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Tour Summary

Our trip to Dutch Harbor was a resounding success. Due to the weather forecast, we had to start the
pelagic trip as soon as we arrived, but we still managed to see the star bird of the tour: the Whiskered
Auklet. We also saw an additional eight species of alcids, including several individuals of the
range-restricted Kittlitz’s Murrelet from land. Other highlights during our pelagic included Red-faced
Cormorant, nearly a dozen Laysan Albatross, with many right next to the boat, and a dozen Red-legged
Kittiwakes. The record numbers of the latter species were possibly due to the late hour of the pelagic.
We also enjoyed two and a half wonderful days birding on land where the highlights included
Harlequin Duck, Rock Ptarmigan, Black Oystercatcher, Rock Sandpiper, Pacific Wren, and American
Dipper. Some locally rare species that we found included a Ring-necked Duck and Black-billed
Magpie.
__________________________________________________________________________________

Rock Ptarmigan by Stephan Lorenz
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Red-legged Kittiwake by Stephan Lorenz

Tour in Detail

Our flight from Anchorage to Dutch Harbor was slightly delayed, but we eventually landed on
Unalaska in the midafternoon. We quickly organized the vehicles and then checked into the
comfortable Grand Aleutian Hotel. After organizing our equipment and putting on enough layers (since
it can be very cold out on the Bering Sea) we headed to the small boat harbor. Our ship, the Miss
Alyssa and Captain Jimmer were ready to take us to the Baby Islands and the Chelan Banks. We
motored out of the bay and started seeing our first birds of the pelagic, distant Kittlitz’s and closer
Marbled Murrelets. As we steadily steamed towards the Baby Islands, we watched a flock of Black
Oystercatchers on the beach and observed Bald Eagles on a nest. As we headed east towards the
turbulent passes surrounding the Baby Island, we found the first alcids, getting many good views of
Horned and Tufted Puffins, Common Murres, and Pigeon Guillemots. Once we reached the pass
between Unalga and Akutan Islands, the numbers of alcids increased and we saw dozens of Ancient
Murrelets, the occasional Cassin’s Auklet, and our main target, the Whiskered Auklets. Although
numbers of Whiskered Auklets were low, we all still managed good views of several small flocks in
flight. A bit of a surprise here was a single Short-tailed Shearwater resting on the water and offering
close views. In addition, we had many excellent flight views of Red-faced Cormorants with many more
sightings than we usually see during this pelagic. Turning northwest towards the Chelan Banks, we saw
the first Northern Fulmars, which were mainly dark morphs typical of the Aleutians Islands, but we
also saw a gleaming white morph that stood out on the dark water. Soon, the first Laysan Albatross
drifted towards the boat and we recorded nearly a dozen with many coming very close and settling in
just off the stern. We spotted several of the range-restricted Red-legged Kittiwakes among the
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Black-legged Kittiwakes, a welcome bonus bird and this marked the third tour in a row that we
recorded his species. We arrived back in the small boat harbor just before midnight and quickly headed
back to the hotel for some well-deserved rest.

Ancient Murrelets by Stephan Lorenz

After such a long day, we started with a leisurely breakfast and then set out to explore the birding spots
around town. At the Sitka Spruce Park, we found Fox “Sooty” Sparrow and the large subspecies of
Song Sparrow. A Black-billed Magpie was a real surprise here, a very rare species in the Aleutian
Islands. Walking up Strawberry Hill, we found scores of Lapland Longspurs, Gray-crowned
Rosy-Finches, and Savannah Sparrows. Among the small stand of spruces, we watched the antics of a
singing Pacific Wren as it clambered about the conifers. Some of us elected to visit the Museum of the
Aleutians, a well-organized exhibition about the geology, culture, and landscapes of this magnificent
island chain and others carried on to the spit to photograph Black Oystercatchers.

For our second full day on the island, we explored along the Overland Drive. This scenic road climbs
into the hills and mountains beyond the town of Unalaska, providing access to wetlands, rushing
streams, and tundra. The first stop at a small wetland revealed a displaying Least Sandpiper and it was
fascinating to watch the tiny shorebird rise into the air and then remain in one spot while uttering its
simple song. The same marsh also held calling Wilson’s Snipes. A quick stop at the old quarry revealed
singing Snow Buntings and American Pipits, while the trail at the highest pass was relatively quiet;
apparently, the Rock Sandpipers had not arrived on their territory yet. Fortunately, soon after the pass,
one of us spotted a Rock Ptarmigan that flushed by the edge of the road and we stopped quickly. After
a minute or two, the male flew in right in front of us and landed along the road, offering great views. To
our surprise, a female flushed right next to us where the bird had been hunkered down on a nest. We
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left the area quickly so as not to disturb the bird and were able to get even better views of the male
further up the road. As we descended the road, we found a locally rare Ring-necked Duck in Summer
Bay and then continued our exploration after a delicious lunch. We found a dozen Cackling Geese in
the bay near the airport and enjoyed better views of Kittlitz’s Murrelets.

Least Sandpiper by Stephan Lorenz

For the final morning of exploration, we headed out towards Morris Cove where we found
several Rock Sandpipers that landed on a distant beach but offered good scope views. We
also had our best views of Semipalmated Plover and Common Redpoll at the end of the road.
A quick side trip along the Overland Drive resulted in a flyby American Dipper to round out all
the possible breeding and resident species on Unalaska. Our flight left on time and we arrived
back in Anchorage in the late evening.
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Black Oystercatchers by Stephan Lorenz

Song Sparrow by Stephan Lorenz
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Alaska - The Aleutian Islands: Dutch Harbor & Whiskered Auklet 2021 Trip List:

1. Cackling Goose (Branta hutchinsii) - a group of a dozen seen during two days as they
floated in the bay near the airport

2. Mallard (Anas platyrhynchos) - five seen during our final outing along Summer Bay
road and the wetlands in Unalaska town

3. Green-winged Teal (Anas carolinensis) - we saw some birds that appeared to be pure
“Eurasian” and some hybrids throughout the island’s wetlands

4. Ring-necked Duck (Aythya collaris) - a scarce bird on Unalaska and we saw a single
male with the below species during two days

5. Greater Scaup (Aythya marila) - a pair seen on Summer Bay and again just offshore
the following day

6. Harlequin Duck (Histrionicus histrionicus) - abundant and many close views along the
coastline

7. Red-breasted Merganser (Mergus serrator) - numerous throughout this year

8. Rock Ptarmigan (Lagopus muta) - we had excellent views of a female flushed from a
nest and a close male of this distinctive subspecies

9. Laysan Albatross (Phoebastria immutabilis) - up to nine seen as we motored along the
Chelan Banks with incredible close views of them swooping in among the swirls of
fulmars

10.Northern Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis) - many dark morphs and a few intermediate and
light morphs seen during our pelagic, some within touching distance of the boat

11. Short-tailed Shearwater (Ardenna tenuirostris) - first seen sitting on the water and then
several good views close to the boat on the Chelan Banks

12.Pelagic Cormorant (Phalacrocorax pelagicus) - seen well during pelagic and from land
along the coastline
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13.Red-faced Cormorant (Phalacrocorax urile) - excellent views of half-dozen during the
pelagic trip as they flew past us in perfect light

14.Double-crested Cormorant (Phalacrocorax auritus) - a handful seen during the pelagic
trip

15.Bald Eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) - abundant and approachable in Dutch Harbor
with many active nests noted

16.Black Oystercatcher (Haematopus bachmani) - common along the rocky coastline,
noted every day, with especially close views of a vocal pair along the spit

17.Semipalmated Plover (Charadrius semipalmatus) - this usually common species was
only noted in flight during the final morning at Morris Cove

18.Rock Sandpiper (Calidris ptilocnemis) - it was great to catch up with this species when
a flock of half-dozen flew onto the beach along Summer Bay road, here represented by
the couesi ssp.

19.Least Sandpiper (Calidris minutilla) - it was fun watching a bird perform its extensive
flight display and watch another close on the tundra along the Overland Drive

20.Wilson’s Snipe (Gallinago delicata) - great views of two calling birds along the
Overland Drive

21.Black-legged Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) - numerous during our pelagic and seen again
from land at the spit during our “Big Day”

22.Red-legged Kittiwake (Rissa brevirostris) - a huge bonus bird with no less than 12
noted during our pelagic trip and several came very close to the boat for fantastic
views

23.Glaucous-winged Gull (Larus glaucescens) - numerous during our pelagic trip

24.Common Murre (Uria aalge) - only a few seen during the pelagic trip and another from
land

25.Pigeon Guillemot (Cepphus columba) - abundant throughout with many close views,
including birds sitting on rocks just offshore
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26.Marbled Murrelet (Brachyramphus marmoratus) - good views during the pelagic trip
and better views from land with birds relatively common in the bays just offshore

27.Kittlitz’s Murrelet (Brachyramphus brevirostris) - brief views during the pelagic and
fantastic scope views from land, including a very close bird during the final hour of
birding

28.Ancient Murrelet (Synthliboramphus antiquus) - hundreds during our pelagic trip with
many close views and also scoped from land along the spit

29.Cassin’s Auklet (Ptychoramphus aleuticus) - four of these fast-flying auklets seen
during our pelagic

30.Whiskered Auklet (Aethia pygmaea) - small flocks seen near the Baby Islands during
our pelagic with reasonable views obtained

31.Horned Puffin (Fratercula corniculata) - a few seen well during our pelagic

32.Tufted Puffin (Fratercula cirrhata) - many close views during our pelagic

33.Belted Kingfisher (Megaceryle alcyon) - singles seen during all three days we spent
birding the island

34.Black-billed Magpie (Pica hudsonia) - a vagrant on Unalaska and seen well the first
morning on land at the Sitka Spruce Park

35.Common Raven (Corvus corax) - numerous, especially around the dump

36.Bank Swallow (Riparia riparia) - common but in low numbers throughout, we even saw
a single during our pelagic trip

37.Pacific Wren (Troglodytes pacificus) - great views of this tiny songster in the spruce
stand atop Strawberry Hill

38.American Dipper (Cinclus mexicanus) - during our final try at the stream crossing along
Overland Drive we enjoyed close flyby views

39.American Pipit (Anthus rubescens) - a handful seen, including displaying birds, on the
open tundra along Overland Drive
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40.Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch (Leucosticte tephrocotis) - common throughout, including at
feeders in town, one of the most widespread landbirds on Unalaska here the
griseonucha subspecies

41.Common Redpoll (Acanthis flammea) - we had fantastic views of a male near Morris
Cove that came close to perch atop willow bushes and two more seen in Summer Bay

42.Lapland Longspur (Calcarius lapponicus) - common and vocal with males in full
displays

43.Snow Bunting (Plectrophenax nivalis) - seen well in the quarry along Overland Drive
and again near the highest point of the road

44.Fox Sparrow (Passerella iliaca) - seen well in the Sitka Spruce Park, Strawberry Hill
and near Morris Cove, here the Sooty unalaschcensis subspecies

45.Song Sparrow (Melospiza melodia) - a large subspecies here and vocal in the various
spruce stands, here the sanaka/maxima subspecies

46.Savannah Sparrow (Passerculus sandwichensis) - widespread and abundant

Whiskered Auklets by Stephan Lorenz
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