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WINTER SOLSTICE IN ALASKA! 
*Photography Tour* 

Anchorage & Nome 
12–21 December 2018 
$4,010 double/ $4,910 single 

Includes 1 guide and a maximum of 5 participants 
 

Several years ago, on a whim, we decided to spend Christmas in Alaska. It helped that a Rustic 
Bunting was being seen in the state, and it also helped that we have a friend who lives in Anchorage. 
But the trip was more about a nature quest. We found the same wild, magnificent land that we had 
visited in summer—only blanketed in winter white—and we found an amazing birding experience.  

We enjoyed the trip so much that we decided to do it again, but we wanted to take it to the next 
level. Our second trip included participating in the Nome Christmas Bird Count (CBC). That’s right: 
Nome in winter. We wanted to repeat the excitement of our first winter trip to Alaska, but Nome offered 
the bonus of seeing the Mackay’s Bunting, almost the entire population of which overwinters on the 
Seward Peninsula. We knew our chances of seeing the bunting were good—over the years, an average 
of about 20 birds has been tallied for the Nome CBC. And we knew Nome had quality food and 
lodging. We made new friends and experienced a unique cultural environment in a resplendent winter 
setting, and we saw plenty of birds, including the bunting and Steve’s ‘life’ Willow Ptarmigan. 

During that second trip, we spent extra days in Anchorage, immersed in swirling flocks of 
Bohemian Waxwings and running into redpolls and Pine Grosbeaks all over town. The snowy 
landscape only added to the magic. Upon returning home, we realized that we had stumbled upon our 
first official photography tour, and so here we are. Join us for winter solstice in Alaska and delight in 
a winter birding and photo experience like no other. 

Your Host and Trail Boss,  
Stephen Shunk 

NOTE: We are billing this as a photography tour, but the trip lends itself to an equally  
exciting general birding experience, especially if you are a novice or aspiring photographer. 

TOUR SUMMARY 

Our tour begins and ends in Anchorage, where we will meet 
you at the Anchorage Airport on the afternoon of December 12. We 
will head straight to our hotel to get settled, followed by dinner at  
one of Alaska’s best breweries. 

Weather permitting, we will leave the next day for Nome. 
Weather can have a more profound effect on this trip than any other 
that we operate. We might fly all the way to Nome and not be able to 
land due to ice fog, in which case, we could land in ‘nearby’ 
Dillingham to wait for the fog to clear. We could even get stuck in 
Nome for a day or two if the plane is unable to leave the airport. 
Because of the unpredictability of the weather, we have scheduled  
4 days each in Nome and Anchorage to allow plenty of flexibility in 
our schedule.   

Bohemian Waxwing 
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Once we arrive in Nome, we will get settled into our hotel, the very comfortable Aurora Inn.  
The Christmas Bird Count is scheduled for Saturday, Dec 14, with a weather date of Dec 15. This will 
give us one day of birding and photography before the count, driving whatever roads are accessible, 
walking around town, and generally exploring the fascinating sights of the Nome community. If we are 
unable to reach Nome on count day, our visit there may be slightly shorter, though we will benefit 
from the local CBC reports.  

The rest of our days in Nome will be much like our first day—seeking out the best birding and 
photography opportunities as far as we can travel by road or foot. We will wander through the sleepy 
Nome harbor, where any open water could host alcids, eiders, Long-tailed Ducks, and perhaps a harbor 
seal taking advantage of the welcome breathing ‘hole’ surrounded by an expansive frozen sea. We will 
drive the Kougarok Road up the Nome River Valley in search of moose, muskoxen, and the occasional 
Gyrfalcon or Northern Shrike. We will also visit the friendly neighborhoods of downtown and outlying 
Nome, checking bird feeders, vacant lots, and the surrounding snowfields for Snow and Mackay’s 
Buntings, Willow Ptarmigan, and more. Weather permitting, we will return to Anchorage on Monday.  

Our remaining days will be spent exploring the greater Anchorage area, in and out of the city 
itself, responding in part to bird reports from the Anchorage CBC. One of our goals is to find the 
primary flocks among 1000s of Bohemian Waxwings—an annual average of 8,400 birds are tallied on 
the bird count. Mixed in with the waxwings could be Pine Grosbeak (410 avg. for the CBC), or the 
irruptive White-winged Crossbill (134 avg.). Urban parking lots with birch and alder trees typically 
host small flocks of Common Redpolls (1,900 avg.). The Anchorage CBC also regularly tallies fun 
birds like Boreal Chickadee (190 avg.), American Dipper (25 avg.), Northern Goshawk, Gray Jay,  
and up to 5 woodpecker species. Despite the small species list for our trip, we will delight in the 
abundance—and repeated photo opps—of several key species. 

On Friday, Dec 21, we will meet for breakfast and then deliver you to the Anchorage airport 
with plenty of time for noon or later departures; we can help arrange a shuttle for earlier departures. 

DAILY ACTIVITIES 

Activities for each day will often be decided that morning, allowing us to respond to local 
weather conditions. Both Nome and Anchorage are located near water—albeit mostly frozen—which 
helps moderate the winter temperatures. Average December temps 
in Anchorage range from a low of 13 F. to a high of 25 F.—nothing 
like the biting cold temperatures in interior Alaska. Even Nome is 
rather moderate, with average lows and highs of 7 and 18 F. These 
are easily manageable conditions for both birding and photography.   

Our outdoor routine will typically be packed into the short 
days of the northern winter. You will also have ample time each day 
for photo review and processing. Daylight hours in Anchorage will 
be about 11 a.m.–5 p.m.; about 1–5 p.m. in Nome. We will also 
seek out some excellent photo opps occurring during the extended 
dawn and dusk of winter, with a glorious alpenglow. Needless to 
say, you will get plenty of sleep on this tour! 

Extensive birding experience is not required for this trip—
only a sense of adventure. Even novice birders and photographers 
will enjoy the unique nature experience.  
 
 

Black Guillemot 
(in its winter white!) 
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Your ‘trail boss’, Steve Shunk, is a patient, professional naturalist, with 30 years of birding and 
20 years of photography experience, and he will work diligently to help each participant with bird 
identification and the best photographic opportunities, as they present themselves.  

Every day will involve walking in cold or very cold temperatures, and most if not all of our 
photography will occur outside the vehicle. Individual walks will be short, although, weather 
permitting, we may take longer walks to search for our specialty bird species. When we find these 
birds, we will allow time for all in the group to take ample photos.  

In both Anchorage and Nome, we will travel in 4x4 or AWD vehicles. The maximum group 
size is 5, plus Steve. We may also be joined by local birders who have their fingers on the pulse of 
local bird activity. Steve is a certified first-aid provider, but we could occasionally find ourselves some 
distance from emergency medical facilities. You will better handle difficult conditions if you are in 
good health. Please consult your physician if you have any questions about your ability to withstand 
the winter weather.  

CLOTHING & EQUIPMENT 

Your clothing and footwear choices will determine your ability to spend time outside with the 
birds. Please do not compromise your ability to be comfortable in winter weather. You will need 
insulated winter boots—such as Sorel-type pack-boots—and we recommend two layers of winter 
socks: a liner and a heavy wool outer sock.  

Your clothing should also be chosen in layers, with a wicking layer against the skin; an 
insulating layer on top of that; and a windproof and waterproof layer on the outside. Depending on 
your tolerance to winter temperatures, you may need an additional insulating layer. Wool, down, and 
synthetic fleece are your best options for insulation, avoiding cotton if at all possible.  

The trickiest part of your clothing will be the gloves. You will want gloves that allow easy 
access to your camera with minimal discomfort. Steve will typically wear a light pair of wicking liner 
gloves under an insulated pair of windproof and waterproof gloves, 
removing the outer pair for photo opps. Some of these ‘glove liners’ 
will have finger and thumb patches that allow cell-phone use 
without removing the glove. You may also choose to wear a 
fingerless glove under your ‘shell’ gloves.  

As birders, we will encourage you to get excellent looks at 
new bird species before reaching for your camera, and this will 
require you to bring your own binoculars. We will carry a scope in 
the vehicle for distant bird or mammal viewing, so you may wish to 
leave your own scope at home. 

As for cameras, you should bring at least one primary 
camera, the operations of which you should be very familiar. You 
may wish to do some homework on photography tips for cold 
weather, and especially techniques for keeping your batteries 
functional—and bring extra batteries!  

 

 

 

Pine  
Grosbeak 
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LODGING, MEALS & REFRESHMENTS 

In Nome, we will stay in the very comfortable Aurora Inn, and in Anchorage, the Best Western 
Golden Lion Hotel. If you wish to share a room with a birding partner or another birder, we will be 
able to accommodate you at the double-occupancy rate. If you prefer a single room or if we are not 
able to match you with a roommate due to the gender mix of the participants, you will be responsible 
for the single-occupancy tour rate.  

Your tour fee includes all meals from dinner on Wednesday, December 12, through breakfast 
on Friday, December 21. We will eat in restaurants that appeal to those of you with a wide variety of 
food preferences, and we should be able to accommodate more-restrictive diets. If you maintain such a 
diet, you may wish to at least bring snack foods that will meet your dietary requirements.  

Breakfasts may be held in mid-morning, with a light lunch before we embark on the day’s 
outings. We will also ensure that coffee and tea are available for early risers. Dinners will be held at 
casual local eateries, ensuring that we get the ‘local flavor’ of Alaska.  

In addition to restaurant meals, we will provide food and beverages for snacks in the field.  
We will also provide plenty of water during the trip, though you should bring your own refillable water 
bottle. The survey included in your registration materials asks your dietary restrictions and preferences. 
While we cannot honor every food and drink request, the more detailed your response, the better we 
can serve you on the road. 

TOUR ITINERARY 

Our daily birding plan will always remain flexible depending on weather conditions and local 
bird reports, as well as our success at finding certain species. The itinerary below is just a sample of 
how the days might look:    

Wednesday, Dec 12 — Afternoon arrivals by 5 p.m. Check into 
hotel; dinner in Anchorage.  

Thursday, Dec 13 — Morning flight to Nome. Check into hotel; 
afternoon birding around Nome. 

Friday, Dec 14 — Birding in and around Nome.  

Saturday, Dec 15 — Participate in Nome Christmas Bird Count.  

Sunday, Dec 16 — Birding in and around Nome.  

Monday, Dec 17 — Morning flight to Anchorage. Afternoon 
birding around town. 

Tuesday, Dec 18 — Birding in and around Anchorage. 

Wednesday, Dec 19 — Birding in and around Anchorage. 

Thursday, Dec 20 — Birding in and around Anchorage. 

Friday, Dec 21 — Breakfast and return to Anchorage airport. 

TOUR FEE 

Your tour fee includes all meals, snacks, and non-alcohol beverages; nine nights lodging; 
transportation from Anchorage; fees, licenses and permits; service-related gratuities; and the 
instruction and leadership of your guide. The fee does not include guide’s gratuity, which is never 
expected but always appreciated based on your satisfaction with our service.  

Willow Ptarmigan 
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We are pleased to accept checks or credit cards. A non-refundable $100 deposit is required to 
hold your space, with the balance due 90 days prior to departure. We always recommend that you 
purchase travel insurance.  

FEE PER PERSON:  $4,010 Double /4,910 Single 
DEPOSIT PER PERSON:  $100 
BALANCE DUE September 12:   $3,910 Double /4,810 Single 

NOTE: Our tour fees are structured to allow the best possible client-to-guide ratio for an optimal 
birding experience, with a minimum of 3 and maximum of 5 participants on this tour.  

REFUND POLICY: Once we confirm the tour has reached the minimum registration, your deposit 
becomes non-refundable. If you cancel your reservation for a confirmed domestic tour more than 90 
days prior to the start, you will be refunded any payments over your $100 deposit. If you cancel 89–45 
days prior to the tour, you will receive a 50% refund of all fees paid. If you cancel less than 45 days 
prior, you forfeit your entire tour fee, unless you can fill your space with another birder. If you cancel 
at any time, your deposit is transferrable to any Paradise Birding tour in the future. If we cancel the 
trip for any reason, all payments will be refunded, including your $100 deposit. 

To hold your spot on the tour, send your deposit with the attached registration forms to the address 
below, with the balance due 90 days prior to trip date. For more information, please call Steve at  
541-408-1753 or e-mail steve@paradisebirding.com. 

We look forward to seeing you in Alaska this winter! 

PARADISE BIRDING CONTACT INFORMATION 
Paradise Birding  Phone: 541-408-1753  
P.O. Box 547   E-mail: steve@paradisebirding.com  
Sisters, OR 97759   
    

Winter Sunrise in Nome 


