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This mega-rare Common Chiffchaff was seen by our group on two separate days in the Far Boneyard. 

 

The journey to Gambell offers the chance to witness one of the most unique migration spectacles in the world 
as hundreds of birds round the northwest point of St. Lawrence Island. On any given spring day it is possible to 
observe flocks of eiders streaming by, jaegers flapping past, loons winging strongly, sometimes right overland, 
and numerous shorebirds all heading north towards their arctic breeding grounds. We again enjoyed hours of 
seawatching off the point and while at times it was slow we still managed to see many King and Steller’s eiders 
and finally our patience was rewarded with a male Spectacled Eider swimming right past the point. 
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Yellow-billed Loons showed in numbers and an Arctic Loon made a brief appearance among scores of Pacific 
and Red-throated loons. 
 
The point also hosted good numbers of rarities this year with Gambell’s 2nd Double-crested Cormorant leading 
a group of Pelagic Cormorants and a locally rare Red-legged Kittiwake making an appearance. Yet is was a 
slew of vagrants on land that were the headlines of this trip. With so many rarities (12 Asiatic vagrants!) and 
highlights it is difficult to pin down the best birds of the trip, but the mega rare and confiding Common Chiffchaff 
could have easily taken the crown if it wasn’t for the male Pallas’s Bunting that showed up the following day! 
We also saw multiple Hawfinches, an Eyebrowed Thrush, Bramblings, Red-throated Pipits, Eastern Yellow 
Wagtails, Northern Wheatears, and Bluethroats with the latter four species representing regular 
trans-Beringian migrants. While the passerine vagrants stole the show, shorebirds didn’t lack far behind and 
some of the better finds included Common Greenshank, Lesser Sand-Plover, Common Sandpiper, Wood 
Sandpiper, Gray-tailed Tattler, and Red-necked Stint. It was definitely one of the best spring seasons on 
Gambell ever. The weather conditions varied from high overcast to clear and sunny with relatively light winds 
from the southwest and west, shifting towards northeast at the end of our stay. The conditions were clear 
enough that we saw the mountains of the Chukchi Peninsula in Russia on a daily basis. We also enjoyed 
plenty of Dave’s delicious meals! 
 

 
Likely the best bird of the spring this male Pallas’s Bunting found in the Circular Boneyard represented Gambell’s first spring record. 

 
Day 1: May 27th Flight from Nome to Gambell and 
birding towards the Far Marsh and mountainside 
 
We arrived in Gambell right on time and Dave was 
waiting for us with a fleet of ATVs and some warm, 
delicious lunch. Since there were some rarities already 
present we ate quickly and then gave ATV instructions 
before filling up at the “gas station”. With several good 
birds around we decided to first go for the Common 

(highlonesometours.com)   2 



Greenshank that had been frequenting the culvert at the Far Marsh and when we stopped at a distance we 
quickly spotted the bird on a gravel bar. We slowly moved forward, getting excellent views of this Asiatic 

shorebird. It ended up being a good 
decision, since the bird was not found 
again after our sighting. En route we had 
located a Gray-tailed Tattler, a fairly rare 
spring migrant in Gambell and all the signs 
were good for an excellent rarity season. In 
fact, two Gray-tailed Tattlers would set up 
shop near the culvert for the entire duration 
of our trip offering some of the best 
photographic opportunities I have ever had 
of this species. Next up were the 
Hawfinches that were still present on the 
mountainside and it fortunately didn’t take 
too long before we enjoyed four of these 
colorful finches as they flitted about the 
tundra, securing scope views for all. What a 

start to the first day, could it get any better? Yes! 
 
A systematic check of the Near Boneyard netted us the hoped for Common Sandpiper as it wandered in and 
out of view among the cratered dirt, eventually showing very well. During the walk back, I saw something else 
fly in and it turned out to be the first Brambling of the trip. Satisfied with our first rarities we visited the point 
briefly to familiarize ourselves with some of the seabirds we would observe over the coming days. 
 
Day 2: May 27th Day of the Eyebrowed Thrush and Lesser Sand-Plovers 
 
We started the day at the seawatch, seeing the first King and Common eiders on the move. A Eurasian 
Wigeon flying just offshore was also of note. After breakfast we took advantage of the clear conditions and 
went to the alcid colony on the mountain, enjoying the spectacle of thousands of Crested, Parakeet, and Least 
auklets flying about and socializing on the rocks. After some scanning, we located a single Dovekie and all 
ended up with good scope views as it sat out on a rock.  
 
The day sped up considerably when the call came 
over the radio that an Eyebrowed Thrush had 
been found on the mountainside and we were at 
the spot within minutes. The bird first moved up the 
slope, but was then very confiding as it was chased 
by Snow Buntings and ended up very close for 
prolonged scope views. We then focused our 
search on the Lesser Sand-Plover that had been 
reported in the Near Boneyard and while it was still 
present part of the group was distracted by a 
Hermit Thrush and the plover disappeared. 
Changing plans, we headed towards the quarry 
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where a male Lesser Sand-Plover had been spotted and again, while we managed to find the bird, it flew off all 
too quickly. Our next try in the Near Boneyard was successful though and we ended up with excellent views of 
a female Lesser Sand-Plover. Later during our stay we also had repeated, close views of a male that appeared 
to be setting up a territory near the Far Marsh. A Hawfinch and three Bramblings were also seen again, 
alongside the first Northern Wheatear of the trip and a Dark-eyed Junco was in the boat yard, a rare spring 
visitor. 
 

 
A male Lesser Sand-Plover is a stunning shorebird. 

 
Day 3: May 29th Day of the Steller’s Eider and American Robin 
 
The morning seawatch produced the first Steller’s 
Eiders of the trip along with many more King 
Eiders. A Yellow-billed Loon was seen at a 
distance, but was a welcome addition to the trip list 
and fortunately we would see more much closer. 
While there were no new passerine vagrants we 
saw the Hawfinch again and got good views of a 
Northern Wheatear. An American Robin that was 
present in the boat yard during the evening 
represented another relatively rare spring straggler 
to Gambell from the Alaskan mainland. 
 
Day 4: May 30th Day of the Common Chiffchaff 
 
While we enjoyed a leisurely seawatch (the only Arctic Loon of the trip) and breakfast afterwards, we also took 
the opportunity to check on the Dovekie one more time since part of the group was leaving today. The pace of 
the day changed dramatically when Paul Lehman called in a Common Chiffchaff in the Far Boneyard. We were 
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in a good position and it took us only minutes to arrive on the scene. The bird proved to be very confiding, 
sticking to the edge of the boneyard, 
offering endless scope studies and 
good photographic opportunities. 
This vagrant has become somewhat 
regular on Gambell during recent 
springs despite it having only been 
recently recorded in the ABA area, 
but this was the earliest spring 
record at Gambell and we were glad 
the timing worked out for us. With 
such a high quality rarity the flyby 
Red-throated Pipit hardly mattered 
and the breeding White Wagtails 
became now familiar. An evening 
vigil at the point produced the first 
Emperor Goose of the trip, but it flew straight out to sea all too quickly. 
 
Day 5: May 31st Day of the Pallas’s Bunting 
 
With the wind direction not looking very promising it was going to be difficult to top the Common Chiffchaff, but 
we were pleasantly surprised. The only Cackling Geese of the trip flew over town and the morning seawatch 
held more Steller’s and King eiders, plus White-winged Scoters and scores of Harlequin Ducks.  
 
 

A Common Ringed Plover in the Near Boneyard caused some excitement and we maneuvered into position 
for good scope views. Our group meandered over to the Far Boneyard and promptly relocated the Common 
Chiffchaff, which showed even better than the day before. While we were already in the area we decided to 
check the Circular Boneyard, combing through the small area systematically. Reaching almost the end of our 
sweep, I caught a glimpse of something different out of the corner of my eye. I looked and naked eye view saw 
a male Pallas’s Bunting, which immediately flushed, flying between us, as I yelled out and pointed. The bird 
dropped out of sight and we called the other groups on the radio. Everybody in our group got excellent views 
as the bird flushed high twice and then settled back down in the Circular Boneyard. It took other birders on the 
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island another day of trying before getting views of this shy and flighty bird (fortunately all birders present 
eventually saw it), definitely the bird of the trip as this marks the first spring record at Gambell. 
 
Day 6: June 1st Day of Shorebird Rarities 
 
While we did not see any rare passerines today it was the appearance of a few rare shorebirds that marked the 
day. The morning seawatch produced good numbers of King and Common eiders, plus loons and jaegers. The 
Common Ringed Plovers were on territory at the Far Marsh and offered superb looks plus several displays by 
the male. We studied the pair for some time learning the differences between the two plover species and 
Gambell has to be the best place in ABA to see Common Ringed Plovers.  
 
We cruised along the mountainside and relocated the Eyebrowed Thrush, now here for almost a week and 
showing very well. We pointed out the thrush to another group that had recently arrived. Then things sped up 
again when the call came over the radio that a Wood Sandpiper had just dropped into the sewage pond and 
we hoofed it over there. The bird showed very well in the sunshine and we enjoyed lengthy scope views and 
excellent photographic opportunities. Our Wood Sandpiper study was cut short when we heard another radio 
call about two Red-necked Stints at the airport ponds. We wasted no time and within minutes were on the 
birds, just in time as they flew off not to be found again for the remainder of the day (although we saw them 
again briefly in the Far Marsh the following day). We celebrated the two excellent additions to the trip list with 
another one of Dave’s scrumptious dinners. 
 

 
Wood Sandpiper showing well in the sunlight. 

 
Day 7: June 2nd Day of the Spectacled Eider and Emperor Goose and rarities off the point 
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Finally all our patience and effort at the seawatch paid off when a male Spectacled Eider came swimming, yes 
that is correct, swimming past the point. The bird was just offshore and paddled leisurely into view for decent 
photo opportunities. Once we left the point to go to breakfast an extremely rare for Gambell Double-crested 
Cormorant made an appearance off the point and stayed around for us to see it until after we ate. Just as we 
were leaving the point another excited radio call came in that a Red-legged Kittiwake was among a feeding 
frenzy of Black-legged Kittiwakes and we made it just in time to watch it fly off, a great bonus bird for many in 
the group since the species is very rare in Gambell. Seawatch was definitely the highlight today. 
 
Day 8: June 3rd Short seawatch and flight back to Nome 
 
We tried another short session of seawatching, but things were very slow. Trying our luck one last time in the 
boneyards we found a Red-necked Stint and Red-throated Pipit, but did not find anything else new. Some of us 
were delayed flying out of Gambell due to plane availability, but eventually everyone was reunited in Nome to 
start the next chapter of the journey. Of course we would miss Dave’s delicious meals and the hurried chases 
after rarities. 
 

 
Red-necked Stints in the airport ponds. 

Bird Trip List: 
 

1. Greater White-fronted Goose (Anser albifrons) - small numbers passing through during four days 
2. Emperor Goose (Chen canagica) - 5/30 1 distant off point, 6/1 and 6/2 scoped on the water off point 
3. Snow Goose (Chen caerulescens) - 6/2 one seen flying with Emperor Geese 
4. Brant (Branta bernicla) - larger flocks passing the point and then trickling down to a few later in the trip 
5. Cackling Goose (Branta hutchinsii) - three seen briefly in flight 5/31 
6. Tundra Swan (Cygnus columbianus) - small numbers seen regularly mainly in flight over the Far Marsh 
7. Eurasian Wigeon (Anas penelope) - a single flew southwest past the point 5/28 
8. Northern Shoveler (Anas clypeata) - one seen flying off the point 6/1 
9. Northern Pintail (Anas acuta) - common  
10. Green-winged Teal (Anas crecca) - uncommon with EurasianXAmerican seen and one Eurasian 
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11. Greater Scaup (Aythya marila) - uncommon off the point and on lake Far Marsh 
12. Steller's Eider (Polysticta stelleri) - uncommon off the point but seen on four days including small flocks 
13. Spectacled Eider (Somateria fischeri) - 6/2 single male swam past the point for close, prolonged views  
14. King Eider (Somateria spectabilis) - regular off point with several large flocks 
15. Common Eider (Somateria mollissima) - uncommon this year until the end of the trip when seen well  
16. Harlequin Duck (Histrionicus histrionicus) - regular off point 
17. White-winged Scoter (Melanitta fusca) - small numbers during seawatch almost daily 
18. Long-tailed Duck (Clangula hyemalis) - common 
19. Red-breasted Merganser (Mergus serrator) - common 
20. Red-throated Loon (Gavia stellata) - uncommon only seen on two dates off point 
21. Arctic Loon (Gavia arctica) - one seen briefly 5/30 as it rounded the point 
22. Pacific Loon (Gavia pacifica) - common 
23. Yellow-billed Loon (Gavia adamsii) - uncommon but almost daily with great close views 
24. Red-necked Grebe (Podiceps grisegena) - singles seen offshore on three days 
25. Northern Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis) - regular sightings during seawatch 
26. Pelagic Cormorant (Phalacrocorax pelagicus) - common during seawatch 
27. Double-crested Cormorant (Phalacrocorax auritus) - 2nd record for Gambell flying past the point 6/2 
28. Rough-legged Hawk (Buteo lagopus) - a pair appeared to be nesting on the mountain again 
29. Sandhill Crane (Antigone canadensis) - regular with several large flocks and a pair in the Far Marsh 
30. Lesser Sand-Plover (Charadrius mongolus) - female present Near Boneyard and male Far Marsh 
31. Common Ringed Plover (Charadrius hiaticula) - the first 5/31 and then a pair on territory 6/1 
32. Semipalmated Plover (Charadrius semipalmatus) - common and noisy 
33. Whimbrel (Numenius phaeopus) - brief flybys and could not be identified to ssp. 
34. Ruddy Turnstone (Arenaria interpres) - brief flyby at the point 6/1 
35. Red-necked Stint (Calidris ruficollis) - a pair seen well in the airport ponds 6/1 and again Far Marsh 6/2 
36. Dunlin (Calidris alpina) - uncommon breeder, fun to watch them display with their frog-like calls 
37. Rock Sandpiper (Calidris ptilocnemis) - it took some searching but then we had great close views 5/31 
38. Pectoral Sandpiper (Calidris melanotos) - leader only in the boat yard 
39. Western Sandpiper (Calidris mauri) - common breeder, calling all over the tundra 
40. Long-billed Dowitcher (Limnodromus scolopaceus) - uncommon breeder, on territory in the Far Marsh 
41. Red-necked Phalarope (Phalaropus lobatus) - common 
42. Red Phalarope (Phalaropus fulicarius) - brief flyby of a small flock just offshore 
43. Common Sandpiper (Actitis hypoleucos) - seen well in the near Boneyard 5/27 and 5/28  
44. Gray-tailed Tattler (Tringa brevipes) - two birds present during our stay for great photo opportunities 
45. Wandering Tattler (Tringa incana) - brief flyby near Ooynik Point 5/31 
46. Common Greenshank (Tringa nebularia) - the first vagrant we tracked down 5/27 Far Marsh  
47. Wood Sandpiper (Tringa glareola) - bird in sewage pond showed well 6/1 but disappeared quickly 
48. Pomarine Jaeger (Stercorarius pomarinus) - regular offshore 
49. Parasitic Jaeger (Stercorarius parasiticus) - regular  
50. Long-tailed Jaeger (Stercorarius longicaudus) - common on tundra with up to 8 in one location 
51. Dovekie (Alle alle) - we saw one on two dates in the auklet colony near their traditional spot 
52. Common Murre (Uria aalge) - abundant 
53. Thick-billed Murre (Uria lomvia) - abundant 
54. Black Guillemot (Cepphus grylle) - common with many bobbing just off the point, great views 
55. Pigeon Guillemot (Cepphus columba) - common 
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56. Marbled Murrelet (Brachyramphus marmoratus) - a non-breeding plumaged bird seen briefly, very rare 
57. Parakeet Auklet (Aethia psittacula) - common in the nesting colony 
58. Least Auklet (Aethia pusilla) - thousands upon thousands 
59. Crested Auklet (Aethia cristatella) - at least 500,000 flying past the point one evening 
60. Horned Puffin (Fratercula corniculata) - hundreds 
61. Tufted Puffin (Fratercula cirrhata) - abundant 
62. Black-legged Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) - abundant 
63. Red-legged Kittiwake (Rissa brevirostris) - very rare at Gambell one seen off point 6/2 
64. Herring Gull (Larus argentatus) - ssp. “Vega” vegae common 
65. Slaty-backed Gull (Larus schistisagus) - several seen the first day 5/27 including adults 
66. Glaucous-winged Gull (Larus glaucescens) - uncommon 
67. Glaucous Gull (Larus hyperboreus) - abundant 
68. Arctic Tern (Sterna paradisaea) - one at the culvert Far Marsh 
69. Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) - likely nesting on the mountain 
70. Common Raven (Corvus corax) - common 
71. Common Chiffchaff (Phylloscopus collybita) - found by P. Lehman, seen well Far Boneyard 5/30-5/31 
72. Bluethroat (Luscinia svecica) - tricky to get views of this skulker, glimpsed twice in Near Boneyard 
73. Northern Wheatear (Oenanthe oenanthe) - several with one singing near Far Boneyard 
74. Gray-cheeked Thrush (Catharus minimus) - 6/2 seen well near Far Boneyard 
75. Hermit Thrush (Catharus guttatus) - 5/28 a single in the Near Boneyard 
76. Eyebrowed Thrush (Turdus obscurus) - a bird on the mountainside found 5/28 remained the entire time 
77. American Robin (Turdus migratorius)  - single bird in the boatyard 5/29 
78. Eastern Yellow Wagtail (Motacilla tschutschensis) - birds glimpsed in flight on three separate days 
79. White Wagtail (Motacilla alba) - at least two pairs present with great views of singing males 
80. Red-throated Pipit (Anthus cervinus) - after flight views we had one confiding bird in the Far Boneyard 
81. American Pipit (Anthus rubescens) - several 
82. Lapland Longspur (Calcarius lapponicus) - common breeder 
83. Snow Bunting (Plectrophenax nivalis) - very common breeder 
84. Dark-eyed Junco (Junco hyemalis) - a single bird in the boatyard 5/28 
85. Pallas's Bunting (Emberiza pallasi) - a surprise find in the Circular Boneyard 5/31 
86. Brambling (Fringilla montifringilla) - up to three on the 5/28 in the Near Boneyard 
87. Common Redpoll (Acanthis flammea) - fairly numerous this year 
88. Hoary Redpoll (Acanthis hornemanni) - fairly common 
89. Hawfinch (Coccothraustes coccothraustes) - up to four alongside the mountain 5/27, singles later 
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Spectacled Eider swimming past the point. 

 
This confiding Red-throated Pipit entertained us on the Far Boneyard for many minutes. 

 

 
Northern Wheatears showed very well on Gambell this year. 
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Mammal Trip List: 
 
Gray Whale - including several close to shore 
Spotted Seal - seen briefly just offshore 
Tundra Vole - the large voles running amidst the boneyards 
Red-backed Vole - seen briefly on the mountainside  
 

 
Gray Whales from the point. 

 
Red-backed Vole peeking from the rocks on the mountainside. 
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