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Guides James Petersen and Peg Abbott, with 10 great participants: Tim, 

Norma, Susan, John, Carol, Signe, Chuck, Cindy, David, Carol, Jeff, 

Melinda, and Betsy. 

Thursday, May 28 – Welcome to Nome!  Local Birding | Penny River  

Late May and early June are traditional times for the dramatic arrival of spring, with ice break-up 
on the coast and inland lakes and rivers happening in that time. This year, from the plane we could 
see blue ocean water, a totally open harbor, and ice only clinging to the point at Teller. There was 
far less snow pack than in any year we have visited. Spring had arrived in Nome, and we would 
experience sunny-bright 50–60-degree days, many with little wind! And again unusual, all three 
roads fanning out into the tundra from Nome were passable.  

Our base for the tour is the modern Aurora Hotel, which had seen extensive refurbishing since 
Peg’s last visit. A fun coffee bar is now open mornings in the lobby. We were able to check in, get 
organized (so nice to unpack once!) and get our rental vehicles.  

All but two of our group had arrived early to Nome, and they had explored town, seeing the 
famous finish line for the iconic Iditarod Race, the Visitor Center which was helpful with maps and 
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information, and the Bering Land Bridge National Park Visitor Center with all new exhibits and 
some high-quality videos describing the significance and ecology of the region. Rather than wait 
to meet up at the welcome dinner, we started our birding that morning. Our plan was to bird 
several areas close to Nome and work our way out the Teller Road as far as Penny River, an area 
which hosts extensive willow habitat. 

The first stop at Cemetery Pond should have signaled what an amazing week it would be. We 
were barely out of the vans when someone called out, “Beaver”. Right in front of us a Beaver was 
swimming, then worked its way to the edge of the pond where it started climbing up. In this land 
of no trees Beavers seem to thrive only on willow. A large culvert with rushing water seemed 
ominous, indeed Chuck told us about a science podcast he had listened to which described 
Beavers as unable to not respond to the sound of rushing water. In a series of experiments, 
researchers put playback of the sound where there was only still water and Beavers quickly built 
a dam around the sound box! 

The pond was bird-rich and we were identifying Greater Scaup, Long-tailed Duck, and Red-necked 
Phalaropes when a cow Moose came out of the willows, running across the marsh towards town! 
We watched it jumped a stretch of open water, and head up to thread through some large 
shipping containers in an industrial lot, only to turn around and return. We got distracted from 
this amazing Moose watching when her path crossed that of two Bar-tailed Godwits, those 
champions of migration known to fly 10 days non-stop over ocean waters, through all kinds of 
weather, round trip each year to New Zealand. We admired them in the scope, but moved off 
quickly for views of our first Sandhill Crane, and… a Red Fox!  Just under the cemetery these two 
fed where dense willows where the slope broke out to a marshy plain. We had Red-throated 
Loons calling and flying overhead and by this time were on sensory overload! 

Our next stop was the cemetery where several spruce trees invited incoming migrants and 
residents with shelter. Here were our first views of Redpoll, overhead flew acrobatic Long-tailed 
Jaegers, and to our amazement, at least 35 Pectoral Sandpipers were just feet away from us 
feeding, so hungry they were oblivious to our wanderings. We stuck to the main roads to be 
respectful, but the Pectorals were close to these paths, as was a sleeping Long-billed Dowitcher. 

We continued on to another pond to admire more phalaropes and a pair of soon to be Red-necked 
Grebes. We passed a pond with a wrecked airplane, but heard from our local guide Carol the next 
day it had wrecked elsewhere and been hauled there for evacuation training for the local EMS 
and fire responders. A nesting Red-throated Loon in its shadow held steady. We had fun getting 
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glimpses into Alaskan life, by the amount of material in yards and lots we could see that once an 
object gets to Nome, it never goes away… 

Just past the wrecked plane pond, we spied our first Musk Oxen, with a group split on both sides 
of the road. This improbable mammal was high on everyone’s wish list to see, and with new calves 
peeking out of their mother's skirts they put on quite a show. Most had no idea that we would 
see them daily and have time to watch so much behavior. It was wonderful to park and just take 
them in.  

Out on the Teller Road heading to Penny River, we had a distant raptor sighting. Peg spotted it up 
on the rocks. We aimed our scopes but it was still far. By shape, perched and preening, we decided 
it was a Gyrfalcon. John stayed back and continued a watch to work out the face pattern and he 
was convinced as well. Like all rock outcrops around Nome, multiple species of raptor vie for their 
use. On the way back a pair of Rough-legged Hawk had reclaimed the rocks, larger and more 
robust in form – neither appeared to be nesting. 

Driving onward, we got to see a mother Moose with a very young calf, then at the river, Northern 
Waterthrush, Wilson’s and Orange-crowned Warblers in the willows, and (glory be!) the resident 
American Dipper. It had been elusive for others but we had spot on views with photo and video 
opportunities. 

Time to head home. But we had to stop when James’s van spotted a Moose so pale they named 
it the Spirit Moose, so striking! We were eager to greet our last two, Chuck and Signe. They had 
arrived so our flock was complete and we enjoyed a good dinner with introductions at Milanos, 
a well-run and welcoming local restaurant. We booked the back room so we could have 
introductions. Peg and James did a bit of an overview and we had fun hearing from everyone 
about their previous experiences in the north and their hopes for the trip. 

Friday, May 29 – Road to Teller |34 Mile Ridge| Wooley Lagoon Entry Road  

We’ve ventured west of town today heading out the road to Teller with the intention of 
experiencing the first half of this road well and then we pick up the second half later in the week. 
As Sydney and Chuck had not been with us yesterday, we made a few stops heading out so they 
could see them too. The courting Red-necked Loons did not disappoint us. Carol Gales, a local 
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historian and birding guide joined us for the day. She had lived in Nome for 30 years and had so 
much knowledge to share with us. 

We stopped briefly for the herd of Musk Oxen on Center Creek Road. Today’s almost 3000 Musk 
Ox on the Seward Peninsula originate from a reintroduction along the Feather River (near Wooley 
Lagoon) in 1970. Musk Ox are more closely related to goats than to cattle; its closest relative is 
the Takin of Asia. While starting off in more temperate environments, since the Pliocene their 
evolution has enabled them to thrive in cold environments where their two layered fur affords 
them supreme adaptability. The soft dense undercoat, known as Qiviut (one of the warmest and 
most luxurious fibers in the world) was just starting to be shed.  

We continued on, past dog kennels of a local musher. We wanted to check some upland tundra 
at Mile 34 where we hoped to find nesting shorebirds. Carol Giles, a talented local guide, was 
with us today, eager to tell us about Nome, its history, wildlife, landscapes and birds. Mile 34 was 
one of her favorite places, and its backdrop of sweeping views down to the Bering Sea near 
Wooley Lagoon enchanted us too. We quickly spied Rock Ptarmigan, still wearing their winter 
white, highly visible in this low-snow year. We were looking for Red Knots, known to nest here 
and the subject of a long-term study, but found instead a surprise, Buff-breasted Sandpiper! Not 
one but four, two separate pairs with males intent on courting. Up on the ridge, and off to our 
right, were males with wings stretched upright, turning and twisting them in excited waving. 
James was beside himself – so happy to see this often-filmed but hard to witness behavior - but 
he held forth and managed to grab a memorable video through the scope. John commented but 
he and Carol had just seen this behavior on a video about the Arctic they watched ahead of the 
tour and never thought they would get to see it. Several biologists in our group felt the same way, 
including Peg. Carol had seen Buff-breasted Sandpipers in Nome, but not the display, and she was 
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thrilled too. We watched them until they stop displaying and wondered off in search of food. We 
did find Red Knots as well but they had been overshadowed! 

Upon this wonderland, we also found Snow Buntings, males crisp in their black and white 
breeding plumage. We had at least three pairs, hanging around existing snowfields. We also in 
time found a total of four Red Knots, two of them color banded, one we could read the code to 
report back to the researchers. We watched American Golden Plover and Lapland Longspurs do 
sky displays above the open terrain. It was an adventure driving up on the bench and back down, 
we made the most of our time up there and also enjoyed our field lunch, served out of the back 
of the vehicle. Peg had brought up coolers of treats, only to find the grocery in Nome much 
transformed since her last visit, but her stash of Trader Joes nibblies were enjoyed by all. 

Our next stop was down the road to Wooley Lagoon in the section we were allowed to be in 
(respecting King Island Native Corporation residents who have summer homes here and fish and 
hunt the lagoon and sea) and we looked for Black-bellied Plovers which favor this gravelly riverbed 
and dry tundra combination. Keen-eyed James spied one, bright in breeding plumage. It stood 
out in silvery tones – so crisp and absolutely beautiful. Betsy and Melinda commented on how 
magical it was to see species they know as drab wintering birds – finally up close and persona in 
breeding attire! Soon we also spotted a close Pacific Golden Plover and Tim marveled at the rich 
color - its pattern standing bold like brilliant gold beads on the patterned back, surrounded by 
emerging tundra flowers. Beauty was a BIG part of our days, and most rewarding.  

We had seen so much, and were only half way out the road. Carol gave almost continuous 
commentary that helped us understand the area, and she switched to the other van going home 
so she could share more local information and help with spotting. On the way back we had great 
looks at Rough-legged Hawks and a distant Moose. Dinner was at Airport Pizza, owned by the 
same person as Milano’s, but with more of a brew-pub atmosphere, which several took advantage 
of. Fun and a great day! 

Saturday, May 30 - Kougarok Rd and the Great Coffee Dome Curlew Hike 

The Kougarok Road starts and the Bering Sea and traverses some of the finest scenery imaginable. 
We had two days on it, and today would push on to its near-end passing ice-encased rivers and 
glacial carve valleys and massive Salmon Lake.  
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We had breakfast at 7AM and left at 8AM for our grand adventure hiking up Coffee Dome in 
search of Bristle-thighed Curlew. There is a narrow window upon their arrival to see them do 
skyward flights, singing distinctive calls, making them much easier to find and this week was 
prime. Several groups have reported them that entry points of Safety Lagoon and on the ridge at 
mile 22 on the Teller Highway (we had checked to no avail yesterday) so we knew birds were likely 
in place upon the dome the most accessible breeding location for this range-restricted species. 
Now that counts the US for a list some people choose to see them lounging on golf courses in the 
winter months. But here in Alaska to see them in reading action one has to hike through dense 
tundra to gain appreciation of the species. 

Of note, on our final wrap up of tour favorites, this adventure proved to be the favorite of almost 
everyone because it immersed us in such splendid scenery, it was challenging and we were 
successful only with effort. It is a haul to get up there, 72 miles on the gravel road, but the views 
along the way were sublime. We had the dome today all to ourselves with no other birders, and 
we were able to climb at own pace. We spent a lot of time on one bird, likely a female due to no 
calling and a lot of walking, feeding… We were thinking it had the markings of a Bristle-thighed 
Curlew, but were not 100%, so James ventured over with his camera and took more photos and 
thought oh, probably a Hudsonian Whimbrel, sigh. Later, it would prove to be a curlew, but we 
didn’t know it at the time – all good news though as we’d also heard Whimbrels below, we wanted 
to use caution. Peg encouraged everyone to venture on. We’ve come a long way, and we still had 
time so we wandered further up unto ridge, delighted by sightings of three reindeer who were 
obviously enjoying the spring vegetation. Probably they were escapees from a domestic herd, or 
perhaps just on summer pasture, but at first, they were wary of us, ran away, but then settled in 
and continued grazing. We were hoping maybe they would put the curlews up they did not. 

Carol found another curlew/whimbrel in the distance, and Peg suggested we walked that 
direction since it was at least a good find and a possibility. Unfortunately, it disappeared down 
the slope and while we enjoyed watching Long-tailed Jaegers our time had started to feel 
pressing. At this point we split up with one group swinging with James roaming wide, and the 
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other starting down or directly. Peg and John were in the near group, heading straight downhill 
and they might have walked right into a bedded female Bristle-thighed Curlew if John hadn’t 
spotted it in the grass and said, “STOP”. There before us was a very settled bird, perhaps on a nest 
and we quietly radioed the others to come over as we kept a respectful distance. Even at this 
close range, working through every field mark, it was hard to feel 100% sure. The two species are 
very close in plumage. The bird did not move at all. We were determined not to disturb it so we 
accepted that we may never know for sure, and started down to our vans. A few lingered back, 
when all of us heard overhead the magical call of the male displaying. James called out “straight 
up!” and there was. It stayed in the sky and slowly came down within about 10 yards of the 
female. We were able to photograph them from a distance, with the two of them in one frame. 
It was a little confusing on whether they did a nests exchange or if he was just checking in, but 
she took off for a much-needed break. Peg thought it was early in the egg cycle and she didn’t 
need to do continuous incubation. We left the area and let them be - with big smiles on our faces. 
A Whimbrel called as we approached the van. 

It was late, after 2 PM (next time we’ll know to take sandwiches with us). The Peg quickly whipped 
out a celebratory field picnic all enjoyed. En route back, we watched a pair of Osprey at Kuzitrin 
River Bridge and found pairs of White-fronted Geese at a nearby lake. Both coming and going we 
enjoyed sightings of several Short-eared Owls, hunting, and perched. There were herds of Musk 
Oxen and a pair of Raven nesting on an abandoned construction crane. We saw Golden Eagles 
and we experienced sense of uninhabited space rare in this world. This road system was put into 
service the allure of gold mining. This mining continues today and the roads are maintained. 
Which in turn allows us access tundra habitat to witness species so hard to find. Breeding plumage 
Western Sandpapers popped up the road edge where they were also looking to nest. And Wilson’s 
Snipe and Willow Ptarmigan were “crazy” common. They were everywhere! Tim commented that 
if you projected this abundance away from the roads, across the uninhabited Seward Peninsula 
and farther out into Arctic Alaska, what those numbers are unimaginable. The Arctic has low 
diversity, but high density and here that concept was displayed before us. 

Our group had several wildlife biologists, now retired, but well trained and experienced in wildlife 
spotting. This gave us a lot of spotting power and was perhaps the secret of how we did so well 
on the tour. Everyone participated, and we watched many species because of keen eyes. Dave 
and Tim spotted the River Otter that moved from its perch on a bank into the river as we drove 
along. We found Wandering Tattler, Harlequin Ducks and more.  
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It was another fantastic day! And best of all, Peg had found a caterer in Nome, Mercie Patton of 
Clarkson’s Food was waiting for us with homemade spaghetti and fresh salad and scrumptious 
dessert, perfect after this long day to just walk down the stairs of our hotel and dine! We tallied 
up our species after dinner and were off to bed – though it was sunny and clear and so tempting 
to take a last look at the sea… 

Sunday, May 31 – Safety Lagoon  

The richest Birding hotspot in Nome is the vast area known as Safety Sound, where a long sandspit 
now shored up by huge rocks from the local quarry, creates shelter for a quiet lagoon that 
stretches a mile after a mile. Alongside the lagoon there are ponds with grass islands and mud 
flats, great habitat for feeding shorebirds at low tide. A bridge spans the outlet to the sea and 
provides a perfect elevated place to view.  

In May fingerling sized Dolly Varden are swimming out to sea, and where the lagoon outlet occurs, 
swarms of gulls and terns put on an acrobatic show feeding on them. Betsy and Melinda marveled 
at the number of Harlequin Ducks feeding along or resting by the shore, close to forty! The males 
were at peak color, stunning. Red-necked Phalaropes were bright too and busy spinning away, 
creating little invertebrate-catching vortexes they could pluck prey from. We saw hundreds of 
Brant Geese and some small Tavernier’s Cackling Geese. 

We read signs about the failure of the Last Trains to Nowhere and we each framed photos of the 
remains at this nostalgic site. A few of us got views of Aleutian Tern by Bonanza Channel - 
thankfully all caught up on good views of this long-distance migrant by the end of the week. 

We had experienced amazing sunny, calm weather but not today! An icy wind blew off the sea, 
and fog and clouds kept our scanning to closer views at times. It seemed like it would be a long 
time until the summer homes along the shore would be used by locals for family fun and feasts, 
time to dry fish and harvest berries… 
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We laughed as we toughed it out trying to sort the species, and taking rest stops at the “Last Prius 
(pee-us?) to Nowhere. But a picnic was not sounding prime and Peg asked the Safety Roadhouse 
manager if we could bring our picnic in, with plans to order hot drinks and a few food items (some 
were just hungry for a gourmet hot dog). She was most welcoming and shared stories with us of 
her life and her days with the Iditarod Race and how all that worked. We had brought a Mercie 
Patton (Clarkson Foods) catered lunch, enjoying in this refugia still hot pulled pork sandwiches 
and a big garden salad, with homemade cookies. 

We had fun soaking in the ambiance. This is the last major vet check and stop before the 22-mile 
run into Nome and the finish line of the famous Iditarod Race each March. The walls were lined 
with signed dollar bills, photos and memorabilia. After lunch, in the back room where mushers 
and dog handlers can rest, John gave a talk on the ecology and distribution of Brant. He had maps 
of migration routes and shared personal stories of his own research. And what a perfect setting, 
presenting under the banner of the Iditarod! Watching Brant later before we returned, we had a 
better appreciation of their behaviors and watched them gritting. 

When we went back out, we admired at Least 300 Tundra Swans in this shallower end of the 
lagoon where vegetation tubers they prefer grow in abundance. We had a terrific, species rich 
day! 

Monday, June 1 – Return to Salmon Lake  

We left after breakfast (with James and Peg offering and delivering specialty coffees) and our 
timing proved fortuitous revealing a “National Geographic Moment” to be long remembered. 
Along Center Creek Road we found the same herd of Musk Oxen and still not satiated with 
watching them, we pulled over. To the east of our parking spot on the side the road, on the open 
part of the hill, above a thick grove of Willow a drama was unfolding and we had front row seats. 
A very determined Red Fox kept going between three mothers and two calves, intent on 
something we couldn’t determine. Was it a placenta stashed in the bushes? Did it have its own 
den entry being blocked by these furry behemoths? We did not understand the reasons, but we 
watch the intent fox repeatedly circle around and cut through the herd. The lead female ran it off 
repeatedly, and all three females responded by bunching tightly together protecting the small 
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calves. They stood their guard and eventually the fox trotted away. They held tight around the 
calves – a protective strategy that has worked for over 600,000 years – this felt like our own 
personal documentary in real live and amazing to see! Indeed, all week we would be watching 
these Pleistocene relicts take tundra naps and munch a fantastic mix of vegetation.  

We then took the Dexter Cutoff Road with hopes of spotting Grizzly Bear. This low snow winter 
may have made that more difficult; we found none in the lower elevation areas near Nome. We 
did find numerous Wilson’s Warbler, Orange-crowned Warbler and Willow Ptarmigan. A Rough-
legged Hawk put on a good show overhead. We found a Moose it seemed to be down by one of 
the cabins, perhaps a safe place for the night. We also admired local life, construction of a home 
with two encased shipping containers and several Musk Ox hides out to dry.  

We met the main Kougarok Road to continue on and between Mile 11 and 12 had a very 
cooperative Northern Shrike posing on utility wires by a small cabin. We walked by the big beaver 
pond at Banner Creek with Wilson’s Snipes winnowing all around, scope views of them perched 
on rooftops. Northern Waterthrush, and both Wilson’s and Northern Yellow Warbler were 
common. We soon had a radio call from Greg Smith, retired Naturalist Journeys guide of 100+ 
tours including Nome, who was here with friend Mike in front of us saying he had a singing Arctic 
Warbler on the left side of the road. A June 1st arrival was super early for this species, wow! We 
made a dash since this is normally a late arriving and guides were not sure we would even see 
them this trip. But it seems like an early wave came in, and there were reporting on all three of 
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the roads. We got excellent views of this Old-World Warbler that crosses Siberia to reach here to 
breed. Wow! 

We continued on passing what we thought was a Rough-legged Hawk up that has taken over a 
former Golden Eagle nest. It was way down in the stick nest, with only the head protruding. John 
and Carol, lingering in Nome for a few days post tour, reported later they photographed it much 
more out of the nest and it was a Gyrfalcon, confirmed! Bringing our total then for the tour to 
three locations for this magnificent raptor. Once we hit the stony tundra, we saw Rock Ptarmigan 
and American Golden Plover. 

Alongside the road once past Grand Central Creek, adjacent to the road, we stopped to scan an 
open water lead of the mostly frozen Salmon Lake. There to our joy was finding a pair of Yellow-
billed Loon! Absolutely gorgeous. Swimming together in the middle of the lead, we could time 
their diving and watch them interact. They moved over to the edge of the ice and continued to 
feed there throughout our stay.  To see the large pattern of the checkerboard on the back and 
color of the bill so well – sweet! We finally left them to go to our picnic site. They let out the yodel 
as we packed up that we will long remember. 

We have been down to the campground before and spotted Bluethroat, an old-world passerine 
species that breeds here, so several got out to walk the road, hoping for second views. And others 
went down to the tables as we had a surprise in store for John Roser on his birthday. We laid out 
a picnic with lots of food and a very sweet chocolate cake procured at the Nome grocery store, 
complete with candles. It was a fun celebration and John ate the whole thing!  

We took the group photo at the edge of the lake, surrounded by beauty. There were Northern 
Pintails, Red-breasted Mergansers, and a pair of Pacific Loons here. Back by the picnic tables, we 
admired a Redpoll, spotted by Norma, on her nest, holding so steady few had noticed her. The 
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day had passed quickly and before we knew it, it was time to pack up and head home, making a 
few stops to look at raptors. Dinner was at Milano’s where Halibut Tempura was popular. Our 
species list was growing!  

Tuesday, June 2 – Nome Teller Highway | An Icy Playground 

Another sunny day, was this really Nome, Alaska? We had a catered breakfast with specialty 
coffees and were on our way, ready for adventure fortified by breakfast sandwiches and 
homemade muffins. We headed out the Teller Road, passing fairly quickly through areas we had 
previously explored. We could not resist a return to the ridge at mile 34 and were rewarded with 
finding a Surfbird in breeding plumage. This species likes rocky tundra where it can nest in 
crevices. We found dapper Snow Buntings and Red Knot, but this time no Buff-breasted 
Sandpiper, they were on their way further north to high arctic breeding areas. American Golden 
Plovers called overhead and this day we also heard, then found an American Pipit.  

Once past the Wooley Lagoon turnoff we were in all new terrain. This was vast Alaska, big views, 
huge glacial carved valleys, rushing rivers cascading through icy banks, and Long-tailed Jaegers 
and Willow Ptarmigan in abundance. Our goal was to get to the fishing and sealing subsistence 
village of Teller, and we decided to have our picnic ahead of arriving there, pulling off the roadside 
at a scenic location with views of distant pack ice in the Bering Sea. This terrain was impressive, 
on a scale hard to describe. In the distance we could see King Island beyond the pack ice. It was 
hard to imagine the heartiness of people that once wintered there, subsisting by hunting walrus, 
fishing, and marking ivory carvings when summer came and they traveled by kayak over to the 
lagoon and on to Nome.  

After crossing a high point, by the side of the road, James and Peg laid out a roadside feast, but 
what we did not expect was the company of a mama Moose with two calves. Greg spotted them 
and gave a call, urging everyone to get close to or in the vans for safety as mother Moose are 
often unpredictable. She came quite close before veering off into the tundra to avoid us, making 
a big circle running with ease on the spongy tundra, her young calves panting to keep up. Such 
resilience. They found their way back on the road for easy travel, but when a car came the 
opposite direction, it was too much and they left the road, melting into the terrain with ease.  
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We drove through Teller (a small village of about 250 native residents that has no services) and 
ventured out on the spit used to launch boats for fishing and hunting expeditions. This is a 
subsistence village and several trucks were parked there, men off to sea in fog so thick it was hard 
to see a hundred yards from shore. We had enjoyed lunch in the sun with grand vistas, then 
descended into fog that had no intention of clearing. It was mystical, with Pelagic Cormorants and 
Red-breasted Mergansers flying around, but no sign of distant seabirds, our hope in heading 
there. Our intrepid group lost no time in shifting gears, and they enjoyed the ice pack, small life 
like sea urchins in the polished rock, driftwood, taking photos with ice sculptures, watching 
Glaucous-winged Gulls melt into the landscape perched on ice-flows. Some of the sightings were 
ghoulish for us, not of this culture; hunting cast offs of seal heads, beaver skins, bones, seal 
intestines.  

Teller was once the site of a gold rush discovery along Bluestone Creek. It was hard to believe at 
one time 5000 people lived here. We were thrilled to get a good look at White Wagtail, which 
hopped up onto one of the river bridges. Driving back, we enjoyed watching a bushy-tailed Red 
Fox hunting and we stopped several times for scenic views. Mercie Patton had a wonderful dinner 
waiting for us, grilled meats cooked to perfection, so tender and flavorful, and a big tray of grilled 
vegetables of all sorts. With potatoes and salad and a berry dessert parfait that was divine. Time 
to unwind and reflect on quite a day.  

Wednesday, June 3 – Safety Sound to Council | Where Tundra Meets Trees 

Today was a full day, our plan to head 72 miles east to Council. In years past, snow would block 
the route, but in this low snow year, the road was open all the way, and there was very little snow 
upon the high pass crossed to reach there. 

We had birded Safety Sound in some detail a few days previous so our plan was just proceeding 
on and start stopping more often after the little community of Solomon where we had looked for 
Arctic Warbler. But a big convocation of tour vans with scopes facing the sea caused us to stop. 
To our collective amazement in the water and close to shore there were White-winged Scoters 
and mixed in with them a scooter recently split from White-winged that comes over to this side 
of the Arctic from Siberia, Stejneger’s Scoter. They are distinguished by a knob on the bill as their 
most distinctive characteristic, and that knob was most obvious seeing it this close. This was a call 
for high-fives all around, as this is a much-desired species, not easy to see, and when in flight 
figured out mainly by photographic documentation. What a great start to the day! 
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Peg was prone to check the rocks, and when gazing up on some high cliffs spotted a Golden Eagle 
perched regally on high. We kept going in anticipation of a second stop at a known eyrie of 
Gyrfalcon, quite an atypical nest on a bridge strut occupied once again this year was active. It is 
not visible from the bridge, better seen from afar, and stopping well beyond it we were able to 
get scopes on it to view without any disturbance. We suspected it was the big female on the nest. 
When she sat up, we could see the heads of two chicks, still white and fluffy. 

The walk out to where we set up scopes was over spongy tundra, and it was wonderful to sink in, 
a bit like being on a flowering trampoline. We watched it for some time and then had a bonus, 
walking back to the vans we watched a displaying Bluethroat right by the road, sweet! All through 
our time there an Arctic Warbler was singing in the background as well as the winnowing of 
Wilson’s Snipe. 

We drove through some magnificent scenery with snow. We marveled at peaks in the distance in 
a vast expensive tundra on either side of the road. Skookum Pass is normally snow covered at this 
time of year but it was open and crossing it, we glanced for Horned Lark, but today could not find 
one. We pushed on and were particularly alert as we started to descend into scattered conifer 
trees, well-spaced and standing like candles in the tundra. A birder had seen a Northern Hawk 
Owl earlier in the day and this was Jeff’s most hoped for species. We didn’t want to miss it if a 
sighting was possible. We found Canada Jay and Northern Shrike, but alas, no owl despite some 
diligent searching. 

We stopped several times to scan, and we admired his skill when James heard the soft, high pitch 
call of a Blackpoll Warbler, which teed up on a tall spruce to afford us cracking views and photos. 
Wow! Pulling into the road maintenance yard we found Ruby-crowned Kinglets, Boreal Chickadee, 
and Yellow-rumped Warblers. John drew our attention to the Bear River we could view from a 
bridge. He showed us Arctic Grayling, several individuals (one quite large) in the water below. You 
could see all of their colors, in display flashes of turquoise. It was fun to see the interactions of 
different size individuals. An American Dipper flew through as John continued to observe. 

Finishing up our tailgate picnic, we got to see Boreal Chickadee well in the willows. We then drove 
to the next patch of forest, where a few lucky ones got to see an American Goshawk. A bit of a 
radio fiasco was forgiven; you can’t see them all and fast raptors take being in the right place and 
time. Plus, we were still on the quest, and there were many trees to check for the possible 
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northern Hawk Owl. Sadly, nothing perched atop them. We saw an Osprey, a species which is not 
real common up here but our third for the trip. It had been a long way over here, but so good to 
see this transition from tundra to trees. The little village of Council is accessed by boat across a 
river – remote by every standard!  

We retraced our steps home, with time to freshen up before dinner which was catered again by 
Mercie Patton of Clarkson’s Foods, quite a feast served at the Old St. Joe’s church, an iconic 
building on the public square in Nome. Several of the group notices that people were adding 
flowers to the Gold Dredge buckets on the edge – summer was officially here!  There was a 
fascinating photo exhibit inside, depicting rural life in Nome at the turn of the last century. A 
photo of a woman at her walrus-skin home on King Island was particularly memorable. The 
caterer had outdone herself and had a delicious chicken dish, with broccoli, little potatoes, 
homemade macaroni and cheese, a fresh salad, rice with a nice spice to it, and a scrumptious 
cupcake for dessert. 

Since it was the final evening, and the sun was shining and it was such a beautiful night, a few of 
the group elected to go and walk the sandy roadway into the Nome River mouth, the place where 
the river meets the sea is often highly productive. We were going to park where we normally do, 
but we saw vehicles farther on not recognizing in our hurry that they were four-wheel-drive 
trucks, and we had a van… We sunk into the sand just as a birder broke through from the group 
assembled there, running our way to say, “don’t worry about it, come see the knot. It was a Great 
Knot, a very unusual sighting even here in Nome, and we had arrived just in time. We had 5 to 10 
minutes with this extraordinary bird, an oversize surfbird as James described it, pretty easy to 
pick out among the numerous Western Sandpipers. We were able to get a few photos as did the 
others. And we saw it’s a white rump as it flew off, after our fortuitous encounter it was not seen 
again, despite many birders looking for it that evening and into the following day. Thankfully, this 
compatible group of many birders helped get us unstuck as we have pretty much buried one 
wheel. James dug a bit and put wood and matts under the tires so we could jockey it out with the 
rest of us push pushing. Yahoo - we had an adventure, a great bird and a lot of fun. Despite the 
continuing hours of daylight, it was time for bed. 
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Thursday, June 4 – Our Encore Session Begins!  

This was to be our departure day, with no plans other than an optional sea watch, breakfast and 
the short shuttle up the airport. We had another Naturalist Journeys group arriving as we 
departed, which turned out to be incredibly helpful when their plane was turned back to 
Anchorage and having checked in at the airport, we learned our flight was not only delayed, but 
cancelled. Alaska Airlines has Wi-Fi aboard now so Peg was getting updates from our guides on 
the next trip. What a mess!  It remained vague what caused the airport to turn them away, 
something to do with a NOAA weather station having issues uploading weather and due to budget 
cuts, the person able to fix it was not stationed in Anchorage. We were told we might be there 
through Saturday or Sunday and took a big gulp, as several in the group had other plans upon 
return to Anchorage.  

The poor crew at the Aurora did not know which end was up as several birding groups vied for 
rooms, thankfully we were all set due to the new group not using theirs. We all took a break and 
decided to make the best of our time, Peg and James offering outings that afternoon and the next 
morning. We added some new species, Emperor Goose the most notable. By morning we heard 
a plane coming in, a cargo plane that probably ferried out the fix-it man, so almost all got out by 
mid-afternoon the 6th. Always an adventure, we were sad to see our flock disperse as we’d had 
such a grand week in Nome, Sweet Nome!  

Trip Report Photos – Page 1: Willow Ptarmigan (James), Jumping Moose (David)  Page 2: 34 Mile Ridge view (Peg)  
Page 3: Welcome dinner at Milano’s (John & Carol), Long-tailed Jaeger (Jeff)  Page 4: Penny River bridge birders (John 
& Carol)  Page 5: Carol Sales, Peg & James (John & Carol), Buff-breasted Sandpiper wing display (Jeff)  Page 6: Coffee 
Dome birders & view (Peg)  Page 7: Bristle-thighed Curlew on nest (John & Carol), Happy James after the curlew 
pressure is off! (Peg)  Page 8: Reindeer on Coffee Dome (David)  Page 9: Last Train to Nowhere (James)  Page 10: 
Cape Nome seawatch (John & Carol), Safety Roadhouse (Peg), Lapland Longspur (David), Long-tailed Duck (Jeff), 
Short-eared Owl (David)  Page 11: Salmon Lake birders (John & Carol)  Page 12: Muskox backstretch (David), Rock 
Ptarmigan (Jeff)  Page 13: Airport Pizza gang (Peg), Icy Teller shore view (Peg)  Page 14: Pacific Loon (Jeff), Blackpoll 
Warbler (David)  Page 15: Rowdy birders at Safety Roadhouse (Jeff), Nome’s big gold pan welcome sign (Jeff) Page 
16: Our grand group at Salmon Lake (Peg).  (More trip photos can be viewed here!) 

https://photos.google.com/share/AF1QipPdqRhHK7guq_RgRtRozmOvTWZylGOf583A-WoevwE5LQ6-eIJ-giEkIZbV5QcpNA?key=LWZ1bE1yU0tOMXBrU3ZsYXVKNUM3ZnpoUVBUalp3

