
Wyoming and Colorado (plus bits of South Dakota and Nebraska), June to July 2011 

Steve Preddy and Martyn Hall 

We had visited the US four times before, but all of these trips were to coastal areas (California, Florida, Texas, and New Jersey/New York) so we thought it 

was about time we explored part of the huge area in the middle. With about two and half weeks to play with, we planned an anticlockwise itinerary that 

started in Denver, and took us via western Nebraska, southwest South Dakota and northern Wyoming to Yellowstone & Grand Teton national parks, where 

we stayed for a week, and then on via western Wyoming and eastern Utah to western Colorado, and then finally back to Denver. We flew into Denver on 27 

June, arriving about 8 hours later than planned because a delayed flight caused us to have to replan our connections. As a result we had to juggle our plans 

for the first two days but other than that our itinerary worked out as planned. We knew that this trip would involve a lot of driving; in total we covered 

4,267 miles. Given the number of national parks and monuments that we planned to visit, we invested in the $80-per-vehicle Inter-agency annual pass.  

 

In total we saw around 130 bird species, with around 40 lifers. This was our first trip to the western US in summer, so many of the new birds (e.g. Western 

Kingbird) were common western summer visitors, but we also connected with a number of highly sought-after Rocky Mountains / Great Plains specialities 

(as well as missing one or two). With a few days in Yellowstone, big mammals and geothermal features were also going to feature highly, and the bears, 

bison, moose, mud pots and geysers didn't disappoint. This short report doesn't list everything we saw, but concentrates on western specialities and other 

scarce and localised species. 

If you can get hold of the ABA bird-finding guides to Colorado and Wyoming, these will prove invaluable. Both are out of print, though easily found through 

web-based booksellers. The Colorado guide in its most recent edition seems to be selling for a hugely inflated price – we bought the much cheaper second 

edition, which was fine. 

 

Photos 

Photos from our trip can be found here: 

https://picasaweb.google.com/martyn.hall94/AmericaYellowstoneRockyMountainsBirds 

https://picasaweb.google.com/martyn.hall94/AmericaYellowstoneRockyMountainsMammals 

https://picasaweb.google.com/martyn.hall94/AmericaYellowstoneRockyMountainsScenic 



Sites we visited 

 

 
 



Rocky Mountain National Park, Colorado  

We spent our first day here. A great introduction to mountain scenery and wildlife, and to the effects of altitude sickness (although, to be honest, having 

heard horror stories about it, the moderate breathlessness and slight headaches were a bit of an anticlimax – perhaps we are fitter than we thought we 

were). See “selected species” section below for details of an easy Clark’s Nutcracker site in the park. We unfortunately failed to connect with White-tailed 

Ptarmigan here – no doubt with more time, and fewer visitors in the park we’d have bumped into one.  

 

Pawnee National Grassland and the Central Plains Experimental Range, Colorado 

We spent the morning and evening of our second day (the middle part of the day was just too hot) exploring this large and species-rich area of native 

grassland, and we returned to one area (the Central Plains Experimental Range) the following morning before heading north to Nebraska, for Chestnut-

collared Longspur, the one speciality we hadn’t caught up with the previous day.  Lark Buntings, Western Meadowlarks and Horned Larks were all extremely 

common here. We also saw two scarcer sparrows: Cassin’s & Grasshopper. Burrowing Owls were widespread and conspicuous – we saw 11 different 

individuals. This was also a good site for raptors with several Swainson’s Hawks and one or two Golden Eagles. Best of all were three speciality birds of this 

habitat: Prairie Falcon, Mountain Plover and McCown’s Longspur: see the entries for these species below for more details. On the mammal front, Black-

tailed Prairiedog and Pronghorn antelope were frequently seen. 

A detailed map of the main part of this site, with a suggested birders’ driving route, which we adapted by adding on a few other nearby sites we’d read 

about on the web, can be obtained by contacting the US Department of Agriculture Forest Service (Arapaho and Roosevelt National Forests and Pawnee 

National Grassland).  For details of the Central Plains Experimental Range, see the Chestnut-collared Longspur entry below. 

County Road 48, south of Latham Reservoir, Greeley  

A site close to our first accommodation, where we saw Black-necked Stilt with young, and three Yellow-headed Blackbirds. 

The Oregon Trail landmarks, Nebraska  

In the valley of the River Platte northwest of Bridgeport, Nebraska are three groups of sandstone rock features that early settlers used as landmarks while 

colonising the west: Courthouse and Jail rocks, Chimney Rock and Scotts Bluff National Monument. Highway 92, which links all three of them, takes you 

through areas of farmland which have some birds with more easterly distributions. While getting confused about exactly which track led to the Chimney 

Rock visitor centre, we stumbled across a patch where we saw a Lark Sparrow, an Eastern Kingbird and best of all, four Dickcissels.  

Scotts Bluff National Monument was the most visually impressive of the three. You can drive up to the top, where we watched the first of many impressive 

electrical storms approaching, and also saw our first White-throated Swifts and Violet-green Swallows of the trip (and another Lark Sparrow).    



Route 29 north of Mitchell, Nebraska 

A flash of orange as we travelled north along Route 29 towards our next site caused us to stop and investigate, and it proved to be our first Bullock’s Oriole 

(we only saw on other on this trip, again at the roadside, close to Devil’s Tower). Also at this stop, in and around the same bush at the oriole, were two 

Northern Rough-winged Swallows (our only ones of the trip), and an Eastern Kingbird.  

Agate Fossil Beds, Nebraska - http://www.nps.gov/agfo 

Fossilised Beaver Burrows are not something you see every day. In fact, we hadn’t even heard of them until researching possible locations to include in our 

trip, but once we had read up on them, they seemed like a must-see. We didn’t try the main fossil trail, as all this shows are places where fossils had been 

found in the past – we just did the half-mile Daemonelix trail, which is where some fossilised burrows remain in situ. Well worth visiting. Birdwise, this was 

a very good site for Lark Sparrow, with several seen, including some close to the paths.  

The Mammoth site, Hot Springs, South Dakota - http://www.mammothsite.com/ 

Highly recommended – this was basically a big collapsed sinkhole which mammoths wandered in to about 12,000 years ago, looking for a drink and couldn’t 

then get out of. Several intact mammoth skeletons remain in-situ (including one that looks right up at you), courtesy of staff and volunteers who have 

painstakingly excavated the site over many decades. Young-earth creationists who visit “tend to have a bit of hard time with it”, according to the guide. You 

don’t say.  

The Black Hills, South Dakota: Cave Wind & Custer State Parks 

These two sites were notable mainly for our first American Bison, including some excellent close views (one individual had three Brown-headed Cowbirds 

hitching a ride). We also saw a group of three Wild Turkeys here. 

The Black Hills, South Dakota: Mount Rushmore and Crazy Horse  

Well, as we were in the area, it would have been rude not to have stopped to take a look at these two quirky little rock carvings. Not much of interest on 

the bird front, although had we been more clued-up on the summer habits of the localised Black Hills form of Dark-eyed Junco (“White-winged Junco”), we 

might have spent more time exploring the forests here. We’d been assured before our trip that they’re common throughout the Black Hills and we wouldn’t 

need to make a special effort to find them. In reality, that statement is only true for higher elevations: lower down and further west, they’re a much scarcer 

bird. We didn’t know this until it was too late, so had to leave the Black Hills without seeing one of these (although we heard a junco, presumably of this 

form, singing at Crazy Horse).  

  



Badlands National Park, South Dakota - http://www.nps.gov/badl/ 

Some amazing scenery, reminiscent of Zabriskie Point in Death Valley in California, but on a much larger scale. We drove the rim road from east to west, 

stopping in the car parks. Rock Wren was present at several stops. The birdiest spot was the Cliff Ledge trail, where we saw Yellow-breasted Chat, Spotted 

Towhee, Say’s Phoebe and an adult Wild Turkey with nine young.  

Spearfish Canyon, South Dakota 

We drove north down through the canyon and made three stops. At Roughlock Falls (along a side road near the top), we saw a very brief American Dipper 

fly in to visit its nest under the waterfall. At Cleopatra Place, down a little track off to the right from the main canyon road, there was another American 

Dipper; this one was nesting under a road bridge and performed superbly; there was also a female Black-headed Grosbeak here. Our final stop was 

Bridalveil Falls, where Violet-green Swallows were nesting on the cliff face. White-throated Swifts were common in the canyon, and single American 

Redstarts were at all three stops. 

Devil's Tower, Wyoming - http://www.nps.gov/deto/ 

The landing site from Close Encounters of the Third Kind. This was the main reason for including the northeast corner of Wyoming in our trip, and was 

definitely worth visiting – it’s even larger and more impressive in real life than on the screen. We were here in the middle of the day and didn’t explore 

beyond the main trail around the bottom of the tower, so no notable birds seen – the guidebooks list some good stuff in the forest around here though 

including Black-backed Woodpecker, so it’s an area worth exploring further if you have time.  

Alkali Lake, Cody, Wyoming 

In some trip reports, you’ll see Beck’s Lake mentioned. Beck’s Lake itself was largely birdless on our visit, but neighbouring Alkali Lake was quite birdy. You 

can view the lake from a eastbound turnout on Highway 120 opposite the airfield (we saw a Caspian Tern from here), but the best spot is a shallow 

vegetation-fringed area just east of here by the road junction opposite the National Guard Armoury, where we saw several Yellow-headed Blackbirds, four 

American Avocet, two Wilson's Phalarope and three Cinnamon Teal. For a map, see http://www.cityofcody-wy.gov/downloads/17/196.pdf   

Beartooth Highway, Wyoming - http://www.beartoothhighway.com/  

Just one target species here – but a top quality target species it was. See Black Rosy-finch entry below. 

  



Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming - http://www.nps.gov/yell 

There was so much to do in Yellowstone that we let birding take a back seat for a few days. Notable species though included the Great Horned Owls (an 

adult and two young) which were sat out in the daytime roosting on the ledges of the building behind Mammoth visitor centre – ask at the visitor centre for 

details if the birds are around in future years, and a female Williamson's Sapsucker, our only one of the trip, at the boardwalk which overlooks the Narrows. 

See also the entries below for Barrow’s Goldeneye and Grey Jay. 

We were exploring the northern side of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone on 6 July at the exact time that the fatal Grizzly attack happened on the 

southern side. All three Grizzly Bears we saw on our trip were reassuringly distant: all were in the Hayden Valley. We also saw three Black Bears, including a 

cinnamon morph, all much closer in the Lamar Valley/Tower Junction area. On our first day in the park we saw a male Moose, in the Soda Butte creek area. 

One group of c. 10 Bighorn Sheep (all female or young) were seen at the Narrows. We also saw two Coyote – one just south of Mount Washburn and one 

around the geothermal features in the Black Sand Basin. And countless Bison and “Elk” (Red Deer to us Brits), of course. 

Grand Teton National Park, Wyoming - http://www.nps.gov/grte 

Western Tanager (a species we hadn’t seen at all in Yellowstone) was seen in various places throughout Grand Teton.  We also saw our first Cassin's Finch 

and Dusky Flycatcher here, both at the south end of the Jenny Lake trail. The Gros Ventre campground had high numbers of both Western Wood-pewee 

and (Red-shafted) Northern Flicker. See also the entries below for Trumpeter Swan, Calliope Hummingbird and American Three-toed Woodpecker. Among 

the mammal highlights from the trip was the sight of a female Moose and fawn cooling off in a roadside pool close to the Sawmill Ponds. 

Green River Lakes – “the finest view in Wyoming”  

It certainly was a fine view. Was it worth the detour of 50-miles each way? Not sure, perhaps we could have dropped this. We didn’t spend much time 

exploring the lake for birds although we did see Lincoln’s Sparrow here.  

Sagebrush near Rock Springs, Wyoming 

Just southwest of Rock Springs is an area called “Juniper country” where lots of southwest juniper specialists can be found. We headed off to explore this 

on our only morning there, but didn’t make it far enough to really explore the juniper habitat properly, as some excellent areas of sagebrush kept us busy, 

and we had a drove south to the Grand Junction area ahead of us that day. Lots of Sage Sparrow and Brewer’s Sparrows were singing and feeding close to 

the car, and we also found a particularly photogenic Green-tailed Towhee. 

The Rangely area, Colorado  

South of Rangely, the road snakes up a valley full of scrub, and we stopped to eat lunch about two miles out of town. Here we saw our only Blue Grosbeak 

of the trip, as well as a Spotted Towhee and a (Red-shafted) Northern Flicker. This habitat might be worth further exploration for anyone in the area. 



Colorado National Monument, Colorado - http://www.nps.gov/colm  

A very impressive piece of scenery. We only spent one evening here – birdwise it would have no doubt have repaid a repeat visit if we had had time, as on 

our short exploration we saw two Western Scrub-jays, a Blue-grey Gnatcatcher, and five Common Nighthawks hawking at dusk around Highland Point. 

The Grand Mesa, Colorado – http://fs.usda.gov/gmug  

The world’s largest table mountain is east of Grand Junction. From Highway 50 south of Whitewater, we took Kannah Creek Road which winds up the side 

(initially paved but later gravel but easily driveable), through juniper and other forest. The best birds here were two pairs of Black-throated Grey Warblers.  

The Black Canyon of the Gunnison, Colorado - http://www.nps.gov/blca  

There were lots of White-throated Swifts and Violet-green Swallows along the South Rim road. For details of the highlight though, see the Dusky Grouse 

entry below. 

Box Canyon Falls, Ouray, Colorado  

“The easiest place in the world to see Black Swift” proved to be just that.  Box Canyon Falls is a deep and narrow canyon with a powerful waterfall running 

through it – and Black Swift nests on the damp rock faces. You pay an entrance fee and then approach the falls along a metal gangway. Once our eyes 

adjusted to the near-darkness deep in the canyon, we picked out one Black Swift on its nest. They can sometimes be seen feeding above the canyon or over 

the town of Ouray itself, however numbers are low at the site this year, so we didn’t see any others. Bird feeders at the entrance to the canyon are well-

stocked, and here we saw a pair of Black-headed Grosbeaks, a few Cassin’s Finches and Pine Siskins, a female Red-breasted Nuthatch, a male and a female 

Broad-tailed Hummingbird (the male giving its distinctive grasshopper-like wing-noise), and our only Mountain Chickadee, Grey-headed Junco and Steller’s 

Jay of the trip. 

 

Loveland Pass, Colorado 

A walk across the tundra here in search of White-tailed Ptarmigan drew a blank so we went home without seeing this species – our only real 

disappointment on the bird front on this trip. 

Mount Evans, Colorado - http://www.mountevans.com/ 

Our final stop on this trip. You can drive almost all the way to the top of the mountain, and then walk up a shallow gradient for the last 100 feet or so to the 

very top, 4348 metres (14265 feet) above sea level. A herd of introduced Mountain Goats grazed the mountainside here, and Bighorn Sheep is also present, 

although we didn’t see any ourselves. Birds here were the usual tundra species, with one exception: see the Brown-capped Rosy-finch entry below. 

 



Selected species 

 

Trumpeter Swan 

First the bad news: Trumpeter Swan seems to have disappeared as a breeding species from Yellowstone. It's not clear why: one ranger suggested that there 

is just too much people-pressure there for them. Previously reliable sites such as the Madison River and Yellowstone Lake no longer have Trumpeters, and 

at one point we thought we wouldn't see this species on this trip. However, on our first day in Grand Teton, some large white blobs on a pool prompted us 

to stop, and we were soon looking at our first Trumpeter Swans: two adults and a cygnet. This pools in question were south of the road which leads east 

from Moran junction towards Dubois, just as you exit the national park, opposite a sign which points to the Turpin Meadow Recreation area. We also saw 

one adult at the Oxbow Bend lake, further west along this road, later in our stay, and there were also reportedly birds nesting on the wetland area viewable 

from the first layby immediately north of Jackson this summer. We didn't see any when we stopped there, although we did see two male Redheads, two 

adult Bald Eagles and at least 18 male Yellow-headed Blackbirds (a species that was encountered quite regularly in wetlands on this trip). 

Barrow's Goldeneye 

We saw several flocks of this species in Yellowstone. Our first sighting, of a flock of 25, was on Duck Lake, West Thumb, and then after this we saw many 

along the northern shore of Yellowstone Lake, between here and Fishing Bridge, and then again east of Fishing Bridge along the eastern entrance road. 

Small numbers were also seen in the river in the Hayden Valley. 

Dusky Grouse 

A ranger in the visitor centre at the Black Canyon of the Gunnison tipped us off that the East Portal road was a reliable site for this species. We drove along 

it and noticed a lone chick in the road, and then found three more, and mum. They seemed totally unconcerned by our presence. We stayed in the car, and 

you’ll see just how close we were able to get from the photos. 

Swainson's Hawk 

Common and easily seen in prairie habitat, particularly in Pawnee NG. 

Golden Eagle 

One or two second-calendar-year birds seen in the northern part of Pawnee NG, and then very close views of a thermalling adult a little way up Chief 

Joseph Highway towards Dead Indian Pass. 

Prairie Falcon 

One hunting in the eastern part of Pawnee NG was a highlight of an excellent morning there. 



Mountain Plover 

The highlight of our Pawnee NG visit. We had previously missed this species in Texas and California – but seeing two adults here in breeding plumage, with 

two not-yet-fully-independent young more than made up for that. These were on the track just north of the junction of county roads 69 and 96. 

Black Swift 

Seen on the nest at Box Canyon Falls, Ouray (see above). 

 

White-throated Swift 

Widespread in the northern and western areas of our trip – seen at Scotts Bluff National Monument, Spearfish Canyon, Devil’s Tower, Colorado National 

Monument  and Black Canyon of the Gunnison (though not in Yellowstone or Grand Teton). 

Calliope Hummingbird 

We were beginning to think this would be our first North American trip without any hummingbirds, but on our last day in Grand Teton, we visited 

Schwabacher’s Landing – for no more specific reason than that a ranger we met said it was quite a birdy place. We birded along the riverside by the two 

parking areas, and here, a male Calliope Hummingbird was defending its territory from a perch on top of a small tree; at one point another male intruded 

and there was a small fight. Also here, two Cedar Waxwings landed in a bush very close to us, briefly, but long enough for a few photos. 

American Three-toed Woodpecker 

There is a recent (less than three years old) burn in the area on the west side of Spalding Bay, in Grand Teton – a ranger advised us that this would be a 

good place to look for woodpeckers, and so it proved – we saw one female, which fed low down on tree trunks for quite a while, enabling us to get some 

acceptable photos.  

Grey Jay 

As predicted by the guide books these were easy around picnic sites in Yellowstone –we saw them at the Norris Meadows and Lewis Lake picnic sites. We 

also saw one in Grand Teton at Jenny Lake overlook. 

Clark's Nutcracker 

In Rocky Mountain National Park, Clark’s Nutcracker feed around the car parking area at Rainbow Curve, and allow close approach – we saw four here, and 

also our only Townsend’s Solitaire of the trip, perched on top of a pine. In Yellowstone, one was seen at the Mammoth Hot Springs upper terrace. Also seen 

later in the trip, at the top of Grand Mesa.  



Violet-green Swallow 

Widespread in the northern and western areas of our trip – seen at Scotts Bluff National Monument, the Black Hills, Badlands, Spearfish Canyon, 

Yellowstone, Grand Teton, Colorado National Monument and Black Canyon of the Gunnison. 

Sage Thrasher 

One was seen at an extensive area of sagebrush on county road 113, east off Highway 191 north of Farson (we also had brief views of Sage Sparrow here). 

McCown’s Longspur 

Our best site for this species was in Pawnee NG, along county road 104, between the junctions with county roads 69 and 57, where we saw five males. They 

prefer very short grassland, but can also be seen perching on fence wires. See also the Chestnut-collared Longspur entry below for another site. 

Chestnut-collared Longspur 

Although they are doubtless present in scattered places in Pawnee NG, THE site for this species, where it seems to be almost guaranteed, is the Central 

Plains Experimental Range. This is a large field to the southeast of the junction of Highway 85 and county road 114. The protocol here is to visit the 

ecological office, about half a mile east on county road 114, on the left hand side, and ask permission to enter the field, but if there’s no-one around you 

can return to the 85/114 junction and go in away – but close the gate behind you. There is a path which leads diagonally across the field towards a windmill. 

We saw a single male Chestnut-collared Longspur about halfway across. They prefer longer grass than McCown’s Longspur. Also here were several 

McCown’s Longspur (to the right of the central path, towards the back of the field, in short grass), plus Cassin’s and Grasshopper Sparrows along the 

surrounding fencelines. Around the buildings at the ecological office we saw Say’s Phoebe, and Loggerhead Shrike was seen on a telephone wire. 

Brown-capped Rosy-finch 

Our final new bird of the trip was easily found at the reliable Mount Evans site: we saw a single bird feeding in snowbeds at the roadside as the road starts 

to climb just past Summit Lake. 

Black Rosy-finch 

Based on information gleaned from the web, the Beartooth Highway, northeast of Yellowstone seemed like THE place to go to see this species. This 

highway snakes up over the top of the Beartooth range where huge snowdrifts still remained. The best area to search in is from the Top of the World 

restaurant northeast to the Wyoming/Montana border. Several times we saw dark finches in flight, but there was nowhere to stop, but after a while, we 

found a place to park which had several melting snow patches close by, and three Black Rosy-finches, a male and two females gave themselves up at very 

close range. 



Useful online resources 

http://birdingonthe.net/mailinglists/WYOB.html - Wyoming birds mailing list 

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/cobirders - Colorado birds mailing list 

http://coloradobirdingsociety.net16.net/ - lots of useful bird & site info 

http://www.coloradocountybirding.com/ - lots of useful bird & site info 

http://www.wyoneb.net/-delara – Western Nebraska birding sites 

http://www.homepages.dsu.edu/palmerj/SDOU/default.htm - South Dakota Ornithologists Union 

http://www.npwrc.usgs.gov/resource/birds/sdatlas/ - South Dakota breeding bird atlas 

http://yellowstonewiki.com/wiki/Main_Page 

 

Trip reports 

http://www.birdtours.co.uk/tripreports/usa/wyoming1/wyoming1.htm 

http://jboyd.net/west02.html 

http://jboyd.net/west05.html 

http://birdsbrewsandblither.blogspot.com/2010_04_01_archive.html 

http://www.aztrogon.com/Logs/2005/TR20050531-0627.htm 

http://www.aztrogon.com/Logs/2006/TR20060617-28wy.htm 

http://www.aztrogon.com/Logs/2008/TR20080617-0704.htm 

http://www.aztrogon.com/Logs/2009/TR20090601-28multi-state.htm 

http://www.birdfinders.co.uk/pdf/colorado.pdf 

http://www.birdfinders.co.uk/pdf/colorado-wyoming-2009.pdf 

http://www.birdtours.co.uk/tripreports/usa/minnes1/min-jul-04.htm 

http://www.birdtours.co.uk/tripreports/usa/tour/USA-tour-05.htm 

http://www.club300.se/Files/TravelReports/USA2008_PT.pdf 

http://www.hows.org.uk/inter/birds/2008trip/colorado.htm 

http://www.naturalist.co.uk/reports2001/wyoming.php 

http://www.naturalist.co.uk/reports2003/wyoming.php 

http://www.naturalist.co.uk/reports2007/yellowstone07.pdf 

http://www.naturalist.co.uk/reports2008/yellowstone08.pdf 

http://www.naturalist.co.uk/reports2009/yellowstone09.pdf 

http://www.surfbirds.com/trip_report.php?id=1432 

http://www.philjeffrey.net/MN-ND-WY2.html 

http://arodris.blogspot.com/2009_10_01_archive.html 

http://www.birdtours.co.uk/tripreports/usa/dakota/report.htm 

http://donelda.blogspot.com/2007_06_01_archive.html 

 

http://www.travellingbirder.com/tripreports/reports/101003182557_birding_trip_report.pdf 

http://www.club300.se/Files/TravelReports/NorthwesternUSA2003_SH.pdf 

http://www.tropicalbirding.com/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/USCanada/SouthDakota/TR_BlackHills_June2007.htm 


