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Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago gallinago, Contractor Marsh, Adak 18 May 2021 © D. Krueper 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Situated in the central Aleutian Islands 1200 air miles southwest of Anchorage and 450 miles 
east of Dutch Harbor, Adak is the western-most community that is easily accessed within the 
Aleutian Chain and is also the southernmost community in Alaska.  Although the population at 
its peak was estimated at 6000 people, the 2010 census for the town itself totaled 326, and is 
the former location of the Adak Army Base and Adak Naval Operating Base.  With 263 days of 



rain annually, it has the second highest number of any inhabited location in the United States 
after Hilo, Hawaii.  Due to harsh winds, frequent cloud cover, and cold temperatures, 
vegetation is mostly tundra (grasses, mosses, berries, low-lying flowering plants) at lower 
elevations. The highest point is Mount Moffett, near the northwest end of the island, at an 
elevation of 3,924 feet (1,196 m). It is snow covered the greater part of the year and the 
community of Adak is its largest and principal city. 
 
 
 

Itinerary and Summary 
 
14 May 2021 
We began the tour with a Meet & Greet session in the lobby of the Coast International Inn at 
5:00 pm to make introductions and answer some questions about Adak and the protocol for the 
next morning.  A quick drive north to Westchester Lagoon netted us a nice variety of resident 
and migrant species, including Common Goldeneye, Red-necked Grebe, four Hudsonian 
Godwit, good numbers of Mew Gull and Arctic Tern, and Black-billed Magpie.  We then headed 
toward the hotel, stopping at Spenard Lake along the way.  Here we enjoyed views of diving 
ducks to include Ring-necked Duck, Greater and Lesser scaup, Common and Barrow’s goldeneye 
(the latter being uncommon this late in the spring season), Canvasback, Redhead and Red-
necked Grebe.  Knowing that tomorrow was to be a lengthy day, we called it a day by 7:00 pm 
and had dinner at Piper’s at the Coast International.  We had a good time getting to know 
everyone and then retired in anticipation of the Adak adventure.    
 
 

       
               Red-necked Grebe, Spenard Lake © Dave Krueper                                          Barrow’s Golden-eye, Spenard Lake © Dave Krueper 

 
15 May 2021 
Passing on the breakfast option at Piper’s due to the later opening times after Covid 19, we 

departed to the airport around 7:00 am and checked our bags and our supply of food that we 

had stashed in coolers to Adak.  Then a quick breakfast wrap or food of choice for breakfast at 

the airport, and we settled into the waiting area for our flight departure.  The flight to Adak 



totaled about three hours because we stopped in Cold Bay to drop off passengers there and 

then get some more passengers heading to Adak.  Under completely cloudy skies, we landed in 

Adak uneventfully in the early afternoon.   We met “Moe,” our local contact (and skipper for 

the boat trip) and then made our way over to our duplex accommodations and settled in 

quickly.  Then out in our two rental vehicles to explore portions of the island to the north of 

town including the harbor area and Clam Lagoon, which we circumnavigated looking for 

unusual species.  Some nice birds included Eurasian Wigeon, Green-winged “Common” Teal and 

9 Rock Sandpipers among others.  Getting late, we headed back to make dinner of curry with 

potatoes, jasmine rice, steamed broccoli, salad, and bread, and dessert was tiramisu! 

16 May 2021 
Up fairly early full of anticipation for the pelagic trip that we had scheduled.  We enjoyed a 
hearty breakfast and then we made sandwiches and snacks for lunch, met Moe at his 
workshop, and then off to the harbor to board our boat by 8:30am.  Passing through the harbor 
area netted us some of the expected alcids, Harlequin Duck and Common Eider, and then we 
motored out toward Tanaka Strait in search of our target species, the Whiskered Auklet.  The 
two most accessible areas to view this species in North America are by taking a boat out from 
Dutch Harbor or from Adak to their feeding and nesting areas.  We soon were seeing dozens of 
this highly sought-after species on the water in moderate to large feeding flocks.  Photo 
opportunities were enjoyed by all, and we all got great views of this prized species.  We 
estimated that we had seen somewhere between 2000 and 3000 individuals by the time we 
started to motor back to the Adak boat harbor.  Arriving at around 1:30 pm, we managed to get 
off the boat after a tricky and unsuccessful attempt at pulling the boat out of the bay and onto 
the trailer.  Back to the housing complex where we had hot soup and sandwiches before 
heading out in the afternoon to Contractor Marsh, Airport Creek (Common Black-headed Gull!) 
and then Clam Lagoon before heading back for dinner. 
 

 
Whiskered Auklet Aethia pygmaea © Dave Krueper 

 



 

 
Whiskered Auklet Aethia pygmaea flock, one of many that we found near Tanaka Strait © Dave Krueper 

 
17 May 2021 

After breakfast, we headed out to Andrew Lake to look for the Yellow-billed Loon that others 

had reported there the previous day, but we were unsuccessful.  However avian diversity was 

quite good on the south side of the lake.  Out to the Recreation Site on the east side of Andrew 

Lake with stops at Pistol and Shotgun lakes to look for the YBLO from another direction, but 

there was not much around.  One quick pass around Clam Lagoon and then we returned to the 

complex for lunch of soup and sandwiches.  In the afternoon we ventured to Sweeper Cove, 

Finger Bay and then along Sweeper Creek in the late afternoon.  We had nice views of Snow 

Bunting at the north quarry (tricky to find at Adak), and then at the end of the road up Finger 

Bay we had two cooperative Pacific Wrens (both desired species for the group).  We then 

returned for dinner of chicken alfredo, asparagus, green beans, salad, mashed potatoes, bread 

and butter with tiramisu and cookies for dessert.  We ate well!! 

18 May 2021 

After a full breakfast, we headed out to Contractor Marsh to look for displaying snipe, but we 

did not locate any flying or calling.  Then to Palisade Overlook to look for Arctic Loon, but it was 

pretty quiet in the bay and we did not find any.  Sometimes there are scores of Pacific Loons in 

the bay, and a few Arctic Loons are found among them almost annually.  We then headed out 

to the LORAN station where we located hundreds of Short-tailed Shearwaters along with one 

probable Laysan Albatross in the distance.  A light wind didn’t create the flight conditions 

needed for the albatrosses to be in the air today (ironic since Adak is the name the Aleuts gave 

the area meaning “the birthplace of the winds”)!  Another visit to Clam Lagoon netted us a slew 

of Aleutian Terns (ca. 27 in all) so it appeared they just arrived last night or this morning.  Also, 

three nice Bar-tailed Godwits were on the flats, making for a nice ending of the morning 



session.  After a lunch of soup and sandwiches, we went back out to the south end of Andrew 

Lake but it was quite windy so we didn’t add much to our collective list.  Not giving up on the 

Common Snipe, we headed back to Pectoral Marsh where we located a displaying individual!  

With some play back efforts, it came down to the ground in the marsh and then snuck toward 

us like a mouse in the grass.  We got some photos of the bird in the air to document tail feather 

characteristics and several images were diagnostic although a bit fuzzy. The images of the snipe 

on the ground came out wonderfully clear, since it ended up approaching us fairly close and we 

could get some nearly full frame images.  Off again to Palisade Overlook, where this time we 

located TWO Arctic Loons below us!  We had nice views of the white flanks as they passed right 

in front of us!  A visit to Airport Ponds ended the day, and then we headed back to the complex 

for some fried cod as an appetizer before the full dinner. 

 
Pacific Wren Troglodytes pacificus was accommodating along the stream feeding into Finger Bay © Dave Krueper 

 
19 May 2021 
Our last day on Adak, we started with a big breakfast and then out to Clam Lagoon to the 

Seawall where we got high wind, sleet and rain, but did manage two Red-faced Cormorants in 

the mix.  It was high tide, so there were no exposed mudflats for shorebirds to congregate on.  

Moving on to the Recreation site for a bit we tried for some more birds but with the wind it was 

difficult.  Back to our home at the Little Michael’s Lodge complex for final packing, change of 

clothes, and some early lunch.  To the airport by 12:00 pm to check in and wait for our flight 

back to Anchorage (departed on time at 1:30 pm).  One hour and forty-minute flight to Cold 



Bay, and then about ½ hour wait for new passengers and luggage to get loaded on to the plane 

meant that we arrived in Anchorage just before 7:00pm. 

 
Entering and Leaving the National Forest © Dave Krueper 

 
 

Annotated Avian Species List 
 
Brant Branta bernicla. One lone individual was located at Clam Lagoon on two days, with the 
majority of the over-wintering and migrating individuals having already departed.  Branta is an 
Old Norse word meaning burnt goose, alluding to the black plumage. 
 
Canada Goose Branta canadensis.  Thirty-five were seen at Westchester Lagoon in Anchorage 
on the first evening. 
 
Cackling Goose Branta hutchinsii.  Uncommon to fairly common migrant, we saw nearly 300 in 
the air flying over town on one day while returning from the field. 
 
Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata.  One at Westchester Lagoon on 14 May 2021 on the first 
evening in Anchorage. 
 
Gadwall Mareca strepera.  Two at Westchester Lagoon on 14 May 2021 on the first evening in 
Anchorage. 
 



Eurasian Wigeon Mareca penelope.  Fairly common migrant and summer resident, we viewed 
up to 25 daily.  Named for the Greek princess, daughter of Icarius and wife of Ulysses, the king 
of Ithaca. 
 
American Wigeon Mareca americana.  Up to six were seen on most days of the tour. 
 
Mallard Anas platyrhynchos.  Fairly common summer resident, we observed between three and 
four daily. 
 
Northern Pintail Anas acuta.  Fairly common summer resident, we observed between six and 
eight daily. 
 
Green-winged “Eurasian” Teal Anas crecca crecca.  Fairly common summer resident, we 
observed up to sixteen daily. 
 
Green-winged “American” Teal Anas crecca carolinensis.  Uncommon migrant and summer 
resident, we observed two on two different days. 
 
Canvasback Aythya valisineria.  Rare, one was at Lake Hood in Anchorage on the first evening. 
 
Redhead Aythya americana.  Similar to the previous species, one individual was at the edge of 
its normal distribution at Lake Hood in Anchorage on the first evening. 
 
Ring-necked Duck Aythya collaris.  Five at Lake Spenard on 14 May on the first evening in 
Anchorage. 
 
Greater Scaup Aythya marila.  Fairly common summer resident, we observed between two and 
eight daily while on Adak Island. 
 
Lesser Scaup Aythya affinis.  Twenty at Westchester Lagoon and an additional 15 were at Lake 
Spenard in Anchorage on the first evening. 
 
Common Eider Somateria mollissima.  Between 45 and sixty were seen while on the pelagic trip 
and at Finger Bay the following day.  Mollissima is from Latin for dense, soft-textured plumage. 
 
Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus.  Up to 25 were seen on several days, all in the harbor 
or coastal bays along the road system. 
 
White-winged Scoter Melanitta deglandi.  Ten were observed in flight while on the pelagic trip 
on our first full day in Adak. 
 
Black Scoter Melanitta americana.  One was seen in flight while on the pelagic trip toward 
Tanaka Strait. 
 



Bufflehead Bucephala albeola.  Seemingly a bit strange due to lack of tree cavities (or trees for 
that matter!) for nesting, we saw up to eleven on every day while on Adak. 
 
Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula.  Up to 45 were on Spenard Lake while in Anchorage, 
and up to seven on two days while on Adak. 
 
Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator.  Up to four seen of two days in the harbor or along 
the coast or Clam Lagoon. 
 
Rock Ptarmigan Lagopus muta.  Fairly common permanent resident on Adak, with up to eight 
seen daily in the foothills and low mountains.  Lagopus is Latin for alpine game bird. 
 

 
Rock Ptarmigan Lagopus muta near the LORAN Station © Dave Krueper 

 
Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena.  Fairly common breeder throughout Alaska south of the 
Brooks Range, we had up to eight at Westchester Lagoon and on Spenard Lake at the start of 
the trip. 
 
Horned Grebe Podiceps auratus.  Two seen on 17 May were the only ones discovered for the 
tour. 
 



Sandhill Crane Antigone canadensis.  One in Anchorage and an additional one seen on two 
different days while on Adak were the only sightings.  From a Greek myth, Antigone was the 
daughter of King Laomedon of Troy, who was transformed into a stork or crane by the goddess 
Hera. 
 
Black Oystercatcher Haematopus bachmani.  Fairly common but secretive) along the rocky 
coastal areas near the road systems, we found up to five on several days of the tour. 
 
Pacific Golden-Plover Pluvialis fulva.  Three migrants were seen regularly along the road 
heading toward Clam Lagoon on three days. 
 
Semipalmated Plover Charadrius semipalmatus.  Fairly common summer breeder and migrant 
on Adak, we saw them every day in appropriate habitat. 
 
Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica.  Uncommon but regular migrant on Adak, we found three 
individuals on the mudflats of Clam Lagoon. 
 
Hudsonian Godwit Limosa haemastica.  Uncommon and local breeder in the Anchorage and 
Cook Inlet areas, we found two on the first evening while at Westchester Lagoon. 
 
Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres.  Three were seen on the cliff face while on the pelagic trip.  
Possibly breeders, more likely they were through migrants heading further to the north to the 
mainland. 
 
Rock Sandpiper Calidris ptilocnemis.  There are four subspecies of this northern breeder, three 
of which are found in Alaska with one found in the Russian Far East.  We found up to nine 
individuals daily along creeks emptying into the ocean.  Named after Elliott Coues, an American 
army surgeon, historian, ornithologist and author who led surveys in the Arizona Territory and 
later served as the secretary of the US Geological and Geographical Survey of the Territories.  
Coues founded the American Ornithological Union in 1883 and was the editor of its publication, 
The Auk. 
 
Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago.  Casual and irregular spring and summer visitor to Adak, 
we found one displaying at Pectoral Marsh near Contractor’s Camp on 18 May 2021.  It was 
quite cooperative, approaching us while we played some recordings, and allowed for great 
views for the entire group (see cover photo). 
 
Wilson's Snipe Gallinago delicata.  Irregular spring and summer resident, suspected of breeding 
in most years, particularly in the Contractors Marsh area to the north of the town.  We found 
two on 18 May 2021 in that area. 
 
Red-necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus.  Uncommon breeder to Adak Island, we observed 
several in small ponds particularly near Andrew Lake. 
 



Parasitic Jaeger Stercorarius parasiticus.  Common spring visitor and summer breeder to Adak, 
we saw up to three daily while on Adak. 
 
Common Murre Uria aalge.  Uncommon spring migrant and rare summer breeder to the cliffs 
east and south of Adak proper.  We observed 60 on the pelagic trip, but far fewer in the harbor 
and coastal areas. 
 
Pigeon Guillemot Cepphus columba.  Common permanent resident to Adak, we saw up to 
seventy daily while birding along the coast or harbor area. 
 
Marbled Murrelet Brachyramphus marmoratus.  Common spring and summer visitor and 
breeder, we saw up to six daily, almost all on Clam Lagoon.  Brachyramphus is derived from the 
Greek brakhus, short; rhamphos, the bill. 
 
Ancient Murrelet Synthliboramphus antiquus.  Common spring and summer visitor and 
breeder, we observed an estimated 200 on the pelagic trip on the first full day of our stay on 
Adak. 
 
Least Auklet Aethia pusilla.  Casual visitor to Adak, we saw two on the pelagic trip on the way to 
Tanaka Strait. 
 
Whiskered Auklet Aethia pygmaea.  Casual in the vicinity of Adak proper, we observed 
between 2000 and 3000 on the pelagic trip near Tanaka Strait. 
 
Horned Puffin Fratercula corniculata.  Fairly common to common spring and summer visitor 
and breeder to the cliffs around the island.  On the pelagic trip we observed at least 20 birds, 
but we did not see any in the harbor or along the sea cliffs on the remainder of the tour. 
 
Tufted Puffin Fratercula cirrhata.  Common spring and summer visitor and breeder to 
appropriate cliffs on Adak Island, we viewed at least 200 while on the pelagic trip on 16 May 
2021.  Several more were seen at Palisade Overlook on 18 May 2021. 
 
Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus.  Rare spring migrant and irregular summer 
visitor to freshwater lakes and coastal bays near town.  We viewed one adult one two different 
days near Airport Creek to the north of town. 
 
Mew Gull Larus canus.  Common breeder in the Anchorage area as well as in interior Alaska, we 
viewed at least 80 individuals at Westchester Lagoon on the first evening. 
 
Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens.  Common permanent resident on Adak, we observed 
up to 75 daily while in appropriate coastal habitat. 
 
American Herring Gull Larus smithsonianus.  Uncommon in south-coastal Alaska we observed 
two while at Westchester Lagoon on the first evening. 



 
Aleutian Tern Onychoprion aleuticus.  Fairly common late spring and common summer breeder 
to Adak, particularly around Clam Lagoon.  We found 26 there on 18 May 2021 and an 
additional 21 there on 19 May just before our departure. 
 
Arctic Tern Sterna paradisaea.  Fairly common late spring and common summer breeder on 
Adak with up to a dozen being seen daily.  We also observed at least 40 individuals while at 
Westchester Lagoon on the first evening. 
 
Arctic Loon Gavia arctica.  Irregular spring migrant, we located two at the Palisade Overlook on 
18 May 2021.  Very evident were the white flanks on both of the birds. 
 
Pacific Loon Gavia pacifica.  Uncommon spring and summer visitor to Adak, we saw at least 
several each day, particularly along the cliffs and at Palisade Overlook. 
 
Common Loon Gavia immer.  Common spring and summer visitor and breeder, we saw up to 
two on several days, especially in the harbor and also in Finger Bay.  
 
Red-faced Cormorant Phalacrocorax urile.  Uncommon resident on Adak, we found one on the 
first day while on the pelagic trip and also two at the seawall on the last day while battling high 
winds and some rain and sleet. 
 
Pelagic Cormorant Phalacrocorax pelagicus.  Common permanent resident, we recorded up to 
20 daily when in appropriate habitat along the coast and near the harbor. 
 
Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus.  Common resident on Adak, we recorded up to twenty 
daily on several occasions, particularly near town and the harbor. 
 
Short-eared Owl Asio flammeus.  Rare resident and breeder on Adak, we located one near 
Finger Bay on the way back from our foray up Finger Creek.  flammeus is Latin for fiery, flame-
colored or flaming. 
  
Belted Kingfisher Megaceryle alcyon.  Uncommon to fairly common spring and fall migrant as 
well as a summer breeder on the south-coastal and southern Alaska, we found one at 
Westchester Lagoon on the first evening in Anchorage. 
 
Common Raven Corvus corax.  Common permanent resident on Adak, we found up to five or 
more daily while touring the island. 
 
Tree Swallow Tachycineta bicolor.  Common migrant and breeder on the mainland, we easily 
found several hundred at Spenard Lake and at Lake Hood near the Coast International.  
 



Pacific Wren Troglodytes pacificus.  Common permanent resident to Adak Island, we found a 
pair along Finger Creek actively singing and defending one to two territories.  Troglodytes is 
Greek for the “cave-dwelling” wren. 
 
Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris.  Rare to uncommon in the Anchorage area, we found two 
near Westchester Lagoon on the first evening while returning to the hotel. 
 
American Robin Turdus migratorius.  Common summer resident to most of central and 
southern Alaska, we found up to five at Westchester Lagoon on the first evening while in 
Anchorage. 
  
Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch Leucosticte tephrocotis.  Common permanent resident on Adak, we 
found up to 7 daily at almost all of the sites that we visited, particularly along rocky cliffs and 
near Contractor’s Marsh. 
 
Lapland Longspur Calcarius lapponicus.  Common late spring, summer and early fall resident to 
Adak, with breeding confirmed in a wide variety of habitats.  Probably the most common 
landbird that we experienced, we recorded up to 15 in several areas that we visited. 
 
Snow Bunting Plectrophenax nivalis.  Fairly common permanent resident, we found two on one 
day, making us believe that the birds were already frequenting the mid- and higher elevation 
habitats. 
  
Golden-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia atricapilla.  Accidental spring and fall migrant, one was 
heard singing on two occasions from the cliffs approaching the harbor while we returned from 
the pelagic trip. 
 
Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis.  Casual spring, summer and early fall visitor, one 
was heard near Clam Lagoon on the afternoon of 16 May 2021. 
 
Song Sparrow Melospiza melodia.  Common permanent resident on Adak Island, we found up 
to six at nearly all low-elevation habitats that we visited. 
 
Myrtle Warbler Setophaga coronata.  Common summer resident to much of central and 
southern Alaska, we found one singing while at Westchester Lagoon on the first evening of the 
tour. 
 
 

Mammals 
 
Muskrat Ondatra zibethicus.  One at Spenard Lake. 
 
Sea Otter Enhydra lutris.  Common in Clam Lagoon and in the Adak Harbor. 
 



Steller’s Sea Lion Eumetoplas jubatus.  Up to 25 seen on the cliffs while returning from the 
pelagic trip. 
 
Harbor Seal Phoca vitulina.   Uncommon to fairly common, we found them daily while visiting 
Clam Lagoon near the Candlestick Bridge and also in the ship harbor. 
 
Killer Whale Orcinus orca.  Two seen on the pelagic trip were a treat. 
 
Dall’s Porpoise Phocoenoides dalli.  Five seen on the pelagic trip near Tanaka Strait where they 
were expected due to the proximity to the Pacific Ocean. 
 
 
 
  

 
 


