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On 28th May 1979, at 13.30 GMT, R. Heywood heard a soft wader-like 
call, on Inner Fame in the Fame Islands, Northumberland. On 

turning, instead of the expected wader, he saw a dark tern with a sharply 
defined white forehead, unlike any of the other terns on the islands at that 
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time (Arctic Sterna paradisaea, Common S. hirundo, Roseate S. dougallii and 
Sandwich S. sandvicensis). After several minutes' observation, the other 
wardens, A. E. Dixey, A. Ferguson, D. E. Mole and A. R. Taylor, were 
contacted and field notes taken. 

The bird's flight was distinctive, with slower, much deeper wingbeats 
than Arctic or Common Terns, the emphasis very much on the down beat. 
It was agreed this was a most striking bird with very distinct features. On 
consulting the available European field guides, it was established that the 
bird did not fit any description; the closest was the Bridled Tern S. 
anaethetus, but it was a much lighter and greyer bird than that. The sharply 
defined white ' V on the head also eliminated any 'portlandica'-type tern. 
A R T then found the only possibility, in the literature available, in Tuck & 
Heinzel (1978): an Aleutian Tern S. aleutica. This, however, seemed 
completely improbable, the species' range being so far away, on the coasts 
of Alaska and eastern Siberia. The remaining time that day was therefore 
utilised taking more notes and checking them, with AF and ART 
at tempting to obtain photographs. Unfortunately, Tuck & Heinzel (1978) 
made no mention of the call, a feature even more distinctive than the 
plumage. 

The bird was seen frequently during the day, mainly in flight, rarely on 
the ground, flying over, even when visitors were present, down to 4 m at one 
time, but landing only when all was quiet. The next day, it was seen less and 
less frequently during the morning, and then reappeared in the early 

238-240. Aleutian Tern Sterna aleutica, Northumberland, May 1979 (A. Ferguson) 
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2 4 1 - 2 4 3 . Aleutian Tern Sterna aleutka, 
Nor thumber l and , May 1979 (A. R. Taylor) 

evening, the final sighting being at 17.30 GMT. On 28th and 29th May, and 
on previous days, the wind was SSW force 3-4. The 28th was fair to start 
with, but deteriorated during the afternoon, with frequent drizzle; the 29th 
was fair throughout, with good visibility. Cloud cover was 6 oktas on 28th; 3 
oktas on 29th. 

First impressions were of a dark, Sterna-type tern approximately the same 
size as Arctic or Common, noticeably darker above, with white forked tail 
and tail-streamers, white forehead, black bill and black feet. The following 
more detailed description was obtained: 
SIZE AND SHAPE Sterna-type tern, slightly lighter pa tch behind carpal joint) . Leading 
larger than Arctic, with wings projecting 
slightly beyond tail streamers at rest, HEAD 
Black crown and nape with black eye-stripe 
from bill, through eye and to crown above 
ear-coverts. Whi te forehead extending back 
to above rear of eye, contrasting strongly 
with the black crown; from front, white 
forming sharply defined ' V . UPPERPARTS 
Mant le , scapulars , back, tertials and 
upperwing-coverts pale slate-grey. Rump , 
uppertail-coverts and tail white, UPPERWING 
General ly pale slate-grey, but variously 
described as uniform or with darkening to the 
trailing edges of the primaries (AED noted 

edge of wing white, and faint white trailing 
edge to secondaries, UNDERWING Very pale 
grey, with black subterminal line on trailing 
edge of primaries and secondaries, except for 
small light gap opposite carpal joint, UNDER-
PARTS AND TAIL Chin and throat white; 
breast , belly and flanks very pale grey; 
undertail-coverts and tail-streamers white. 
BARE PARTS Bill and legs black; R H , D E M 
and A R T noted that legs appeared longer 
than those of Arctic Tern , CALL Very dis
tinctive, frequently uttered, likened to wader: 
soft, far-carrying, staccato, polysyllabic 
whistle. 

The bird was generally seen in flight, often flying high out over the sea 
and then returning to fly over the island, when it would usually be calling, 
very much as the other terns do on arrival after migration. It was often 
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244. Aleutian Tern Sterna aleutica, Northumberland, May 1979 (A. Ferguson) 

harassed by Arctic and sometimes Common Terns, which seemed to chase 
it away from their territories. It did, however, settle occasionally among red 
fescue Festuca rubra and Yorkshire-fog Holcus lanatus in one particular spot 
where there were few other terns nesting nearby. Rarely, however, did it 
stay there longer than five minutes, as the nearest other terns became 
aggressive and chased it away. 

The flight was distinct from Arctic and Common Terns, the wingbeats 
being slower and much deeper, the accent being very much on the down 
beat. Occasionally, it would give a strange double wingbeat at the top of the 
stroke, almost a flicker. 

Notes on the species 
First discovered in June 1868 on Kodiak Island, off the south coast of the 
Alaskan Peninsula, by Spencer F. Baird, it was described by him in 1869 as 
a bird new to science. He named it Aleutian Tern Sterna aleutica on the 
assumption that it would be found on the Aleutian Islands. 

Aleutian Terns nest sporadically in eastern Siberia and western Alaska, 
along the coasts of the Bering, Okhotsk and South Chukchi Seas. Kessel & 
Gibson (1978) noted it as an 'uncommon local breeder or probable breeder 
on lagoons, at river mouths, and on islands along the Alaska coast', and 
including some of the Aleutian Islands; Ivanov (1976) noted it as in
habiting 'lagoons and sea coasts' of the far eastern shores of the USSR, the 
eastern coasts of Kamchatka and Sakhalin. The species is a rare straggler to 
Japan, being recorded once at Sagami Bay, Honshu, but not from Hok
kaido, the northernmost island. 

Buckley & Buckley (1979) noted that nest-sites in Alaska are in long 
grasses, and Leonovitch (1976) went further, saying that, on the Sea of 
Okhotsk, Aleutian Terns always nest on grassy areas, never on sand or 
shingle. They nest either in pure colonies or together with Arctic Terns or 
Common Terns, apparently deriving some benefit from their associates' 
aggressive nature, the Aleutian Terns being very shy, fleeing the nest site 
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when an intruder is 100m or more away. Thus, Inner Fame at the end of 
May might well have looked like a home-from-home. 

Kessel & Gibson (1978) gave figures totalling about 3,900 pairs in 
Alaska, about 150 of which are actually in the Aleutian Islands, and Sowls 
et al. (1978) estimated a population of 10,000 birds. Little is known of the 
status in the USSR; Dementiev & Gladkov (1951) stated that the species 'is 
undoubtedly rare ' , whereas Nechaev (1977) described a mixed colony of 
about 500 pairs of Aleutian and about 1,000 pairs of Common Terns on the 
island of Lyarvo, Dagi Bay, Sakhalin. 

T h e migratory movements are unknown. Cramp & Simmons (in prep.) 
state that there are no confirmed winter records anywhere, and the species 
may yet be found to winter far to the south, as does the sympatric Arctic 
Tern . There is no evidence of coastal migration, birds apparently arriving 
at and departing from their nesting areas directly from and to the high seas 
(Kessel & Gibson 1978). 

245. Aleutian Tern Sterna aleutica on nest, USSR, July 1972 A. Krechmar 

C r a m p & Simmons (in prep.) suggest that the Aleutian Tern may 
comprise a superspecies with the Bridled Tern of the Atlantic, Indian and 
west Pacific Oceans and the Spectacled Tern S. lunata of the central Pacific, 
their breeding ranges being practically without overlap. There is a gradual 
change in upperparts coloration from the darker, browner Bridled through 
the lighter, greyer Spectacled to the pale slate-grey of Aleutian. 

Discuss ion 
The Fames are at a very similar latitude to many of the Aleutian Islands, 
Kamchatka and part of Sakhalin, and the date of the sighting corresponds 
to the time given by Kessel & Gibson (1978) for the arrival of Aleutian 
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Terns in the Aleutian Islands. Thus, if Aleutian Terns do winter far to the 
south, as suggested by Cramp & Simmons (in prep.), the possibility arises 
that the Northumberland individual may have migrated south with other 
Aleutian Terns, perhaps in the company of Arctics, and returned north the 
next year, only it was exactly 180° out! 
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Summary 
A bird seen on Inner Fame, Northumberland, on 28th and 29th May 1979 was identified 
subsequently as an Aleutian Tern Sterna aleutica, a species known previously only from Alaskan 
and Siberian coastal areas. Thus, this is the first record for Britain and Ireland (and for the 
western Palearctic). The possibility is raised that the bird arrived with Arctic Terns S. 
paradisaea from a shared Antarctic wintering area. 
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