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          SEA OF OKHOTSK 
                  9th ɀ 22nd JUNE 2016 
             A Tropical Birding SET DEPARTURE tour 

 

 

 

Ancient Murrelet is a target for many on this expedition. Off of Talan we bobbed among hundreds in our Zodiacs. 

 

 

 

 

Guided by: Lisle Gwynn 

All photos in this report were taken by Lisle Gwynn. Species pictured are highlighted RED. 
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INTRODUCTION 

2ÕÓÓÉÁ ÉÓ Á ÌÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÔÏ ÐÕÔ ÉÎÔÏ ×ÏÒÄÓȢ !ÌÍÏÓÔ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÓÔÅÒÅÏÔÙÐÅ ÙÏÕȭÖÅ ÅÖÅÒ ÈÅÁÒÄ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ 

place is true, and yet it is nothing like you may imagine. It blindsides you with constant surprises, and yet it is 

comfortingly homely, despite being undeniably unfamiliar. The people are incredibly friendly, more so than 

many other destinations around the globe, and even here in the far far far east where a culture of paranoia 

and suspicion is a way of life strangers are met not with caution and wariness as you might imagine, but with 

open arms, warm smiles and some of the most friendly greetings I have ever experienced.  

Without Heritage ExpeditÉÏÎÓȭ ȬSpirit of Enderbyȭȟ Á ΫΦ ÐÁÓÓÅÎÇÅÒȟ 2ÕÓÓÉÁÎ-flagged, Russian-crewed and 

tastefully refitted expedition vessel, birding this part of the world would be, with no exaggeration, impossible. 

The vast majority of sites we visit in this itinerary, and indeed all of our Russian Far East itineraries, are 

inaccessible by land and it is only by combination of ship and Zodiac inflatable boat that we are able to 

explore in the way that we do.  

A small pocket of cold water sitting inside of the Kuril Island chain, bordered by the warmer Pacific, the Sea of 

Okhotsk is a hidden gem full of palpable history, great wildlife and thick atmosphere. Our adventure began 

with a short extension on the unique island of Sakhalin where we sought local endemics like Sakhalin Leaf 

Warbler and Sakhalin Grasshopper Warbler. From here we made our way along the coast northwards to the 

landmark town of Magadan, stopping frequently to explore. Our first stop was at Piltun Bay where we cruised 

alongside Gray Whales and bobbed below flocks of Aleutian Terns, whilst in the Shantar Archipelago we 

faced thick ice ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅÌÄ ÈÕÎÄÒÅÄÓ ÏÆ Ȭ!ÒÃÔÉÃ ÓÅÁÌÓȭ ÌÉËÅ 2ÉÎÇÅÄȟ ,ÁÒÇÈÁȟ "ÅÁÒÄÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÂÅÁÕÔÉÆÕÌ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ 

pinnipeds, and a Russian Far East speciality, Ribbon Seal. We also enjoyed watching SteÌÌÅÒȭÓ 3ÅÁ %ÁÇÌÅÓ 

hunting fish in their icy homeland. Further along the coast we made a stop to bird within an abandoned 

ÍÉÌÉÔÁÒÙ ÂÁÓÅȟ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇ 0ÁÌÌÁÓȭÓ 7ÁÒÂÌÅÒȟ 3ÉÂÅÒÉÁÎ 2ÕÂÙÔÈÒÏÁÔ ÁÎÄ 3ÉÂÅÒÉÁÎ !ÃÃÅÎÔÏÒ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÓȟ 

before pulling into the town ÏÆ /ËÈÏÔÓËȢ 7ÉÔÈÉÎ /ËÈÏÔÓË ×Å ×ÁÔÃÈÅÄ ΨΦϽ 3ÔÅÌÌÅÒȭÓ 3ÅÁ %ÁÇÌÅÓ ÁÔ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÒÁÎÇÅȟ 

a flock of hundreds of Aleutian Terns, and enormous flocks of gulls. We ended the expedition with three 

glorious days in clear sunshine along the coast north-east of Magadan and at the Yamskie Islands. Our time at 

4ÁÌÁÎ ×ÁÓ Á ÓÔÕÎÎÉÎÇ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔȟ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÆÏÒ ÉÔÓ ÈÕÇÅ ÓÅÁÂÉÒÄ ÃÏÌÏÎÙȟ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÁÂÌÅ ÐÕÆÆÉÎÓ ÁÎÄ -ÉÄÄÅÎÄÏÒÆȭÓ 

Grasshopper Warblers, but also for our time spent sitting among a flock of several hundred Ancient Murrelets 

aÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÎ ×ÅÎÔ ÄÏ×ÎȢ !ÌÏÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ 9ÁÎËÉÃÈÁ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ +ÕÒÉÌÓȟ 9ÁÍÓËÉÅ ÍÕÓÔ ÒÁÔÅ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÂÅÓÔ ÂÉÒÄÉÎÇ 

spectacles. Sitting on our Zodiacs in perfect quiet as the alcids start to arrive at their burrows, first in flocks of 

tens, then hundreds, and then suddenly the sky is black with auklets, flocks of tens of thousands and a total of 

several million.  This could only be topped off with a bright day in pristine Taiga forest surrounded by Spotted 

Nutcrackers, Brown Shrikes, Siberian Rubythroats, Arctic and PÁÌÌÁÓȭÓ 7ÁÒÂÌÅÒÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÓÔÕÎÎÉÎÇ "ÒÏ×Î 

Bears. A long King Eider and flocks of hundreds of Goosander saw us out to the port of Magadan.  

Tundra, Taiga and ice, the Sea of Okhotsk is as varied as it is stunning, and surely holds some of the greatest 

numbers of birds anywhere on the planet. This is a unique expedition, and one that teams perfectly with the 

ÖÅÒÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ Ȭ2ÉÎÇ ÏÆ &ÉÒÅȭ ÅØÐÅÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÒÅÃÅÄÅÓ ÉÔȢ 
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Sakhalin birding extension 

With some time free between the Spirit of Enderby arriving in the port of Korsakov and leaving again for the 

Sea of Okhotsk expedition it was arranged for the birders leaving the ship, and those joining it, to team up to 

ÔÁÒÇÅÔ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÓÌÁÎÄȭÓ ÅÎÄÅÍÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ÂÉÒÄÓȢ  

Starting at the port we made ouÒ ×ÁÙ ÁÌÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÁÓÔ ÔÏ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÌÁÒÇÅÓÔ ,0' ÐÌÁÎÔÓ ×ÈÅÒÅȟ ÉÎ Á 

slightly security-tight area, they found Black-browed Reed Warbler, Spotted Nutcracker, Oriental 

'ÒÅÅÎÆÉÎÃÈȟ %ÕÒÁÓÉÁÎ 3ÉÓËÉÎȟ 3ÔÅÊÎÅÇÅÒȭÓ 3ÔÏÎÅÃÈÁÔȟ "ÌÁÃË-ÂÁÃËÅÄ 7ÁÇÔÁÉÌȟ 4ÅÍÍÉÎÃËȭÓ Cormorant and 

had superb views of displaying ,ÁÔÈÁÍȭÓ 3ÎÉÐÅ. Moving on along the coast to a site that Lisle and Chris had 

up their sleeves, lunch was taken among a bounty of singing Black-browed Reed Warblers and Black-faced 

Buntings, whilst a fly-over Eye-browed Thrush provided a little distraction, but not as much as a group of 

20+ hauled out Largha Seals did. With a little time and patience, and a lot of effort from the guides to make 

sure everyone saw the bird, we also achieved excellent views of the normally ultra-skulky Sakhalin 

Grasshopper Warblerȟ Á ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÓÐÌÉÔ ÆÒÏÍ 'ÒÁÙȭÓ 'ÒÁÓÓÈÏÐÐÅÒ 7ÁÒÂÌÅÒ ÁÎÄ Á 3ÁËÈÁÌÉÎ ÅÎÄÅÍÉÃȢ  

Moving across the road and into an idyllic forested valley we encountered two Eastern Buzzards being 

mobbed by a Eurasian Sparrowhawk and Large-billed Crows, whilst closer to Earth we found the endemic 

and ordinarily-tricky Sakhalin Leaf-Warbler with fair ease with one bird coming within a few feet of the 

ecstatic crowd. Another leaf warbler, Arctic Warbler was found in the valley before it came time to leave for 

the next site: a town park. 

Some town parks are devoid of life, but this is not the case in Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk where Gagarin Park is an 

excellent birding spot. 

Over our time here, which 

was a mere couple of 

hours, we found stunning 

Narcissus Flycatchers, 

slightly more drab Asian 

Brown Flycatchers, 

Japanese and Coal Tits, 

Eurasian Nuthatch, 

Eastern Crowned 

Warbler, Russet 

Sparrow, and eventually 

everybody had walk-

away views of the 

extremely difficult 

Rufous-tailed Robin, 

ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ 3×ÉÎÈÏÅȭÓ 2ÏÂÉÎȢ  
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Day 1: Port of Korsakov and at Sea 

The expedition began in earnest today, with the entire group congregating at the port in the morning ready 

to board the ship. After being shown to cabins the expeditioners sipped Ginger Ale in the bar and chatted 

through their hopes for the next couple of weeks. As the ship moved off from the wharf, the bar was deserted 

and the ships decks became a vibrant meeting place for all onboard.  

Around the port 4ÅÍÍÉÎÃËȭÓ #ÏÒÍÏÒÁÎÔÓȟ 0ÁÃÉÆÉÃ 3×ÉÆÔÓȟ "ÒÕÎÎÉÃÈȭÓ 'ÕÉÌÌÅÍÏÔ and a Black-eared Kite saw 

us off, and moving through the bay and away from Korsakov we tallied Rhinocerous Auklets in their 

hundreds, Short-tailed Shearwaters in their thousands and even a handful of Harbour Porpoise and Minke 

Whale. After a series of briefings and safety drills the bridge and decks once again became watching posts 

where Pacific Fulmar, Ancient Murrelet and $ÁÌÌȭÓ 0ÏÒÐÏÉÓÅ were seen, whilst Short-tailed Shearwaters 

reached numbers above 10,000 individuals ɀ quite the spectacle! 

The first spectacular dinner of the expedition was preseÎÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÖÅÎÉÎÇȟ ÐÒÉÏÒ ÔÏ Ȭ4ÈÅ #ÈÒÉÓ ÁÎÄ ,ÉÓÌÅ 

3ÈÏ×ȭȟ ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÅÓ ÌÏÇ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÒÄÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌÉÓÔÓ ÇÁÔÈÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÅØÃÈÁÎÇÅ 

notes on sightings, species and numbers for the day.  

Day 2: Tyuliney Island and at Sea 

With instructÉÏÎÓ ÆÒÏÍ 2ÏÄÎÅÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÏÒÎÉÎÇȭÓ ÌÁÎÄÉÎÇ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÅÎÔÉÒÅÌÙ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÅÁÔÈÅÒ 

conditions we were faced with on arriving at Tyuliney Island (or Seal Island), it was with anticipation that most 

expeditioners gathered on the bridge of the ship to watch a small team of staff scout the landing site to see if 

it was at all possible to land in the swell, chop and generally messy seas we had been dealt. Unfortunately the 

news came back negative, our first landing of the trip was a no go, however from the ship we enjoyed views of 

3ÔÅÌÌÅÒȭÓ 3ÅÁ ,ÉÏÎÓȟ .ÏÒÔÈÅÒÎ &ÕÒ 3ÅÁÌÓȟ #ÏÍÍÏÎ and "ÒÕÎÎÉÃÈȭÓ 'ÕÉÌÌÅÍÏÔs (next page top), 

Rhinocerous and Crested Auklets, Glaucous-winged and Black-tailed Gulls, Ȭ3ÔÅÊÎÅÇÅÒȭÓȭ 7ÈÉÔÅ-winged 

Scoters and lots of Black-legged Kittiwake and Pacific Fulmar. 
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Moving away from Tyuliney the weather failed to cease throughout the day, and it was a bumpy but not 

uncomfortable day spent at sea. For those that spent time on the bridge, the rewards were great with 

highlights including Aleutian Tern, Great Northern Diver, several Laysan Albatross and at dusk even a 

handful of Fin Whale giving great views not far off of the ship. Alongside the watching there were also 

lectures on seabirds and human history of the region to attend, as well as more meeting and greeting and 

passengers getting to know one another over cups of tea and coffee.  

$ÁÙ Ωȡ !Ô ÓÅÁ ÁÎÄ 0ÉÌȭÔÕÎ "ÁÙ 

7ÉÔÈ ÓÏÍÅ ÄÉÓÔÁÎÃÅ ÌÅÆÔ ÔÏ ÒÕÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÔÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÄÁÙȟ 0ÉÌȭÔÕÎ "ÁÙ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÓÔ ÓÉÄÅ ÏÆ 3ÁËÁÈÌÉÎ )ÓÌÁÎÄȟ 

the ship trundled along the coast whilst we kept a keen look out for anything of interest. Fortunately we were 

rewarded with good looks at Red-ÎÅÃËÅÄ 0ÈÁÌÁÒÏÐÅȟ "ÒÕÎÎÉÃÈȭÓ 'ÕÉÌÌÅÍÏÔȟ #ÒÅÓÔÅÄ !ÕËÌÅÔȟ 2ÈÉÎÏÃÅÒÏÕÓ 

Auklet, Arctic Skua, Black-throated Diver and even a Fin Whale. 

!ÒÒÉÖÉÎÇ ÏÆÆ ÏÆ 0ÉÌȭÔÕÎ "ÁÙ ÆÉÖÅ :ÏÄÉÁÃÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÌÁÕÎÃÈÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÏÆÆ-ship activity of the expedition was 

under way. The target here was to see Gray Whales which come here each year on their lengthy migration, 

with some heading east and south-east to Mexico, and others thought to head south into the South China 

Sea. Fortunately for all we managed to find three Gray Whales which gave spectacular views and photo 
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opportunities, allowing superb looks at these graceful and peaceful giants. Other wildlife was of course 

plentiful with hundreds of Aleutian Terns, many flocks of Black and White-winged Scoter, Long-tailed 

Duck, Harlequin Duck, and even some of the longipennis race of Common Tern.  

Back at sea the ship headed further north still toward the island of Iony and the evening was spent getting 

great looks at new species like Long-billed Murrelet and Horned Puffin whilst old favourites flanked us as 

usual, including a bounty of Aleutian Terns perched on debris wood and logs. 

Day 4: Ioney Island  

Little more than just a group of rocks laying in the middle of the Sea of Okhotsk, Ioney is home to tens of 

thousands of seabirds and thus presents quite the marvel for the few visitors that Heritage Expeditions brings 

here each year, the only operator to do so.  

Departing the ship and beginning our Zodiac cruise among fog so thick each Zodiac could barely see the 

others we eventually found some clear air and started to see some birds. Once we reached the islands it 

became quite apparent that this is a very special place. "ÒÕÎÎÉÃÈȭÓ 'ÕÉÌÌÅÍÏÔ occupied every space they 

could whilst Common Guillemot were scattered among them. Spectacled Guillemot were also seen by a few 

people, whilst everybody enjoyed the bounty of auklets, with Parakeet, Crested, Least and the endemic 

subspecies of Whiskered all being seen extremely well. The Whiskered Auklets here are of particular interest 

as they are often touted as being distinct enough to warrant species status in their own right. Featuring more 

numerous and longer whisker plumes than the other two races they are particularly engrossing birds. Moving 

to the offshore islets a Mongolian Plover stole our attention aside some Harlequin Duck and a Red-necked 


