ALASKA

JUNE 2-17, 2005

The following is a list of the birds that were seen during the Alaska tour. The first column represents the numbers of days that the species was seen during the tour and the second column represents the highest daily count. The daily count figure is an estimate for many of the common species that were seen during the trip.  Species that are preceded by an asterisk were “heard only.” 

(For the purposes of this list there are 13 birding days. I have combined the activities of our first evening with our first full day and have elected to exclude our final day on St. Paul and the day we returned from Nome.)

Species






# Days 
Highest Count
Greater White-fronted Goose
Anser albifrons

     2


8

Snow Goose Anser caerulescens



     2


1    
Canada Goose  Branta canadensis



     4


35

Cackling Goose   Branta hutchinsii



     2


2

Brant
Branta bernicla




     2


15

Trumpeter Swan   Cygnus buccinator


     5


35

Tundra Swan   Cygnus columbianus



     2


25

Gadwall   Anas strepera




     2


4

Eurasian Wigeon   Anas Penelope



     1


1

American Wigeon   Anas Americana



     5


30

Mallard   Anas platyrhynchos




     6


15

Blue-winged Teal   Anas discors



     1


2

Northern Shoveler   Anas clypeata



     4


12
Northern Pintail   Anas acuta




     9


50
Green-winged Teal   Anas crecca



     8


40

Canvasback   Aythya valisineria



     2


3

Ring-necked Duck   Aythya collaris



     1


1

Greater Scaup   Aythya marila



     12


150

Lesser Scaup   Aythya affinis




     3


20

King Eider   Somateria spectabilis



     2


2

Common Eider   Somateria mollissima


     2


75

Harlequin Duck   Histrionicus histrionicus


     7


300

Surf Scoter   Melanitta perspicillata



     2


2

White-winged Scoter   Melanitta fusca


     1


20

Black Scoter   Melanitta nigra



     2


6

Long-tailed Duck   Clangula hyemalis


     6


25
Bufflehead   Bucephala albeola



     3


8

Common Goldeneye   Bucephala clangula


     2


7

Common Merganser   Mergus merganser


     3


7

Red-breasted Merganser   Mergus serrator


     4


15

Ruffed Grouse   Bonasa umbellus



     1


1

Willow Ptarmigan   Lagopus lagopus



     3


7

Rock Ptarmigan   Lagopus mutus



     1


1

Red-throated Loon   Gavia stellata



     5


15

Pacific Loon   Gavia pacifica




     3


30

Common Loon   Gavia immer



     3


5

Horned Grebe   Podiceps auritus



     1


1

Red-necked Grebe   Podiceps grisegena


     6


25
Northern Fulmar   Fulmarus glacialis


     1


20

Double-crested Cormorant   Phalacrocorax auritus

     2


12

Red-faced Cormorant   Phalacrocorax urile


     3


50

Pelagic Cormorant   Phalacrocorax pelagicus

     2


10

Osprey Pandion haliaetus




     1


1

Bald Eagle   Haliaetus leucocephalus


     5


50

Northern Harrier   Circus cyaneus



     4


4

Red-tailed Hawk (Harlan’s form) Buteo jamaicensis

     2


2

Golden Eagle   Aquila chrysaetos



     3


2

Merlin   Falco columbarius




     3


2

Gyrfalcon   Falco rusticolus




     2


2

Sandhill Crane   Grus Canadensis



     4


6
American Golden-Plover   Pluvialis dominica

     3


2

Pacific Golden-Plover   Pluvialis fulva


     1


2

Semipalmated Plover   Charadrius semipalmatus

     3


6

Black Oystercatcher   Haematopus bachmani

     2


3

Greater Yellowlegs   Tringa melanoleuca


     5


10

Lesser Yellowlegs   Tringa flavipes



     7


12

Wandering Tattler   Heteroscelus incanus


     1


3

Spotted Sandpiper   Actitis macularia


     2


4

Whimbrel   Numenius phaeopus



     2


7

Bristle-thighed Curlew   Numenius tahitiensis

     1


1

Hudsonian Godwit   Limosa haemastica


     2


40

Bar-tailed Godwit   Limosa lapponica


     3


3
Black Turnstone   Arenaria interpres



     1


1

Semipalmated Sandpiper   Calidris pusilla


     3


30

Western Sandpiper   Calidris mauri



     2


30

Red-necked Stint   Calidris ruficollis



     1


1

Least Sandpiper   Calidris minutilla



     1


3

Rock Sandpiper   Calidris ptilocnemis  (ssp. ptilocnemis)
     2


12

Dunlin   Calidris alpine




     1


1

Short-billed Dowitcher   Limnodromus griseus

     2


2

Long-billed Dowitcher   Limnodromus scolopaceus

     1


3

Wilson’s Snipe   Gallinago delicate



     5


10

Red-necked Phalarope   Phalaropa lobatus


     7


35

Parasitic Jaeger   Stercorarius parasiticus


     2


2

Long-tailed Jaeger   Stercorarius longicaudus

     5


30

Bonaparte’s Gull   Larus Philadelphia


     4


4
Mew Gull   Larus canus




     10


250

Herring Gull   Larus argentatus



     4


35

Slaty-backed Gull   Larus schistisagus


     1


1

Glaucous-winged Gull   Larus glaucescens


     9


200

Glaucous Gull   Larus hyperboreus



     5


20

Sabine’s Gull   Xema sabini




     1


12
Black-legged Kittiwake   Rissa tridactyla
    

     5


500

Red-legged Kittiwake   Rissa brevirostris


     2


10

Arctic Tern   Sterna paradisaea



     8


150

Aleutian Tern   Sterna aleutica



     2


45

Common Murre   Uria aalge




     4


750

Thick-billed Murre   Uria lomvia



     2


250

Pigeon Guillemot   Cepphus columba


     3


8

Marbled Murelet   Brachyramphus marmoratus

     2


4

Kittlitz’s Murrelet   Brachyramphus brevirostris

     1


16

Ancient Murrelet   Synthliboramphus antiquus

     2


6

Parakeet Auklet   Aethia psittacula



     2


50

Least Auklet   Aethia pusilla




     2


300

Crested Auklet   Aethia cristatella



     1


12

Rhinocerous Auklet   Cerorhinca monocerata

     1


6

Horned Puffin   Fratercula corniculata


     3


150

Tufted Puffin   Fratercula cirrhata



     3


175

Rock Dove   Columba livia




     5


15

*Western Screech-Owl   Megascops kennicottii

     1


1

Northern Hawk-Owl   Surnia ulula



     3


3

Great Horned Owl   Bubo virginianus


     1


1

Great Gray Owl   Strix nebulosa



     1


1

Short-eared Owl   Asio flammeus



     2


3

Northern Saw-whet Owl   Aegolius funereus


     1


1

Rufous Hummingbird   Selasphorus rufus


     1


1
Belted Kingfisher   Ceryle alcyon



     3


2

Hairy Woodpecker   Picoides villosus


     1


1

American Three-toed Woodpecker   Picoides tridactylus
     2


1

Northern Flicker   Colaptes auratus



     1


2

Olive-sided Flycatcher   Contopus cooperi


     2


1

Western Wood-Pewee   Contopus sordidulus

     2


1

Alder Flycatcher   Empidonax alnorum


     2


15

Hammond’s Flycatcher   Empidonax hammondii

     1


1
Northern Shrike   Lanius excubitor



     1


2

Gray Jay   Perisoreus Canadensis



     4


5

Steller’s Jay   Cyanocitta stelleri



     2


6

Black-billed Magpie   Pica pica



     7


40

Northwestern Crow   Corvus caurinus

                 3


15

Common Raven   Corvus corax



     9


25

Tree Swallow   Tachycineta bicolor



     7


30

Violet-green Swallow   Tachycineta thalassina

     3


20

Bank Swallow   Riparia riparia



     7


60

Cliff Swallow   Petrochelidon pyrrhonata


     4


75

Black-capped Chickadee   Poecile atricapilla

     5


8
Chestnut-backed Chickadee   Poecile rufescens

     1


1

Boreal Chickadee   Poecile hudsonica


     3


4

Red-breasted Nuthatch   Sitta canadensis


     2


2

Winter Wren   Troglodytes troglodytes ssp. 


     1


3

American Dipper   Cinclus mexicanus


     1


1

Golden-crowned Kinglet   Regulus satrapa


     1


2

Ruby-crowned Kinglet   Regulus calendula 


     4


4

Arctic Warbler   Phylloscopus borealis


     3


12

Bluethroat   Luscinia svecica




     2


1

Northern Wheatear   Oenanthe oenanthe


     1


1

Gray-cheeked Thrush   Catharus minimus


     5


30

Swainson’s Thrush   Catharus ustulatus


     3


15

Hermit Thrush   Catharus guttatus



     3


10

American Robin   Turdus migratorius


     10


75
Varied Thrush   Ixoreus naevius



     2


8

Yellow Wagtail   Motacilla flava



     3


5

American Pipit   Anthus rubescens



     2


3

Bohemian Waxwing   Bombycilla garrulus


     1


2

Orange-crowned Warbler   Vermivora celata


     8


20

Yellow Warbler   Dendroica petechia


     5


8

Yellow-rumped Warbler   Dendroica coronata

     6


10

Townsend’s Warbler   Dendroica townsendi


     3


12

Blackpoll Warbler   Dendroica striata


     7


16
Northern Waterthrush   Seiurus noveboracensis

     6


8
Wilson’s Warbler   Wilsonia pusilla



    10


20
American Tree Sparrow   Spizella arborea


     5


9

Savannah Sparrow   Passerculus sandwichensis

     8


8

Fox Sparrow   Passerella iliaca (both Red & Sooty forms)
     8


15

Song Sparrow   Melospiza melodia



     3


3

Lincoln’s Sparrow   Melospiza lincolnii


     4


6

White-crowned Sparrow   Zonotrichia leucophrys

     9


35

Golden-crowned Sparrow   Zonotrichia atricapilla

     5


12

Dark-eyed Junco   Junco hyemalis



     6


15

Lapland Longspur   Calcarius lapponicus


     5


25

Smith’s Longspur   Calcarius pictus



     1


3

Snow Bunting   Plectrophenax nivalis


     3


6

McKay’s Bunting   Plectrophenax hyperboreus

     1


1

Red-winged Blackbird   Agelaius phoeniceus

     2


1
Rusty Blackbird   Euphagus carolinus


     1


6

Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch   Leucosticte tephrocotis

     2


15

Pine Grosbeak   Pinicola enucleator



     3


2

White-winged Crossbill   Loxia leucoptera


     2


5

Common Redpoll   Carduelis flammea


     4


10
Hoary Redpoll   Carduelis hornemanni


     3


20

Pine Siskin   Carduelis pinus




     3


8

MAMMALS

Shrew sp.

Arctic Fox

Red Fox

Sea Otter

Northern Fur Seal

Steller’s Sea Lion

Spotted Seal

Harbor Seal

Grizzly Bear

Humpback Whale

Killer Whale

Dall’s Porpoise

Moose

Caribou

Mountain Goat

Muskox

Dall’s Sheep

Arctic Ground Squirrel

Red Squirrel

Beaver

Muskrat

North American Porcupine

Snowshoe Hare

BUTTERFLIES

Canadian Tiger Swallowtail
Old World Swallowtail

Mustard White

Western White

Summer Azure

Hoary Comma

Arctic Fritillary

Eversmann’s Parnassian

     Wow—a tour where nothing goes wrong! After some of my recent misadventures I’ve forgotten what it feels like to go through a trip without any major glitches or weather related issues. I’ll count forgetting my first aid kit in the rental van as a minor thing—although my wife may disagree since this makes five straight trips that I’ve failed to bring it home. Unfortunately my explanation that there were a lot of injuries only worked once. I suppose that’s one of the disadvantages of being married to someone in the medical profession.  Anyway, that aside, we ended the trip with a total of 170 species of birds. Considering that we missed the shorebird migration and had only one Asian vagrant (not counting the one lying in the Anchorage airport) I am very happy with the total. 

     Our adventure began immediately after everyone arrived with a quick evening visit to Eagle River Nature Center. A very cooperative Northern saw-whet Owl provided our first evening’s entertainment and got us off to a great beginning. The next morning we made the beautiful drive to Seward. A stop at Potter Marsh provided our first looks at Arctic Tern, Red-necked Phalaropes and many of the common breeding waterfowl in southern Alaska. As we headed south enjoying the fabulous scenery we saw our first Dall’s Sheep and lots of Bald Eagles. Upon arrival in Seward we immediately saw our first Northwester Crows and made a quick stop for Chestnut-backed Chickadee. We then spent the remainder of the day birding the coast south of town. This provided exciting first finds like Black Oystercatcher, Harlequin Duck, Marbled Murrelet and the Sooty form of Fox Sparrow. In the evening we heard a Western Screech-Owl along Exit Glacier Road but were unable to coax it from the forest.

     Our chartered boat trip out of Seward provided one of the trip’s most memorable experiences (especially since nobody spent the day lying on the floor of the cabin!). During our day on the water we saw Killer and Humpback Whales, lots of Kittiwakes, puffins, murres and other assorted alcids before arriving at the base of Northwestern Glacier. After watching some minor calving activity we found a small group of Kittlitz’a Murrelets, a Rhinocerous Auklet and an adorable Sea Otter on the way home. Thanks to some expert maneuvering by our captain we also saw our first Red-faced Cormorants from a distance of 15 feet! After arriving at the dock we kissed the ground and enjoyed some great seafood on the Seward waterfront. Much of the following day was spent hiking the Primrose Trail looking unsuccessfully for Spruce Grouse. Although we missed our target we did see some nice consolation prizes including Townsend’s Warbler, Pine Grosbeak, White-winged Crossbill and Boreal Chickadee. At Hillside Park in Anchorage we found a very cooperative American Three-toed Woodpecker.
     The next morning we flew to St. Paul for two and a half days of dreary weather—although the sun did try to break through at one point. Despite the constant meteorological gloom St. Paul did provide some avian delights—primarily in the form of seabird nesting colonies. This is what St.Paul is known for and it didn’t disappoint as we watched large numbers of Common and Thick-billed Murres, Tufted and Horned Puffins, Northern Fulmars and Parakeet Auklet and Least Auklets from a few feet away. Even Daryl was able to get some great pictures here! Present in lesser numbers on the cliffs were Crested Auklets and the very localized Red-legged Kittiwake. Our final evening on St. Paul was spent on what will ever be remembered as the McKay’s Bunting death march. Fortunately for Dillon the bird finally showed—if it hadn’t he may have learned firsthand why it’s called a death march!
     With the weather gods on our side we were able to depart from St.Paul on schedule and made a quick turnaround the next morning to Nome. Our three days on the Seward Peninsula may have provided the best birding (and worst food) of the tour. After shuttling to the Aurora Inn we obtained our vehicles and headed to Safety Sound. Along the way we picked up many new species including Common Eider, Red-throated Loon, Pacific Loon, Yellow Wagtail, Pacific Golden-Plover and Aleutian Tern. Unfortunately we spent several frustrating hours searching for a Long-toed Stint and Northern Wheatear near Anvil Mountain. However, a pair of American Golden-Plovers and an on-the-road muskox made up for anything we didn’t see. 
     The following day we had time to get further out the Council Road. An earlier start meant more activity and we quickly found Willow Ptarmigan along the roadside. At the Safety Lagoon bridge there was a small flock of Sabine’s Gulls and a Slaty-backed Gull. Further on us finally found a displaying Northern Wheatear, several Arctic Warblers and a very uncooperative Bluethroat. Perhaps the highlight of the day turned up near Solomon as we drove back to Nome—a very close and cooperative Red-necked Stint among a small flock of roadside peeps. This was to be our only Asian stray of the tour.
     Our last day in Nome was spent along the Kougarak Road which runs out of town to the north. The scenery and wildlife were fantastic—it was like having a national park all to ourselves. About 25 miles out we finally saw our Bluethroat—and this one put on quite a show as it fluttered 25 feet in front of us before landing on a willow snag and providing nice scope views. Further north we saw our first Grizzly Bear—from a very healthy distance, many more muskox and moose, a large herd of caribou and a few Red Fox. The prize for the day was obtained at MP 72.4 where we hiked to the top of a small dome and found a Bristle-thighed Curlew. This is one of the rarest and most difficult to see birds in the world and we were awarded a wonderful view as it flew past our chorus line showing all of the key field marks and giving its very distinctive call. During our curlew hunt we also had very close views of a Bar-tailed Godwit in breeding plumage. After dinner we made a final try for the Arctic Loon but it again eluded us. Despite that failure we did add a Eurasian Wigeon to out trip list. We bid Nome farewell and returned to Anchorage for a much needed day of rest and relaxation.
     Early the next morning we began the final leg of our journey—the long drive to Denali NP by way of the Denali Highway. Though the drive was over 250 miles we were able to make many productive birding stops and still arrive before dark—I think it was about 1:00 AM. The most exciting finds of the day came in the form of owls. The first was a very photogenic Northern Hawk-Owl at MP 116 of the Glenn Highway (later sightings led to the question of can these ever really be a trash bird)—I think not. The other great bird of the day was “a gift from the child.” In this case the child was Tony and the bird was a Great Gray Owl that was nesting in his grandfather’s campground. Thanks Tony! After an excellent dinner at the Gakona Roadhouse we checked in to our night’s accommodations in Paxson.
     The next morning was a classic example of the ying and yang of life. Audie and Ginny provided us with an enjoyable outdoor breakfast and we provided an enjoyable outdoor breakfast to the mosquitoes—at least I assume they enjoyed it. After making our escape we drove to MP 19 on the Denali Highway and made the arduous hike over the tussocks to our appointment with Smith’s Longspur. Although it proved challenging we finally had great views of a female from only a few feet away. The remainder of the day was spent driving the length of the Denali Highway—and there’s no need to write anything about that.
     After a good night’s sleep we boarded one of the shuttle buses into Denali NP. Our driver, John (or was it really Ernest Borgnine) proved to be a very competent tour guide and made the day quite enjoyable. The weather was beautiful and we had unobstructed views of Denali on several occasions. It was a great mammal day as we found 5 grizzlies, lots of Arctic Ground Squirrel, Dall’s Sheep and Caribou. Bird highlights included a Gyrfalcon nest, our first Northern Shrike and another hawk-owl (is it possible to look fierce and cute at the same time?). 
     Our final day involved another long drive back to Anchorage. Again we had incredible weather and more views of Denali. On Petersville Road we added our final bird—a Hammond’s Flycatcher giving us a trip tally of 170. Not bad for a tour group that no one has ever heard of! Thanks to all of you for doing your part to make this a very memorable and enjoyable experience for me. I hope that you all feel the same!
