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With 

 

Captain Joop van de Kop 

and his Dutch, Russian, German, Polish and Filipino Crew 

 

Including: 

 

1st Mate Rutger van Eijden (The Netherlands) 

2nd Mate Aleksey Nazarov (Russia) 

3rd Mate Svenja Wilmes (Germany) 

Chief Engineer Leszek Rorat (Poland) 

 

And the MV Plancius Expedition Staff: 

 

Expedition Leader Rinie van Meurs (The Netherlands) 

Assistant Expedition Leader Axel Krack (Germany) 

Guide Christophe Gouraud (France) 

Guide Chris Gnieser(Germany) 

Guide Sonja  Heinrich (Germany) 

Guide Matthias Kopp  (Germany) 

Guide Jim Mayer (Great Britain) 

Guide Nathalie Thibault (France) 

 

Chef Ralf Barthel (Germany) 

Sous Chef Hazel Irvine (New Zealand) 

Hotel and Restaurant Manager Natascha Wisse (The Netherlands) 

Asst. Hotel & Restaurant Manager  Lilian van Meurs (Poland) 

Bartender Extraordinaire Ana Lapu (Phillipines) 

Doctor Fenny Thoolen (The Netherlands) 



28 June – Day 1 
Longyearbyen  

GPS noon position: 78˚13’N,  15˚36’E 

Weather: 4˚C cloudy with sunny intervals and a very light breeze. 
 

Embarkation Day. All passengers were aboard by 5pm. Many of us had earlier the 

opportunity to explore Spitsbergen’s capital, including the downtown centre, the local 

souvenir shops, and the excellent Svalbard Museum. 

 

Longyearbyen (population 1800) is situated in Adventfjord which lies within Spitsbergen’s 

largest fjord, Isfjord. Its location at 78˚ 13’N makes it one of the most northerly towns in the 

world. The mountains of Isfjord were brilliant in the strong sunlight but the dark colours 

where the snow had melted around Longyearbyen reminded us of the coal mines, once the 

town’s main industry. The M/V Plancius lay at anchor in the bay as another big ship had 

taken all the space along the small pier.  So we were shuttled by zodiacs, the small rubber 

boats,  to the ship. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hotel manager, Natascha Wisse and her assistant Lilian van Meurs were on-hand to meet all 

new arrivals on the ship. With the assistance of the friendly crew we gradually found our 

way around the ship. Our introductory meeting was announced over the loud-speaker – an 

invitation to gather in the observation lounge for a welcoming glass of champagne. 

 

The Captain, Joop van de Kop greeted us all and then Rinie van Meurs, our Expedition 

Leader (EL) introduced his team. Natascha followed and explained all the need-to-know 

housekeeping details.  

 

You’ll find complete bios of all staff members as a separate file on the CD.  



On schedule at 6pm, Plancius lifted her anchor and gently manoeuvred out to sea. The Chief 

Officer Rutger van Eijden led a mandatory safety briefing and a lifeboat drill as required by 

SOLAS (Safety Of Life At Sea) regulations.  

 

 

 

After dinner, a few hardy passengers ventured to the outside observation decks to 

experience the cold Arctic air. A few puffins were seen, as well as our airborne escort of 

northern fulmars that followed the ship as she sailed down the Isfjord. For many of us this 

was our first experience of the ‘midnight sun’ and the sense of timelessness in the Arctic.  

 

29 June – Day 2 
Engelskbukta & Tinayrebukta 
GPS noon position: 78˚49’9 N, 11˚51’4 E 
Weather: 2˚C Low cloud and a gentle breeze. 
 
Our first breakfast of the trip was at 7:30am in a packed dining room. At 8:30am all 

passengers attended a mandatory AECO (Association of Arctic Expedition Cruise Operators) 

and zodiac briefing. 

 

Engelskbukta, our first landing site is located north of the Forlandsound on the main island 

Spitsbergen.  It  was chosen by English whalers in the 17th century for the establishment of a 

station.   The history of Spitsbergen is episodic – a chapter will close before the next one 

opens.  The Whaling period of the 17th Century is one of the bloodiest chapters, where the 

seas around north west Spitsbergen would have been filled with ships plundering the ocean. 

In fact, there would have been ten times as many whaling ships then as there are modern 

cruise ships in these waters today! 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A large glacier, the Comfortlessbreen, ends in this small bay surrounded by mountains.  A 

flat barren moraine with remains of the English whaling station (an oven and a grave) offers 

only a few possibilities for pioneer plants like lichens, mosses, purple saxifrage, willows, 

alpine mouse-ear, nodding lychnis to grow. Drift wood, pushed by the currents from Siberia 

to the western Arctic is stranded there.  Some arctic terns are breeding on the ground.  Our 

walk leads us to the top of a hill from where we get a huge view on a small ice covered 

lagoon.  From here we also saw the glacier front and the dead part of this glacier where ice 

cores are found in the moraine, remnants of the glacier that retreated in the last decades. 

 

On our way down the the hill we spot a bearded seal laying on a little sandy island. Some 

harbour seals,  part of the world’s northern most colony of this species enter the bay to rest 

and feed. 

 

 

Tinayrebukta 
GPS position: 79˚11’9N 12˚04’E 
 
This bay was named after a French painter, JP Tinayre who joined an expedition at the 

beginning of the 19th  century.  We land at Camp  Zoe, near a small hut (cabin) that an 

English company established in  order to  extract marble. One person, Henri Rudi, 

overwintered, living partly from hunting.  Hunting by individuals and small groups began on 

Spitsbergen in the 1700 and continues to the present day.  The southern slopes are covered 

by a rich and dense vegetation, offering food for reindeers and good places for breeding 

birds like Pink Footed Goose, Barnacle Goose, Arctic Skua, Snow Bunting and Ptarmigan.  

This vegetation is able to develop in spite of the harsh conditions caused by strong winds, 

permafrost, low temperatures, short and cold summer and poor soil. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After passing the hut, we go up the slopes which are covered with variety of plants mosses, 

lichens, saxifrages, willows, Mountain Avens, White Arctic Bell-heather (pictured), Whitlow-

grass, until we reach a ridge. Melting snow fills the brown rivers that swiftly from the 

glaciers. These wet areas are the favourite places for mosses and grasses.  Reindeers are 

grazing around, moving from place to place, leaving the boulders just colonised by lichens.  

Our walk ends at the mouth of a river, a large area covered with gravels and pebbles. 

 

Meanwhile a second party departs from Plancius for a more leisurely excursion along the 

coast of Tinayrebukta.  In the glorious sunshine they are able to take photos, enjoy the 

wildlife and drink in the scenery whilst the hikers make their way over the ridge and down 

to the waiting zodiacs. 
     

30 June – Day 3 
Fuglesangen & Holmiabukta  
Fuglesangen 79°46'N, 11°25'E and Holmiabukta 79°48'N, 11°35'E 
7°C, fairly sunny on the morning and overcast in the afternoon. 
 
 

 

A zodiac excursion this morning gave us an 

opportunity to get ashore at Fuglesangen 

(Bird's Song), which was named during 

Barent's expedition in 1596. We got a 

perfect timing with the sunshine while we 

were beaching the zodiacs and the first 

flocks of Little auks were already flying 

around us.   Little auks, the most numerous 

sea bird in the high arctic, nests under rocks 

and in crevices amongst boulders. 



We were allowed to wander freely in the area, walking around and climbing to higher 

ground, with the guides posted on the colony’s boundary. The number of Little Auks we saw 

and heard was unbelievable, stunning little birds flying all over and calling noisily – we could 

have spent the hours looking at them.   The Little Auks were constantly busy, flying back and 

forth to the sea where they feed on crustaceans. 

 

Once aboard again we had another delicious lunch, enjoying the warmth and the cosiness of 

the ship, while she sailed through Fugleholmgattet.  

 

About 3:00 pm we were on the deck again 

waiting for the surprise that our dear EL Rinie 

promised…polar bears feeding on a whale’s 

carcass!!! Not less than 10 zodiacs were waiting 

to take us to Holmiabukta. And after 5 to 10 

minutes in the zodiacs we heard “polar bear! 

polar bear!!” One of these Arctic inhabitants 

was in fact sleeping on the snow not so far from 

the shore. We quickly saw more of them, 

especially enjoying the sight of 2 mothers and 

their cub.  

 

The bears had been attracted by the smell of a 

dead Fin Whale, which had beached in the 

shallow bay. 

 

We saw 6 polar bears in total and 2 of them were fitted with a satellite collar transmitter. A 

Harbour Seal joined us for a while and started to tease the polar bear who was still sleeping. 

That was the bonus of our great afternoon! We then shuttled back to the Plancius where a 

nice and warm cup of tea was waiting for us….the head full of polar bears… 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 



1st July - Day 4   Andoyane  
 

GPS 0830 position: 79˚59.7’N,  
13˚34.1’E   
Weather: 1˚C, Fog 
 

Fog! And lots of it.... 

 

Fog, a common occurrence in west 

Spitsbergen, completely surrounds 

the ship.  Warm, moist air flows north 

with Gulf stream and when this air 

comes into contact with the cold 

coast of Spitsbergen the moisture 

condenses and we are wrapped up in 

it’s cool vapour blanket.  Our original 

plan for a landing at Mushamna is 

postponed and we sail gently towards 

Andoyane. 

 

But the missed landing is a chance for 

some onboard entertainment and 

two lectures are quickly arranged.  For the German speakers, passenger Eisner from Polar 

News talked about his work as a cameraman in the polar regions and passed on some useful 

tips.   The English speakers were entertained by guide Jim Mayer with tales of historical 

daring-do on the islands and his own mis-adventures. 

 

All the while the fog was lifting and after a quick cup of coffee the order was given to lower 

9 zodiacs for a cruise around the islands of the Andoyane group, in the northern part of 

Liefdefjorded.  Named for the ducks that used to nest on the islands,  the numbers are in 

decline as the polar bears have found them a ready source of food when the sea ice has 

deprived the bears of seals.  So whilst we went looking for birds, we hoped to see a bear 

too.   

 

Our first few minutes did not disappoint and we encountered several Grey Phalaropes and, 

amongst some common Eiders, one King Eider with his magnificent orange head.  We 

continued exploring amongst the islands and after a hour or so had almost given up hope.  

Simultaneously sharp eyed passengers and guides spotted a bear on one of the smaller 

islands.  Four of the zodiacs were able to make it in time to see the bear raid an eider duck 

nest and eat the eggs! 

 



We stayed with bear for a little while before returning to the ship to be re-warmed with 

some of Chef Ralf’s beef stew.  During lunch the mist rolled in again and as we sailed 

towards the Monacobreen we were not sure if landing would be possible. The massive 

Monacobreen takes its name from Albert I of Monaco, one of the main supporters of early 

Spitsbergen research and a patron of Scottish explorer William Bruce. 

 

Monacobreen 

Whilst a landing could not take place, a second zodiac cruise could.  Again nine boats were 

quickly filled with passengers and then on their way through a maze of ice bergs of many 

shapes, sizes and colours.  Each zodiac group would have had a different experience 

travelling through this ethereal sea and ice-scape.  Encounters included rolling ice bergs, 

dive bombing Arctic Skua, a beautiful blue ice cave in the face of the glacier and a bearded 

seal. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We must have been enjoying ourselves as it required a reminder from the officer of the 

watch on the bridge that it was only 30 minutes to dinner time before the zodiac fleet 

returned to Plancius through the mist. 

 

Moffen 
 

Our active day was still not over, as this evening we crossed the 80th parallel: next stop, the 

north pole!  We toasted the crossing with a warming Vodka on the open decks and watched 

the Walrus of Moffen playing, scratching, fighting and swimming, an aperitif for more walrus 

encounters the next day! 



2nd July - Day 5 

Sorgfjord   
 

GPS Position: 79˚55.8’N  16˚42.76’E 

Weather:  3˚C, overcast and very little wind. 

 

Some of us saw them already from the ship; large cinnamon colour, lumps of blubber 

lingering lazily on a sandy beach in Sorgfjord.  Our goal in Sorgfjord was to visit a hauling out 

site for the Atlantic Walrus.  Besides walruses, the area offers great opportunity for hiking 

and has some interesting history. 

 

In 1693 a fleet of 40 Dutch whalers were trying to hide in this fjord when chased by French 

war ships.  The Dutch were worried of course, hence the name Sorg which relates to the 

Dutch word Zorg which means worrying.  Some ships were captured, 10 ships were sunk and 

the rest managed to escape.  There is also a cross on a small ridge called Eolusneset. This 

cross was put up by the crew of the Eolus, a ship which was trapped here for some time in 

the ice in 1844.  The crew put up the cross in memoriam of the whalers who died here 

around Spitsbergen.  The cross has nothing to do with the Dutch-French conflict as earlier 

described neither do the graves not on Eolusneset.  The nationality or dates of the graves is 

not known.  

 

Once ashore the hiking group took off with Matthias, Nathalie and Christophe for a scenic 

walk further inland.  There was still quite a bit of snow, but they were prepared for it as all 

were carrying a pair of snowshoes, which made walking a lot easier.   The rest of us went to 

visit the walruses.  

 

We approached them very carefully, with several breaks to give them time to get use to our 

presence and to avoid disturbance.  The most interesting animals were actually in the water 

and some of them came very close to check us out.  What a spectacular experience that 

was, to see these big wild animals coming in so close to have a look at their strange visitors 

and it was their own choice!  One animal came so close that you could see how a small shell 

had attached itself on one of his whiskers!  We were all thrilled and hundreds of pictures 

were taken.  



 
 

The animals we watched were probably all males.  The females and calves live in separate 

herds usually further east, closer to the ice edge.  The reason for this is not known.  Later in 

winter both herds meet at traditional open water areas to spend the winter.  Towards the 

end of winter they mate before the herds split up again for the summer.  

 

After a while Chris and Jim took part of the group to the memorial cross and the grave yard. 

The hiking group aborted their walk a bit earlier to make sure they had enough time to visit 

the walruses too.  

 

 

Russøya in Murchinson Fjorden 
GPS Position: 79˚58.1’N  18˚08.3’E 

 

In the afternoon we planned a landing on  Russøya or Russian Island.  The name was given 

by Norwegian sealers because Russian hunters in the 19th century had a hut on the north 

side of the island.  The island is situated in Murchinsonfjorden on the west side of 

Nordaustlandet.  The captain sailed around the fjord between the islands for a scenic cruise 

and he found a nice close anchorage. The island looked very barren and during the briefing 

Rinie pointed out, “there is nothing to see and that is what I would like to show you!” 

 

As a matter of fact, once we were ashore we were amazed by the variety of subtle life on 

the island and of course the beautiful geography. Tiny little plants and lichens managed to 

survive here. We found scattered whalebones way inland because of the isostatic rebound. 

Some of these bones were completely integrated and had around them a little garden of 



mosses and a few plants at micro scale. These bones have been releasing, although 

extremely slowly, enough nutrients over the last few thousand years that some of these 

mosses and plants can just thrive on it. 

 

The raised paleo-beaches, some of which extended more than 50 meters above the current 

water level, were readily visible as one looked across the coastline towards Vestfonna, one 

of the two glacial domes covering the stark expanse of Nordaustlandet. Less obvious but 

ubiquitous were all imaginable varieties of permafrost landforms. Russoya provided 

textbook examples of ice wedges, polygonal ground and stone circles – to name just a few. 

These subtle landscape features clearly indicated a prolonged period of time during which 

Russoya has been deglaciated (at least hundreds of years) while the ground remained frozen 

at depth.  

 

  
 

Complex thermodynamic processes in surface-near substrates ultimately led to a discernible 

patterning of the ground surface over that period of time. If you would put a camera above 

these stone circles and took one shot every five years for the next 5,000 years, you would be 

amazed how much the stones are wandering about!  Indeed, the sorting of rocks by size 

within so-called stone circles or the hexagonal arrangement of ice wedges across the barren 

landscape appeared more like art than mere applications of the laws of thermodynamics.  

 

Apart from patches of sparse vegetation and these permafrost features Russoya resembled 

a mosaic of frost-shattered bedrock and snow banks at the time of our visit. While the snow 

banks were clearly ephemeral and would soon be gone leaving behind a parched polar 

desert, the bedrock – a Dolomite (calcium carbonate with a higher proportion of 

magnesium) - stemmed back nearly a billion years in Earth’s history. Short of any evidence 

of higher life forms, the rock fragments nonetheless offered up fossilized blue-green algae, 

reef-like micro-striations and, here and there, stromatolithe nodules. Overall, not bad for a 

whole bunch of “nothing”!  

 



 

 

A pair of Brent geese flew away and behaved rather worried, they probably had their nest in 

the area.  We quickly moved on.  The Brent goose is the most adapted goose to the high 

Arctic of all geese species.  Also Eider ducks had found the island as a suitable nesting site 

and Matthew from the U.S. got himself a job to keep three eggs warm with his hat after the 

female flushed.  Nobody was allowed to look and he waited until everybody had gone by. 

Three lives of Eider ducklings were saved. 

 

Eider eggs are preyed on by Arctic Foxes and Glaucous gulls.  Polar Bears are also known to 

eat duck eggs, and will “hoover” their way across islands flushing the parent from the nest 

to plunder the eggs. 

 

 

 

 

 

Back on the ship, the catering crew welcomed us with a nice surprise on the back deck with 

the northernmost and coldest BBQ we ever experienced, but in a setting we probably will 

remember for a long time! 

 
 



 
3rd July - Day 6 

Alkefjellet 
79°34'N  18°28'E 

 

3 to 7°C, overcast in the morning and fairly sunny in the afternoon. 
 

Still a bit sleepy from last night’s dancing we were woken by Rinie and Axel at 7:00 as we 

sailed into Hinlopenstretet.  We left Plancius in the zodiacs after breakfast, to visit the 

largest colony of guillemots on Svalbard, a colony of Brünnich’s Guillemots that breed on 

cliffs dropping almost vertically into the sea.  Even before we reached the cliffs, dozens of 

birds were in the water near the boats and they allowed us to come very close before they 

either dived or flew away.  As we approached the cliffs where an estimated 65,000 pairs 

breed, the bird song was quite incredible, and the sky teeming with guillemots leaving or 

arriving at the ledges.  Most of us, if not all, looked on in awe of such an extraordinary 

experience.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We spotted a number of glaucous gulls and some of us were lucky to see a fox. These are 

the two main predators at Alkefjellet.  Surprisingly, a number of barnacle geese were 

present, which is unusual because they breed along the west coast.  Before lunch, Sonja and 

Christophe recapped this great morning and provided us some more explanations on the 

ecology of cliff nesting bird species. 



Faksevagen  

79°30' N / 17°30' E 

 
The afternoon was dedicated to hikers!  Matthias, Axel, Sonja, and Christophe were guiding 

us on the low part of Faksevagen allowing us to take pictures of plants and to observe some 

reindeers grazing not so far, Rinie, Nathalie, Jim, and Chris were leading the hikers towards 

the top of a mountains reaching 380m.  Some hikers stopped a bit earlier but got an 

awesome view of the Lomfjord as well.  With the sun shining it give the sea a wonderful 

blue-greenish colour.   

 

 At the same time, some hundreds meters down, Matthias got the great idea to experiment 

the silence of the Arctic.  Guides turned off their radios and everybody looked for the best 

place to sit and enjoy this magic moment; the sound of melting snow, a gentle breeze or a 

pair of Purple sandpipers displaying around. Those 5 minutes were of course much too short 

but restaurant staff was waiting for us to return for another great dinner. 

 

 



4th July - Day 7 

Ships Cruise & Palanderbukta 

 
08.00 79°31.9’N 018°53.5’E 

Fog, 1°C, very poor visibility 

 

This morning, in spite of the fog, we are cruising the Hinlopenstrait south, hoping to find 

some drift ice. At this time of the year, drift ice surrounds the east coast of Svalbard and a 

large part of the south and south-west coasts of the main island. 

Unfortunately the deep fog prevents us from seeing this ice. Passengers are invited for 

lectures given by Christophe about “Life`s adaptation in Arctic regions” and  by Chris about 

“Continental and sea ice”. 

 

The PLANCIUS then sailed north to Wahlenbergbukta, a large fjord stretching west-east in 

Nordaustlandet.  One of it`s arms – the Palanderbukta- is our next landing site.  

Palanderbukta was named after a Swedish explorer, Baron A. A. Louis Palander, member of 

several expeditions of A.E. Nordenskiold, and one time captain of the Vega the first ship to 

transit the North East Passage. 

 

 

Palanderbukta 
GPS Position 79°34.3’N  020°38.2’E 

 

The scenery of this vast polar desert is still covered by larges patches of deep snow feels 

impressive. Flowing water added to dust blown by strong winds provide enough nutrients 

for plants to grow (arctic puppy, saxifages, chickweed, whitlow grass, willow, lichens and 

mosses) in protected areas. 

 

Barnacle geese are grazing in wet flat lands near ruins of a hut where trappers wintered in 

1933/1934. Arctic terns are nesting on the rocky ground. Even in this harsh environment 

reindeers are able to survive. 

 

Our group starts a hike from a snow covered beach, going up the slopes following a canyon 

carved by a strong river flow.  We take a rest at the top of a hill, enjoying the view of the 

head of the fjord, locked by the last years fast ice. The surrounding mountains are reflected 

in the pools formed at its surface. We then slide down the slope till the beach where zodiac 

drivers pick us up to the ship.         



 

5th July – Day 8 

Raudfjorden & Hamiltonbukta 
79˚40.45’N 012˚16.48E 

Overcast, 3˚C with no wind at all to blow the clouds away. 

 

 

Red Fjord?  May be but there was a little too 

much snow to able to see the Old Red 

Sandstones for which this north-south running 

fjord is known.    The  mixture of snow and 

rocks provided one of the best scenic back-

drops of our cruise.  Whilst the energetic hikers 

set off up hill, a leisurely group mixed a mini 

zodiac cruise with a short stroll ashore.  

Everybody had great views over some rotten 

looking fast ice towards the Raudfjordbreen 

glacier, too fragile for polar bears to roam.  

There were many gaps in the ice through which 

popped numerous bearded seals, some even 

approaching to observe the gang way 

operations! 

 

 

 

 

 

The hiking group climbing to the top of Buchananhalvoya and in places we wishes we had 

our snow shoes, several times the leading guides would sink down into thigh deep snow.  

The suffix “halvoya” translates as “half island” and is Norwegian for ‘peninsular’.   

  

 

There was some red to be seen on the way up, that of the red snow-algae.  This mixture of 

fungus and bacteria live on the surface of the snow.  By the end of the summer when the 

snow has melted they lie dormant on the ground until the next thaw.  During the thaw the 

algae move through the snow to the surface by capillary-action and re-appear as red 

patches, like dirty footprints.  On the top of the halvoya the hiking group rested and enjoyed 

views of two calving glaciers, in Ayrefjord in the west and back into Raudfjord to the east. 



 
 

 

During lunch the ship re-positioned and we departed in 9 zodiacs for a cruise.  Of course, on 

a zodiac cruise we are always keeping a close look-out for bears and it was before all the 

boats were loaded that we had spotted not one but two!  A female bear with a cub born this 

year were walking purposefully along the shore line.  They seemed to be coming in our 

direction and as we were safe in the zodiacs we simply let them come to us.  The female 

spotted us, paused to sniff the air and then continued on her way.  The little cub was 

sometimes finding it hard to keep up!  Both looked relatively well, especially considering 

that the mother would have fasted for four months in the den and then been busy suckling. 

It was obvious that neither mother nor cub were at all bothered by our observations and so 

we were able to spend an enchanting 40 minutes in their company.   

 

The polar bear trail had taken us from our originally intended cruise area of Hamiltonbukta, 

so we popped back into the bay on our way to the ship.  En route we spotted Puffins and 

Barnacle geese with some goslings.  We were hoping for a fox at the bottom of the bird 

cliffs, but having seen the bears we should not complain that we missed the fox! 

 

During the evening the Captain took the ship past the historic sites of Smeerenberg, 

Virgohamna and through the impressive Sorgate. 

 

 
 
 



6th July – Day 9 

Fjortende JuliBukta & Ny Ålesund 
8.00am GPS Position 79˚07.5’N 011˚47.7’ E 

Weather: Clear, bright and warm, temperature 5˚C, wind Force 2 from the north. 

 

We awoke to wonderful sunshine!  We 

were in the Fjortende JuliBukta (14th 

of July Bay) with a spectacular view of 

the 14th of July Glacier, named in 

honour of the French National Day by 

an Expedition by the Duke of Monaco 

in the early 20th Century.  The drivers 

beached the zodiacs and we split into 

2 groups. Some of us went for a walk 

with Chris and Christophe towards the 

glacier, while others spread along the 

beach and took a look at the tundra's flora. A large and high bird cliff (mostly Brünnichs 

Guillemots and Black-legged Kittiwakes), which had given nutrition enough for a multitude 

of flora to grow here. By Svalbard standards this is like a tropical rainforest! A few Snow 

Buntings were flying around and underneath the bird cliff we saw some grazing reindeers 

and breeding pink-footed geese. Everybody really enjoyed the sun and its warmth so it was 

a bit hard to leave this place even if an other wonderful lunch was waiting for us aboard. 

 

Ny Ålesund 
Anchor Position: 78˚55.9’N 011˚55.8’E 

 
In the afternoon we were ashore for a few hours to explore Ny Ålesund, a slightly eerie 

community founded in 1916 to become the world’s most northerly permanent settlement 

(79˚ N).  Coal mining was abandoned in 1963 following a series of appalling accidents which 

claimed a total of 80 lives.  After some years, Ny Ålesund reinvented itself as a research base 

which now houses stations run by such countries as China, France, Germany, Britain, USA, 

South Korea, Japan, Netherlands and Italy.  Norway is also, of course, represented.   

 

The village which must rate as one of the cleanest and tidiest in all of the Arctic runs strict 

ecological and environmentally friendly projects.  Visitors are forbidden to walk anywhere 

except on the roads. Indeed, the regeneration of mosses between the houses and the water 



is obvious.  A well designed museum explains the history of the village and the surrounding 

natural habitat, but the whole place presents a record of its past helpfully indicated by 

strategically placed information boards. 

 

 
 

Signs of the past mining activities are everywhere, alongside high tech installations 

concerned with such problems as climate change, atmospheric conditions, water pollution, 

marine biology, and the present state of snow and ice. 

 

Most of us visited the wonderful souvenir shop where there was the opportunity to buy 

postcards and stamps with conveniently placed tables to hastily write our missives from the 

most northerly post office in the world.   

 

Ny Ålesund is the setting for a series of air-borne dramas as men strove to attain the north 

pole by airship and aeroplane.  Jim and Axel, in English and German respectively, brought 

the stories to life in the very place were they took place.  First Amundsen’s attempt in a pair 

of Dornier aircraft which made it to within 120 miles of the pole and only just back again.  

Then Amundsen teamed up with Italian Umberto Nobile and they successfully fly from Ny 

Ålesund over the Pole to Alaska, just days after Richard E Byrd claims to have made it to the 

pole. 

 

Finally, Nobile’s 1928 expedition in his airship Italia ended in disaster, while Amundsen met 

his end trying to rescue Nobile. Quite a story! 

  

The aerial acrobatics of arctic terns could be witnessed at the pier of Ny Ålesund. Observing 

the courtship behaviour of male terns, bringing the impatient female fish and krill to prove 

his worthiness, was a real treat.  

 

The Fox Family, resident under one of the houses near a ready supply of food on the 

Barnacle Goose lake, provided entertainment for those  passengers lucky enough to spot 

them. 



 

Back aboard for dinner and then two lectures where squeezed in, Axel talked about Roald 

Amundsen and Sonja on the Marine Mammals of Spitsbergen. 

 

 

 
 

 
 
St Jonsfjord & Poolepynten 

GPS 0730 position: 78˚30’N,12˚25’E  

Weather: 7.5˚C, blue skies and sunshine, flat calm seas, a slight wind blowing down from the 
ice caps and glaciers. 
 

It was a sunny, clear morning as we entered the mouth of St Jonsfjord, located 6.5 nautical 

miles east of Prins Karls Forland.  

 

Our landing spot was marked by a beautifully situated trapper’s hut.  This small cabin was a 

“bystation” or a cabin used by the trapper only for a night or two, each time he or she made 

the rounds checking the traps.  Although most trappers were men, some were women 

including the wonderfully named Wanny Wolstad who wintered for 6 years during the 

1930s.  The unusual thing about this hut is that it is made from drift wood logs; most cabins 

were pre-fabricated in Norway. 

 

 



 On shore, the long walkers speeded 

ahead towards the glacier. A lateral 

moraine provided the obvious line and 

after around 45 minutes a stunning 

view point was reached.  After a rest 

in the lovely sunshine they descended 

over the tundra full of moss campions, 

Svalbard poppies and other flowers. 

 

Short walkers also strolled amongst 

the flowers and where the first to spot 

reindeer.   Several where seen during 

the walks, and on two occasions the 

Reindeer where confident enough to 

walk towards us.    A family of pink-

footed geese with four chicks took to 

the water from their mossy feeding 

ground.  A team of passengers 

continued down to the beach and 

followed the coast back to the 

Zodiacs, skimming stones along the 

way.  The record number of bounces was around 20! 

 

During the afternoon our plans changed: the proposed landing at Tordeskioldbukta was 

replaced with a landing a Poolepynten (Named for one of the pioneer British Whalers, Jonas 

Poole) and the chance to once again see Walrus.  We were not to be disappointed!  



Under the watchful eye of two officers from the Sysselman (Governors) office,  Sonja & Chris 

took 3 zodiacs to the Walrus.  3 were seen hauled out on the beach.  Some great photos 

were taken by all passengers as the Walrus were framed against a back drop of wonderful 

scenery.  A further three animals arrived in the water near by, but seemed more interested 

in playing with each other than posing for photographs!  

 

Some of our group had taken a short hike, and managed to spot some nesting Grey 

Phalaropes close to the lagoon before being driven back by dive bombing Arctic Terns.  

 

 
 

After a wonderful day, we came back to the Plancius for the last time, on our final zodiac 

ride, and our last chance to turn our tags!!!  After returning our rubber boots to the boot 

room and packing away our heavy winter clothing, we were invited to join Captain van de 

Kop and his staff for a farewell cocktail. Rinie made his final farewell speech, thanking 

everyone for joining the expedition staff on such an exhilarating adventure.  The evening 

was spent with old and new friends, reflecting on our trip and the journeys we all faced 

ahead.    

 

Thank you for sharing the journey with us, and we hope one day to travel with you again. 

 

The Plancius Expedition Team. 

 

Trip statistics 
 

Total distance travelled: 920 nautical miles 

Total landings/cruises: 17 

Total photographs taken: far too many to count! But at a guess, the same as the number 

of Brünnich’s Guillemots at Alkefjellet !!! 


