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Iceland scarcely needs an introduction; the original 
land of fire and ice.  Sitting just below the Arctic 
Circle, some way north-west of mainland Europe, 
Iceland is a refreshingly cool break from early 
summer for most of us, being at its best (for birds) 
in June. This year’s ’Birding with a Camera’ tour was 
a roaring success, with birds aplenty, stunning 
geological highlights, and unusually warm weather. 
Despite a gloriously sunny day in the Westfjords, we 
did have to endure a few rather sporadic showers 
and downpours, but they were relatively few and 
easy to wait out. Still, it did nothing to dampen our 
spirits and we found plenty of beautifully diffused 
light and lots of great birds to point binoculars and 
lenses at. 

Harlequin Duck on a stream near Lake Myvatn



Beginning in the south-west corner of the island, near 
the capital of Reykjavik, half of the 4-strong group ‘met’ 
on arrival. I say ‘met’, because first we had to endure an 
evening in isolation awaiting results of an on-arrival 
COVID-19 PCR test. Travel in this current age is 
somewhat intimidating, but fortunately for us Iceland 
had zero cases of the virus, and almost the entire 
population had been vaccinated by this point. So, with 
every person entering the country tested, and 
determined negative before venturing further than a 
hotel room, there are no mask-mandates in force, 
which felt strangely alien to us all. 

Whilst we waited for our results the ocean-view 
rooms added Common Loon, Common Eider, Long-
tailed Duck and Minke Whale to the list, but our first 
‘real’ birding was to be after a short, scenic flight to 
Akureyri on the north coast, and onwards to our base 
for the next few nights near Lake Myvatn. Along the 
way we found a few Red-throated Loons, Common 
Scoter, Meadow Pipits, skulking ‘Icelandic’ Winter Wren, 
the first of many Redwings, and dozens upon dozens of 
the ubiquitous Greylag Goose and Whooper Swan.

Horned Grebe along the edge of Lake Myvatn



Red-necked Phalarope twirl and spin their way along the shore

The Lake Myvatn area really put on a show for us. I 
have been to Iceland many times but this year the 
abundance of wildfowl was really something to behold, 
especially Barrow’s Goldeneye and Harlequin which 
were present in excellent numbers, here at their only 
European location. We spent two whole days along the 
shores, spending time in the sand shooting Red-necked 
Phalaropes, from the vehicle with wary Pink-footed 
Geese, and by (unintentionally) laying in a carpet of 
Rock Ptarmigan poop to photograph absurdly-ornate 
Horned Grebes in their breeding regalia. Wildfowl 
included Eurasian Wigeon, Gadwall, Long-tailed Duck, 
Green-winged Teal, Common Scoter, Greater Scaup, 
Red-breasted and Common Mergansers, alongside the 
haunting calls of Red-throated and Common Loons. 
Birds of prey were of course highly sought-after and 
we had two good encounters with the rare Gyr 
Falcon, a briefly-perched and actively hunting white 
morph with her duskier partner, the second a distant 
but extended view of a large grey female found with 
barely-believable spotting talent by Lisa. ‘Icelandic’ 
Merlin was a rare encounter, the first of several, and 
two excellent encounters with Short-eared Owls were 
well-received. 



Between sessions along the lake, or in small patches of ‘forest’, 
we visited iconic geological sites including the active caldera of 
Krafla Viti, the boiling mud pots and steaming vents of Hverir, 
and the spell-binding dark castles of Dimmuborgir, the famed 
home of trolls and other mythical beasts, including Santa 
wearing crocs, apparently. We also found truly superb food, 
including a working dairy where we watched cows be milked 
as we ate, and visited some spectacular waterfalls including 
Godafoss and Aldeyjarfoss, arguably one of my favourites in 
the world with its stunning basalt column flanks. 

Throughout Iceland ‘shorebirds’ were abundant so as we 
moved west to the coast the constant sound of ‘drumming’ 
Common Snipe, glittering black and gold European Golden 
Plovers, and brick-red chests of Black-tailed Godwits followed 
us. Glaucous Gulls and Purple Sandpipers greeted us at lunch, 
as did ultra-fresh Cod and ‘Wolf fish’, but the evening was 
dominated by a successful quest for White-tailed Eagles, with a 
pair giving fantastic ‘scope views. 

Perhaps the rarest sight of the day was a 70% solar eclipse at 
10am, where we managed to stop in just about the only place 
in northern Iceland with cloud cover thin enough for good 
views. Astonishing luck and a good call by the team to push 
west in search of clear skies.

Solar eclipse at its peak (70%) near Akureyri



The final base of our short Iceland sojourn was deep in the 
heart of the rugged and feral Westfjords, at a lovely red-
roofed country inn, solitary among fields of breeding snipe 
and godwits, towered-over and flanked by snow-capped and 
powder-dusted mountains. The drive to get there was long 
but breathtaking, with flurries of sleet and snow and some 
gasp-inducing mountain roads. An attempt to reach the 
seabird cliffs at Latrabjarg on day one was a partial failure, in 
that the wind was gale-force, the birds unreachable and the 
cliffs unsafe, but it was quite wild and extreme, and exactly 
what Iceland is famous for - unpredictable weather. We 
managed to salvage the morning with lunch at a tiny, hidden 
bar, rammed full of locals. Tropical Birding guides are famous 
for many things, and finding good food is one of them. Here, 
in one of the most unassuming restaurants I have eaten in, 
we had possibly the best fish and chips of my life. Cape 
Town, Cornwall, Cairns, Christchurch, Cape Cod, none 
compare. In terms of quality food, Iceland may be one of the 
finest tours we run, which is quite some feat. 

Day 2 dawned a new day indeed, with blazing sunshine and a 
light breeze, so back at the cliffs we had a fantastic session 
with Atlantic Puffins, Thick-billed & Common Murres, Black-
legged Kittiwakes, Northern Fulmar, European Shag, Arctic 
Terns, Snow Bunting and my personal favourite, the 
Razorbill. 

Atlantic Puffins stood among purple Thrift is an iconic sight 



Razorbill has a mouth the colour of lichen

Despite a rather inconveniently-timed flat tyre trying to 
disrupt our plans, we had one final journey to make back 
to the quiet city of Reykjavik. Bookended by the realities 
of travel in the age of COVID-19, we had to obtain 
another PCR test result to be able to re-enter the UK & 
US, and as we were all leaving within a day or two of 
each other I booked us all in for a swab at the same time, 
which took a staggering… fifteen minutes, results 
following an hour later. Icelandic efficiency is truly 
magnificent. 

Our time in Iceland was relatively short, just a week, but 
we spent long hours in the field, saw lots of fantastic 
birds, everyone got some great shots of all the key 
targets, and we ate some of the best and healthiest, but 
truly most delicious meals of any tour we run. We also 
had a bunch of fun along the way with a great up-for-a-
laugh group, all excited to be out in the wider world 
once again, as things slowly return to some semblance of 
‘normality’… 

Lisle Gwynn 
(Tour Leader)



Red-necked Phalarope are abundant across Iceland, we saw hundreds, and are often absurdly obliging. 



Barrow’s Goldeneye is usually straightforward to find, but can be tricky to photograph well.





Harlequin easily ranks as one of the world’s best looking ducks, here on fast-flowing torrents at their breeding grounds. 



Despite looking somewhat demonic, Horned Grebe is a remarkably gorgeous waterbird.



Thick-billed Murre usually give good poses and opportunities in the Westfjords



Atlantic Puffin is perhaps the most iconic of Europe’s seabirds, and deservedly so.





Clockwise from top left: European Shag, Northern Fulmar, Greylag (left) & Pink-footed (right) Geese, Arctic Tern.



Common Redshank above left, White Wagtail above right; Long-tailed duck pair below.



Spectacular waterfalls are a daily sight throughout the Iceland adventure. 
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