Alaska - Utqiaġvik: Ross’s Gull
Quest 2021
October 4th - 9th, 2021 (6 days)
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Tour Summary
While we had to wait until the final morning of the tour, our patience and efforts were amply rewarded
when we saw a flock of adult Ross’s Gulls fly past and three Polar Bears all within ten minutes. The
Ross’s Gulls started their movements late this year, but we still managed to see at least four flocks
totaling more than 40 birds during our final morning in Barrow, success! During the other two days,
we enjoyed good studies of three species of eiders that migrated by the hundreds, had excellent views of
Yellow-billed Loons, photographed Snowy Owls on the outskirts of town, observed Hoary Redpolls at a
feeder in town, watched the antics of several Arctic Foxes, and glimpsed a Bearded Seal. Unusual birds
included a lingering Brant, a single Black Scoter, a pair of Red-necked Grebes, and an out-of-place
Dark-eyed Junco. We also witnessed several aspects of traditional Iñupiat culture, which added
fascinating experiences and detail to our visit. Add to that a fun morning of birding in the Anchorage
area and we had a pleasant and successful tour.
__________________________________________________________________________________
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We started our High Arctic adventure in the relatively mild climate of Anchorage. After a delicious
breakfast, we headed out to the nearby Kincaid Park where we spent a pleasant morning walking one of
the shorter trails. The birds took some time to become active in the cool morning temperatures but two
Merlins followed by a vocal and displaying Northern Shrike were a good start. The morning proved
excellent for woodpeckers and we saw the scarce Black-backed Woodpecker that showed well,
followed by Hairy and Downy Woodpeckers, and a Northern Flicker. The shrubbery during the walk
back held a Fox “Sooty” Sparrow, American Tree Sparrows, and Golden-crowned Sparrow. Before
returning to the hotel for checkout and preparing for the flight to Barrow, we stopped at Lake Hood and
quickly added Greater Scaup, Long-tailed Duck, Common and Barrow’s Goldeneyes, Horned Grebe,
and a Common Loon. The flight to Barrow was on time and we landed in the northernmost city of the
United States in the late afternoon. After checking in at the hotel and putting on some warm clothes, we
set out for some initial exploration. A pair of Arctic Foxes cavorting on a frozen lake right outside the
hotel was a welcomed sight. A short seawatch near the old airstrip produced many Common and King
Eiders, White-winged Scoter, the first Yellow-billed Loon, and two Herring Gulls among the scores of
Glaucous Gulls. We returned to the hotel for dinner.
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We started our first full day in Barrow at the old airstrip seawatch and again noted hundreds of
Common and King Eiders with one flock of Spectacled Eiders being particularly noteworthy.
Long-tailed Ducks were also on the move throughout the day with hundreds seen, while White-winged
Scoters were present in small numbers and a single Black Scoter was quite rare for the location.
Short-tailed Shearwaters showed in the distance. Unfortunately, the only small gull detected for the day
was a single Black-legged Kittiwake. At the feeder in town, we found several Hoary Redpolls and the
seawatch from here held Yellow-billed Loons, one of which showed exceptionally well. On the tundra,
we had our first looks of a Snowy Owl, a young female bird perched close to the road and allowing for
many photos to be taken. The local community also continued the fall whaling, offering unique insights
into the welcoming Iñupiat culture.

Yellow-billed Loon by Stephan Lorenz

We again set out in high spirits for a long seawatch for the morning. The winds had not picked up,
making for mild conditions, but also a lack of movement of Ross’s Gulls. Waterfowl again were
numerous with Spectacled, King and Common Eiders, White-winged Scoters, and Long-tailed Ducks
all noted. Loons were quite diverse with Pacific, Red-throated, Common, and Yellow-billed all making
appearances at various distances, and Short-tailed Shearwaters offered slightly closer views. Other
additions to the list during the day included a lingering Brant, two Red-necked Grebes, a
Glaucous-winged Gull, and a lost Dark-eyed Junco.
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King Eider by Stephan Lorenz

Ross’s Gulls by Stephan Lorenz

The wind had picked up during the night and was blowing moderately from the northeast, thus we set
out with high hopes for the final morning in Barrow. While success was far from immediate, after
nearly an hour of scanning, we finally spotted the first flock of Ross’s Gulls (all adults) heading east,
and then the flock cut across land heading into Elson Lagoon. Our celebrations were interrupted by a
report of three Polar Bears nearby. We quickly made our way to the location and were able to scope a
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female and two grown cubs at a comfortable distance. The views were superb of the three bears which
explored the peninsula and ice across the lagoon. During the morning and another short stint after
lunch, we managed to see three additional flocks of Ross’s Gulls, albeit more distant, totaling around
45 birds and all adult birds. We also added a single Thick-billed Murre and Iceland Gull to the list. The
flight back to Anchorage left on time and we were able to enjoy a delicious dinner, catch up on the bird
list, and celebrate our successful trip.
1. Brant (Branta bernicla) - a single seen across the Elson Lagoon in Barrow
2. American Wigeon (Mareca americana) - a small group noted along the coastal end of Kincaid
Park
3. Mallard (Anas platyrhynchos) - seen in Kincaid Park, Anchorage
4. Greater Scaup (Aythya marila) - Lake Hood Anchorage
5. Spectacled Eider (Somateria fischeri) - a single flock flew past in Barrow and some female
plumaged birds were seen briefly on the water
6. King Eider (Somateria spectabilis) - present in big numbers in Barrow with many close views
including a few non-breeding plumaged males
7. Common Eider (Somateria mollissima) - hundreds seen in Barrow, mainly in flight as big flocks
moved out to sea from the Elson Lagoon
8. White-winged Scoter (Melanitta deglandi) - noted on Lake Hood in Anchorage and Barrow
9. Black Scoter (Melanitta americana) - a single seen in Barrow
10. Long-tailed Duck (Clangula hyemalis) - a single seen on Lake Hood in Anchorage and
hundreds present in Barrow
11. Red-necked Grebe (Podiceps grisegena) - two seen far offshore in Barrow
12. jaeger sp. - a distant jaeger seen in Barrow was either a Parasitic or Pomarine
13. Thick-billed Murre (Uria lomvia) - good views of a single bird the final morning in Barrow
14. Black-legged Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) - several seen well in Barrow
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15. Ross's Gull (Rhodostethia rosea) - the bird we came for and in the end we saw more than 40,
mostly distant, but the first flock showed relatively well
16. Herring Gull (Larus argentatus) - at least two noted among the hundreds of Glaucous Gulls in
Barrow
17. Iceland Gull (Larus glaucoides) - a single 1st cycle seen of the Thayer’s ssp. among the
Glaucous Gulls in Barrow
18. Glaucous-winged Gull (Larus glaucescens) - a single 1st cycle seen in Barrow
19. Glaucous Gull (Larus hyperboreus) - hundreds present in Barrow in all plumages especially
around the whale area
20. Red-throated Loon (Gavia stellata) - a few seen in flight in Barrow
21. Pacific Loon (Gavia pacifica) - good views of a handful in Barrow with many more distant
loons that were likely this species
22. Common Loon (Gavia immer) - one seen in Anchorage and two seen in Barrow
23. Yellow-billed Loon (Gavia adamsii) - fantastic close scope views of one individual in Barrow
and at least two others noted further out
24. Short-tailed Shearwater (Ardenna tenuirostris) - distant views during two days in Barrow
25. Snowy Owl (Bubo scandiacus) - excellent views of a young female bird close to the road and
later we found an all white male at a distance and then watched a third across the lagoon
carrying prey
26. Black-backed Woodpecker (Picoides arcticus) - a calling female plumaged bird was seen well
in Kincaid Park Anchorage
27. Downy Woodpecker (Dryobates pubescens) - good views in Kincaid Park Anchorage
28. Hairy Woodpecker (Dryobates villosus) - seen well in Kincaid Park Anchorage
29. Northern Flicker (Colaptes auratus) - one seen in Kincaid Park Anchorage was of the
Yellow-shafted ssp.
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30. Merlin (Falco columbarius) - at least two seen well in Kincaid Park Anchorage
31. Northern Shrike (Lanius borealis) - fantastic views of one that flew in and called while doing an
interesting tail display in Kincaid Park Anchorage
32. Black-billed Magpie (Pica hudsonia) - common in the Anchorage area
33. Common Raven (Corvus corax) - seen in Anchorage and in Barrow
34. Black-capped Chickadee (Poecile atricapillus) - seen well in Kincaid Park Anchorage
35. American Robin (Turdus migratorius) - a few seen in Kincaid Park Anchorage
36. American Tree Sparrow (Spizelloides arborea) - two to three birds lingering in Kincaid Park
Anchorage
37. Fox Sparrow (Sooty) (Passerella iliaca) - one seen well in a thicket in Kincaid Park Anchorage
38. Dark-eyed Junco (Junco hyemalis) - one in in Kincaid Park Anchorage and a lost individual in
Barrow
39. Golden-crowned Sparrow (Zonotrichia atricapilla) - brief views in Kincaid Park Anchorage
40. Hoary Redpoll (Acanthis hornemanni) - good views at the feeders in Barrow
41. Snow Bunting (Plectrophenax nivalis) - seen by some in Barrow
Mammals
Polar Bear
Arctic Fox
Bearded Seal
Ringed/Spotted Seal
American Red Squirrel
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