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A LARGE COLONY of birds is spectacular in any part of the world, 
but in the comparatively birdless landscape of the far north the huge 
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auk colonies are extraordinarily impressive. While in the higher 
latitudes the land can provide little in the way of food, the sea, un-
exploited for the greater part of the year, supports dense concentrations 
of animal plankton in the summer when the small planktonic plants, 
on which they feed, multiply. In regions north of the Atlantic the 
principal species to exploit this colossal source of food are the Briin-
nich's Guillemot (Uria lomvid) and the Little Auk {Plautus alii). The 
Little Auk or Dovekie is probably the more common of the two species 
within its breeding range from the western Palearctic to the eastern 
Nearctic and elsewhere its numbers are rivalled only by those of the 
tiny Least Auklet {Aetbia pusilld) of the north Pacific (Salomonsen 
1950, Fisher and Lockley 1954). 

The Little Auk breeds almost exclusively in the high arctic zone 
where its numerous colonies may vary in size from a few hundred pairs 
to well over a million (at Thule, Greenland). In the low arctic there 
are scattered groups of only a few breeding birds. These, however, 
are probably the remnants of much larger colonies that have been 
depleted as a result of the gradual warming up in the Arctic. There is 
no doubt that, within the last hundred years or so, numbers in southern 
Greenland and in Iceland have fallen markedly and some colonies have 
disappeared altogether (Foster et al. 1951, Salomonsen 1950). 

Little Auks nest in rock crevices and colonies are thus most often 
found in screes and in the talus collecting beneath crumbling cliffs. 
Arctic Foxes (A/opex lagopus) can easily clamber about such sites and 
so the birds nest as far into the collected stones as they can get—often 
more than a yard from the surface. However, the auks will also breed 
on cliffs that are sufficiently eroded or fissured and there the nests 
may be very close to the surface. Colonies may occur at any height 
from sea-level to over 1,500 feet—well above the snow-line. Although 
most are fairly near the open sea they can often be found far up valleys 
and into the fjords (where the birds do not usually feed); Longstaff 
(1924) mentioned a colony that was 20 miles inland. 

The lower colonies can often be detected from a great distance, as 
Lovenskiold (1954) points out, by the thick growth of yellow-green 
moss beneath them; this is mostly Dicranum, according to Salomonsen. 
Sometimes the higher colonies are also conspicuous from afar, when the 
snow around them has been stained red with droppings. As one gets 
closer, screams of seemingly hysterical witch-like laughter are brought 
on the wind and the birds themselves look rather like swarming insects 
as their flocks wheel in front of the colony (plate 46a). The laugh-like 
call, a shrill, descending chatter, is given only in the breeding season; 
it is noticeably "contagious" and when one bird calls others are also 
stimulated to do so. This description probably covers a variety of 
differently motivated calls; however, the one given as the birds wheel 
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in front of the colony appears to be associated with fear of a possible 
predator. 

Although the Little Auk can be quite tame and is thus not a difficult 
bird to watch at some of its more accessible colonies, surprisingly little 
is known about its behaviour. The birds begin to arrive on their 
breeding grounds in April and May (Clarke 1898, Salomonsen 1950), 
but after spending a short while at the colony they depart for the sea 
and return again a few days later; such flights from the colony are 
repeated several times. This sort of behaviour seems to occur in many 
sea-birds at the beginning of the breeding season. To begin with, the 
Little Auks are clearly frightened when they land in the colony-to-be, 
but the fear gradually wanes or becomes subordinated to an increasingly 
strong drive to reproduce. By the beginning of June they have settled 
permanently in their colonies and the first eggs are laid about ten days 
later. Nothing is known about pair-formation, but Foster et al. 
(1951) describe a display which may be a part of courtship. The birds 
face one another, bow and then shake their heads, probably rubbing 
bills as they do so. 

Normally only one egg is laid; this is incubated by both sexes. 
The chick (plate 47b) remains within the nest hole until a few days 
before it is due to depart from the colony in the latter half of August. 
At the end of the fledging period many chicks are to be seen at the 
hole-entrances flapping their wings; needless to say, at the slightest 
sign of any danger they scuttle back inside. 

Not surprisingly, the Little Auk, numerous as it is, has attracted a 
large number of predators. Of these the most persistent and devasta
ting are the Glaucous Gull (Larus hyperboreus) (plate 47a), the Arctic 
Fox and, in Greenland, Man. Most colonies of any size have at least 
a few pairs of Glaucous Gulls nesting near-by. The auks are really 
safe only in their nest holes, for the big gulls can catch them on the 
wing with comparative ease. If an auk attempts to escape by diving 
into the sea, its pursuer has been seen to hover over the surface 
watching its progress under water and attacking it as soon as it comes 
up for air (Bent 1919); more commonly, however, the gull settles on 
the sea and appears somewhat mystified when the Little Auk surfaces 
some twenty yards from it. The gulls take their greatest toll from the 
recently fledged birds, evidently finding them much easier to catch on 
the wing (Lovenskiold 1954). Thus there is a strong premium on a 
synchronised departure from the colony by the young auks. The 
Arctic Fox manages to dig out a few nests, but also lies in wait in the 
colony and pounces on incoming auks. The foxes are so successful 
that Braestrup (1941) believes that in districts such as Thule in Green
land, where the Little Auk is particularly abundant, they feed ex
clusively on these birds in summer; they even build up caches of dead 
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auks that provide a large part of their winter food as well. Like the 
Glaucous Gull and the Arctic Fox, some of the Greenland Eskimos 
are almost entirely dependent on the Little Auk colonies for food 
(Salomonsen 1950). Other less important predators are the Arctic 
Skua (Stercorarius parasiticus) and, in Greenland, the Gyr Falcon (Fake 
rusticolus) and Raven (Corvus corax). Nor is the Little Auk safe in the 
sea where it is liable to be snapped up by large fish and seals; it has 
even been found in the stomach of the White Whale (Delphinapterus 
leucas) (Bent 1919). 

At sea the Little Auk is found most commonly near the pack ice 
where the small planktonic Crustacea on which it feeds (principally 
Copepoda, Mysidacea, Amphipoda and Euphausiacia) are most 
plentiful. When the bird dives in search of food it usually stays 
submerged for about half a minute, during which time it may swim a 
considerably horizontal distance while remaining comparatively near 
the surface. The majority of the planktonic animals on which the 
Little Auk feeds rise to the surface waters only during the night (see 
Hardy 1956) and, indeed, at their colonies the birds do appear to be 
coming and going more frequently at that time; Foster et al. (1951) 
found that in Iceland the auks were most active between 10 p.m. and 
4 a.m. In the continuous daylight of the Arctic summer the detection 
of plankton would not be such a problem, but it is not known how 
the birds find their food on winter nights. By whatever means the 
plankton may be caught, it is collected in a pouch opening beneath 
the tongue. This throat pouch, which can be greatly distended with 
food (plate 44b), is very noticeable in plates 43-45. The similar pouches 
that are found in other auklets (Aethia) (Portenko 1934) are probably 
homologous. Since this is one of several characters that are shared 
by the Little Auk and the auklets, there may be closer affinities between 
these species than is suggested by spreading them among several 
genera. 

In the Antarctic the niche occupied by the auks in the Arctic is 
filled by the diving petrels (Pelecanoididae) (Murphy 1936). The 
convergence between the two groups is remarkable, but especially 
striking is the similarity between the Little Auk and the Magellanic 
Diving Petrel (Velecanoides magellani). Not only are both species highly 
adapted for feeding under water, but also the petrel's plumage bears a 
marked resemblance to the winter plumage of the Little Auk. 

The details of the Little Auk's summer plumage can be seen clearly 
in plates 43-45. The winter plumage is illustrated by plate 48; the 
black (really very dark brown) feathers of the throat, breast and ear-
coverts are replaced by a rather smudgy white. Although the rapid 
wing beat is typical of the auks (giving the illusory impression that 
they are flying very fast), the Little Auk, as The Handbook points out, 
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looks almost like some odd Passerine at a distance. This, together 
with the combination of small size (plates 43 and 48) and stumpy bill 
(plate 44a), make mis-identification unlikely. Nevertheless, an inex
perienced observer might be misled by immature Puffins (Fratercula 
articd) and Razorbills (Aka tordd) which have much smaller bills than 
the adults; even so, their bills are not short and stumpy. 

By the beginning of September the Little Auks have all departed 
from the colony and are gradually moving south. Although they 
winter up to the southern limit of the firm ice they begin to appear in 
the middle of the Atlantic by mid-October and enormous numbers 
winter over the Grand Bank of Newfoundland (Rankin and Duffey 
1948). According to Rankin and Duffey, the Little Auk avoids the 
Gulf Stream, presumably because the warm current is much poorer in 
plankton. 

Small numbers of Little Auks occur round British coasts throughout 
the winter, but the majority of ornithologists are likely to come across 
them only at the time of their "wrecks" when odd ones can even occur 
far inland. The associated "flights", when large numbers of birds 
migrate south, are seen much more clearly on the eastern coast of the 
United States (Snyder 1953). The ultimate cause for the flights and 
wrecks, which occur only at the southern limit of the winter range, is 
still not properly understood. The proximate cause for the wrecks is 
almost certainly high wind. This causes turbulence in the surface 
waters where the auks feed and, as a consequence, the plankton do not 
come up so far in their daily vertical migrations. A failure in food 
supply would account for the starved condition of the wrecked birds, 
as Murphy and Vogt (1933) and Sergeant (1952) have suggested. 
However, Murphy and Vogt obtained evidence that birds found in 
the early stages of the 1932 wreck, which lasted for several days, were 
not starved. The explanation might be that the auks normally allow 
themselves to drift with the storm, but, on finding themselves up 
against a lee-shore, attempt to battle against the wind and draw 
fatally on their stores of energy. Probably the indirect effect of the 
wind, through the food supply, and the direct effect on the birds them
selves both play a part. All this does not explain why wrecks do not 
occur in the northern part of the wintering range where storms are, 
if anything, more common, or why the Little Auks should move south 
from their normal wintering area to more temperate latitudes in some 
years and not in others. Murphy and Vogt suggested that there might 
be a periodic build up in the Little Auk's numbers that could be 
relieved only by a destructive migration southwards comparable to 
the mass movements of the Lemmings (Lemmas lemmus). However, 
Fisher and Lockley (1954) analysed the occurrence of flights and 
wrecks and found that they were quite irregular so that this explanation 
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would appear to be unlikely. Possibly prolonged bad weather in the 
North Atlantic and the consequent shortage of food drives the birds 
south. Other factors not directly connected with storms might 
adversely affect the planktonic population so that there was no longer 
enough food to support all the auks in their normal wintering area. 
Whatever the cause, the active southerly movements (the flights) are 
well known (Snyder i960); these may or may not be followed by a 
wreck. In warmer waters the concentration of plankton is lower and 
more patchy and although the immigrants probably survive in calm 
weather a storm, which would not seriously affect them further north, 
might cause their mass destruction in temperate latitudes. 
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P L A T E 4 3 . Little Auk {Plautus alle), Spitsbergen, July 1957—little larger than a 
Starling (this is near life size), black and white but for deep brown head and breast. 
Its short neck, stumpy bill and food-packed throat give it a frog-like look. The 
set-back legs are an adaptation to marine life (pages 272-277) {photo: W. Puchalski) 



P L A T E 44 . Little Auks (Plautus alle), Spitsbergen, July 1957. The close-up 
shows the small bill, the dense feathering typical of water birds, and the patch 
which, from afar, looks like the white of the eye. Below, full and empty throat 
pouches show how much food can thus be carried (page 275) {photos: W. Puchalski) 



P L A T E 4 5 . Little Auks {Plautus alle), Spitsbergen, July 1957. Above, pair in 
two common rest attitudes, on the tarsi and on the belly; male and female look 
alike. Below, scapulars are lined and secondaries tipped with white ; wings seem 
long in flight, but actually do not extend beyond the tail {photos: W. Puchalski) 



P L A T E 4 6 . Little Auks (Plautus alle), Spitsbergen, July 1957. A fraction of the 
colony wheeling round; colonies may number many thousands (page 273). The 
slender wings move very fast and give a false impression of speedy flight. Below, 
off-duty birds grouped in the sun on rocks near the colony (photos: W. Puchalski) 



P L A T E 47A. One 

of the most serious 
predators of Little 
Auks (Plautus alle) 
is the Glaucous Gull 
(JLarus hyperboreus); 
this bird can easily 
catch them on the 
wing. Nearly every 
colony is terrorised 
by at least a few 
pairs nesting not 
far off (page 274) 

P L A T E 47B. Young 
Little Auk a few 
days old (note the 
egg tooth). It is 
brown-black above 
and on the throat, 
and paler below. It 
has been taken from 
the unlined crevice 
which serves as the 
nest, deep in the 
talus (page 273) 
{photos: W. Puchalski) 



P L A T E 4 8 . Little Auk (Plautus alle) in winter, Kent, Decem
ber 1955. Now the breast, throat and ear-coverts are a 
rather smudgy white, though this colour is often purer than 
it appears here. The white eye-patch, scapular streaks and 
tips to the secondaries stay the same. Comparison with the 
two hands illustrates the small size {photos: G. R. Shannon) 
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