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EURASIAN WIGEON BREED IN  
THE ALEUTIAN ISLANDS, ALASKA
JACK J. WITHROW, University of Alaska Museum, 907 Yukon Drive, Fairbanks, 
Alaska 99775; jjwithrow@alaska.edu

“Every so often an ornithologist ticks off the evidence about the European 
Widgeon and reiterates a theory from the 19th century—that some birds of 
this species nest in the New World.… But where?” (Wetmore 1965:168).

ABSTRACT: In June 2022, while collecting in the Aleutian Islands, Alaska, for 
the University of Alaska Museum, I observed at least three broods of Eurasian Wi-
geon (Mareca penelope) on Amchitka Island (51.39° N, 179.26° E) and two broods 
on Adak Island (51.92° N, 176.64° W). So far as I have been able to determine the 
specimens collected from them represent the first actual documentation of nesting 
by the species in North America.

OBSERVATIONS
On 7 June 2022 on Amchitka Island, Alaska, I collected two female Eur-

asian Wigeon (UAM 47580, 47581; Figure 1), accompanied by two males, 
from a small pond separated from Jones Lake (at the head of Constantine 
Harbor) by a World War II-era road (Figure 2; see White et al. 1977 for place 
names). While retrieving the adults, I flushed five wigeon ducklings from 
emergent mare’s tail (Hippuris) along the shore and collected two of them 
(UAM 47582, 47583; Figure 1). Broods of Green-winged Teal (Anas crecca 
crecca) and probably Mallard (A. platyrhynchos) were also present on the 
small pond. At this time at least six adult male Eurasian Wigeon (probably 
including the aforementioned two) were spread out over Jones Lake, feeding 
in association with Greater Scaup (Aythya marila).

On the 8th I collected two pairs (UAM 47584, 47585 and 47586, 47587) 
from small ponds at the east ends of Baker and Fox runways, Amchitka, re-
spectively. One female (UAM 47586) appeared to be in the process of laying—
with developing ova measuring 24, 17, and 13 mm in diameter and multiple 
smaller (~6 mm) ova; the oviduct was enlarged, and the bird was in heavy 
belly molt. The other female (UAM 47584) had an edematous incubation 
patch, an ovary without developing follicles, and a small oviduct, presumably 
having laid eggs earlier in the season. Also on the 8th, on a pond different 
from that occupied by UAM 47584 and 47585, but also near Fox Runway, a 
female (UAM 47588) with an incubation patch and an ovary well past laying 
was accompanied by at least two downy young, one of which was collected 
(UAM 47589; Figure 1). This small pond also contained two males. On the 9th 
I collected another male/female pair (UAM 47590, 47591) from yet a different 
pond near Fox Runway. This female had an edematous incubation patch and 
its ovary suggested that it was past laying (no developing ova). Elsewhere on 
the same pond was another female wigeon and at least two wigeon ducklings 
(not collected), making for at least the third brood observed.

Over the course of five days on Amchitka (5–10 June) I saw up to 10 
Eurasian Wigeon daily, usually a group of at least six males on Jones Lake, 
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plus scattered pairs or lone females elsewhere within 5 km of Constantine 
Harbor. No American Wigeon (M. americana) were observed on Amchitka, 
but I made no attempt to parse females in the field. The number of Eurasian 
Wigeon observed during this visit is not directly comparable to numbers 
recorded on previous surveys of eastern Amchitka (see below)—in 2022 I 
covered a smaller area on foot, without the aid of a vehicle.

On Adak Island I collected one of two female Eurasian Wigeon (UAM 
47592) on 12 June from a small pond along the southwest shore of Lake 
Andrew. I observed one downy wigeon duckling briefly in shoreline Hip-
puris and sedges while retrieving the adult. At this time there were seven male 
Eurasian Wigeon on Haven Lake (1.3 km away), one with a female wigeon, 

Figure 1. Two adult female Eurasian Wigeon (Mareca penelope) collected 7 June 
2022 on Amchitka Island, Alaska, with two of five downy young seen on the same 
small pond (Figure 2) and presumably offspring of these female(s). The bottom most 
downy wigeon was from a different brood collected 1.25 km away the next day. All 
three downies were nearly identical and are arranged to show lateral, ventral, and 
dorsal aspects. Specimens are, from top to bottom, UAM 47580-47583 and 47589.

Photo by J. J. Withrow
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and one male American Wigeon. On 14 June a defensive female wigeon and 
a brood of four wigeon ducklings were seen on a pond 0.7 km to the north 
of the pond UAM 47592 came from. On the 13th I collected the female of a 
pair (UAM 47593) near Zeto Point. The pair had been present on this pond 
since the 11th and the female had walked out of the lake into surrounding 
grasses before it was collected—as if going to or prospecting for a nest—but 
no nest could be found. The condition of the ovary—ova up to ~4 diameter 
mm but none deep orange and no obvious corpora lutea—suggested that the 
bird had not yet laid, but it was in heavy belly molt. This individual was the 
only obvious second-year bird (notched rectrix tips; see Pyle 2008) of the 11 
adults collected in June 2022.	

Over the course of four days on Adak (11–14 June) I saw up to 15 Eurasian 
Wigeon daily, usually at least six males on Haven Lake, sometimes a smaller 
group of males on the Clam Lagoon mudflats, with scattered pairs or single 
individuals elsewhere along the Adak road system (an area much larger than 
that covered on Amchitka). On 14 June, I observed two male American Wi-
geon with one male Eurasian at Shagak Bay.

Although the downy young of the American and Eurasian Wigeons are ap-
parently “morphologically indistinguishable” (Nelson 1993:76 and citations 

Figure 2. Pond near Jones Lake, Amchitka Island, Alaska, where a Eurasian Wigeon 
(Mareca penelope) brood (or broods, see text) was found on 7 June 2022. All of the 
five or so Eurasian Wigeon broods (see text) observed in June 2022 at Amchitka and 
Adak islands were found in ponds with extensive borders of mare’s tail (Hippuris) and 
sedges (Carex)—in which respect they differ from the many ponds in the Aleutians 
with minimal emergent vegetation.

Photo by J. J. Withrow
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therein), I assumed the downy wigeons collected on Amchitka and observed 
on Adak to be associated with nearby female Eurasian Wigeon. All three were 
of the brown-faced morph (see Nelson 1993). The adult males collected and 
observed well appeared as typical Eurasian or American Wigeon without 
any obvious signs of hybridization (see Watson 1970, Hubbard 1971, Votier 
et al. 2003, Reeber 2015).  

This information suggests that in 2022 the Eurasian Wigeon might have 
been considered an “uncommon” nesting duck in the central Aleutians. 
From the numbers I observed it was more numerous than all other species 
of nesting ducks but the Greater Scaup, Green-winged Teal, and Common 
Eider (Somateria mollissima), about as common as the Mallard, and much 
more so than the Northern Pintail (Anas acuta).

HISTORY AND CONTEXT
The status of the Eurasian Wigeon as a breeding bird in North America has 

been a subject of speculation for at least 140 years (Baird et al. 1884, Phillips 
1923, Hasbrouck 1944, Wetmore 1965, Edgell 1984, Fournier and Hines 1996, 
etc.). Waterfowl monographs have consistently mentioned the possibility of 
nesting, but also that there was no certain evidence (e.g., Kortright 1943, 
Johnsgard 1975, Bellrose 1976, Palmer 1976, Baldassarre 2014, Reeber 2015). 

This speculation has included Alaska as a potential location for breeding 
since the earliest days of ornithological work in the state. Robert Ridgway 
informed Freke (1882) that the species bred in the Aleutian Islands, but Freke 
did not elaborate on what had changed since his earlier correspondence, in 
which Ridgway had described it simply as “a rather common species in the 
Aleutians” (Freke 1881:374). At that point Ridgway had yet to visit Alaska 
and was himself relying on information supplied by other naturalists (e.g., L. 
M. Turner, E. W. Nelson) working on behalf of the Smithsonian Institution. 
Summarizing work on Alaska birds from 1877 to 1881, Nelson (1887:68) 
stated that he was “inclined to believe that it breeds in the Aleutian chain,” 
going further than he had in his 1883 summary (Nelson 1883). He apparently 
based this later assumption on nothing more than the absence of mainland 
records to the north of the Aleutians. Thus, in his estimation, the birds seen 
in the Aleutians must be stopping there to nest. Baird et al. (1884) and the 
first two editions of the AOU Check-list (1886, 1895) stated unequivocally, 
but without elaboration, that the species bred in the Aleutians. It seems likely 
that Ridgway, Baird, and the AOU were all simply relaying versions of Nelson’s 
information. This treatment was short-lived. Cooke (1906:28) stated that the 
Eurasian Wigeon “was not known to breed anywhere in the Western Hemi-
sphere” (presumably to include the entire Aleutian Island chain), and by the 
third AOU Check-list (1910) reference to breeding had been dropped. Neither 
Phillips (1923) nor Hasbrouck (1944) was able to trace any actual evidence 
that it had ever bred in the Aleutians, Gabrielson and Lincoln (1959:169) 
described its status in the Aleutians as “somewhat uncertain,” and Gibson 
and Byrd (2007:25) wrote that “no behavior suggested nesting.” Similarly, the 
Eurasian Wigeon is not known to nest on the Commander Islands (Stejneger 
1885, Johansen 1961, Palmer 1976, Gibson and Byrd 2007; cf. AOU 1957). 

Sporadic mentions of nesting in Greenland (AOU 1931, Peters and Bur-
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leigh 1951, Palmer 1976) were never reflected in treatises on Greenland birds 
(Reinhardt 1861, Winge 1898, Salomonsen 1951, Boertmann 1994) or on 
those of the western Palearctic (Vaurie 1965, Cramp 1977), and to date there 
is no evidence that the Eurasian Wigeon has nested there (D. Boertmann in 
litt. 2022). Speculation that it might nest in northern Canada can be traced 
back to a 19th century error in which Baird et al. (1884:519) stated that John 
Richardson “was confident that this species occurs in the wooded districts 
of the Fur Country, and that it breeds northward to lat. 68°N”—a statement 
repeated by Phillips (1923) and Fournier and Hines (1996). This assertion was 
perhaps a case of confusion with Mareca americana, however, as evidenced 
by the remarkably similar passage in Swainson and Richardson (1831:436): 
“Mareca Americana, breed in the woody districts up to their most northern 
limits, in latitude 68°.” Swainson and Richardson (ibid.) did not mention 
Mareca penelope; indeed, their Fauna Boreali-Americana was published 
more than a decade before the first records of that species in North America 
(Hasbrouck 1944, Watson 1970), and Richardson’s last trip to North America 
ended in 1849. 

The Eurasian Wigeon is now known in the western and central Aleutians 
in every month of the year. Numbers there are largest during fall and spring 
migration when flocks of up to a dozen have been the norm, with occasional 
high counts to 30–50, exceptionally 100+ (Kessel and Gibson 1978, Gibson 
and Byrd 2007); numbers vary from year to year (ibid.; see also Stejneger 
1885). After the first week in June records are far less numerous (Gibson and 
Byrd 2007). The level of previous ornithological work in the Aleutian Islands 
makes it unlikely that nesting Eurasian Wigeon would have been missed in 
the past had they done so with regularity or in significant numbers (i.e., in 
the numbers in which they were present in 2022). However, it is also a near 
certainty that they have nested there before. White et al. (1977) reported 
courtship behavior and copulation at Amchitka, and the female of a pair 
collected on 18 May 1973 (UAM 2560, 2561) had developing ovarian follicles 
(up to 7 mm in diameter) and a “well-developed” incubation patch. In 1973 
there were “unusually” large numbers on Amchitka, with as many as 16 pairs 
observed on the eastern portion of the island (C. M. White in litt. 2022), an 
area with only four pairs in 1972 (Gibson and Byrd 2007). Breeding by the 
Eurasian Wigeon in the Aleutians may have been sporadic, involving small 
numbers in years when enough birds were present to stimulate nesting. This 
phenomenon presumably managed to go unproven in the past because of the 
discreet behavior of nesting and brooding birds, because many observers had 
completed seasonably brief field work by the time young would have become 
visible on water bodies, because of the relative scarcity of appropriate wetland 
nesting habitat in much of the Aleutians (see Figure 2), and because the fo-
cus of much ornithological work in the Aleutians has been on seabirds (e.g., 
Alcidae, Laridae) or on single species (e.g., Rock Ptarmigan Lagopus muta; 
Lapland Longspur Calcarius lapponicus). Outlining the extent and frequency 
of nesting by the Eurasian Wigeon will require continued observations.

It is, however, a phenomenon with parallels in the Aleutians. Other Asian 
species that have nested once or occasionally in the Aleutians include the 
Whooper Swan (Cygnus cygnus; Sykes and Sonneborn 1998), Common 
Snipe (Gallinago gallinago; Gibson and Byrd 2007), Common Sandpiper 
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(Actitis hypoleucos; ibid.), Wood Sandpiper (Tringa glareola; White et al. 
1974, Gibson and Byrd 2007), White-tailed Eagle (Haliaeetus albicilla; To-
bish and Balch 1987), White Wagtail (Motacilla alba lugens; Wagner 1991, 
Gibson and Byrd 2007), and Brambling (Fringilla montifringilla; Sykes and 
Sonneborn 1998). The Garganey (Spatula querquedula), Lesser Sand-Plover 
(Charadrius mongolus), Eurasian Skylark (Alauda arvensis), and Olive-
backed Pipit (Anthus hodgsoni) may have done so as well (see Gibson and 
Byrd 2007), and the Hoary Redpoll (Acanthis hornemanni) reaches and nests 
in the western Aleutians from the Old World (it is virtually unknown in the 
eastern Aleutians; ibid.). The Lapland Longspur subspecies from the Com-
mander Islands (Calcarius lapponicus coloratus) has nested at Attu Island 
(Gibson 1986), and the Old World Green-winged Teal (Anas crecca crecca) is 
a widespread breeder in the Aleutians (Gibson and Withrow 2015). Many of 
these instances of extralimital or peripheral nesting happen after larger than 
normal numbers of spring migrants reach the islands, often appearing to be 
driven by weather such as storms.

The number of American Wigeon breeding in Alaska increased tenfold 
from the mid-1950s to the early 2010s, in an apparent northward shift away 
from the historically high densities in the prairie pothole region (Mini et al. 
2020). That species might now nest at least occasionally in the Russian Far 
East, in Chukotka (e.g., Brazil 2009 and see below). Extralimital records of the 
American Wigeon appear to have increased as well in Japan (Brazil 1991)—
where it was formerly a “casual winter straggler” (OSJ 1974:51), then widely 
recorded as an irregular visitor (OSJ 2000, 2012), and by 2012 on Hokkaido 
simply a “passage visitor” (OSJ 2012:19–20). I did not find detailed informa-
tion on the Eurasian Wigeon’s population size or distribution trends in east 
Asia, but, broadly speaking, numbers there appear to have been smaller in the 
first two decades of the 21st century than the last decade of the 20th (Wetlands 
International 2022). The increase in western North American records of the 
Eurasian Wigeon since the 1960s (e.g., Edgell 1984, Campbell et al. 1990, Wahl 
et al. 2005) thus may be a reflection more of opportunities for Eurasian Wi-
geon to associate and migrate with increased numbers of American Wigeon 
in Alaska and the Bering Strait region than of any particular change in the 
status and distribution of the Eurasian on the northwest periphery of North 
America. 	

There is no evidence to support the idea that Eurasian Wigeon migrating 
through (or nesting in) the western and central Aleutians (where far more 
numerous than in the eastern Aleutians) are en route to and from North 
America (Gibson and Byrd 2007; cf. Edgell 1984). They are simply reaching 
the eastern edge of normal (if peripheral) north/south movements within the 
East Asian Flyway (see Gibson and Byrd 2007) and are unlikely to fully explain 
the numbers encountered on the west coast of North America (American Wi-
geon are extremely scarce in the western and central Aleutian Islands; ibid.). 
The U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s estimates of Eurasian Wigeon harvested 
in the Pacific Flyway (e.g., Johnsgard 2010, Olson 2021) are almost certainly 
too high (see Padding and Andrew 2012), but they evidence a prevalence 
high enough to consistently show up in patterns of harvest. It is doubtful 
that rare and/or sporadic nesting in the Aleutians, probably mostly still in the 
eastern hemisphere (west of Amchitka Pass at 180°), produces the numbers 
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of Eurasian Wigeon observed on the west coast of North America annually. 
A more likely scenario is that birds on the west coast include a significant 
proportion of direct migrants from Asia (Grinnell et al. 1918, Palmer 1976). 
Some of them clearly do not return to their presumptive place of origin in 
summer, as evidenced by the considerable number of June and July records, 
not only in Alaska away from the Aleutian Islands/Bering Sea, but elsewhere 
in North America (e.g., https://eBird.org; see Ashe 2021). Nearly all of these 
birds are males. 	

This male bias may arise through identification issues (females are much 
harder to identify) and/or female-biased philopatry (see Anderson et al. 
1992). This “failure to return” on the part of (at least) males is likely part of 
the explanation for the relatively high number of hybrid wigeon observed 
in North America (e.g., Reeber 2015). Most of these hybrids appear to have 
Mareca penelope as the male parent (Rohwer et al. 2022). Hybridization 
between these two wigeons has been in evidence since some of the very first 
North American specimens were taken on the east coast of the continent 
(Watson 1970), long before the increase on the west coast (Edgell 1984). 
Similarly, genetic data point to a long history of gene exchange between these 
two taxa (Peters et al. 2014, McLaughlin et al. 2020), with estimated gene-flow 
rates of ~30 individuals going in one direction or the other per generation 
(ibid.). This number is smaller than the number of observed hybrids in North 
America because it represents a long-term evolutionary average of effective 
genetic migrants (that is, unreflective of evolutionary dead ends, among other 
factors related to its estimation in genetic models; see Luikart et al. 2010). 
Some of this hybridization may occur in the Russian Far East’s Anadyr River 
valley (Kulikova and Zhuravlev 2010 and citations therein), and hybrids ap-
pear to be regular in coastal east Asia as well (photographs at https://eBird.
org). The species could be hybridizing (at low frequency) nearly anywhere 
in North America and/or northeast Asia (e.g., see Fournier and Hines 1996). 
Isolating barriers between the two species, to the extent that they exist at all, 
appear very weak (Peters et al. 2014, McLaughlin et al. 2020, Rohwer et al. 
2022), and some authors would consider them subspecies (Winker 2021). 
The American Wigeon has not been documented nesting in the Aleutians 
(Gibson and Byrd 2007), although peripheral nesting there is possible with the 
concomitant potential for hybridization or intergradation with the Eurasian.
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