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Day 1: Tuesday 27th August, Seward
As we embarked the Crystal Symphony, our wonderful home for the next seven days, the smoke from nearby forest
fires obscured the local scenery around the harbor of Seward. We cruised past many tufted puffins that were settled
on the calm sea and the evening sunset was atmospheric against the smoke shrouded mountains as our adventure
began.

Leaving Seward to an atmospheric sunset as our adventure begins

Day 2: Wednesday 28th August, at sea en-route to the Hubbard Glacier
We were up early, just after sunrise at 06:00am, and arrived at the Palm Court for our first deck watch. The sea gods
were being kind as the sea state had remained good as we cruised east across the Gulf of Alaska and we were quickly
joined by guests as we all started to scan the ocean for cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises).

It wasn’t long before we encountered two groups of fast swimming Dall’s porpoise, these broad bodied black and
white marine mammals can reach speeds of 34 miles per hour (54 km/h). Their fast swimming creates a distinctive

Charity No: 1141728

www.orcaweb.org.uk

rooster tail splash as they surface to breathe and it was these splashes that first alerted us to their presence and
enabled us to follow them as they raced through the water around the ship.

Super-fast swimming Dall’s porpoise (Credit: Thaw Mallin, Crystal Symphony guest)

We then started to see whale blows, the first being on the starboard side. The whale blow is created when the animal
exhales, the blow forms a dense cloud of water vapour and material from its lungs which hangs in the air for several
seconds. The blows were distant and the whales were being sneaky, even through binoculars we were unable to get
a good view of their bodies to allow an identification. They were in groups of three to four animals and mostly on the
starboard side except for one which was observed on the port side. Finally we observed the body of one of the whales
and were able to confirm that we were looking at humpback whales. To the excited cheers of all in the Palm Court a
couple of the closer humpbacks lifted their fluke (tail) and undertook a deep dive disappearing below the surface.

Just before entering Yakutat Bay as we neared the Hubbard Glacier a third group of Dall’s porpoise sped by and as we
enjoyed our lunch in the warm sunshine and beautiful weather a sea otter swam gently past us, also enjoying its
seafood meal.
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Sea otter, possibly the cutest predator

Slowly cruising toward the glacier we passed a large group of Steller sea lions basking on a rocky outcrop and making
quite a noise.

Basking Steller sea lions on the approach to the Hubbard Glacier

We enjoyed incredible views of the jaw dropping and awe-inspiring Hubbard Glacier against a superb backdrop of sunlit
snow-capped mountains. The 75-mile-long and six mile wide Hubbard Glacier is the largest tidewater glacier (one
which reaches the sea) in North America. With impressive ice cliffs up to 400 foot high the wall of ice rises sheer and
jagged from the ocean. The glacier put on quite a show for us all, with blocks of ice that can no longer be supported at
the front of the slowly advancing glacier collapsing and crashing into the sea below. This caused an upward plume of
water to rise against the face of the glacier and the cracking boom of 'glacial thunder' caused by the splitting of the
huge chunks of ice resonating around Yakutat Bay.
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Beautiful Alaskan scenery and the incredible natural splendour of the Hubbard Glacier

A tour boat (red circle) is dwarfed by the ice cliffs of the incredible Hubbard Glacier

Leaving the splendour of the Hubbard Glacier behind, we continued our cruise towards our next destination of Juneau,
the capital of Alaska.
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Day 3: Thursday 29th August, Juneau
Arriving on the observation deck at 06:00am in perfectly calm conditions we were awed by the stunning scenery as
we cruised Stephens Passage and the Gastineau Channel. Large rafts of resting surf scoter (a sea duck) were sat on
the calm waters and occasionally small groups would fly past the ship. A light mist wrapped itself around mountain
valleys and distantly a layer of fog hung over the channel waters ahead of the ship all adding to the atmospheric sea
and landscape.

The atmospheric scenery approaching Juneau

As we approached and entered the layer of fog hanging over the water our conversation with several early rising guests
was abruptly interrupted as the ships fog horn located directly behind us sounded and made us all jump. It was time
to leave the observation deck and seek a quieter environment and maybe some breakfast.

The weather continued to improve as we docked at Juneau and the fog lifted. Excursions offered by Crystal from
Juneau provided guests with incredible encounters breaching mother and calf humpback whales, bow riding Dall's
porpoise and unforgettable helicopter rides to glaciers. Guests that took part in the whale watching and citizen science
excursion operated by Gasinaeu Guiding learnt much about the local marine environment. The tour company
participate in several scientific studies including the monitoring and detection of invasive species such as the European
green crab, monitoring of humpback whales and Steller sea lions and the detection of toxic phytoplankton.
Undoubtedly, the highlight of this tour was the incredible encounter with up to five humpback whales including a
mother and calf and another that thrilled guest with an exciting series of phenomenal breaches.
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Humpback whale breach sequence
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Why do whales breach? It could be for a number of reasons, such as: displacement of parasites; communication; to
look at their surroundings; show how physically fit they are; building up their strength; warning of danger; or just
because they can. Ultimately, the reasons for breaching are unknown.

Superb views of the Middenhall glacier surrounded by snow covered mountains in beautiful sunny weather provided
the perfect backdrop to the encounter with the humpback whales that are in the area to feed.

Stunning Alaskan mountain scenery behind the Middenhall Glacier

How can the glacier help the feeding humpbacks? As the tremendous weight of the glacial ice sheet slowly moves
across rock, it grounds the rock to fine particles that form glacial till (crushed rock transported by a glacier). The glacial
till contains nutrients and is fine enough to be washed out from the base of the toe of the glacier in to rivers and
streams and then in to the sea. These important nutrients then add to the food chain of which the humpback whales
are top predators - feeding on the fish which feed on the zoo and phytoplankton which benefit from the nutrients.

Humpback whale lifting its tail ready for a deep dive to feed in the nutrient rich waters
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Two of the humpback whales being watched decided to swim toward our whale watching vessel and under regulations
our skipper had to switch of the engine and not move the boat. The two whales got closer and closer and then split
with one heading across the bow on its back and poking both its pectoral fins out of the water as if doing the
backstroke, the other moved down one side with both animals re-joining each other and slowly swimming away.

Two humpback whales start to approach the whale watching boat

A humpback whales on its back with both its pectoral fins out of the water
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The two humpback whales then re-join each other and move off

After the excitement of seeing the active antics of the humpback whales our next stop was to a group of less active
Steller sea lions who were taking advantage of a marker buoy as a convenient snoozing and sunning spot.
That evening there was a superb sunset as we cruised to our next destination of Skagway.
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Day 4: Friday 30th August, Skagway
A rest day for Lucy and John as the Crystal Symphony docked in Skagway before sunrise. However, harbor seals were
seen from the ship by many guests throughout the day.

Harbor seal next to the docked ship at Skagway

Day 5: Saturday 31st August, Tracy Arm

The Sawyer Glacier at the end of Tracy Arm

In the morning Lucy and John joined guests in the Palm Court to provide a commentary as we cruised the Tracy Arm
toward the Sawyer Glacier. Captain Larsen informed us that the position of the ship in front of the glacier could not
have been possible 17 years previously as it was the former location of the glacier at that time. Many harbor seals
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were observed swimming around the ship and resting on ice flows, and guests even saw mountain goats moving
around the face of the mountains either side of the glacier.

Mother and kid mountain goats easily traversing the sheer slopes of the mountain sides

As we left the entrance to Tracy Arm and returned to Stephens Passage to commence our cruise south we were
approaching an area which on previous cruises has been a good area to see humpback whales and in anticipation the
number of guests in the Palm Court grew. As the channel widened, we encountered small numbers of harbor porpoise
and Lucy started to provide a commentary with information on how to scan the ocean for whales and dolphins and
what signs to look for to determine their presence. No sooner had Lucy started to talk about the whale blow, John
motioned to her that he had picked up a whale blow in the distance - perfect timing! Everyone’s attention was on the
channel ahead. Little did we know what an incredible few hours lay ahead of us.

It wasn’t long before more distant whale blows were seen and those guests that had seen the blows started to inform
others of what to look for. Gradually the ship got closer and closer and then the animals were in view, the two tier
dorsal fin confirmed that we were seeing humpback whales. Guests shouted that they were seeing more whale blows
and we were now seeing humpback whales on both sides of the ship with the backs and flukes of the whales being
clearly visible. The number of humpback whales being seen continued to increase with whales now on both sides,
ahead and behind the ship. Guests were enjoying views of humpback whales displaying a range of behaviors; fluke
slapping, tail lobbing and breaching. Some of the humpbacks came very close to the sides of the ship and provided us
with incredible views from the Palm Court and the Observation Deck above. One guest counted the number of
continuous fin slaps made by one humpback and it stopped after a total of 56 fin slaps.
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Lucy and John had split up with John remaining on the Palm Court providing a commentary of the incredible action as
it unfolded and Lucy joined other guests on the Observation Deck, helping them spot, identify and learn more about
the wonderful wildlife we were witnessing. Moving to the port side with excited guests gaining views of close
humpback whales, John suddenly noticed a small group of killer whales even closer with another, a large male, slightly
further away. The killer whales had almost got past the ship but excited shouts indicated that guests had also seen
them as John shouted ‘killer whales’. The killer whale encounter was all to brief but the incredible wildlife spectacle
continued as more and more humpback whales were seen, it was as if we were cruising a ‘humpback highway’. After
five hours of almost continuous sightings and commentary a quick tally confirmed that we had seen a minimum of 106
humpback whales. John and Lucy commented that it was their best humpback whale experience ever and one of their
top cetacean encounters.

Fin-slapping humpback whale

One of the 106 humpback whales seen in the space of a few hours

Charity No: 1141728

www.orcaweb.org.uk

As we cruised in to Frederick Sound and Chatham Strait the sightings of humpback whales started to decrease, but
we then encountered several groups of Dall’s porpoise with their distinctive splash as they surged through the water.

Sightings of fast moving Dall’s porpoise took over from humpback whales as we entered Chatham Strait

Day 6: Sunday 1st September, Ketchikan
This morning Lucy and John were on the Observation Deck from 6:00am once again cruising calm seas and recording
a further five humpback whales before the ship docked at Ketchikan.

During the day a humpback whale was seen by many guests ‘bubble net’ feeding adjacent to the ship giving those
lucky enough to see it superb views. Bubble net feeding is a method of feeding performed by a small number of
humpback whales in which the whale dives below a shoal of fish and releases a ring of air bubbles. On rising to the
surface the air bubbles form a curtain through which the fish will not swim. The fish concentrate within the inside of
the bubble curtain and the whale having now located under the fish swims through the middle of the bubble curtain
ring with its huge mouth open and gathers as many of the concentrated fish as possible. It is a spectacular feeding
method to see as the humpback breaks the surface and lunges with its mouth open after the fish which desperately
avoid getting caught in the mouth of the whale. Lucy and John managed to miss this exciting encounter of the closest
whale to the ship, the excuse given being that they ‘had used up their quota of whale attractant the day before’.
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Another beautiful Alaskan morning as we approached Ketchikan

Day 7: Monday 2nd September, at sea cruising the Inside Passage
We awoke to dense fog as we cruised the Inside Passage on our way to Vancouver. Despite the very calm state of the
sea, visibility due to the fog was too poor to enable a deck watch. It wasn’t until late afternoon that the fog cleared
enough for us to see the beautiful scenery of Vancouver Island and British Columbia. We began a deck watch from the
Observation Deck above the Palm Court and were joined by guests who managed to locate small groups of harbor and
Dall’s porpoises. The late afternoon turned to evening and nearing a tight bend in the channel the ships fog horn
sounded making us all jump and we decided to vacate the deck taking a last look at the scenery around us.

British Columbia and the beautiful scenery of the Inside Passage

The superb cruise provided us all with incredible wildlife encounters and lasting memories that will be hard to beat.
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Marine mammal sightings map from our superb cruise
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ORCA is one of the UK’s leading whale and dolphin conservation charities, dedicated to the long-term protection of
whales, dolphins and porpoises (collectively known as cetaceans), and their habitats. For more information about us,
please visit our website www.orcaweb.org.uk

A list of the cetacean, bird and marine wildlife seen and recorded during this cruise please see the next page.
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Species recorded
Cetaceans
Species
Humpback whale
Killer whale
Dall's porpoise
Harbor porpoise

Total
132
7
93
5

Birds
American herring gull
Bald eagle
Belted kingfisher
Black-footed albatross
Black-legged kittiwake
Bonaparte's gull
Buller's shearwater
Cassin's auklet
Collared dove
Common merganser
Common murre
Common raven

Dark-eyed junco
Double-crested cormorant
Feral pigeon
Fork-tailed storm petrel
Glaucous-winged gull
Great blue heron
Marbled murrelet
Mew gull
Northern fulmar
Northwestern crow
Pacific loon
Pelagic cormorant

Pigeon guillemot
Red crossbill
Red-necked phalarope
Savannah sparrow
Sooty shearwater
Steller's Jay
Surf scoter
Tree swallow
Tufted puffin
White-fronted goose
Yellow-billed loon

Other marine wildlife
Species
Harbor seal
Steller sea lion
Sea otter
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Total
38
40
23
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