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Introduction:
Where
This report covers a two week winter trip to Northern California, with the primary objectives of witnessing
some of the unique avian spectacles and tracking down the sought-after bird species which can be found in
this magnificent State during the 'cold' season.
It should be noted that following a highly successful late summer trip some fourteen years earlier, very few
Californian breeding specialities were required to be targeted and hence many species which draw birders
to a spring/summer CA trip do not get a mention in the following pages. A copy of the report which covers
my September 2000 trip can be found here. Although obviously rather dated, the report does contain some
useful maps and a fully annotated species list.
In light of my previous trip, our itinerary was heavily biased towards connecting with the birds contained on
a very limited and rather personalised hit list, which focused on wintering geese, raptors, gulls and
sparrows, with an odd owl, wader and finch thrown in for good measure. Notes on key species recorded
are appended at the end the report. Victoria and I also wished to incorporate some of the Golden State's
many and varied cultural and scenic highlights, such as San Francisco, Monterey, Redwood National Park
and Yosemite, therefore these locations also influenced the moulding of our itinerary.
Our travels commenced in and around the vibrant metropolis of San Francisco, and included a visit to the
excellent birding site of Golden Gate Park, plus various essential sightseeing attractions. We were also
fortunate enough to be able catch up with a long staying vagrant Harris's Sparrow in the area.
Next came Monterey, where our itinerary included a whale watching excursion, a visit to the Santa Anita
and Panoche Valleys, plus a day trip to the unmissable Ano Nuevo State Park to view the Northern Elephant
Seal colony at the season of peak activity.
The Central Valley National Wildlife Reserves of Colusa, Merced and San Joaquin River were woven into our
tour to give exposure to the phenomenal wintering spectacle of wading birds, ducks, cranes and especially
the 'white goose' concentrations for which the area is famed.
A long drive north took us to the realm of the Coast Redwoods, not far from the Oregon State boundary.
The stunningly beautiful redwood forests make the journey worthwhile in their own right, but combine this
with the temptations of Rock Sandpiper, Ruffed Grouse, wintering raptors, gulls and geese, and Humboldt
County becomes hard to omit from any itinerary.
The lure of the eastern slope of the Sierra Nevada, with its rugged montane scenery and wintering flocks of
Grey-crowned Rosy Finches, proved irresistible and as it transpired, our visit to an Inyo County feeding
station at an altitude of 2,600m in the spectacular High Sierra proved to be one of the ornithological
highlights of the trip.
Last, but by no means least in the league of California scenic splendour, was our visit to the Yosemite
Valley. Relatively quiet in terms of tourist numbers, a winter visit to one of the world's most picturesque
national parks really is an experience to savour.
In all we covered over 3300 miles in the course of our 15 day trip, however the fantastic highway system
and constantly changing scenic backdrops made this journey a relative pleasure.
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Route and Sites Visited
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A summary of our full itinerary is given below:
Day 1 Flight from London Heathrow to San Francisco, arriving mid-afternoon. San Francisco. Accom: Super
8, Lombard Street, SF
Day 2 San Francisco – Bolinas – San Francisco (Golden Gate Bridge). Accom: Super 8, Lombard Street, SF
Day 3 San Francisco (Botanical Gardens and Cable Cars) – Coyote Valley – Monterey. Accom: Super 8,
Monterey
Day 4 Monterey (whale watching and Monarchs) – Robinson Canyon – Monterey. Accom: Super 8,
Monterey
Day 5 Monterey – Santa Cruz – Ano Nuevo – Monterey – Robinson Canyon – Monterey. Accom: Super 8,
Monterey
Day 6 Monterey – Santa Anita Valley – Panoche Valley – Mercey Hot Springs – Monterey. Accom: Super 8,
Monterey
Day 7 Monterey – Colusa NWR – Arcata. Accom: Best Western, Arcata
Day 8 Arcata – Eureka (Humboldt Bay North Spit Jetty) – Arcata – Redwood NP (Lady Bird Johnson Grove) –
Eureka (Carson Mansion) – Arcata. Accom: Best Western, Arcata
Day 9 Arcata – Blue Lake – Ferndale (Eel River Estuary Preserve) – Blue Lake – Arcata. Accom: Best Western,
Arcata
Day 10 Arcata – Ferndale – Redwood NP (Drury-Chaney Trail and Chandelier Tree) – Reno. Accom: Days Inn,
Reno
Day 11 Reno – Carson City – Mono Lake – Bishop – Big Pine – Aspendell – Bishop. Accom: Bishop Village
Motel, Bishop
Day 12 Bishop – Aspendell – Bishop – Bristlecone Pine Forest – Big Pine – Bishop. Accom: Bishop Village
Motel, Bishop
Day 13 Bishop – Bakersfield – Merced – Mariposa – Merced. Accom: Rodeway Inn, Merced
Day 14 Merced – Yosemite Valley – Mariposa – Bishop. Accom: Bishop Village Motel, Bishop
Day 15 Merced – Merced NWR – San Joaquin River NWR – San Francisco – Flight San Francisco to London
Heathrow
Day 16 Arrive LHR

Aleutian Cackling Geese above the Eel River Estuary Preserve, Humboldt County
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When
As stated above, this was a winter season trip, timed to coincide with the presence of a variety of wintering
bird species. We chose a mid-February slot, however, any time between December and March would be
likely to deliver similar results.

Sandhill Cranes, Merced NWR
How
British Airways offered great flight flexibility direct from Heathrow to San Francisco, and at a very good
price as the tickets were purchased during one of their sale periods. Our car hire was provided by Alamo,
whom I would recommend highly in terms of standard of service, value-for-money and vehicle choice. We
opted for an SUV (4WD) and were given the choice of four or five different models when we entered the
Alamo car park. We plumped for a Subaru Outback, which proved to be perfect, as we ate up the 3300+
miles in great comfort. The SUV option was partly driven by the possibility of snow in the high Sierra
Nevada, however, the weather varies season to season and the 2013/4 winter received particularly low
snow falls; tyre chains can be made mandatory by the highway authority if snowy conditions prevail.
When driving long distances abroad we always aim to employ a satnav, which is totally invaluable when
navigating through large towns and cities and in speedily finding hotels after long and tiring drives. Alamo
wanted to levy a satnav hire rate close to the price of a new Tomtom, so instead we downloaded a full set
of USA maps from the Tomtom website before leaving home and took our own satnav; this option worked
brilliantly and saved us a substantial financial outlay.
All motel accommodation was booked in advance on the internet, in order to check reviews, secure more
favourable rates, and obtain precise directions. The quality of rooms in our 'chain motels' was generally
very good, with varying degrees of breakfast included in the costs, plus fridge and microwave in all the
rooms; all had a free Wi-Fi connection too. I am a great advocate of Trip Advisor and checked their
recommendations before making my reservations. Reference to the motels which we used, in terms of our
views on quality, is contained in the Daily Diary section of this report.
Californian cuisine has an enviable reputation and certainly lived up to all expectations. To make the most
of your dining experiences a little research is required, and in this respect Trip Advisor comes into its own.
Reference to our eateries of choice is again made later in the report.
In terms of planning the birding elements of the trip I was reliant upon two resources, firstly the eBird
online distribution mapping service and secondly the incredible help given by a long list of generous local
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birders. Three names stand out for some special words of thanks, beginning with Keith Hansen who not
only steered me into his Bolinas Harris's Sparrow, but actually kept it in seed and hence in place for several
weeks in the lead up to my arrival!
Next comes Rob Fowler (http://www.fowleropebirding.com/), without whose encouragement I may never
have ventured as far north as the outstanding Humboldt County; Rob also accompanied me for a day in the
field to help find a handful of very special local birds. The third person to whom I am greatly indebted is
Bob Steele (http://www.bobsteelephoto.com/), who kept me constantly updated on Inyo County’s weather
and hence Rosy Finch conditions, thereby facilitating one of the most enjoyable morning’s birding of our
trip.
The list of thank yous does not end there, however, and I would also like to give credit to the following
Californian birders, all of whom played a part in making our trip both incredibly successful and hugely
enjoyable: Chuck Almdale, Don Roberson, Jenny Richardson, Steve Rovell, Alan Hopkins, Debra Shearwater,
and Ilana DeBare.

Adult male Northern Elephant Seal, Ano Nuevo State Park
Daily Diary:
Saturday 8th February
As we leave the UK the BBC are telling us about the most severe Californian drought in recent history,
which makes it rather ironic that our touch down on the tarmac of San Francisco International Airport is
accompanied by torrential rain, pouring from a leaden grey sky.
Our experience with the Homeland Security Service is just as painful and time consuming as expected, but
this is countered by a ride in a very plush monorail to the car rental centre and some first class customer
service from Alamo. The latter culminates in our arrival at the SUV section of the parking lot, where the
attendant tells us "take your pick, sir, the keys are in them all"; talk about a boy in a sweet shop! Having
browsed the assembled ranks of Jeeps and VWs, we opt for a Subaru Outback, £30Ks worth of 4WD driving
pleasure.
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The Tomtom is then deployed, and to our great relief the newly uploaded USA maps seem to be functioning
as promised. A busy multi-lane highway leads us into the city of San Francisco, currently topped in a veil of
low cloud and with windscreen wipers swishing incessantly. Although it's wet and grey, our first exposure
to the city's switchback hills and classy timber facades is something of a thrill, though our sightseeing tour
of the Golden Gate Bridge is aborted when we realise that the iconic structure is virtually invisible in the
mist of the bay.
Instead, we turn our attentions to the nearby Palace of Fine Arts. Under normal circumstances this would
be the perfect site for mutual satisfaction, with Vic unfurling her sketchbook to record the elaborate
pseudo-Roman architecture whilst I study the gull action on the adjacent lake; drawing and gulling from
beneath a brolley is far less fun, but needs must!
The PFA lake provides a superb introduction to California's wintering gull population, as a steady stream of
birds choose to visit the fresh water in order to bathe. Dark-backed Western Gulls form the majority of the
crowd, but there is also a good showing of American Herring and Glaucous-winged Gulls, plus a few which
lie somewhere in the middle ground and are best left well alone! The highlight is undoubtedly a couple of
adult Thayer's Gulls which linger on the small lake, wonderful dainty creatures with highly distinctive
wingtip patterns and bright pink legs.

Thayer’s Gulls, San Francisco Palace of Fine Arts
The latter bird is my first official target of the trip, and I return to the car, past the resident Ring-necked
Ducks and American Coots, very pleased with myself. Just around the corner we check into the Lombard
Street Super 8 Motel, which is comfortable enough and very reasonably priced, in comparison with some of
the SF alternatives.
Our plans of a relaxing evening and a posh meal at a pre-booked Italian restaurant are shattered, however,
when we receive a telephone call from another BA passenger who has inadvertently collected our bag from
the luggage carousel. It transpires that we have totally identical Berghaus holdalls, which we have managed
to swap, necessitating a return visit to the airport via the rush-hour traffic in order to make the exchange.
And so a minor crisis is averted, but we have lost our appetite for another drive downtown and instead opt
for an Indian meal from the Viva Goa, just a few doors up from the hotel. As residents of the English
Midlands, with thriving local Asian populations, we like to think of ourselves as connoisseurs of fine Indian
cuisine - and what we are served is most definitely not fine Indian cuisine!
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Sunday 9th January
An early morning peak around the edge of the curtain confirms another dismal, soggy Lombard Street rushhour scene. We are determined not to let a little adverse weather set us back, however, and are soon on a
waffle-fuelled journey towards Bolinas, a small village set on the picturesque coastline just northwest of SF.
During the couple of months leading up to our CA departure, I had been avidly scouring the internet for
useful information regarding key bird species. During my research I had discovered the late December
appearance of a Harris's Sparrow, on a tiny area of public land in Bolinas. When this wintering CA rarity
hung on with the local sparrow flock I became more and more excited, as Harris's Sparrow is a bird with
rather isolated breeding and wintering ranges which can be very tricky to catch up with, without a specific
targeted trip. It is also something of a good looker, so when local birder and bird artist Keith Hansen kindly
told me that he would keep the flock stocked with seed until my visit I really thought that my luck was in!
A little way after crossing the Golden Gate Bridge we cut off to the west, on a narrow road which weaves
through coastal hills that would no doubt be incredibly scenic if one could see more than a hundred metres
ahead. Small landslides and huge roadside puddles are testament to a night of torrential rain, as we reach
the sea shore and follow the winding coast road to the north. Several stops en route produce more
Glaucous-winged and the first of many California Gulls, plus Surf Scoters, Common Goldeneye and plentiful
Buffleheads as we reach Bolinas Lagoon.
The coastline, though loosely shrouded in mist, is incredibly scenic and alive with birds. Large numbers of
Green-winged Teal, Northern Shoveler and American Wigeon feed at the water’s edge, while arable fields
sport mixed Icterid flocks whose numbers include the CA endemic Tricoloured Blackbird. A roadside group
of Golden-crowned Sparrows qualify as the next of my official target birds to fall, and although they prove
to be a widespread wintering species in CA, any new American sparrow is a fine addition to one’s list.
Arriving at the quaint little coastal village of Bolinas, we soon locate the spot described in Keith's
correspondence and a liberal serving of my contraband birdseed is distributed onto the grass. It is still
pouring with rain, so we park up across the road, cross our fingers and focus on the undergrowth.
Presently, a few White-crowned Sparrows drop out of the adjacent bushes, then several Golden-crowned
Sparrows join the feeding crowd, and finally the dark peaty-brown forms of Sooty Fox Sparrows appear, the
latter bird being another species highlighted on the trip target list. But no Harris's Sparrow!
The rain continues, and in spite of a brolley crammed into the gap between open window and car door
frame, my knees and the dashboard are soon running with water. After an hour Victoria's patience is also
running thin, so we head for the village centre and a change of scenery. We fail to find Keith at his art
gallery, but we do discover the most fantastic little eatery in the form of Coast Cafe, whose clam chowder
and garlic sourdough are out of this world!
After a lengthy soup and coffee break it seems that the weather has improved a little, so the sparrow vigil
recommences without the aid of a brolley and it is immediately apparent that many more birds are now
feeding. Twenty White-crowned Sparrows munch on the seed, alongside ten or more Golden-crowneds,
including some lovely males with black lateral crown stripes emphasising a blaze of golden-yellow. Half-adozen Sooty Fox Sparrows have joined the throng, though these birds show a distinct fondness for the dark
recesses below adjacent bushes. A couple each of California Towhee, Song and White-throated Sparrows
are in attendance too, but where is the star of the show?
And then, as if by magic, a gorgeously marked, pink-billed beauty appears amidst the feeding action;
Harris's Sparrow! The camera shutter clicks like a machine gun and euphoria washes through the car; well,
through the driver’s side anyway. She shows a neatly defined dark cap, tidy little chestnut ear-covert patch
on a plain sandy cheek, clean white breast with dark moustachials and central breast steaks, plus richchestnut striped flanks. The weeks of nervous anticipation are all worthwhile; thanks Keith, for one of the
top birds of the trip.
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Harris’s Sparrow, Bolinas
The drive back to San Francisco incorporates a few stops, some for short walks and some caused by the
floods! The water reaches the sills of the Subaru as we ford some of the worst floods and we pass several
abandoned cars. Bands of local volunteers fill sand bags to divert flood waters, some side roads are closed
entirely and we even witness the fire brigade rescuing stranded residents.
In spite of the adverse conditions we still add a few more birds to the list. American Avocets and Long-billed
Curlews feed at the edge of Bolinas Lagoon, while a short walk up the Dipsea Trail, close to Stinson Beach,
delivers our first Bewick's Wren and Hermit Thrushes, plus a very cooperative flock of 150 Cedar Waxwings.
The narrow path winds its way through some fantastic coastal woodland, with stream-cut ravines which are
lined with a lush growth of ferns and overhung by mossy boughs. It is here where we add two more of the
trip target birds, firstly a fast-moving Pacific Wren and then a dazzling blue-and-orange Varied Thrush,
which alights briefly on one of the aforesaid moss-cloaked trunks. On a fine day the Dipsea Trail must be
superb!
After winding our way back through the misty coastal hills we coincide our return to the Golden Gate
Bridge with another respite from the rain which has plagued the day, so take the opportunity to pay
homage to this marvel of civil engineering. Completed back in 1937, the bridge spans the mile-wide Golden
Gate Straight which in turn gives access to San Francisco's vast shipping facilities. After spending some time
in the informative visitors' centre, which contains fascinating footage of the original bridge construction
works, we line up with the East Asian crowds to secure our own images of what is reputedly the most
photographed bridge in the world.
With remaining daylight time ticking away rapidly we head for the Palace of Fine Arts once again, but with
more rain setting in Vic draws from the comfort of the car while I study the gull movements with the aid of
the brolley. The fare is generally similar to that of the previous day, though a smattering of Mew Gulls,
another trip target, and a supremely obliging first winter Thayer's Gull, are worthy of mention.
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After spending a big chunk of the day inside the car we again decide on a walkable option for our dinner
slot, with the excellent Amici’s Pizzeria providing a superb up-market pizza experience just a short stroll
along Lombard Street from the Super 8.
Monday 10th February
Hopeful of some improvement in the weather on our final day in San Francisco, we check out of the Super 8
early and head for Golden Gate Park. Even the short road journey to the Park is little fun during the
morning rush-hour, however, we eventually find a suitable parking spot and stride out for San Francisco
Botanical Gardens, allegedly the prime birding location in this vast green space.
The Botanical Gardens really are a haven of tranquillity set amidst a frantic world of concrete and tarmac.
We spend the best part of three hours wandering amongst pathways, lawns, landscaped pools, exotic
shrubs and dark secluded corners, filling camera memory cards and sketchbooks with some great images, in
ever-improving weather conditions. White-crowned, Golden-crowned, Song and Sooty Fox Sparrows are all
present, with the former three in good numbers. Yellow-rumped Warblers abound, and is probably the
most common bird in the Gardens, with a single Townsend's Warbler also being plucked out of the crowd.
Hermit Thrushes are numerous, American Robins less so, and a couple of Varied Thrushes are real stars,
especially a photogenic bird feeding on open ground. A responsive Pacific Wren also makes for some great
images, though Ruby-crowned Kinglet and the numerous Anna's Hummingbirds are rather more
challenging. A small group of Oregon Juncos and a Sharp-shinned Hawk complete the notable sightings list,
then it's time for a coffee and, back at the car, a cold pizza refuel.

Pacific Wren and Varied Thrush, San Francisco Botanical Gardens
The only outstanding item on the San Francisco 'must see' list is now the cable cars, which have been
epitomised in movies and literature nearly as often as the Golden Gate Bridge. So our clever little Tomtom
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is set for a prime location at the lowest end of California Street and we set off, at the mercy of the flashing
arrows and lady with the calming directional voice.
Our journey of enlightenment takes us first through the fabled Haight Ashbury district, whose striking
Victorian timber facades were at the epicentre of 1960s psychedelia and retain their bohemian appeal
today. We follow the steeply rising and falling gradients on which many a movie car-chase has been played
out and snatch views down to the blue waters of San Francisco Bay far below, including a periodic glimpse
of the infamous Alcatraz Island.
Passing below the huge steel structure of Oakland Bay Bridge we are finally directed to our California Street
destination, the lower end of which affords the most iconic views of SF's Cable Car route, as it negotiates
the steep ascent towards Nob Hill. By pulling up at the roadside where we dare, some superb images of this
great city are added to our CA portfolio, before we set the Tomtom to our last city site. It seems that
everyone who visits San Francisco must drive down the madly curved section of Lombard Street, so we take
our place in the small queue and then weave our way down the winding red block road.
And so it's time to head south, towards our next destination of Monterey. The traffic seems frantic in this
part of the world at any time of day, and our mid-afternoon journey southeast on Route 101, past San Jose,
is often bumper-to-bumper in spite of four-or-more lanes of freeway.
A welcome break in the journey comes at the Coyote Valley, not far beyond the point where the San Jose
suburbs give way to agricultural land. The invaluable eBird resource has put me onto a Ferruginous Hawk
wintering site and it would be rude to just drive straight past! Leaving the 101, the scene initially appears to
be one of very ordinary fallow arable fields, however, it soon becomes apparent that this fertile loamy
ground supports a huge population of California Ground Squirrels, and hence provides fast food for a large
number of raptors.
In little over an hour we encounter double figure numbers of Red-tailed Hawks and half-a-dozen each of
White-tailed Kites and Northern Harriers. It isn't long before we spot the distinctive features of a juvenile
Ferruginous Hawk, but the bird is ranging widely as it actively hunts the Ground Squirrels and it takes a little
chasing before we can savour this great raptor actively hunting, close to the road; not only is it another one
of my precious trip targets, it is my final North American raptor!
Also recorded in the excellent Coyote Valley are numerous Western Meadowlarks and Red-winged
Blackbirds, several Killdeer and the first Yellow-billed Magpies of the trip. But we still have some way to go,
so drag ourselves away, well before last light, to complete the journey south.
As it turns out we cover the ground surprisingly rapidly, meaning that sunset sees us standing on Monterey
Jetty, amidst rocking boats, squawking gulls and splashing California Sealions. It's almost dark when a pair
of Sea Otters swim into view, but it's still a great introduction to the Pacific Coastline.
The Monterey Super 8 is a fine establishment, with rooms which are clean, spacious, well-equipped and of
refreshingly good value for money. As with most Californian motels, it is owned and run by an Indian family,
and when I discover that Bindu, the helpful lady proprietor, hails from Gujarat, one of my favourite
locations on the planet, we are instantly friends for life!
Our evening meal is taken at the highly recommended Monterey Fish House, only a few minute’s drive
from our motel. The service, wine, beer and most importantly the seafood are all outstanding and bring a
fitting conclusion to a fantastically varied day.
Tuesday 11th February
This morning’s Super 8 breakfast includes the addition of a couple of anti-seasickness tablets, as today we
our going out on the ocean! We arrive in the Monterey Wharf area nice and early to soak up the scene and
find plenty to watch, close to the shore. Large numbers of Surf Scoters are feeding to the north of the
marina area, alongside Black-necked Grebes, Great Northern and Pacific Divers.
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Adult breeding plumaged Heerman’s Gull, Monterey
There is a large gathering of gulls on the north wharf, mostly Westerns, but with a sprinkling of first winter
Heerman's Gulls and several apparent Western/Glaucous-winged hybrids. The Larid highlight is a cracking
breeding plumaged adult Heerman's Gull on the beach, which allows photographic approach to within a
few metres. The white-headed beauty is as good as a new bird; during my previous September visit they
had all looked pretty scraggy in post-breeding attire. Marine mammal fare is of a high calibre too, in the
form of numerous California Sealions, Harbour Seals and several more loafing Sea Otters.
At 09.30 we make our way around to the main wharf, where we have a whale watching trip booked with
Monterey Bay Whale Watch. It is apparent that at least three companies take whale watching trips out
from Monterey, but this crowd responded promptly to pre-trip emails, seemed professional and knew their
cetaceans, so I would not hesitate to recommend them.
We board a sizeable vessel, designed to take sixty people, but with only half this number on board due to
the low season lull. Our 10.00 trip begins with a visit to the breakwater protecting the harbour, which is
home to several hundred California Sealions. The breeding plumage Brandt's Cormorants, which share the
breakwater, are also a sight to behold at such close range, revealing deep blue eyes and wispy white ear
plumes. Several Pelagic Cormorants feed in the harbour, as do the first of up to a dozen Sea Otters
recorded on the trip.
We have not moved far into the open Pacific when the first of many dark phase Northern Fulmars arc past,
and good numbers of breeding plumaged Rhinoceros Auklets begin to appear. A single Pink-footed
Shearwater also puts in a brief appearance, but this is the only other noteworthy seabird seen, at what is
regarded as a rather quiet time of year for pelagic birding.
We are here for the cetaceans, however, and they don't disappoint. Our first encounter is with a pod of
around forty Risso's Dolphins, which remain with us for some time, regularly breaching to show the weird
scarring marks which are a distinctive feature of this large pale dolphin. Whilst we are still watching the
Risso's, smaller numbers of darker, smaller and more agile Pacific White-sided Dolphins appear on the
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scene. They rocket through the waves, occasionally bow-riding our boat and periodically showing their
diagnostic white sides.
A surprise call of "there she blows" has us all scanning the grey seas for the whale which the skipper has
just spied. Soon the Humpback Whale is relocated and we spend the next half hour cruising with this
magnificent beast, as it flukes, dives and blows exhalation spouts many metres into the air.

Risso’s Dolphins and Humpback Whale, Monterey
Three hours fly past and before we know it we are returning to the quayside, in steadily brightening
weather. Monterey Wharf is something of a West Coast Blackpool, lined with rather tacky gift shops and
generic seafood outlets who annoyingly tout for custom by dispatching hawkers to hassle innocent
bystanders who pass by their doors. Combine this with rather hefty parking fees and you have a recipe for
an area in which it is best not to linger. The nearby Cannery Row has a similar feel and correspondingly
overpriced car parking rates, leading us to take our lunch in a Mexican fast-food outlet, before restocking
our supplies at an adjacent supermarket.
We have the afternoon earmarked for a visit to the famed Pacific Grove overwintering grounds of the
Monarch butterfly, and make our way though some rather grand Monterey suburbs to the allotted spot.
Following the short footpath between residential blocks, we arrive in a tiny stand of eucalypts, where
several people are already viewing the wintering masses of these spectacular butterflies. Well, 'masses' is
something of an exaggeration, as a maximum of around five hundred butterflies is all we can find, which
are roped off to prevent disturbance. The rather cool and dull weather doesn't help, but combine this with
the highly unnatural surroundings and it hardly rates as one of the great wildlife spectacles of the trip.
The rocky Pacific Grove shoreline is rather more inspiring, and we take the coast road back towards the
motel, where a late afternoon siesta attends to the vestiges of jet lag. The evening has been allocated to
owling, as nearby Robinson Canyon has a reputation as one of the premier nightbird sites in the State and
looking for owls is one of my most prized pastimes (much to Victoria's delight!).
Robinson Canyon is immediately south east of the town of Carmel, and hence only twenty minutes from
our motel. I have been provided with some expert local advice on where to search for each respective owl,
and arrive a little before darkness in order to recce the area and plan my attack. The habitat in the steeply
rising canyon is magnificent, with stands of fir, oak and redwood all in close proximity, hence providing
niches for a variety of different species.
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My quest begins at dusk, in the lower reaches, where I have been told that Northern Pygmy Owl is a
possibility. Although it's not a new bird I'm keen to try for an improved photograph, but all remains quiet
on the NPO front. A totally unprompted Northern Saw-whet Owl does commence his plaintive monosyllabic
whistle, however, and he's not too far away! So the duel begins, man against owl, and for well over an hour
the owl has the upper hand, as he repeatedly moves position in the dense stands of firs. Finally, and with a
great sense of relief, the spotlight beam picks out a pale form sitting on a broken branch, tight against a fir
trunk, and I have him!
Northern Saw-whet Owl is one of my most wanted species on the whole trip, and this cracking little
nightbird lives up to all expectations. Bold yellow eyes burn from a sandy-white facial disc edged in darker
brown, marked with distinct white flecking. White underparts are boldly streaked mid brown, his bill is
black and large talons bright yellow. What a bird! After grabbing a few shots I fetch Vic from the car, to
enjoy one of the USA's best-looking birds but also to assist in holding the spotlight steady, as one-man owl
photography is always a little challenging!
Mission accomplished, we head up hill. Long-eared Owl has been calling close-by as I chase the Saw-whet,
but I have a better site for this bird up my sleeve and head off in search of more important targets. In spite
of some effort, however, both Spotted and Western Screech Owls refuse to call, with a full, bright Moon
doing little to improve my chances. Great Horned Owl is the only other caller noted before we depart, but
I'm very satisfied with the evening’s work and we return for a motel picnic of some very good olives, cheese
and bread, washed down by an excellent Californian red wine.

Wintering Monarch butterflies, Monterey and Northern Saw-whet Owl, Robinson Canyon
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Wednesday 12th February
Another day, another classic Californian coastal destination. An early departure sees us heading north, in
the direction of the town of Santa Cruz, and I only allow myself a few minutes to scan the morning gull
gathering at Moss Landing. Here a first-winter Glaucous Gull is new for the trip list, as is Marbled Godwit,
whose numbers are 200 strong on the mudflats.
With a highly recommended brunch-stop in store we head straight for Santa Cruz's Cafe Brazil, though our
final destination is another twenty minutes to the north. Cafe Brazil proves to be outstanding, with a great
atmosphere, good prices and amazing cuisine; miss it off your itinerary at your peril.
Continuing our journey north, on the very scenic Route 1 Cabrillo Highway, a roadside raptor prompts a Uturn. The bird turns out to be a fine sooty-grey backed male Pacific Merlin, another one of my trip targets,
and secured on what is essentially a non-birding day!
Soon after the Merlin, we spot our turn off to Ano Nuevo State Park, destination of our day trip and home
to several hundred Northern Elephant Seals. It is a beautifully sunny morning and we have a pre-booked
slot on the 11.30 guided tour of the colony (note that advanced booking is essential during the breeding
season, as this is a very popular location, especially at weekends).

Ano Nuevo State Park
After an introductory talk, the two-and-a-half hour tour commences, led by an immensely knowledgeable
retired volunteer who proceeds to furnish us with all manner of interesting facts about the site, its history
and, of course, the Northern Elephant Seals themselves. During our outbound walk through the open
heathland we note Spotted Towhees, Chestnut-backed Chickadees, Red-shouldered Hawks and Anna's
Hummingbirds, plus several grazing Black-tailed Deer.
When we reach the dunes the real excitement begins, as we can now hear the deep guttural roars of the
beach-masters, who can grow to a staggering 3500 lbs. Our route to the beach is tightly controlled, as
young male Elephant Seals are dotted about the sand, sometimes half-hidden, and bumping into one could
clearly ruin your day.
Our tour takes us to four separate viewing areas and at some locations the seals are just metres away.
February is the perfect time to visit, as all stages of the breeding cycle are visible, with varying sizes of pups,
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some just hours old, suckling away at their mothers. Meanwhile, huge yellow-tusked bulls rear up at one
another, fix crazed bloodshot eyes, then lunge forward with the force of a small bus to gouge bloody
wounds in their quest for harem dominance. With a background of Ano Nuevo Island and Pacific breakers
beyond, this enthralling spectacle of life and death in the natural world is certainly one of the early
highlights of the entire trip.
We take the long route back, away from the well-trodden visitors' path, were we see a couple of Wrentits,
Purple Finch, Western Scrub Jays and Northern Flickers. A picnic follows, with some more of my birdseed
stash attracting White-crowned, Golden-crowned and Sooty Fox Sparrows, all to minimum focussing
distance in perfect photographic light.
Ano Nuevo also has a nice little circular beach walk, on an area where Elephant Seals aren't a risk to life and
limb, and this circuit fills the final hour. On the sea dozens of Western Grebes bob with the tide, while
amongst the Western and Glaucous-winged Gulls another very smart adult Thayer's Gull is plucked out. To
the south we are treated to a magnificent view of the hills inland of Monterey, through a veil of misty sea
spray which emphasises the evening colours; what a fantastic and varied site Ano Nuevo really is.

Northern Elephant Seals, Ano Nuevo State Park
Our original plan had been to dine in Santa Cruz, but we can't resist a return visit to our favourite Monterey
restaurant, so head all the way back to the motel for a spruce up and a return to the excellent Monterey
Fish House, which performs just as well as we anticipate.
With such a limited number of new birds on offer I can't resist another pop at Robinson Canyon, so leaving
Vic with wine and iPad, I head out into the night. Again I try hard for Spotted and Western Screech Owls,
but again draw a total blank under another glaring full moon. Northern Saw-whet and Long-eared Owls
make themselves heard, but where are all those supposedly 'common' Megascops fellas?!
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Thursday 13th February
In contrast to the recent maritime action, today's trip has an inland focus. We head out after breakfast with
the town of Hollister in our sights, a little over an hour’s drive to the northeast. The Tomtom delivers us to
a specified junction of narrow field roads set in an attractive landscape of dark furrowed valley bottoms,
giving way to rolling parched-brown pasturelands flanked by high green hills.
As Vic sketches the scene I watch Savannah Sparrows feed at the roadside, flocks of Red-winged Blackbirds
pass overhead, Loggerhead Shrikes hunt from overhead power lines and a distant pair of Coyotes track the
myriad of scurrying California Ground Squirrels which occur in this area. Presently, a couple of juvenile
Ferruginous Hawks fly into view, amongst the much more numerous Red-tails, but the encounter is a brief
one as they soon disappear over a rise.
We are in the Santa Anita Valley and by following the road of the same name to the east, arrive at a
beautifully undisturbed dry river valley lined with riparian woodland of evergreen and deciduous oaks, the
latter hung in huge balls of sage-green mistletoe. A particularly appealing feature of the area are the ageold timber fences that line the roadside, each bristling with verdant green follicles of lichen, which contrast
with an otherwise dry, brown landscape. A long walk beside the oaks produces Lark Sparrow, Oak
Titmouse, many Western Bluebirds and Yellow-billed Magpies, White-breasted Nuthatch, Acorn
Woodpeckers and another Ferruginous Hawk, this time an adult.

Santa Anita Valley
A major focus at this site is Phainopepla, a bird missed on previous USA trips and occurring at very few sites
on my chosen CA itinerary. So constant tape trawling and treetop scanning is employed, until finally a small
black bird with wispy crest is spotted atop a distant oak. With a little more encouragement he flies in,
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revealing distinctive white primary patches, to alight on a nearby branch and display a fiery red iris; another
target is in the bag!
Following the valley road still further, the landscape opens up into a scene of steeply undulating brown
hillsides which stretch to the horizon, and are set against a clear blue sky. Here two more juvenile
Ferruginous Hawks are hunting ground squirrels and we are surprised to find two adult Bald Eagles sitting
sentinel on distant treetops; equally surprising is a roadside juvenile Golden Eagle seen on our return
journey, possibly the closest I have ever been to this impressive bird.
It is a shame to leave what has been one of my favourite birding sites to date, but we still have some driving
to do and depart on the next leg of the journey. The Panoche Valley Road winds its way through mixed oak
and pine forest and it is here that we find a suitably scenic picnic spot, where a pair of adult Golden Eagles
wheel overhead as we eat our artichoke bread, cured meat and olives.
After lunch we head further east, dropping down from the wooded hills into the dry lowland plains, turned
over to cattle ranching, where the vast browned grass fields are dotted with innumerable desiccated cow
pats, though there is hardly a steer in sight! Our route then veers northwards, following the Little Panoche
Road to our final destination of the day, Mercey Hot Springs.

Yellow-billed Magpie, Santa Anita Valley and American Long-eared Owl, Mercey Hot Springs
This rather odd site consists of a small spa resort constructed around a little oasis of thermal springs in the
otherwise dry and barren hills. Our greeting at the reception is little short of rude and we take an instant
dislike to the proprietor who carries an unidentified Central European accent. The plan had been for Vic to
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take a dip in the spa while I check out the American Long-eared Owls, for which the site is famed. We are
shocked when we are told that this will cost the tidy sum of 50 USD between us, despite the tiny size of the
swimming pool. Reluctantly we settle on a 25 USD 'photography fee' plus a 5 USD 'owl viewing fee' and are
directed to the appropriate pine tree.
Fortunately, of the seven birds visible, one is magnificently positioned, fully in the open and with ear-tufts
raised. It is actually my best ever view of a LEO, and the photographic opportunities are outstanding. So
another target bird is secured, hopefully an armchair-tick in waiting, as I have it on the highest authority
that American Long-eared Owl is an imminent split. Most memorable sighting of the visit, however, is a
gentleman who loads his family into his huge pickup truck, cranks the 5 litre engine into life, and transports
everyone all of 100m from the swimming pool back to their chalet; only in America?
From the hot springs we head down to Highway 5, then turn south to the junction with the Panoche Road.
According to eBird there has been a Costa's Hummingbird around the service area for a few days, but all we
can find are House Buntings, Yellow-rumped Warblers and a single Anna's Hummingbird.
Heading back west, the Panoche Road becomes a dirt track, which traverses the low dry hills, now bathed
in attractive late evening light. The setting looks perfect for an interesting mammal to materialise from the
undergrowth, but all we find are a few fence-top Mountain Bluebirds. I check the cattle plains in the last
light of day, but we have left it a little late for a determined search for the Mountain Plovers which winter
here, as this species does not appear on our CA hitlist.
The return journey through the wooded hills is commenced under a breath-taking scarlet-and-purple
sunset, then as dusk is falling the Western Screech Owl offensive begins once more. The habitat looks good
and at the third stop I finally hear the bouncing-ball call of a WSO in the distance. Without further ado I
hurdle the high barbed wire fence and set off in pursuit, but I've covered no more than a hundred metres
when the owl falls silent. And so the saga continues, with a series of calling WSOs that are either
unresponsive, inaccessible due to the many rocky ravines, or in one case worryingly close to the savagely
barking dogs at a property close to the road.
When Victoria's owling patience wears thin we head for our designated Hollister eatery, but for once the
Tomtom lets the side down and leads us to a residential backstreet. So the day ends in another motel
picnic, which to be honest can make a welcome change from incessant eating out, especially when the
California wine is this drinkable!
Friday 14th February
When plotting out our CA itinerary it was apparent that some serious long-distance driving would be
involved if we were to encompass visits to the State's main winter season highlights. Today is due to be one
of those big drives, taking us from Monterey all the way to Arcata, not far from the Oregon State boundary,
via Colusa National Wildlife Refuge in the Northern Central Valley.
In spite of the considerable distance involved, a combination of great roads, the Tomtom and our trusty
Subaru, with the huge bonus of cruise control, has us bearing down on Colusa by mid-day. North of
Sacramento the traffic thins out significantly, the sky brightens to reveal large patches of blue, and we have
some time to admire the scenic hillsides which flank the wide agricultural valley.
Just shy of Colusa NWR we grab a Subway, then pull off the freeway at Williams to head east for our midjourney break. The Central Valley National Wildlife Refuges are reminiscent of our Wildfowl and Wetlands
Trust sites in the UK, but on a grand scale and without the gift shops, tea rooms and crowds! The sites are
not permanently manned and upon arrival one is simply directed down the gravel roads of the auto route
tour, which in the case of Colusa is a four mile loop around a section of the huge reserve.
In spite of its size and, as we are to find, the huge number of birds present, we only encounter another
couple of cars. Our car picnic is consumed whilst watching the entree, a large pool packed with a couple of
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thousand frontalis Greater White-fronted Geese, plus the usual array of American Wigeon, Ring-necked
Duck, Pintail, Northern Shoveler, Gadwall, Mallard, American Coot and so on. Two other hitlist birds are
killed off here, as the group of 150 Cackling Geese towards the rear of the lake contains both the smart
ring-necked Aleutian leucopareia birds as well as a sprinkling of gorgeous little dark-bellied Small Cackling
Geese of the minima race.
The gob-smacking full-on goose spectacle is reserved for the main lakes, however, just a short distance
further south. We turn a corner to be confronted by a snowscape of maybe fifteen thousand white geese,
densely packed onto a couple of water bodies, creating exactly the scene that has drawn me towards a
winter visit to CA for many years. I love geese, and to view such an immense gathering of Snow and Ross's
Geese is an instant trip highlight and something which will remain in my mind’s eye forever.
Although Ross's Goose is a tick, it is all about the numbers of white geese present in these huge flocks. With
smaller parties and family groups constantly dropping in and out, squabbles break out and the visual
experience is accompanied by the constant honking of truly wild geese, which have flown here from their
breeding grounds high in the American Arctic.
The afternoon light is perfect for photography, and with a backdrop of high green hills I shoot far too many
photos than I really should of the assembled white masses, of groups in flight and of single birds zipping low
overhead. At one stage at least half the birds on the reserve take flight, caused by either an unseen
predator or more likely the couple of idiots who vacate their car, in spite of the countless warning signs.
The ensuing snowstorm of black-and-white geese, accompanied by a honking cacophony of sound, is truly
one of the great ornithological spectacles of the planet, let alone California.

White geese, Colusa NWR
The remainder of the circuit is always going to be something of an anti-climax, with just White-faced Ibis
and a Black-crowned Night Heron colony of notable occurrence. After a brief leg-stretch on the nature trail
it's time to move on, with a long drive up to Arcata still to complete. From Williams we head west, on
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Highway 20, which winds a route through beautiful oak-clad hills to the vast freshwater expanse of Clear
Lake. Even at the lake the Tomtom gives us another four hour’s drive to Arcata and as the dusk starts to
settle and the weather deteriorates we realise that we are in for a bit of a grueller.

Ross’s Geese, Colusa NWR
When we reach Highway 101 we turn to the north, on a winding road through hills now cloaked in
coniferous forest. We are on the famed Redwood Highway, a highly scenic route by day, but on a rainy
night, more of a test in driving stamina! Our 20.00 arrival at the Arcata Best Western Motel is therefore a
huge relief, and after a week in Super 8s it is also something of a lesson in luxury accommodation. Our huge
room is very well equipped, breakfasts are found to be particularly ample and there is even a very good
20

California in the Winter 2014

Ian Merrill

supermarket across the road to fulfil our motel picnic desires, as we are simply too tired to turn out to a
restaurant.
In the course of my many months of preparation and planning for our CA trip I received a great deal of
information from Humboldt County birding expert Rob Fowler. In fact I would go as far as to say that
without Rob's encouragement I would never have considered travelling this far north in CA. In recognition
of the help, and in the hope of easing the task of finding a few tricky local species, I have arranged to
employ Rob as a guide for a day out in Humboldt County and tomorrow is set to be the day.
Over a glass of Alley Cat beer, my new favourite CA brew, I manage to get hold of Rob on the phone and we
agree to drop the big day-out to the Sunday, owing to a rather bleak weather forecast for tomorrow. There
are plenty of other options for tomorrow, however, and I get enough of a lie-in for a couple more beers!
Saturday 15th February
A pre-dawn hand stretched around the motel room door reveals that the forecast rain has not yet arrived
and soon afterwards I am in the car, heading for one of the most eagerly anticipated birding sites of the
trip. The North Spit Jetty at the entrance to Humboldt Bay, roughly opposite the town of Eureka, is the
most southerly point on the West Coast of the USA where Rock Sandpiper can be regularly found.
Furthermore, it must represent one of the best sites in the world in terms of diversity of 'rocky coast'
shorebirds, and it's no coincidence that it's just half an hour’s drive from our motel.
From Eureka an impressively high arched bridge crosses Arcata Bay, to reach the Samoa Peninsula, at the
southern end of which lies the inlet guarded by the aforesaid piers. Both North and South Jetties host
similar wintering shorebirds, however it is the North Jetty which is most accessible and therefore attracts
the birders.
Accessing the jetty actually employs 4WD for the first and last time in the trip, if only to save ten minute’s
walk across the soft sand! I expect to be the first person on site at dawn, however, one pickup truck has
beaten me and someone is already half way down the man-made rock-and-concrete pier structure. It
transpires that he is the first of many Saturday-morning surfers to arrive and survey the condition of the
tide, as this is not only a great birding spot but also a major draw for lovers of huge Pacific waves.

Surfbird and Black Turnstone, Humboldt Bay North Spit Jetty
I have only walked a couple of steps on the slippery concrete jetty when I catch sight of the first of many
Surfbirds and Black Turnstones, extremely confiding birds which continue to search for tasty morsels
amongst the rocks and seaweed exposed at the low tide, even though I approach to within just a few
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metres. A little further out small groups of Least Sandpipers wheel back and forth, occasionally alighting to
scurry over the concrete ramp like tiny clockwork toys.
Moving along the jetty an occasional larger wave breaks on the rocks to shower me in spray and send a
group of waders fleeing for cover. Wandering Tattler is added to the shorebird numbers, while on the open
water both Surf and Black Scoters dive for food in the company of Western Grebes, Pacific and Redthroated Divers.
The early morning view inland is spectacular, as rolling cloud formations billow up over the dark green hills
wrapped in fir and redwood, which rise on the flanks of the town. A flock of two hundred Black Brants,
strung out on an undulating line, fly to the south, past patches of blue sky which are just starting to show
through the gloom.
Several Glaucous-winged and a single adult Thayer's Gull drift past, as I pick my way tentatively to the
point, minding my footing on the slippery surface. The outer third of the Jetty is protected by huge fourlegged interlocking concrete 'tetrapods', designed to provide maximum wave protection but which also
hide the feeding shorebirds.
After an anxious few minutes of searching, a larger wave causes the waders to regroup and miraculously a
huddle of three Rock Sandpipers pitch up on one of the outer tetrapods. A new wader for the list is always
a moment to savour, and though superficially a 'West Coast Purple Sandpiper', this really is quite a special
bird, in a pretty damned impressive location.

Rock Sandpiper, Humboldt Bay North Spit Jetty
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With relatively inaccessible winter quarters and a particularly remote breeding range I feel very privileged
to be able to study these birds on the jetty which I now have totally to myself. Looking rather slight next to
their chunky Surfbird associates, their dark upperparts, short legs and broad-based tapering bill is
superficially very Purple Sandpiper-ish. Their underparts are much more distinctly marked, however, with
bold dark chevrons running down the white breast and onwards as rows of neat little arrowheads, lining
the flanks. To my mind the legs are a little shorter than Purple Sandpiper and both they and the bill base
have a yellow as opposed to orangey hue, but then perhaps I'm just over-excited about my new wader?!
Out on the end of the Jetty, seeing is one thing, getting a half-decent photo is another, as the birds are
rather mobile and always on the outermost tetrapods. The only option is to inch oneself out on the
concrete structures, with waves breaking far below, to get a better angle and a closer shot, and with a little
nerve and patience I eventually acquire a few suitably gripping images. On my way back to the shore in
rapidly improving light, my Rock Sandpiper efforts make photographing Surfbird and Black Turnstone
absolute child's play, as the latter species literally line themselves up for full-frame glory. I also take a few
moments to admire the surfing skills of the locals, who are now arriving at what is obviously a favoured
location for this very Californian sport.
It has been another unforgettable experience of CA winter birding and I've not even had my breakfast yet! I
join Vic for a Best Western coffee and accompaniments, then we immediately head north on the
continuation of the Redwood Highway. The weather has largely cleared and the views are spectacular, with
wave-lashed beaches to the left and steeply climbing conifer-clad hills to the right, interspersed by coastal
lagoons, lush green pasture and the weathered timber houses of rural settlements.
Just north of the hamlet of Orick we head inland on the Bald Hills Road, which winds upward through firs,
and then huge Coast Redwoods. First we take a walk down the Tall Trees Grove access road, which is closed
to traffic, bumping onto Chestnut-backed Chickadees, Golden-crowned Kinglets, Pacific Wren and Varied
Thrush. The walk through the firs is rather uninspiring, however, so we relocate to the Lady Bird Johnson
Grove in order to experience a real redwood forest.
Although the loop trail around the Grove takes less than an hour to cover, the scale of the majestic Coast
Redwoods, hung in beards of grey lichen, must be seen to be really appreciated. The whole atmosphere of
these forests is quite unique, as shafts of sunlight illuminate paths between the boughs, hundreds of feet
above our heads. We bump into several more Varied Thrushes, but it is the trees who are the real stars
here and we depart in awe of their serene beauty.
After a car picnic we head back down slope just as the rain sets in and, judging by the heavy grey sky, it
looks to be here to stay. The Redwood Creek Mouth, accessed from Orick, is traditionally a good gulling site
and has also hosted some recent sightings of Northern Shrike, but in the prevailing weather conditions
birding is pretty much impossible. Strong onshore winds blow rain into the scope no matter what angle I
try, so we abort the mission and head back to the Redwood Highway via an assortment of bedraggled
American Robins, Song Sparrows and a covey of handsome California Quail.
Respite from the heavy rain is taken in the nearby Thomas Kuchel Redwood NP Visitors' Centre, where we
chat to the friendly staff and procure a few souvenirs. The downpour then abates for just long enough to
permit a beach walk, where the stranded remnants of mighty redwood trunks make for some atmospheric
photographic subjects.
Heading furthest south we drop in on Arcata's informative 'California Welcome Centre', where we glean
some useful information regarding road conditions for our next big journey, which will see us crossing the
Sierra Nevada Mountains. We also get directions to Eureka's most famous landmark, Carson Mansion,
which is obviously a must for any budding architectural illustrator!
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Humboldt County coastline
Carson Mansion, completed in 1886 for the lumber tycoon William Carson, is reputed to be the grandest
Victorian house in the whole of the USA, and in spite of the rain the sculptured edifice does look pretty
damned impressive. Directly across the road from the Mansion is the Pink Lady, another magnificent
example of Queen Anne architecture, which was also built by Mr Carson, as a wedding gift to his son in
1889.
We spend the last couple of hours of daylight with the 'Subaru Studio' sitting directly between the two
spectacular monuments, as Victoria fills her sketchbook with their elaborate detail. After a spruce up at the
Best Western, the evening continues in a similarly spectacular vein, with our appointment at the Folie
Douce. The ensuing butternut squash and coconut soup, cod with guacamole, almond ice cream and
accompanying drinks in the superb restaurant prove to be the culinary highlight of the entire trip.
Sunday 16th February
And so dawns my 'Fowlerope' birding day. Actually, I am up well before dawn, to rendezvous with Rob
Fowler in the hope of tracking down a rather select list of Humboldt County specialities. Heading out into
the darkness, our first destination is a tour of the farm roads which dissect Arcata Bottoms. A Striped Skunk
trots down the track in front of the car, the first live animal after seeing (and smelling) dozens of roadside
casualties.
Close to the end of the circuit a magnificent American Barn Owl alights on a road sign close to the car and
the first target is in the bag; it is a male, as designated by the pale breast of the sexually dimorphic furcate
race, and is included on the hit-list as a potential future split.
Next stop is a forest site close to Arcata, Rob's Western Screech Owl spot, but all is silent. So we move on to
his Spotted Owl site, but have a similar response. It is now getting light and we drop back into town to
collect a rested and breakfasted Victoria, who has had two extra hours in bed and has only missed a Barn
Owl!
Ruffed Grouse is on my target list as a much wanted lifer, but it's a tricky bird to catch up with in CA. Tall
Trees Grove used to be the spot, but now access is difficult it has fallen from grace. Rob has a new site,
however, which has actually been located courtesy of the local mail delivery lady! The site is on a quiet
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forest road to the east of Blue Lake, only half an hour’s drive away, and it provides a highly scenic outlook
onto Humboldt County’s rolling coniferous forests.
It doesn't provide a Ruffed Grouse, however, nor does it come up with the Northern Pygmy Owl which was
apparently seen recently. So we depart with a score of Owls 3 - 1 Birders, and grouse-less, to try our luck
with a Northern Shrike which has been frequenting Blue Lake in recent times. Our search of the Mad River
Hatchery comes up with Black-capped Chickadee, at what is pretty much its most southerly site on the
West Coast, a juvenile Bald Eagle, but nothing else worthy of the notebook; is this a theme I see
developing?
In the hope of turning our luck around, we head for pastures new; quite literally! A forty five minute drive
takes us to the Ferndale Bottoms grazing marshes, located on the south side of the Eel River. The route
takes us past a couple of hundred roadside Aleutian Canada Geese and also through the very picturesque
Victorian town of Ferndale.

Aleutian Canada Geese, Ferndale Bottoms
The western section of the grazing marshes is in development as the Eel River Estuary Preserve, and Jason,
the newly appointed warden in residence, has had his hands full of late with the arrival of a white phase
Gyrfalcon on the site. Gyrfalcons, and particularly white ones, are a great rarity here and as a consequence,
crowd management has been added to the new warden’s list of skill prerequisites.
Thankfully there are only a handful of twitchers on site when we arrive, and the rather distant telegraphmounted monster raptor is instantly located. I have only seen one Gyrfalcon before, a similarly white bird
at Berry Head in Devon, way back in 1986, so this is something of a welcome reintroduction to a rather fine
bird. He flies around briefly, looking as bulky as a Buteo when he does, but generally behaves much like,
and superficially resembles, a static Snowy Owl!
Raptors are our draw to this site, as Rough-legged Hawks have been wintering here and I'm interested in
seeing the North American sanctijohannis race of this species. As we scan the marshes a group of five
hundred Aleutian Cackling Geese pass over in atmospheric formation, a group of thirty Tundra Swans graze
and small flocks of American Pipits wheel above the pasture. Finally, a very smart adult male Rough-legged
Hawk soars over, close by our vantage point, and a second target bird is at last in the bag.
It is now mid-afternoon and the consensus is a revisit to the Ruffed Grouse road to end the day, though we
deviate our route slightly and are rewarded with spectacularly good looks at another hunting Rough-legged
Hawk, this time over the grazing pastures immediately north of Ferndale town.
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The atmosphere is rather tense as we drive the 'grouse road' for a final time, with many Varied Thrushes
flying up from their evening roadside foraging. Then we round a bend and see a plump brown bird lurking
in the short vegetation of the verge. Ruffed Grouse! A new bird at the eleventh hour, and what a bird too.
By approaching slowly in the car we position ourselves directly alongside this exquisitely marked creature,
whose chocolate brown upperparts are edged, notched and speckled with all manner of subtle black,
white, grey and yellow markings and whose white underparts are boldly scalloped in black. Phew!

Ruffed Grouse, Blue Lake
It's been something of a mixed day, maybe not helped with a little bad luck, and the hit-rate has hardly
been spectacular. Thankfully the last minute Grouse has pulled things round somewhat, and Rob has been
fine company. We part as good friends and the after a quick spruce-up Vic and I hit a very mediocre
Mexican restaurant in Arcata, not deemed worthy of any form of recommendation.
Monday 17th February
All the way to Reno, now wouldn’t that make a good title for a song? And it is to be the main objective of
today’s travelling, but not without a fair few supplementary diversions. The first of these is to fill up on the
Best Western breakfast buffet before our departure, an experience which includes our first ever use of a
waffle making machine!
Ray's Supermarket provides us with picnic fare and the constituent parts for the next three evening meals,
while the adjacent gas station dispenses enough fuel to get us to Nevada and some engine oil which will
hopefully quell the annoying intermittent illumination of the associated dashboard warning light.
Our previous day’s flying visit to Ferndale has whetted our appetite and first on the agenda is a
comprehensive tour of the well preserved historic town. At its centre is a wide main street, lined with
decorative timber store frontages which have clearly changed very little over the last 150 years. The
surrounding streets are liberally dotted with immaculate examples of Victorian residential architecture, the
best known of which is the Gingerbread Mansion, dating back to 1895 and now a very plush bed and
breakfast.
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Before moving off we even select a few tasteful souvenirs, then make our exit via the Ferndale Bottoms
pastures to the north. Amongst the lush green grass and grazing cattle we hit the raptor jackpot, with not
only another Rough-legged Hawk sighting but finally a fine photographic encounter with a spanking gingerbacked adult Ferruginous Hawk.

Ferruginous Hawk, Ferndale Bottoms
Our other morning’s goal is to taste a little more of what the Redwood National Park has to offer, and
leaving the southbound Redwood Highway we follow the signs to the Avenue of the Giants scenic drive.
Beyond the freeway we join a two lane road which winds its way through the magnificent evergreen trees
choosing to stop, quite randomly, at the Drury-Chaney Trail.
I have wandered in a fair few forests in my life and can honestly say that I have never visited anywhere
more magically atmospheric than this site. High overhead, the Coast Redwood roof is not dissimilar to that
of the Lady Bird Johnson Grove, but it is the ground level spectacle which gives the site such a special
appeal. Here, the forest floor is covered with an almost complete carpet of vividly green Redwood Sorrel,
through which a red-brown trail winds, the latter being coloured by a constant fall of dead pine needles.
There are no signs of historic logging, instead the forest floor is punctuated by the occasional vast resting
body of a fallen redwood, similarly draped in a green sorrel blanket. Large arching clumps of fern leaves
cling to the dead wood, and shafts of sunlight cut the air which seems in a permanent state of refrigerated
cold, being tangibly several degrees cooler than the temperature on the adjacent road; for us this is
probably the most memorable location in the whole of our great Californian journey.
We now have just one other item remaining on our redwood 'to do' list; we need to drive through a tree!
This goal is achieved at the aptly named Chandelier Tree, close to the hamlet of Leggett, where a car-sized
opening was carved through a chandelier-boughed Coast Redwood back in the 1930s. We pay our 5 Dollars
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and join a small queue, to carefully squeeze the Subaru through the tight opening and gain the appropriate
photos. It is all a little touristy, but you don't get to drive through a 96m tall, 2400 year old tree every day!

Drury-Chaney Trail
The clearing in which the Chandelier Tree sits is quite a birdy spot, and over our picnic lunch we are joined
by as many as fifty each of American Robins and Oregon Juncos, while the adjacent lake hosts two pairs of
beautiful Hooded Mergansers in addition to the ubiquitous Buffleheads.
And then it really is “all the way to Reno”. Highway 101 south, through the last of those glorious redwoods,
Route 20 east through the rolling oak hills and the ‘Californian Lake District', bringing us back into the
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beautifully blossoming almond groves of the Central Valley, where we kicked off the journey four days
previously. The I5 whizzes us down to Sacramento, where we hang a left onto Interstate 80 in the failing
light.
By this time we need all the entertainment we can get, and Vic livens up the journey with some video
ingenuity, trying to time an iPod rendition of REM's seminal track with the passage of a Reno directional
sign above the freeway; mediocre success achieved! Continuing eastwards, we steadily gain altitude until
dirty white snow-drifts appear in the headlights at the roadside in the vicinity of the 2,206m Donner
Summit, though we rapidly leave the remnants of snowstorms from earlier in the winter as we descend in
the State of Nevada.
It's approaching 20.00 when the neon glow of the Nevada's Northern casino-den breaks the dark horizon.
The Tomtom proceeds to guide us in, via vast banks of gaudy fluorescent flashing colour and acres of neon
advertising boards, then past dozens of palatial casino hotels, as we seriously ponder as to whether we are
the only visitors in the city who are not intent on an evening of frenetic gambling entertainment?
It is a huge relief when we finally close the Days Inn Motel door and pull the cork on a bottle of our
favourite Smoking Loon Cabernet Sauvignon; the last big drive of the trip is over.
Tuesday 18th February
Another State, another climate; our walk to the breakfast room, below a backdrop of rugged snow-capped
mountains, proves that the temperature has dropped a good ten degrees from our previous coastal
location. The Days Inn is an acceptable compromise between luxury and value, offering a nice clean room
for the night at a reasonable price, and it is also in a good location for our continuing journey to the south.
Highway 395 carries us through an unfamiliar dry landscape, far removed from the fertile Central Valley,
with the spectacular sight of the Sierra Nevada forever in view to our west. At Carson City we make a brief
detour to the Carson River, sight of an eBird Northern Shrike sighting a few days back, but all we gain for
our efforts is a pleasant walk beside the riparian woodland and the addition of Bushtit and Common
Merganser to the notebook.
The 395 generally keeps to the flatter valley bottoms, with rising snowy pine forests and cold granite peaks
being our constant companions all the way to Mono Lake. At nearby Lee Vining we stop for sustenance at
the highly recommended Mono Market, a village store-cum-cafe, whose fresh cheese and broccoli soup
plus pizza slices is transported back to a Mono Lake picnic table for a scrumptious outdoor lunch with a
most memorable backdrop. The food is delicious and we have the spot all to ourselves, to soak in the scenic
wonder of one the Owens Valley’s most appealing spots.
Mono Lake is peculiar in that it has no outlet and is hence highly saline. In the summer months the brine
shrimps that flourish in this environment, and their associated food chain, attract large numbers of birds to
the lake, however, our winter tour of the boardwalk produces just a handful of Ruddy Ducks.
And then it’s south to Bishop, our base for the next couple of days, which proves to be a pleasant little
town with plenty of amenities, set amidst a very impressive landscape. Instead of checking straight into our
motel, we head down the road to Big Pine, the next town south on the 395, where a day-roosting Western
Screech Owl has recently been seen. Inevitably, my run of WSO fortune continues in a similar vein and the
allotted tree stump is distinctly owl-free.
With some daylight still remaining we decide to recce our destination for the following morning and head
up-slope into the Sierra Nevada. Up to nearly 2600m to be precise, pretty much the snow line at present, to
Aspendell, a little hamlet of largely new-build residential properties nestling at the foot of some dramatic
snowy peaks. Around the village we note Mountain Chickadee, Pine Siskin, Pygmy Nuthatch, plus both
Oregon and Slate-coloured Juncos. Our walk demonstrates how the rise in altitude can, quite literally, take
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one’s breath away and also reveals the dell of white-trunked aspens which presumably gave the settlement
its name.

Highway 395 passing through the Owens Valley
Returning to Bishop, we stock up on a few essentials at the excellent Manor Market Store, then check in to
the Bishop Village Motel. It's a rather quirky old place, where the staff are extremely friendly but the rooms
have a very 1950s feel. They are clean enough, but a refurbishment seems long overdue; or perhaps the
establishment is still in regular use as a 1950s film set?! A few Alley Cats and several glasses of Smoking
Loon soon improve our perspective, however, and the home cooked pasta meal which we rustle up using
the limited kitchen facilities is hailed as a great success.
Wednesday 19th February
Back in September 2000, one of the more far-fetched targets of my previous CA trip had been Greycrowned Rosy Finch. Our experience served to demonstrate that seeing this bird in the State is nigh-on
impossible outside the winter season, as these ultra-hardy birds spend their entire lives in the largely
inaccessible High Sierra, only descending when snow covers their sources of food. Since 2000 I had been
lucky enough to see all of the other Rosy Finches: Black, Brown-capped and Asian; all amazing birds and
always seen in the most dramatic of locations. Now I just need one more for the full-house and therefore
Grey-crowned Rosy Finch had been right at the top of my wanted list ever since the inception of our winter
CA trip.
Research soon concluded that the only way to ensure a reasonable chance of connecting with this very
special bird was to visit the tiny village of Aspendell, their only semi-reliable wintering location in the whole
of CA. This requirement would, however, add something of a detour to our route, as Aspendell lies on the
east slope and in winter all the high passes over the Sierra Nevada are closed to vehicles, necessitating a
route either beyond the bottom end of the mountain chain or via the I80 to the north.
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Further internet trawling put me in touch with Bob Steele, an extremely helpful local birder who just
happens to feed Grey-crowned Rosy Finches in his Aspendell garden during the winter months. I knew in
December 2013 that the birds were present and Operation Rosy Finch was all set to roll, until the snow
melted and the finches flew back up into the mountains! It seems that the climatic changes which have
beset our Planet mean that snow does not force the Finches down hill with the reliability it once did, and
just three weeks before our February 2014 departure there are no birds coming to the Aspendell feeders.
It is with great excitement, therefore, that I receive an eleventh-hour email update from Bob saying that
more snow has fallen, the Finches are back and up to sixty in number. Our itinerary is hastily reverted to
the original route and we are heading to Aspendell again; such is the emotional ornithological roller coaster
which is CA winter birding!
And this is the morning of our long awaited Aspendell visit. After breakfasting in the room and filling a hot
flask, we set off on the twenty minute uphill drive, just as the sun is peeking over the White Mountains to
give the snowy Sierra Nevada summits a delicate pink flush with its first rays. A chilly wind has blown up
overnight, making it bitterly cold as we pull up outside Bob’s fine Aspendell timber property, set at the foot
of a valley which gives spectacular mountain views in all directions.

Sunrise over the High Sierra, on the road from Bishop to Aspendell
Casting my bins over the elaborate array of feeders, the second bird I set my eyes on is a Grey-crowned
Rosy Finch; my bird is in the bag and I haven't even left the car! This bird proves to be one of a flock of
around forty five, though a precise count is difficult as their numbers seem to fluctuate by the minute. And
these chunky, long-winged finches are absolutely gorgeous! Mature males show a sooty black shield above
a comical yellowish bill, set off by distinctive wispy white tufts over each nostril. The dark eye has a pale
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orbital ring which blends into a light grey blaze that extends upwards and to the rear of the eye, giving the
species its English name.
The mantle and upper breast is a warm earthy brown, though pale feather edges give a distinctly frosty
appearance so appropriate to a bird of these cold mountain climes. Dark flight feathers are all edged
broadly white, enhancing the frostiness, but it is the subtle pink tinge to the lower coverts and flight
feathers which give this rosy ball of montane perfection an almost edible character. This cake-icing-pink
hue also embraces the lower breast, to complete the picture of a dream bird which instantly takes the
number one slot on my trip roll-call.

Grey-crowned Rosy Finch, Aspendell
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Not only is Grey-crowned Rosy Finch an absolute beauty, it is also an incredibly obliging beauty! As with all
the birds at the feeders, they are fantastically approachable. Bob's warm welcome and generous hospitality
extend to the use of his veranda, where the views of the birds visiting the feeders are unparalleled. Other
stars of the morning include Clark's Nutcracker, Steller's Jay, White-breasted and Pygmy Nuthatches,
Downy Woodpecker, Mountain Chickadees, Lesser Goldfinches, Pine Siskins, Slate-coloured and Oregon
Juncos, numerous Cassin's Finches and ground-feeding California Quail.

Clarke’s Nutcracker and Pygmy Nuthatch, Aspendell
By late morning the sun has warmed the veranda, making our outdoor tea and home cooked biscuits with
the mountain birds the most memorable ornithological experience of the trip, and our great thanks are
extended to Bob and Susan Steele for making it all possible, through their advanced assistance and
immense hospitality.
The morning is rounded off with a walk along the South Lake access road. The sky is blue and cloudless and
the scenery similarly awesome, with white-trunked aspen and pink-tinged willow clumped in the valley
bottom, steep granite-grey valley walls hung with stands of hardy pines and crowning all are shining-white
snowfields high above; in fact one eventually runs out of suitably complimentary adjectives in the
wonderful Sierra Nevada! Suitably birded and exercised we head back down to Bishop, securing a large
serving of tasty home-cooked chilli con carne from our favoured Manor Market on the way back to the
motel.
Fully revitalised and not wanting to waste any available daylight hours, we set off on a course which first
takes us south, to Big Pine, then east on Highway 168 into the White Mountains. The route winds first
through barren, dry valleys, before entering a vast swathe of Utah Juniper and Pinyon Pine forest, which
cover the hillsides for as far as the eye can see.
Following the Bristlecone Pine Forest access road, which is closed in its latter length during the winter, we
climb to a vantage point which affords spectacular views over the Owens Valley and to the snowy peaks of
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the Sierra Nevada beyond; it's another magical spot and yet we seem to be the only souls in the entire
National Park.
On our descent we navigate the short nature trail loop, which provides more great scenic outlooks and
some informative little insights into the landscape and its former Native American Indian inhabitants. We
also encounter a hundred-and-fifty-strong flock of Pinyon Jays, typically moving rapidly through and in good
voice.
Final act of the day, after a slow and scenic run down to Big Pine, is another futile attempt at the Western
Screech Owl roosting site. I wait until it's dark, being entertained by some chatty locals, but it is predictably
all to no avail and no owl-like shapes emerge. The evening meal follows much the same lines as the
previous one, with good beer, wine, pasta and music in our cosy little 1950s suite!

Sunset over the Owens Valley, just east of Big Pine
Thursday 20th February
Third time lucky at the Big Pine WSO? Not a damned chance! My pre-breakfast visit does, however,
produce the only Red-breasted Sapsuckers of the trip, along with the predictable White-crowned Sparrows,
Northern Flickers, American Robins and the like. I am also now becoming firm friends with the guy who
owns the owl tree, a very well read fellow by the name of Dave, who has some fairly atypical American
views on the environment!
My return to Bishop for breakfast is accompanied by the revelation of some very sad news, as we find out
that a good friend has passed away, at a tragically young age, back in the UK. It seems fitting to mention the
fact here, as I know that reading some lines of acknowledgement in an obscure and totally unrelated
birding trip report would have brought a wry smile to his face. So here's to Ned How, much valued friend,
and one of the most uniquely endearing characters I have ever had the pleasure of knowing.
A few tears are shed in the motel room before we depart, and a rather sombre air hangs with us for much
of the day. Highway 395 takes us south along the flat floor of the Owens Valley, with the environment
getting progressively hotter and drier the further we travel, until we head abruptly west at Indian Wells, a
town with a name that sounds sure to have a little local history attached. We have now lost the imposing
peaks of the Sierra Nevada and instead we weave through low yellow hills, liberally dotted with Joshua
Trees, whose outstretched limbs have fascinated generations of western settlers and tourists alike. These
slide into juniper and pinyon pine and finally we arrive back in the land of oaks, at least where they have
not been cleared for grazing.
Shortly before our arrival at the man-made Isabella Lake we grab some picnic fare from a convenient
supermarket, then drive down to the water’s edge at one of the recreational access points. A large group of
American White Pelicans loaf out on the open water, American Pipits flit around the shores and as we
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munch our bagels, cheese and salami an expectant group of California and Ring-billed Gulls assemble
around us. The gulls provide fantastic photographic fare, as I've missed out on California Gull shots to date,
though memory card space is really at a premium at this stage in such a photogenic trip.

California and Ring-billed Gulls, Isabella Lake
The next leg of the journey, southwest towards Bakersfield, takes us through a picturesque grassy green
river valley which seems reminiscent of the Derbyshire Peak District back at home, then the scenery ends
abruptly and we find ourselves instantly surrounded by the urban sprawl. And so ends the day’s motoring
interest, all we can do now is follow the Tomtom through the various Bakersfield intersections, to
ultimately head north on the surprisingly busy Highway 99. The San Joaquin Valley agricultural belt, in the
form of grape vines, citrus groves, blossoming almonds and irrigated fields of root vegetables, hurtle past
the car, to finally deliver us to the nondescript town of Merced.
Our two-night home in Merced is the Rodeway Inn, a pleasant enough place had it not been built on the
freeway; and that isn't far from the truth! All that separates the motel from the main route between
Sacramento and LA is a wire fence, while beyond the freeway is a very busy railway line whose diesel
locomotives seem set on blowing their deafening horns at the precise moment they pass our motel; it is not
a place for light sleepers!
Having spent a good chunk of the day within the confines of the car we take a walking tour of the local
neighbourhood, which proves to be rather less salubrious than expected, then it's a wash and brush-up in
anticipation of a night out in Merced! Yet again the advanced planning pays off and our chosen venue of J
and R Tacos produces a superb Mexican meal with an atmosphere to match.
This is one of those nights where another beer and some relaxation in the room sounds extremely
appealing, but there is still one target bird which frustratingly continues to elude. So I pack up the
necessary kit, leave Vic with the iPad and movie channel, and head for the hills. It takes thirty minutes to
drive to some oak woodlands which I have targeted through eBird, then another hour of tape trawling
before a bird responds. This time I get seriously close before the bird falls silent, then calls in a frustratingly
sporadic manner for another hour; damn you Western Screech Owl, you've messed up yet another bloody
evening!
Friday 21st February
The breakfast choice at the Rodeway Inn is voted the worst in the trip, by quite a margin, but this fails to
dent our good spirits, as the sun is shining and we're going to Yosemite! Route 140, the aptly named
Central Yosemite Highway, takes us on a varied route to the east, first through flat grazing lands then, as we
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near Mariposa, the rounded oak-covered hills which were the scene of my futile owling exploits the
previous evening.
East of Mariposa, pines begin to dominate and the topography changes markedly, as granite peaks rise
above the trees and the road weaves a course of least resistance amongst these dramatic natural features.
At the Yosemite National Park entrance gate we pay our fee, just as 3.5 million others do every year, and
enter one of the most inspiring landscapes on the planet.
Although some of the park, notably the Sierra Nevada-straddling Tioga Road, is closed during the winter,
Yosemite Valley remains open throughout the year and this is the destination of our day trip. Under a clear
blue sky we enter the Valley’s one-way traffic system and find that the area is relatively free of the large
tourist crowds which can hinder a visit at more popular times of the year. There is a good layer of frost
covering the brown grass of the meadows as we take our first exploratory walk, with jaws already dropping
at the splendour of the granite monoliths, waterfalls and forests which now surround us on all sides.
The distinctive shapes of El Capitan and the Half Dome are so well known from travel literature that one
seems to feel in a familiar environment, as the camera constantly clicks to record a scene that is genuinely
difficult to convey in words or even do justice to with a few still images. At a timber bridge across the
Merced River we record the only American Dippers of the trip, which already seem intent on locating a
potential nest site for the forthcoming breeding season, amongst the stone of the bridge pier.

Mirror Lake, Yosemite Valley
Our aim is to take a fairly serious walk in the morning (known as a hike in this part of the world!), and we
plump for the Mirror Lake Trail at the very eastern end of the valley. It is still surprisingly cold as we
commence on the shaded southern side, but a brisk pace keeps us warm, as does the pleasure of soaking in
36

California in the Winter 2014

Ian Merrill

the beauty of some of the most amazing views in the world. Mirror Lake does exactly what it is famed for,
and the reflected mountain vistas photographed here must rate amongst the most memorable scenic
images I have ever captured.
Moving further up towards the head of the valley we pass through more dense mixed woodland and here
three Varied Thrushes are seen, plus a surprise Pacific Wren. Golden-crowned Kinglets, Red-breasted
Nuthatch and Pileated Woodpecker are added on the return leg, now in warm sunshine, along with
Western Grey Squirrel, plus some very approachable Black-tailed Deer.
The seven mile Mirror Lake loop is immensely enjoyable, almost devoid of other park visitors and certainly
makes the list of highlights of our entire CA tour. Back at Yosemite Village, where we grab a bite of lunch,
the crowds are now out in force. A little souvenir shopping and exploration of the visitors’ centre completes
the stop, with the star of the show being a gorgeous Mourning Cloak butterfly, the American equivalent of
the Camberwell Beauty, which we watch basking in the car park sunshine.
In the late afternoon we take a drive east, climbing the winding Wawoma Road and first stopping off to
admire the iconic Yosemite Valley panorama at Tunnel View vantage point, an incredible vista of pale grey
granite and dark green pines, creating a scene that has graced a million postcards and travel books.

Yosemite Valley from Tunnel View
Wawoma Meadow has hosted Great Grey Owl in the past, but very rarely and unsurprisingly not today
either, then it's a long and winding drive back downhill to Mariposa, during which the only Mountain Lions
to appear on the road are firmly in the mind’s eye. Mariposa hosts the final preselected venue on our CA
culinary circuit, the magnificent Charles Street Dinner House. This place has a real American feel, with
seating in cosy booths, a wonderfully warm welcome and a mouth-watering menu of local delicacies. The
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New England clam chowder takes this dish to a new level, my half rack of barbecued ribs in honey is the
perfect way to conclude the Californian dining journey and the strawberry crème brulee is heavenly.
It would be rude to depart without a final attempt at Western Screech Owl, in the oak woods surrounding
the town, and after battling my way past many a barking farm dog I finally locate a couple of calling birds.
Barbed wire fences are scaled and steep hillsides ascended, but the birds repeatedly fall silent and there is
no happy ending to the damned WSO saga. With Victoria's owl patience at breaking point we call it a night,
though I already have plans to get even with this wide ranging and, in my case, frustrating little owl, as soon
as next spring if all goes according to plan; I will not be beaten!
Saturday 22nd February
All good things must come to an end, and today will conclude our travels through CA. With a fair amount to
shoehorn in before our airport arrival, we consume a meagre Rodeway breakfast and hit the road to take
us west of Merced town. Merced National Wildlife Refuge is set up in the same way as Colusa, with no onsite staff and a simple collection of interpretation boards describing the four mile auto route tour. The
weather is magnificent, if anything a little too sunny for photography, and many of the birds are
fantastically close to the car.
Amongst the usual assortment of American Wigeon, Northern Shoveler and Pintail, a smattering of
Cinnamon Teal stand out from the crowd. Wading birds are well represented here, with good numbers of
Black-necked Stilt, Killdeer and Long-billed Dowitchers, along with an occasional Greater Yellowlegs, Grey
Plover and American Avocet. Sedge Wrens sing from many of the stands of reeds, alongside Red-winged
Blackbirds, with large numbers of Savannah Sparrows feeding out on the open ground.
Sadly the Merced geese are not as obliging as the Colusa birds, and the massed ranks of several thousand
white geese are too distant for specific identification, at least with the scope packed for the flight home,
save a couple of closer Ross's Geese. White-fronted Geese are here in force too, numbering up to five
thousand, with many birds commuting in and out of the reserve.

Sandhill Cranes, Merced NWR
One of the real visitor draws to Merced NWR is the large number of wintering Sandhill Cranes and a quick
count gives approximately two thousand birds gathered beside one of the flooded lagoons, making quite an
impressive congregation. As we watch the distant crowd of long-legged winterers from the far north, they
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decide that it's time to disperse to their daytime feeding sites and lines of flying birds begin to stream
overhead, calling evocatively, in something of a CA farewell display.
We now have just one more location on the day’s agenda, prior to the airport run, namely San Joaquin
River NWR. During the hour's drive to the north we grab a Subway, as picnic fare, before heading west from
Highway 99 at Modesta, and into the San Joaquin Valley flatlands. Here the almond trees are in full blossom
and we take some time to photograph the regimented rows of trees, thickly adorned in pink-centred white
flowers.
San Joaquin River NWR is split over three distinct areas, amidst a sea of intensive agriculture, and the first
site we visit is a large tract of goose-grazing grassland beside the Gates Road. Five thousand Aleutian
Cackling Geese are happily munching away at the lush grass, giving us the closest views yet of these smart
little birds, and amongst their number we pick out a single darker, shorter-billed and collarless Small
Cackling Goose.
The bulk of the protected land of the NWR is in the form of riparian habitat a little further south, though
the sign posting is rather subtle, as if no one really wants you to find the site! Here there are toilets and
picnic tables, where we consume our Subway offerings under what is likely to be our last Californian
sunshine for quite some time.
Our friends since the first day of the tour, the attractive little White-crowned and Golden-crowned
Sparrows, remain with us until the very end, but it is a unique mammal which has really brought us to this
site. After some searching of the riparian scrub, out towards the River, a group of local birders advise us
that we should be looking in the car park for our quarry! And after just a short circuit of the bushes
surrounding the toilet block we find it, the ultra-rare Riparian Brush Rabbit.
With a population close to extinction in the 1990s, the riparius race of the Californian endemic Brush Rabbit
was reintroduced to the San Joaquin River NWR and is now doing very well. These endearing little
cottontails have relatively small ears plus an attractive gingery nape, and they are destined to make the last
notebook entry and photographic subject of our trip.
The trusty Tomtom is set for the final time, with a destination of San Francisco International Airport and we
hit the road. Even the mid-afternoon traffic is prolific, as we return to SF via the majestic San Mateo Bridge,
but we manage to reach the Alamo parking lot with time to spare and our much loved Subaru is handed
back, plus 3,319 miles.
California in the winter cannot be described as a revelation, as my research had demonstrated the huge
potential of a cold-season visit to the Golden State, but we had never envisaged that it would be quite this
good. Travelling in the USA is always a pleasure, and our journey through this vast and highly varied State
was certainly no exception; the kindness and hospitality shown by our Californian collaborators and
acquaintances both before and during the trip was exemplary, while the fantastic infrastructure,
accommodation and cuisine made the adventure all the more enjoyable.
The Californian scenery is on a par with anywhere on the planet and the bird species seen, and
ornithological spectacles in general, were as memorable as winter birding gets in the entire Holarctic.
Whether you want shorebirds at your feet on a wave-lashed Humboldt County promontory, a living blizzard
of 15,000 white geese in the Central Valley sky, or a gathering of rosy-pink finches 2,500m up in the
stunning Sierra Nevada, California in the winter has it for you.
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Notes on Key Target Species and Wintering Specialities:
Greater White-fronted Goose Anser albifrons frontalis
Seen only at Colusa and Merced NWRs. Estimated numbers were approximately 2,000 at each site on
14/02/14 and 22/02/14 respectively. The Pacific frontalis population is one of two subspecies of Greater
White-fronted Geese that breed in Alaska and winter primarily in California.
Snow Goose Chen caerulescens
Seen only at Colusa and Merced NWRs. See Ross’s Goose, below, for details. Two separate populations of
Snow Goose winter in CA’s Central Valley, those breeding on Russia’s Wrangel Island and those breeding in
Canada’s Western Arctic. The Western Arctic population breeds primarily on Banks Island in the western
Canadian arctic, with smaller colonies along the Anderson and McKenzie River Deltas in Canada and on the
arctic coastal plain in northern Alaska. The majority of the population winters in the Central Valley, with
some wintering in the western part of the Central Flyway.

Ross’s Geese, Colusa NWR
Ross's Goose Chen rossii
Seen only at Colusa and Merced NWRs. Of an estimated 15,000 white geese present at Colusa NWR on
14/02/14, around 50% of these birds were Ross's Geese; this huge gathering was an incredible sight and
one of my trip highlights. On 22/02/14 an estimated 5,000 white geese at Merced were too distant for
specific identification, though two or three Ross's Geese were seen more closely on other sections of the
reserve. Sadly the latter birds appeared to be injured, seemingly winged by inept goose hunters.
California’s Central Valley is recognised as the main wintering area for this species, with well over 200,000
birds spending the cold months of the year in CA. Ross’s Goose breeds in Arctic Canada and winters in both
the Central and Pacific flyways.
Black Brant Branta bernicla nigricans
Only seen once, a skein of approximately 200 birds south over Humboldt Bay North Spit Jetty on 15/02/14.
The dark-bellied Pacific race of Brent Goose is a widespread wintering bird on the CA coast, but with
numbers decreasing markedly the further south one travels. This population nests in Alaska, the western
Canadian arctic, and the eastern Russian arctic, and winters primarily along the Pacific Coast from Alaska to
Mexico.
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Small Cackling Goose Branta hutchinsii minima
This attractive little goose was seen at Colusa and Merced NWRs. On 14/02/14 approximately 50 birds were
present in a mixed flock of Aleutian and Small Canada Geese at Colusa, and on 22/02/14 a single bird was
picked out of a large flock of Aleutians at Merced. The Small Cackling Goose is unique to the Pacific Flyway,
with birds nesting in Alaska and typically wintering in Oregon and Washington, with some flying as far south
as California.
Aleutian Cackling Goose Branta hutchinsii leucopareia
Approximately 100 birds were in a mixed flock with Small Cackling Geese at Colusa NWR on 14/02/14.
Approximately 700 were in the vicinity of Ferndale, Humboldt County, on 16/02/14 and around 200 in the
same area on 17/02/14. A flock of approximately 5,000 were grazing at the Gates Road area of San Joaquin
River NWR on 22/02/14. The subspecies was once threatened by the introduction of Arctic and Red Foxes
to its nesting islands off the coast of Alaska and Asia, however, management efforts such as the elimination
of foxes from some of the islands and translocation have helped restore populations. The subspecies
winters in Japan and from British Columbia to northern Mexico.
Tundra Swan Cygnus columbianus columbianus
Approximately 30 birds were grazing at the Eel River Estuary Preserve on 16/02/14. The western population
of Tundra Swan nests in western and northwestern Alaska and winters in the Western United States and
coastal British Columbia.
Ruffed Grouse Bonasa umbellus
A single bird was located feeding beside a quiet forest road east of Blue Lake on 16/02/14, following
something of a concerted effort. It was all worthwhile, however, as the bird allowed approach to within a
few metres in the car. Ruffed Grouse is a scarce bird in CA, whose range only extends into the far north of
the State.
Pacific Loon Gavia pacifica
Seen in double figures during the Monterey whale watching trip on 11/02/14 and several seen from
Humboldt Bay North Spit Jetty on 15/02/14, hence not really scanned for elsewhere on the coast. Likely to
be seen from any CA coastal watch point in the winter months.
Ferruginous Hawk Buteo regalis
Seven separate birds seen in total. First record was of a juvenile actively hunting California Ground Squirrels
in the Coyote Valley on 10/02/14. It was notable that this bird frequently hovered while hunting over the
arable fields in which it eventually caught and ate a ground squirrel. On the morning of 13/02/14 a total of
five different birds, four juveniles and an adult, were seen from the Santa Anita Road and McCreery Ranch
Road northeast of Hollister. The final sighting was of a magnificent close-up adult at Ferndale Bottoms on
16/02/14. Ferruginous Hawk is a widespread winterer to open country in CA, but it is never abundant and it
tends to favour certain traditional sites, with numbers present fluctuating from year to year.
Rough-legged Hawk Buteo lagopus sanctijohannis
The Southern reaches of Humboldt Bay seem to be the place for this bird, with two lengthy sightings of
hunting birds in the vicinity of Ferndale Bottoms on 15/02/04 and a perched bird at the same site on
16/02/04. Generally a scarce winter visitor to CA, numbers of Rough-legged Hawks wintering vary greatly
from year to year, however the Arcata area seems to be as regular a site as anywhere in the State.
Pacific Merlin Falco columbarius columbaris
On 12/02/14 an extremely close dark-backed male was observed on roadside wires between Santa Cruz
and Ano Nuevo, with a second more distant bird being observed simultaneously in flight along the
coastline. Apparently a widespread wintering species, particularly along the coast.
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Rough-legged Hawk, Ferndale Bottoms and Pacific Merlin, Ano Nuevo
Gyrfalcon Falco rusticolus
Not a target bird, but how could the sighting of a white Gyr not be worthy of mention?! Adult white morph
bird seen 16/02/14 at Eel River Estuary Preserve. A vagrant to CA, this was something of a long-staying bird,
having first been seen at the beginning of February 2014.
Sandhill Crane Grus canadensis
Not a specific trip target bird but, as with any crane species, hugely impressive when encountered in its
wintering congregations. We only saw Sandhill Cranes at Merced NWR, where approximately 2,000 were
recorded. Birds wintering in the Central Valley are the westernmost population, breeding in British
Columbia and Washington, Oregon, Nevada, and California. Around 7,000 birds currently winter.
Rock Sandpiper Calidris ptilocnemis
The premier spot to hunt for this species in CA is Humboldt Bay North Spit Jetty, which is exactly where I
saw three of these sought-after waders on the morning of 15/02/14. Note that a visit to this site can
potentially be very hazardous at high tide, so ensure that tide tables are checked before visiting. Although
winter season distribution maps illustrate this rocky-shoreline wader extending to the mid-reaches of CA,
my research revealed that one must travel up to Humboldt County in order to guarantee a sighting.
Mew Gull Larus canus brachyrhynchus
Already split from Common Gull by some authorities, I was keen to catch up with this one. Essentially
becoming much more common the further one travels north in CA, the first birds I saw were a group of
fifteen on the Palace of Fine Arts lake in San Francisco on 09/02/14. A couple were noted in Monterey on
11/02/14 but it was not until I arrived in Humboldt County that really impressive numbers were seen. On
15 and 16/02/14 my notebook shows numbers of 500 and 2,000 respectively, with most birds being seen
on flooded grazing pastures.
Thayer's Gull Larus thayeri
Something of a speciality of the Californian Coast, this smart gull was recorded in small numbers at a range
of locations. The Palace of Fine Arts lake proved to be a great site close to our SF hotel, with two adults
seen on 08/02/14 and a first winter on 09/02/14; on the latter date a first winter was also seen at Stinson
Beach. One, possibly two adults were at Ano Nuevo on 12/02/14. An adult was also seen at Humboldt Bay
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North Spit Jetty on 15/02/14. I have to admit that my gull-watching hours were sadly limited by the
constraints of the packed itinerary (and the need to pacify a less gull-friendly wife!) and I am confident that
many more Thayer's Gulls would have been recorded had more time been allocated.
Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens
Although not a specific target of the trip, this impressive gull is worthy of mention as a surprisingly
numerous winterer in all coastal areas visited. As with Thayer's Gull, numbers present increased rapidly
from south to north, with the species forming a large proportion of all gull gatherings by the time one
reached Humboldt County. Also note that hybridisation, mainly with Western Gull, is rife!

Glaucous-winged Gull, Humboldt Bay North Spit Jetty
American Barn Owl Tyto alba furcate
A full species in some literature, we saw a male of this strongly sexually dimorphic race/species during a
pre-dawn search of Arcata Bottoms on 16/02/14. A widespread resident in CA, though easy to miss due to
its strictly nocturnal habits.
Western Screech-Owl Megascops kennicottii
Recording this species as a 'heard only' is without doubt the most frustrating (and embarrassing!)
admission of the trip. I actively tried for WSO on no less than ten occasions, seven at night plus three
attempts at a known day-roosting bird. Two consecutive evening visits to the Robinson Canyon Road in
Monterey County failed to produce even a calling bird, although up to six were heard two nights later on
the Panoche Road. Each of the latter, however, proved to be either uncooperative or inaccessible for
topographical or land-entry reasons. My closest approach came in the oak woods close to Mariposa,
though all of the four separate birds heard here over two consecutive nights either failed to respond to a
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recording or fell silent when approached. A regular roosting bird at Big Pine was last seen three days before
my arrival. How unlucky can you get?! A widespread species in CA, Western Screech-Owl is allegedly found
in any suitable oak woodland.
American Long-eared Owl Asio otus tuftsi
Word has it in taxonomic circles that this distinctive race is due to be promoted to full species status in the
near future. We counted seven birds roosting in the regular Mercey Hot Springs pines site, where an entry
payment is required, on 13/02/14. Numbers fluctuate here, with up to fifteen birds having been recorded
early in 2014, but they seem to be pretty much guaranteed during the winter months. Also heard in
Robinson Canyon on the evenings of 11 and 12/02/14. Throughout its range this species is somewhat
enigmatic and the birds of CA are no different; although distribution maps indicate that it is widespread,
reliable locations are few and far between.
Northern Saw-whet Owl Aegolius acadicus
A single calling bird of this much-desired species was seen on the lower reaches of the Robinson Canyon
Road on the evening of 11/02/14, with a second bird heard. A calling bird was heard again on 12/02/04,
probably one of the birds heard the previous evening. A widespread but rather localised species in CA,
preferring coniferous or mixed forest.
Pacific Wren Troglodytes pacificus
Seen on the Dipsea Trail close to Stinson Beach, in San Francisco Botanical Gardens, the Redwood National
Park near Arcata and the Yosemite Valley, with others heard in suitable habitat elsewhere. Largely
restricted to coniferous zones, this species is fairly common in coastal CA, especially from San Francisco
northwards.

Sooty Fox Sparrow, Ano Nuevo
Varied Thrush Ixoreus naevius
A single on the Dipsea Trail; two in San Francisco Botanical Gardens; four in the Coast Redwoods north of
Arcata; up to twenty in the firs east of Blue Lake; three in Yosemite Valley. A bird of moist conifer forests, it
disperses more widely in the winter, to lower elevations, when it can often be encountered in coastal CA.
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Phainopepla Phainopepla nitens
A single male on the Santa Anita Road on 13/02/14. The Panoche Valley area is at the northwestern limit of
the range of this species, though it does seem to be fairly reliable here.
Sooty Fox Sparrow Passerella iliaca unalaschcensis
Another likely split in the near future, this species was recorded in small numbers at Bolinas, San Francisco
Botanical Gardens, Ano Nuevo and several sites in Humboldt County. The text books state that this
(sub)species breeds from Unalaska Island (Aleutian Islands) to the Shumagin and Semidi Islands and
adjacent Alaska Peninsula and has a winter range from southern British Columbia to southernmost
California, rarely even further south.
Harris's Sparrow Zonotrichia querula
A female bird seen with a wintering sparrow flock at Bolinas on 09/02/14 had been present since 28/12/13,
when it was found by local birder Keith Hansen; to his great credit Keith kept me updated with regard to
the bird’s continuing presence and even fed it in order to encourage it to hang on until my arrival! Harris's
Sparrow is an extremely unusual winter visitor to CA, with just a handful of records annually.

Golden-crowned Sparrow, Ano Nuevo
Golden-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia atricapilla
Certainly the most widespread of the birds contained on my original 'hit-list', this species could be
encountered just about anywhere, usually in the company of White-crowned Sparrows. Bolinas, San
Francisco Botanical Gardens, Monterey, Ano Nuevo, Panoche Valley, the Central Valley NWRs and various
Humboldt County sites all provided records. This migratory species breeds from north-central Alaska
(including the Aleutian Islands as far west as Unimak Island) and central Yukon south to the northwestern
corner of Washington, and winters from southern coastal Alaska to northern Baja California.
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Grey-crowned Rosy Finch Leucosticte tephrocotis dawsoni
Forty-five birds attending an Aspendell feeder on 19/02/14 were watched at point-blank range and, for me,
constituted the birding highlight of the whole trip. Grey-crowned Rosy Finches breed in alpine or tundra
environments, with six recognised subspecies covering a range which stretches down the western
mountain spine of North America from the Aleutian Islands to the Californian Sierra Nevada. The latter
population are represented by the subspecies L. t. dawsoni and the Aspendell winter feeders are the only
regular site at which they can be found. In the summer months the birds frequent largely inaccessible
alpine reaches of the Sierra Nevada, only descending when adverse weather pushes them down-slope, and
even then they are rare below 2,500m.

California Ground Squirrel, Yosemite Valley
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