were supported by Mallard 

and Tufted Ducks. At the far end on the mud were White Wagtail, Golden Plover, Ringed Plover, 

Black-tailed Godwit and several Dunlins. Oystercatchers flew noisily overhead, Greylag Geese 

frequented both the pond itself and the grassy shoreline and amongst them were two Pink-footed 

Geese. We headed back to Olafsvik and before retiring for our evening meal we scanned the bay 

from outside our guesthouse and picked out Black Guillemot, Red-breasted Merganser, Eider and 

feeding Arctic Terns. 

   

Day 3 – Tuesday 7th June 

Facing a long day’s driving north we set off after breakfast, but before leaving Olafsvik we stopped at 

a small pond a few hundred meters from the town where Wayne attempted to photograph a pair of 

breeding Red-throated Divers. His efforts were disrupted by breeding Arctic Terns which attacked 

him on numerous occasions when he got too close to the nest areas. We took the road over the 

mountain so that we exited the peninsular on the south shore road and were surprised when our 



first Ptarmigan sighting was a flyover bird. We hit Route 1 and drove north for several hundred 

kilometres before stopping for a spot of lunch on the causeway at Akureyri. Prior to getting there 

Route 1 turned eastward and followed the course of a river and good numbers of Pink-footed Geese 

were seen along with the Greylags and Whoopers. At the causeway we pulled off the road at the 

eastward end for a picnic and some birding. Redwings sang from the trees, and Eider Ducks with 

crèches of young swam in the shallows on both sides. Arctic Terns were again present in numbers 

and waders feeding in the shallows were present in the form of Ringed Plover, Dunlin and Black-

tailed Godwits. Scoping across the seaward side of the bay I picked out two Slavonian Grebes but 

the best bonus was in the shape of a female American Widgeon sat on the bank not far from us. 

We journey on for another hour but had a great deal of difficulty finding our accommodation for the 

next 3 nights, the KIdagil Guesthouse. It was early evening, when we eventually turned right off 

Route 1 just before the Godafoss Waterfall, and travelled some 20 plus kilometres down a dirt road 

following the track of a fast flowing river before eventually finding our destination situated as they 

say “in the middle of nowhere”. Checking in we were a little disappointed to find we were an hour or 

so away from Lake Myvatn but after a great deal of deliberation we decided to stay and enjoyed an 

excellent meal. This as I will explain later turned out to be a good decision as the river and 

surrounding area turned out to be very productive. On the drive down the track to the guesthouse 

we spotted three pairs of Harlequin Ducks on the river and Arctic Terns, Whooper Swans, Greylags, 

Pink-footed Geese, Whimbrel, Snipe, Golden Plover, Meadow Pipits, Redwings and the odd 

Wheatear were very evident. A group of 10 Widgeon were also present and we saw all these birds 

every time we drove up or down the road. We had an hour or so to kill after tea and the receptionist 

told us of another waterfall some 20 kilometers further south down the track so off we set enjoying 

close up views of Snipe, Golden Plover and another pair of Harlequin Ducks on the journey before 

returning and retiring for the night to the sound of “whiffling” Snipe.  

   

Day 4 – Wednesday 8th June 

After breakfast we set off for Husavik for our second whale-watching trip of the tour. Our sailing was 

at 9.30 and after donning our whale watching suits we set off from Husavik harbour. Again 

conditions were excellent and it wasn’t long before we were sailing alongside two feeding 

Humpback Whales. A smaller Minkie whale soon followed but this was just a precursor of what was 

about to happen. A large gathering of seabirds which included Great Black backed, Lesser Black-

backed, Herring, Glaucous and Black-headed gulls, Kittiwakes, Arctic Terns, Fulmars, several Arctic 

and two Great Skuas drew our attention to what was to be a feeding frenzy. Humpback whales (12 



in all) and at least 6 Minkie whales were continually on show, diving and feeding on what was I 

presume large shoals of fish, and in all the “whale excitement” the birds had to take second place 

and we forgot to look for the Sabine’s gull that had been reported in the bay from several previous 

trips. Nevertheless, this like the first trip was a memorably experience and we returned to Husavik 

harbour through the groups of Eiders and Puffins on the sea and the confiding Black Guillemot in 

the harbour itself. 

After coffee and an ice cream we set off south to spend the afternoon around Lake Myvatn. Our first 

stop on arriving at the lake was at the Dimmuborgir Café on the west side in the hope of spotting 

Gyr Falcon flying across the lava field, but this was not to be. We travelled further down the west 

side of the lake and stopped to photograph a Slavonian Grebe sat on a nest, and Red breasted 

Merganser and Red-necked Phalaropes swimming near to the shoreline in a bay on the southern 

edge. However we were defeated by the swarms of midges and I retired to a nearby shop to 

purchase two protective head nets. We tried to bridge where the Laxi River exits the lake but this 

area was devoid of birds so we drove up the east side of the lake. Good numbers of waterfowl were 

spotted in a bay just south of the “museum” turn off and a closer inspection proved very fruitful. 

Lifer number four came in the form of Barrow’s Goldeneye and there were several pairs present, 

two pairs of Long-tailed Ducks, a male Common Scoter, Tufted Duck, Teal, Mallard, Pintail, 

Gadwell, Whooper Swans, Great Northern Diver, Red-throated Diver, Slavonian Grebes and Red-

necked Phalaropes. In the fields opposite the lake, good numbers of Golden Plover were feeding 

supported by a few Whimbrels. We left the area again because of the large numbers of midges and 

headed down the track leading to the museum, where we encountered more Barrow’s Goldeneye, 

Eider, and Tufted Duck close to the edge of the lake and Black-tailed Godwits feeding on the 

shoreline. 

    

We had taken the details of the site for a Wilson’s Snipe from the Iceland Birding Facebook site and 

had confirmed this with a Dutch birder whom we had met in Olafsvik, so we left Lake Myvatn and 

headed east along route 1 to an area 7.6 kilometres past the Krafla turnoff. We pulled off the road in 

a very remote area and listened for any displaying Snipe. We heard nothing and saw only Whimbrel 

and Golden Plover and after about 45 minutes decided to leave. As there was no traffic we drove 

slowly westward when Wayne suddenly pulled the car to a stop. A displaying Snipe could be heard 

and was spotted when we left the car. Although we had heard the whiffling sound made by a 

Wilson’s we could not be sure as it was now quite windy and drowned out the sound so we decided 

to head home. The area on route 1 just before the Husavik turnoff produced 30 minutes of exciting 

birding from the car. Just before the turn we saw our only Short-eared Owl of the trip hunting close 



to the road, and just after the turn we spotted a Merlin sat on a post. Just a little further up the road 

three Ptarmigan flew across in front of us and one landed just off the road giving good views, and 

again a little further on again a second bird was spotted by the roadside. A little further along the 

road we thought we had struck lucky when a silhouette came into view over the brow of a hill, but 

the hoped for Gyr turned out disappointingly to be an Arctic Skua. We were finally able to 

photograph a Ptarmigan, when after turning from route 1 onto the dirt road to our guesthouse a 

bird was spotted sitting on a rock just a few hundred metres down the track. We continued onward 

with same birds as the previous night on show, and enjoyed another fine evening meal and a beer 

before retiring for the night. 

Day 5 – Thursday 9th June 

Last day in the Mytvan area and the target bird was Gyr Falcon. The previous day we had been given 

some information relating to a bird attacking the sea bird colony to the north of Husavik near the 

lighthouse at the northern end of the peninsular. After breakfast we headed north, and on travelling 

along our 23 kilometres the usual birds were present including the Ptarmigan sat on the rock, and 

now named “the king of the rock.” Just north of Husavik we turned off by chance towards the coast, 

and heading down a steep track came to a cove. 12 Harlequin Ducks were sat on the rocks by the 

shore, and groups of Eider and Arctic Terns were also evident. Driving back to the main road two 

Arctic Skuas hawked over the fields, disturbing Snipe, Redshanks, Golden Plovers and Whimbrels. A 

little farther north we spotted the orange coloured lighthouse and pulled off the road by some small 

pools. Breeding Redshank and Red-necked Phaloropes were evident and the ever present 

drumming Snipe displayed overhead as we walk along the path to the cliffs overlooking the sea. 

Fulmars and Great Black-backed Gulls, Gannets and the odd Raven flew past at eye level, 

Kittiwakes were abundant breeding on the cliffs and hundreds of Puffins were sat on the sea. We 

had only been in the area some five minutes when Wayne shouted out as he had spotted a large 

raptor alighting on a telegraph pole near the lighthouse – a superb light grey phase Gyr Falcon, and 

probably by its size a large female. We wandered carefully around the edge of the cliff and got to 

around 200 metres from the bird when it took off and flew past us at eye level before disappearing 

inland. We hung about for about 45 minutes hoping it would return before heading back to the car 

and driving back to Husavik for a celebratory coffee and an ice cream. 

    

Having seen all expected targets we decided to be tourists for the afternoon and drove north around 

the headland and then south down the dirt track road to the large waterfall at Dettifoss. It was early 

evening when we finally hit route 1 again and drove back westward passing down the west side of 

Lake Myvatn and stopping in the same bay as the previous day in an attempt to photograph 



Barrow’s Goldeneye and other water-fowl. We were again beaten by the excessive number of 

midges and decided to drive back to the guesthouse passing the “king of the rock” (Ptarmigan) once 

again and a pair of Arctic Skua sat on the riverbank, before having another excellent meal and 

retiring for the night. 

Day 6 – Friday 10th June 

The long drive back to the Snaefellnes peninsular with a stop on the causeway at Akureyri to look for 

the reported King Eider but it was very foggy and visibility was severely restricted so we did not 

spend too long. It was another long drive and it was raining when we arrived at Arnarstapi late 

afternoon and checked into the Snojfell Hostel. We had stopped a few times on the road to 

Arnarstapi, once to photograph a Red-throated Diver on a small pool and a few miles down the road 

from our destination where we picked out a pair of Harlequin Ducks on a fast flowing stream. A walk 

down to the harbour produced a Black Guillemot and Eider and Fulmars flying by. A Great Black-

backed Gull sat with two fluffy chicks on a rock stack opposite our view point, and an Oystercatcher 

flew noisily overhead. A walk along the cliff path produced lots of breeding Kittiwakes and Fulmars 

with the odd Puffin and Guillemot sat on the sea. We tried to follow a path back to the restaurant 

but as it crossed through the middle of the massive Arctic Tern breeding colony we had to retreat 

and return via the cliff path. It was raining quite heavily now so we decided on an early evening meal 

and afterwards set off driving westwards. We had pulled off the tarmac ro 

ad and followed a few different gravel roads that led to the cliffs but this did not produce any new 

birds, but the turn off at Londranger and a walk to the viewing point changed this. There were 

numerous breeding auks on the cliffs with Common and Bridled Guillemots, three Brunnich’s 

Guillemots and Razorbills breeding on the cliffs along with Kittiwakes and Fulmars. A bay a little to 

the east produced a large flock of Glaucous Gulls loafing on the shoreline and amongst them were a 

few Great Black-backed Gulls.  As it was still raining we decided to return to the hostel for a beer 

and an early night. 

    

Day 7 – Saturday 11th June 

We left the peninsular after breakfast and had decided to spend the day sightseeing before driving 

back to Reykjavík, so we drove eastwards across country to the “Golden Circle” trail and witnessed 

the Great Geysir and the Gullfoss Waterfall. We arrived back in Reykjavik, checked into the 

guesthouse and spent the evening watching England play Russian in the fan centre on a big screen. 



Day 8 – Sunday 12th June 

An early breakfast and drive to Husavik to the airport to catch our flight back to Luton which turned 

out to be delayed for 90 minutes, arriving back mid rather than the anticipated early afternoon. 

Conclusion 

Iceland was certainly a different place to visit, where, the numbers of birds and the views thereof 

make up for the small number of different species that can be found there. WE saw everything that 

we hoped for and our four target species were all seen with relative ease. However the two whale 

watching trips were the highlight of the trip with great views and pleasant weather. In hindsight we 

could have cut the trip down to 5/6 days and because of good weather conditions, still all we did in 8 

days. So all in all a successful trip with great views of birds and mammals. 

Please contact me 9musgrove52@sky.com) for any further information or visit Wayne’s internet site 

at wondersofwildlife.com to see more photographs and any of our previous trip reports. 
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