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Leader: Stephan Lorenz and Photos: Stephan Lorenz 
 

 
 
Nome has long be hailed as one of the top birding destinations in North America, 
offering unrivalled access to arctic tundra, wetlands, and lagoons on Alaska's 
Seward Peninsula. Three roads radiate from town, allowing birders to travel 
through a total of 230 miles of one of the richest breeding grounds of shorebirds 
and waterfowl. All the roads were open by the time the trip commenced and we 
enjoyed access to all the birding hotspots. Our four days in the field did not leave 

Golden-crowned Sparrow 
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us disappointed and we got great views of all the Nome specialties with a scoped 
pair of Bristle-thighed Curlews at the regular spot, Aleutian Terns at the Nome 
River mouth, and a sky larking Bluethroat on the final day along Teller Road, 
what a bird! 
 
We also managed a few extra species and having all four eiders on Safety 
Sound (including all males) was memorable and a White Wagtail added some 
rarity to the expected Yellow Wagtails. Along Council Road we managed eye-
level views of a Gyrfalcon on a nest and a scenic lunch stop at higher elevation 
was accompanied by singing Snow Bunting and Northern Wheatear. The 
mammals did not disappoint and we saw Muskox every day and came across a 
female grizzly with a nearly grown youngster. The weather was incredible with 
sunny skies, low winds, and it was almost hot. Overall a fantastic trip and I hope 
to see all of you on future trips. Thank you Jeff, Graeme, Margaret, Seamus, and 
Marjorie. Sincerely, Stephan. 
 
Daily Account 
 
Day 1: May 29th Council Road to Safety Sound Bridge 
 
After everyone arrived safely and we got checked in at the comfortable Aurora 
Inn we headed out for a quick lunch. During the afternoon we covered the start of 
the Council Road and birded the productive Cape Nome area and Safety Sound. 
New birds were coming fast with Arctic Terns flying everywhere and a pair of 
Red-throated Loons on every pond. Scoping the Bering Sea from the Cape 
Nome area, we added Thick-billed Murre, several Pigeon Guillemots, and small 
flocks of Black-legged Kittiwakes. A few Harlequin Ducks were very welcome and 
this beautiful species was scoped closely. 
 

 
 
Near the Safety Sound Bridge we scoped a cooperative Black Turnstone among 
some Ruddy Turnstones and the highlight of the late afternoon was three very 
close Sabine's Gulls in breeding plumage that roosted among Arctic Terns and 
Mew Gulls on the beach. En route we also enjoyed good views of some of the 
more common songbirds of the Nome area, including Savannah and White-

Arctic Tern 
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crowned sparrows, American Robin, and plenty of Hoary Redpolls, Especially 
satisfying to everyone in the group was seeing all three species of jaegers and a 
small herd of Muskox close to town. We were able to get great views of these 
prehistoric mammals standing among the dune grass close to the shore and we 
were fortunate enough to see these massive animals every day of the tour. 
 

 
 
After a filling dinner we retired for the night, preparing for the next morning and 
the long day along Kougarok Road. 
 
Birding Location and Time: Council Road to end of Safety Sound (MM 30) and 
Nome River mouth 2 pm - 7 pm 
 
Day 2 May 30th Kougarok Road to MM 72 
 
Today we traveled along one of the most famous birding routes out of Nome, the 
Kougarok Road and we were not disappointed with lots of memorable bird 
sightings and a good selection of mammals. We started early after a good 
breakfast at the Polar Cafe. Right out of town we started to see Muskox again 
and enjoyed the local "dawn" chorus of White-crowned and Golden-crowned 
sparrows, and Gray-cheeked Thrushes. Along the Nome River we stopped near 
the willows and quickly put one of the ubiquitous Fox Sparrows in the scope and 
a singing American Tree Sparrow nearby. The thickets held nearly every warbler 
we could expect on the tour and we scoped singing Northern Waterthrush on top 
of the willows, nearby Yellow Warbler, Orange-crowned Warbler, and the ever 
present Wilson's Warbler. 

Muskox 
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I knew we had to eventually reach the Coffee Dome area roughly 70 miles out of 
Nome to seek our main bird of the day, the localized Bristle-thighed Curlew, but 
wildlife en route kept me tapping the breaks and we did not mind. Several moose 
en route were fun to look at and we stopped for the comical Arctic ground 
squirrels, but two grizzlies among the thickets in the river valleys stopped us 
completely. They were distant, but we set up a scope for great views as they 
slowly ambled across the valley.  
 

 
 
The numbers of Willow Ptarmigans increased until we finally had one sitting in a 
bush just six feet from the van for great photo opportunities. At a higher part in 
the road we also spotted a single Rock Ptarmigan standing in the middle of the 
track, allowing us to study its distinct plumage, mostly still white this early in the 
year, and it proved to be a good year for the species and we saw more during the 
two following days. Waterfowl species were diverse and a pair of Harlequin 
Ducks along the Grand Central River was especially gorgeous. We also found a 
Wandering Tattler here, foraging along the gravel bank. Other shorebirds en 
route included Least Sandpiper, lots of Red-necked Phalaropes, and a nicely 
scoped Pacific Golden-Plover. At another creek crossing we found a Northern 
Shrike, always a fun bird to see well as it had taken up a high perch overlooking 
the low willow thickets. 
 

Grizzlies 
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We arrived at the Bristle-thighed Curlew site around noon and enjoyed a 
delicious field lunch beneath blue skies and sunshine. We slowly tracked up the 
hill and the hiking was not too tough. Taking our time we found a pair of 
Whimbrels and near the top found an American Golden-Plover in full breeding 
regalia. We paused a bit atop the flatter sections of the hill when I heard a distant 
Bristle-thighed Curlew calling and we all managed to see the bird displaying 
above the tundra, but the views were quick and very distant. We worked our way 
in the general direction and I looped around to give everyone a break. Eventually, 
I located one bird and signaled for the group to come closer, giving everyone 
great views in flight. Some of us decided to start the hike back and some of us 
continued another half mile securing scope views of a pair of Bristle-thighed 
Curlews. A great finish to a long day and we still had most of the afternoon left. 
 

 
 

Bristle-thighed Curlew 

Willow Ptarmigan 
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During the return trip we spotted the only Rusty Blackbird of the trip near the 
Pilgrim River and had incredibly close studies of Cackling Geese and Tundra 
Swans. Driving back towards Nome we stopped again at Salmon Lake and while 
we managed to scope a pair of Black Scoters, we failed to find a Bluethroat 
despite trying along several promising sections of Kougarok Road. We returned 
to town absolutely elated to succeed on all the target birds and enjoyed a well-
earned dinner. Some of us still had some energy after dinner and a quick trip to 
the Nome harbor was surprisingly successful with close flight views of Aleutian 
Tern and a quick view of a rare White Wagtail that landed on the jetty. With two 
more great birds in the bag we returned to the inn. 
 

 
 
Birding Location and Time: Kougarok Road to MM 72 and curlew hike at Coffee 
Dome 7 am - 6:30 pm and Nome River mouth and Nome Harbor after dinner 9 
pm - 10 pm. 
 
Day 3 May 31st Council Road 
 
Today we drove the entire length of the Council Road, looking for species we had 
not seen and also spent lots of time around the always productive Safety Sound. 
We scoped Safety Sound around MM 13 and enjoyed better views of Common 
Eiders and Brant, but the excitement increased when a pair of Steller's Eiders 
was spotted. We got great views of these scarce ducks and the males are just 
stunning. This is not an expected species at Nome (little did we know it would 

Pacific Golden-Plover 
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only get better). A Yellow Wagtail flew past us down the beach and further out a 
Gray Jay was out of place among the driftwood without a single tree for at least 
50 miles. 
 
Sorting through the flocks of Semipalmated and Western Sandpipers we added 
Pectoral Sandpipers and got everyone caught up on the Bar-tailed Godwits, 
which is a localized breeder in western Alaska. 
 
Along the Solomon River the willows held American Robins, tons of Gray-
cheeked Thrushes and all the sparrows and warblers. A stop near the bridge 
held the hoped for Gyrfalcon where the female sat on the nest, allowing us to get 
great views in the scope. Around noon we reached the highest part of the road 
about 50 miles from Nome and set up for lunch. The weather was incredibly 
cooperative allowing us to enjoy the vast emptiness and wilderness views 
beneath blue skies. The ulterior motive for that particular lunch stop were two 
birds we had not seen and soon a Snow Bunting sounded off on a patch of snow 
on the slopes above. We all enjoyed scope views of this species in its fine 
breeding plumage. Just as we had loaded into the van I did one last check and a 
male Northern Wheatear flew in and landed on a pole next to the road, allowing 
us to enjoy its complex song.  
 

 
 

Gyrfalcon 
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With the birds in the bag we drove to the end of Council Road, stopping for 
scenery along the way and a moose with calves. During the return we found an 
active beaver in the same area, much to the delight of our overseas participants. 
We saw the small village of Council across the river and spent a bit of time 
birding the boreal forest nearby (the only forest easily accessible from Nome). 
Here we added more Blackpoll Warblers and the only Yellow-rumped Warblers of 
the trip. 
 

 
 
We drove back towards Nome, but the birding was not over yet, actually far from 
it. We reached the Safety Sound area again in the afternoon and stopped on the 
Safety Sound Bridge where a group of British birders shared great news with us, 
they had just spotted a male Spectacled Eider among dozens of Common 
Eiders. It took us a few moments, but we all found it in the scope and despite the 
distance we could make out its unique goggled appearance, what a bird to get in 
Nome! Reenergized we made multiple stops along the lagoon and at the 
productive mile 13 we scoped through the ducks and I found a drake King Eider 
(the eider sweep complete)!  
 
After such an incredible day we all took the evening off after a delicious dinner 
and we got ready for the last road out of Nome the next day, Teller Road. 
 
Birding Location and Time: Council Road to end MM 72 8:00 am - 7:00 pm 
 
Day 4 June 1st Teller Road 
 

Tundra Swan 
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This was our final full day in Nome and we traveled the last available road to the 
end. The Teller Road offers a variety of habitats with plenty of vast, empty tundra 
views and a productive side trip to Cape Woolley. In the small settlement of 
Teller we were able to get a true sense of the remoteness of the Seward 
Peninsula and scoped several spotted seals resting on the few remaining ice 
floes. 
 
The first and foremost goal of the morning was to track down a Bluethroat that 
had been reported around mile 30 and we quickly followed the detailed directions 
shared by a group of generous birders. We really wanted to find this Nome 
specialty and so far none had been reported along any of the other tracks. When 
we arrived at the spot I immediately heard a singing Bluethroat and it took no 
time to have the displaying bird in the scope. Everyone in the group took many 
minutes to enjoy this colorful species, one of the favorite birds of the tour. 
 

 
 
We spent some time exploring the road to Cape Woolley where to found several 
Black-bellied Plovers and Pacific Golden-Plovers, amazing birds in breeding 
plumage. A short hike across rocky tundra here let us enjoy a variety of wild 
flowers and the solitude again under brilliant sunshine. Further out we entered 
vast plains of tundra and saw the only Golden Eagle of the trip along with a pair 
of Rough-legged Hawks locking talons in midair. This is also one of the better 
areas to observe reindeer, introduced to the area and managed, and we found a 
herd of at least 70 animals.  
 

Bluethroat 
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Grantley Harbor at the town of Teller only held Common Eiders, but from the spit 
we enjoyed views of seals and another flyby Yellow Wagtail. The drive back into 
town gave us another chance to look for mammals and we welcomed the dinner 
back in town. Some of us mustered extra energy after dinner and headed back 
out to the Safety Sound area to look for a few more species that had been 
reported and we managed to see a drake Eurasian Wigeon, plus an all white 
arctic fox stalking on the far side of the lagoon. Happy and more than satisfied 
with the day we returned for our last night at the inn. 
 
Birding Location and Time: Teller Road all the way to Teller spit MM 72, Safety 
Sound to MM 30 after dinner 8:00 am - 10:00 pm. 
 

 
 
Day 5 June 2nd Flight back to Anchorage 
 
After another dinner at the Polar Cafe overlooking the Bering Sea we packed up 
and headed for the airport. The flight arrived on time and we flew back to 
Anchorage where we said good-bye. An incredible trip with a great group and we 
all hope to see you on future trips. 
 
Bird List: 
 

1. Greater White-fronted Goose (Anser albifrons) - 5/30 single seen along 
Kougarok and up to three in Safety Sound on later dates 

2. Brant (Branta bernicla) - small numbers every day in Safety Sound with 
100 the maximum number 

3. Cackling Goose (Branta hutchinsii) - 5/30 seen along Kougarok Road and 
a few in Safety Sound on later dates 

Harlequin Duck 
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4. Tundra Swan (Cygnus columbianus) - seen every day with huge numbers 
(up to 250) in Safety Sound 

5. Eurasian Wigeon (Anas penelope) - 6/1 luckily I found a single male 
among American Wigeons during our final evening at Safety Sound 

6. American Wigeon (Anas americana) - seen every day 
7. Mallard (Anas platyrhynchos) - seen most days in small numbers on 

Safety Sound 
8. Northern Shoveler (Anas clypeata) - seen every day in small numbers, 

mainly around Safety Sound 
9. Northern Pintail (Anas acuta) - the most common species of waterfowl, 

seen every day 
10. Green-winged Teal (Anas crecca) - seen most days in small numbers 
11. Greater Scaup (Aythya marila) - abundant and seen every day with large 

numbers on Safety Sound 
12. Steller's Eider (Polysticta stelleri) - 5/31 a pair scoped very well on Safety 

Sound 
13. Spectacled Eider (Somateria fischeri) - 5/31 Lucked into that one after 

some other birders had found it from Safety Sound Bridge, a distant but 
beautiful male among a small flock of Common Eiders, scoped well on 
smooth water 

14. King Eider (Somateria spectabilis) - 5/31 close scope views around MM 13 
on Safety Sound of a full breeding plumage male completed our one day 
Nome eider sweep, what a day! 

15. Common Eider (Somateria mollissima) - 5/29 common on Safety Sound 
with up to 50 birds seen a day 

16. Harlequin Duck (Histrionicus histrionicus) - 5/29 seen every day either 
around Cape Nome or in the fast flowing river inland 

17. Black Scoter (Melanitta americana) - 5/29 seen three days on Safety 
Sound and Salmon Lake 

18. Long-tailed Duck (Clangula hyemalis) - common seen every day 
19. Common Goldeneye (Bucephala clangula) - 5/31 only two males seen 

briefly on Safety Sound 
20. Red-breasted Merganser (Mergus serrator) - common and seen every day 
21. Willow Ptarmigan (Lagopus lagopus) - 5/30 seen in good numbers and 

down to six feet along Kougarok Road with a total of 15, interestingly we 
did not see it anywhere else 

22. Rock Ptarmigan (Lagopus muta) - 5/30 the first one stood on the 
Kougarok Road and allowed great views, at least two more in flight and 
another in the middle of the Teller Road 

23. Red-throated Loon (Gavia stellata) - common and seen almost every day 
24. Pacific Loon (Gavia pacifica) - first in flight and then great scope views of 

a pair on Safety Sound during the final evening 
25. Pelagic Cormorant (Phalacrocorax pelagicus) - common offshore and on 

the ice at Teller Spit 
26. Northern Harrier (Circus cyaneus) - one or two birds on three days along 

Kougarok, Council, and Teller roads 
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27. Rough-legged Hawk (Buteo lagopus) - the pair chasing each other along 
Teller Road was the most memorable, also seen along Kougarok and 
Council roads 

28. Golden Eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) - 06/01 a distant soaring bird along 
Teller Road 

29. Sandhill Crane (Grus canadensis) - common around Safety Sound 
30. Black-bellied Plover (Pluvialis squatarola) - the tundra around Woolley 

Lagoon road held at least three pairs, seen very close and well 
31. American Golden-Plover (Pluvialis dominica) - first seen during curlew 

hike on drier tundra and then a few more at higher locations along Council 
and Teller roads 

32. Pacific Golden-Plover (Pluvialis fulva) - seen in wetter tundra on two days 
along Kougarok Road and best seen along road to Woolley Lagoon 

33. Semipalmated Plover (Charadrius semipalmatus) - singles here and there 
on three days 

34. Spotted Sandpiper (Actitis macularius) - brief views of a bird flying away at 
the end of Council Road 05/31 

35. Wandering Tattler (Tringa incana) - 5/30 along creek Kougarok Road and 
another along river Teller Road 

36. Whimbrel (Numenius phaeopus) - 5/30 at least 5 seen while looking for 
Bristle-thighed Curlew 

37. Bristle-thighed Curlew (Numenius tahitiensi) - 5/30 we finally found one 
and then tracked down the pair at MM 72 Kougarok Road, fantastic scope 
views or flight views for all, great comparisons as the pair and a Whimbrel 
flew close together, first seen displaying distantly and we had to put in 
some work to get close views, but a great experience besides the sore 
legs coming back down 

38. Bar-tailed Godwit (Limosa lapponica) - first around Nome River mouth and 
a male seen close and well along river Teller Road, also good number 
present on Safety Lagoon 

39. Ruddy Turnstone (Arenaria interpres)- first seen along beach near Safety 
Sound Bridge and again a few in Safety Lagoon 

40. Black Turnstone (Arenaria melanocephala) - 5/29 we lucked into a single 
individual on the mudflats on Safety Sound 

41. Red Knot (Calidris canutus) - 06/01 4 in full breeding plumage landed on 
the beach side of Safety Sound on the final evening 

42. Sanderling (Calidris alba) - 05/29 a few seen on beach near Safety Sound 
Bridge 

43. Dunlin (Calidris alpina) - common among sandpiper flocks on Safety 
Sound mudflats 

44. Least Sandpiper (Calidris minutilla) - 05/30 a single bird in stream along 
Kougarok Road 

45. Pectoral Sandpiper (Calidris melanotos) - 05/31 a few in Safety Sound 
46. Semipalmated Sandpiper (Calidris pusilla) - abundant with birds singing 

and displaying everywhere and large flocks in Safety Sound 
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47. Western Sandpiper (Calidris mauri) - common with good numbers in 
Safety Sound and around Nome River mouth 

48. Wilson's Snipe (Gallinago delicata) - commonly heard throughout and 
often seen in flight display 

49. Red-necked Phalarope (Phalaropus lobatus) - common in roadside ponds 
50. Pomarine Jaeger (Stercorarius pomarinus) - occasionally seen over 

tundra and out at sea with 6 flying up the Nome River one evening off the 
ocean 

51. Parasitic Jaeger (Stercorarius parasiticus) - singles seen most days along 
beach and over tundra 

52. Long-tailed Jaeger (Stercorarius longicaudus) - this graceful bird was very 
common and seen every day 

53. Common Murre (Uria aalge) - seen of Cape Nome, very close 
54. Thick-billed Murre (Uria lomvia) - a single seen off Cape Nome 
55. Pigeon Guillemot (Cepphus columba) - seen off Cape Nome and in the 

Nome Harbor 
56. Horned Puffin (Fratercula corniculata) - one flying past Cape Nome during 

the last evening 
57. Black-legged Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) - commonly seen just offshore 
58. Sabine's Gull (Xema sabini) - 05/29 at least three birds roosting on the 

beach near Safety Sound Bridge, a gorgeous gull in breeding plumage 
59. Mew Gull (Larus canus) - abundant with birds nesting near every pond 
60. Herring Gull (Larus argentatus) - the vegae subspecies was seen along 

the Teller Spit 06/01 
61. Glaucous Gull (Larus hyperboreus) - abundant, seen every day 
62. Aleutian Tern (Onychoprion aleuticus) - great views of this Nome specialty 

just off the beach at Safety Sound 05/31 
63. Arctic Tern (Sterna paradisaea) - abundant and seen every day 
64. Gyrfalcon (Falco rusticolus) - 05/31 a single bird on a nest along the 

Council Road, fantastic views 
65. Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) - 05/31 a bird in flight along Council 

Road 
66. Say's Phoebe (Sayornis saya) - 05/31 a single bird at the bridge of the 

East Fork of the Solomon River along the Council Road 
67. Northern Shrike (Lanius excubitor) - 05/30 two seen en route along the 

Kougarok Road with wonderful scope views 
68. Gray Jay (Perisoreus canadensis) - 05/31 a surprising bird perching 

among the driftwood along Safety Sound far from any boreal forest 
69. Common Raven (Corvus corax) - common and seen every day 
70. Tree Swallow (Tachycineta bicolor) - common and seen every day 
71. Bank Swallow (Riparia riparia) - seen along streams 05/30 and 06/01 
72. Cliff Swallow (Petrochelidon pyrrhonota) - very common along major 

bridges especially along Kougarok Road 
73. Ruby-crowned Kinglet (Regulus calendula) - one heard in the boreal forest 

near the end of Council Road 05/31 
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74. Bluethroat (Luscinia svecica) - finally we had a displaying bird during our 
last full day along Teller Road 06/01, what an amazing bird! 

75. Northern Wheatear (Oenanthe oenanthe) - we had great views during 
lunch along the Council Road of a male and female 05/31 and quick 
glimpses of a male along Teller Road 

76. Gray-cheeked Thrush (Catharus minimus) - common and seen along each 
road and heard in many places 

77. American Robin (Turdus migratorius) - common 
78. Varied Thrush (Ixoreus naevius) - heard only along Kougarok and Council 

roads 
79. Eastern Yellow Wagtail (Motacilla tschutschensis) - seen in flight along 

Safety Sound 05/31 and along the Teller Spit 06/01 
80. White Wagtail (Motacilla alba) - 05/30 seen by some of us one evening in 

the Nome harbor when a single bird flew in to forage along the jetty 
81. American Pipit (Anthus rubescens) - birds seen in open tundra along 

Council and Teller roads 
82. Lapland Longspur (Calcarius lapponicus) - very common 
83. Snow Bunting (Plectrophenax nivalis) - 05/31 a male scoped nicely during 

our lunch stop in the high tundra along Council Road 
84. Northern Waterthrush (Parkesia noveboracensis) - common in riparian 

willows 
85. Orange-crowned Warbler (Oreothlypis celata) - very common 
86. Yellow Warbler (Setophaga petechia) - common in willow thickets, these 

birds really light up the greenery 
87. Blackpoll Warbler (Setophaga striata) - great views especially along the 

Kougarok Road 
88. Yellow-rumped Warbler (Setophaga coronata) - 05/31 only seen in small 

stand of boreal forest along Council Road 
89. Wilson's Warbler (Cardellina pusilla) - common 
90. American Tree Sparrow (Spizella arborea) - seen in a few places 
91. Savannah Sparrow (Passerculus sandwichensis) - common 
92. Fox Sparrow (Passerella iliaca) - the "Red" Fox Sparrow very common 
93. White-crowned Sparrow (Zonotrichia leucophrys) - common and seen in 

many places 
94. Golden-crowned Sparrow (Zonotrichia atricapilla) - common 
95. Rusty Blackbird (Euphagus carolinus) - a single bird 05/30 along the 

Kougarok Road was a great addition as this species is not always found 
96. Common Redpoll (Acanthis flammea) - 05/31 along Council Road 
97. Hoary Redpoll (Acanthis hornemanni) - very common 
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Aleutian Terns 

Nome scenery 


