CALIFORNIA TRIP REPORT – SEPTEMBER 2017
PARTICIPANTS: Kenny Musgrove, Wayne Geater, Steve Abbott
DAY 1: SATURDAY 2nd SEPTEMBER
We caught the 11.50 Virgin Atlantic flight from Heathrow direct to San Francisco, arriving just after
3pm Local time. Having collected our hire car from Alamo and getting an unexpected upgrade to a
Ford Explorer 4x4 (although this proved to be a lot heavier on fuel use), we were on our way on the
short drive to Half Moon Bay. Traffic was extremely high and it took a lot longer than usual, and as
we found out later this was due to the fact it was a holiday weekend in California. Birds seen en
route were minimal but a few Turkey Vultures, American Crows and a single Red-shouldered Hawk
were seen flying overhead and Collard Doves, Starlings and Brewer’s Blackbirds were seen on the
wires as we finally arrived at the Comfort Inn, our base for the first two nights.
As it was now early evening we decided to make the short drive to the harbour to get our bearings
for our pelagic trip the following day. However, our journey was interrupted when masses of birds
were seen from the car feeding just off the beach. This spectacle turned out to be thousands and
thousands of Sooty Shearwaters feeding close inshore. In amongst this mass feeding were also good
numbers of Brown Pelicans, Elegant Terns, Heerman’s, Californian and Western Gulls, and on the
sea dotted about were Common Murree, Mallard, Brandt’s Cormorants and a single Double
Crested Cormorant. Two Parasitic Jaegers also joined the party harassing the terns into giving up
their catch. Single Western and Heerman’s Gulls walked about on the beech just below us and Steve
picked out the prize bird of the day when a first winter Wandering Tattler walked from the rocks
into view. Down at the harbour we soon found the birthing place of the “Good Captain Pete” our
boat for the following day and two California Sea Lions bellowed from the dock while a single
harbour seal frolicked in the water. On the short journey back to the hotel two Ravens were spotted
on the opposite side of the road to the beach.

DAY 2: SUNDAY 3rd SEPTEMBER
Up early with a great deal of anticipation, and after breakfast we headed on the two mile drive to
the harbour in order to undertake the first of two Shearwater Pelagic trips. In the harbour were
Great Blue Heron and Great White Egret and a Snowy Egret flew over. After a short outline of the
trip and trip etiquette by Debi we set off from the harbour just after 07.30. The walls of the harbour

held numerous Brown Pelicans accompanied by good number of Heerman’s, Western and
California Gulls, Brandt’s Cormorants and a few Pelagic and Double Crested Cormorants. Elegant
Terns were flying from their roost area in the harbour and waders on the harbour walls include Black
and Ruddy Turnstones and Rock Sandpipers. As we left the harbour pairs of Common Murree were
continually seen on the sea and Sooty Shearwaters were becoming more prominent. The first of
many Rhinoceros Auklets were soon seen, and this species was quickly followed by the first of
several Cassin’s Auklets. Numbers of Red-necked Phalaropes flew from the sea as the boat
approached them and these were interspersed with the odd Red Phalarope. After about an hour
out, we got our first Pink-footed Shearwaters and these were supported with the odd sighting of
paler Buller’s Shearwaters. All three Jaeger species – Parasitic, Long-tailed and Pomeraine were
seen on both the outward and inward journeys, as were sightings of individual Northern Fulmar,
Sabine’s Gull, and Arctic and Common Terns, but the sighting of 10 Pintail flying overhead was
something of a surprise. It wasn’t until we reached the deeper waters of the continental shelf that
we saw our first Black-footed Albatross but these became more common and we saw at least six
different individuals on the trip. There had been the odd individual sighting of Ashy and Black Storm
Petrels but it was when we encountered a group of both species on the return journey feeding close
to the boat that good views were obtained and there was the added bonus of a Wilson’s Storm
Petrel feeding with them. However, the big highlights were yet to come and shouts went up as two
Scripp’s Murrelets were spotted in front of the boat and soon after the even rarer Guadalupe
Murrelet was found on the sea. Approaching the harbour a scan of the harbour walls produced a
number of new birds in the form of several hundred Sanderling, 10 Marbled Godwit, Hudsonian
Whimbrel, Wandering Tattler and 4 Surfbirds as well as the same species seen on the way out, and
in the harbour were a single female Surf Scoter and a Red-breasted Merganser.

Not only was the trip exciting in terms of birds but a number of mammals were seen in the shape of
3 Blue Whales, 10 Humpbacked Whales, 3 Fin Whales, 20 plus White-sided dolphins, 50 plus
Californian Sea Lions and singles of Northern Fur Sea and Steller’s Sea Lion.
In all we were at sea over 10 hours and we decided to have a meal before heading south for
Monterey. As we were leaving the harbour car park a Peregrine flew over and again several Ravens
were seen along the roadside, along with a Great Horned Owl near the Comfort Inn. The traffic was
horrendous due to the holiday week-end - it took us over two hours to travel the two miles to get
out of Half Moon Bay and it was nearly ten o’clock when we arrived at our hotel in Monterey. It
certainly was a long day!

DAY 3: MONDAY 4th SEPTEMBER
The following morning was overcast as we headed to Denny’s for breakfast. En route good views of
an Anna’s Hummingbird were had in the tree by the hotel. On our return to the hotel, two Acorn
Woodpeckers and a single Scrub Jay were seen in the grounds and 4 Caspian Terns, a small
numbers of Turkey Vultures, and American Crows flew over. We head down to the harbour where a
number of California Sea Lions were wallowing on the rocks below the harbour wall and a pair of Sea
Otters lazily fed in the kelp. Out in the bay a Great Egret fed in the shallows, a Black Turnstone
strolled on the beach, and Western Gulls and a number of Brandt’s Cormorants flew by. Also out in
the kelp were a further three Sea Otters, two of which were observed mating. We passed a nearby
park which contained a large lake on which a number of California Gulls were bathing and on the
grass a Ring billed Gull and a Mew Gull sat with a Red-breasted Merganser. On the lake we saw at
least 6 Pied-billed Grebes, American Coot and a Black-crowned Night Heron emerged from the
vegetation in the middle of the lake. Just as we were about to leave a Red-shouldered Hawk flew
into a nearby tree.
We were heading for Moss Landing about half an hour north of Monterey and on the short journey
there we had a flock of 8 Canada Geese in a field. On arriving at Moss Landing we first observed the
river and lake behind the dunes which gave up Brown Pelicans, Double-crested Cormorant, Great
Blue Heron, and Snowy and Great Egret. By the bridge over the river, several Black Phoebes flitted
from the banks, a Western Scrub Jay sat in a bush, 2 Killdeer flew noisily overhead, and Savannah
and White-crowned Sparrows flew in and out of the crop in the nearby field. A single Osprey flew
over our heads and landed in a nearby tree and 3 Caspian Terns flew up and down the river. We
walked over the dunes to the beach, where a number of Snowy Plover ran along the beach,
Sanderling and Western Sandpipers ran along the tideline and Marbled Godwits, Hudsonian
Whimbrel, and Willet fed in the shallows. Elegant Terns, Brown Pelicans, and the usual Gull species
constantly flew past our position and out at sea good numbers of Sooty Shearwaters were feeding
on bait fish and were joined by a massive Humpback Whale. We moved onto the harbour where
masses of the usual Gulls, Elegant Terns and Brown Pelicans abounded and at least 6 sea otters
were evident.

We made the short journey down the road only to find that the reserve was closed as it was a
Monday. We drove further east around the slough and stopped at the first pull-in that gave us a
view point. This was somewhat bird-less, with only two birds present – a Willett and a Greater

Yellowlegs. We drove further on and pulled in again at another viewing point and found the area
teeming with birds. On the water were thousands of Red-necked Phalaropes, and in the far corner
50 plus Black-necked Stilts and similar numbers of American Avocets and Marbled Godwits. Along
with the Brown Pelicans, a group of a dozen American White Pelicans sat on a small island in the
middle of the water. In the furthest corner we found a group of 10 Pintail with several Mallards and
2 Cinnamon Teal amongst them. The tranquillity of the spot was broken with birds flying
everywhere when two large falcon species (either Peregrine or Prairie) flew in hunting low across
the slough and quickly out of view. We drove further on and parked at a pull-in from which a road
led down to a boat ramp. Steve and me made the short walk down to the water’s edge and were
rewarded with our only two Gull-billed Tern of the trip, supported by a single Forster’s Tern. Masses
of Elegant Terns were evident sat on the shore to our right and on the mud in a small bay we found
a single Semi-palmated Sandpiper amongst 10 Western Sandpipers. We had hoped to find the two
larger grebe species here but to no avail, with a single Pied-billed being the only grebe species seen.
On returning to the car a Western Scrub Jay disturbed 2 Nuttall’s Woodpeckers from a nearby tree.
Our final stop in this area was Moonglow Dairy which is situated just after the power station at Moss
Landing, so we had to back-track a little to find the entrance road. In the fields along the approach
road we only found Brewer’s Blackbirds, House Finch, Starling, Collard Dove, Brown-headed
Cowbird and a small flock of Red-winged Blackbirds. At the dairy itself hundreds and hundreds of
birds were continually flying around in smaller groups. The vast majority were Red-winged
Blackbirds but with close scrutiny good numbers of Tri-coloured Blackbirds and two Yellow-headed
Blackbirds were found. On the small pond below the dairy we had 10 Canada Geese, Pintail,
Shoveler, Cinnamon Teal, Mallard, American Coot, and Pied-billed Grebe. Waders found on the
edges of the pond were Semi-palmated Plover, Killdeer and a single Wilson ’s Snipe. At this end of
the slough we experienced hundreds of Elegant Terns and large numbers of Brown Pelicans flying
back towards the coast. Just as we were about to drive off, two Red-tailed Hawks flew overhead
giving excellent views.
It was now late afternoon and we set off on the long drive east towards Yosemite. The journey was
relatively uneventful with highlights being Steve spotting 3 Bald Eagles sat in a tree at the side of a
lake; numerous Turkey Vultures as we passed through highland areas; endless fields supporting
flocks of Brewers Blackbirds; 20 plus Cattle Egrets; 3 Mourning Doves; several American Kestrels
hunting or sat on telegraph posts; and our first Black-billed Magpie of the trip sat on telegraph
wires. We finally arrived in Mariposa around 9pm and checked into the Miner’s Arms our base for
the next two nights.

DAY 4: TUESDAY 5th SEPTEMBER
We were up early and after breakfast set off for Yosemite in order to beat the traffic but need not
have worried as there were a number of fires in the park and the road to Glacier Point was closed
until 9 o’clock. We scanned the Merced River as we drove along the road leading into Yosemite in
the hope that we could “jam” an American Dipper, but with no success. After being told of the road
closures at the parkentrance we drove partway up the road leading to Glacier Point and parked just
after a tunnel. This turned out to be a good decision as in the trees just after the tunnel exit we
picked out MacGillivray’s Warbler, Black-throated Grey Warbler, Townsend’s Warbler, Hermit
Warbler, Western Tanager, and flying overhead American Crows, 2 Red-tailed Hawks and a
Cooper’s Hawk. We carried on towards Glacier Point and stopped at a pull-in overlooking some
meadows just past the entrance to and here we saw several Dark-eyed Juncos. We parked up just
after 9.30 at Glacier Point with Raven and Band-tailed Pigeon flying around the car park and Vaux
Swifts and one White-throated Swift flying overhead. We set off down the 4 mile trail and just
behind the visitor centre we found our number one target – a female Sooty Grouse with four
juveniles feeding on the ground. The trees nearby were alive with birds and we saw several Redbreasted and White-breasted Nuthatches, Brown Creeper, Townsend Solitaire, Acorn and Hairy
Woodpeckers, Mountain Chickadees, Golden-crowned Kinglets and 2 Allen’s Hummingbirds. A
little way further down the trail we saw another 2 Sooty Grouse. We walked several hundred yards
farther down the trail and we stopped to observe 3 American Robins. In the surrounding area also
had good views of Northern Flicker, Pileated Woodpecker, Olive-sided Flycatcher Pacific-slope
Flycatcher Black Phoebe, Steller’s Jay, White-headed Woodpecker and further Townsend
Solitaires. We were given some information that a black bear cub had been seen at the very bottom
end of the 4 mile trail so we left Glacier Point to make the 20 mile drive to that area. We called in at
McGurk Meadows and were fortunate enough to pick out a Hermit Thrush in bushes near the
entrance track. We continued towards Yosemite Village but at the starting point of the 4 mile trail
had no luck with any bears and only had the scant consolation of a single Song Sparrow skulking in
the undergrowth. It was early evening now so we decided to call it a day and drive back to Mariposa.
We stopped at the entrance to the park and with perseverance and the help of Ranger Kate
managed to get limited views of American Dipper on the river behind the toilet block plus 2 Acorn
Woodpeckers. Again we scanned the Merced River on the drive back but with the exception of 2
Great Blue Heron and a couple of Black Phoebe had no further luck. We arrived back at Mariposa in
the dark and had our evening meal in the Burger Café across the road from the hotel.

DAY 5: WEDNESDAY 6th SEPTEMBER
Breakfast caused a slight problem when Steve broke a tooth and an impromptu visit to the local
dentist was required, which caused us to be delayed in Mariposa for around two hours. While we
waited me and Wayne did some birdwatching around the immediate area of the dentist and came
up with a couple of Western Scrub Jay, 2 Acorn Woodpecker, several European Starlings, Black
Phoebe, Oak Titmouse and 7 Wild Turkey in the surrounding vicinity. With his tooth rebuilt we set
off again for Yosemite and en-route the Turkey Vultures were out in force. We were greeted at the
entrance again by Ranger Kate and had intended to stop and try and get better views of the Dippers
behind the ranger station but as we were running late we decided to press on towards Tuolumne
Grove. We couldn’t find a space in the parking area for the Redwood trees so we drove a little
further on and parked opposite an open meadow. This proved to be an inspired choice and the next
45 minutes produced some magical birding. A small bush laden with berries about 100 metres from
the roadside was a magnet for feeding birds and was visited by William’s Sapsucker, Red-breasted
Sapsucker, Northern Flicker, American Robin, Dark-eyed Junco, and 2 Black-headed Grosbreak.
The surrounding trees also gave us Acorn Woodpecker, White-headed Woodpecker, Olive-sided
Flycatcher, Red-breasted Nuthatch, Audubon’s Warbler, Hermit Warbler, Wilson’s warbler,
Chipping Sparrow and Raven. Two Canadian tourists gave us some information about black bear
sightings near White Wolf Campsite so we set off on the short drive east but to no avail and the only
birds seen there were Western Scrub Jay, Townsend’s Solitaire and 4 Red Crossbills. We decided to
backtrack and undertake the mile or so walk to the Redwood tree area at Tuolumne Grove. At this
altitude the walk back was a little strenuous but it ticked another box and rewarded us with Paciic
Wren, Pilated Woodpecker, White-headed Woodpecker and Acorn Woodpecker. It was now midafternoon so we headed eastward again, stopping once more near the White Wolf site, and yet
again with no success with Black Bear. A few scenic photography stops later we passed over the
Tioga Pass having picked up Red-tailed and Cooper’s Hawk at one of them, and descended in
Tuolumne Meadows where a search of the trees along the roadside produced Western Scrub Jay,
numerous Mountain Chickadee, 2 Red-breasted Nuthatch, 2 Brown Creeper, 2 Mountain Bluebird,
Red-tailed Hawk and exceptional numbers of Audubon’s Warbler (50 plus). We stopped for coffee
at the local roadside shop/café where Brewer’s Blackbirds flitted in the trees and around the tables.
Suitably refreshed we drove on to Lee Vining, checked into our hotel and made a visit to the South
Tufa area of Mono Lake in failing light, where we picked out California and Western Gull, 50 plus
Eared Grebes, 2 Osprey and a Merlin in failing light. We retired back to the hotel and had our
evening meal in the café next door.

DAY 6: THURSDAY 7th SEPTEMBER
Up early and left the hotel at daybreak to make the 20 mile journey north to the ghost town of
Bodie. The sun was just coming up when we arrived and parked up just before the entrance to the
town, as a small party of Sage Grouse were feeding at the side of the road – just how easy was that
to get the number one target bird for the area!! We were able to relax and spent a couple of hours
of productive birding from just outside the town. In fact Sage Grouse were really common here and
we must have seen 60 plus birds in our time there. Other birds seen were 3 juvenile Northern
Harriers quartering the plains, several American Kestrels, 2 Merlin sat on the distant telegraph
wires, good numbers of Mountain Bluebirds, Green-tailed Towhee, Sage Thrasher, Wrentit,
Brewer’s Sparrow and Sagebrush Sparrows. We also had targeted Clarke’s Nutcracker in this area
and struck lucky in the tree lined hillsides on the road back out of Bodie, seeing ten birds. Red-tailed
Hawks were also common along this road as were more Mountain Bluebirds, and we also had 2
Black-billed Magpies amongst the Brewer’s Blackbirds in a horse paddock.
We had a rare late breakfast of porridge and fresh fruit sitting in the sun at the café next to the
hotel, and enjoyed American Robins and Brewer’s Blackbirds feeding on the lawn, Audubon’s
Warblers flitting in the trees, Allen’s Hummingbird coming to the feeders and the ubiquitous Turkey
Vultures flying overhead.
After breakfast we booked out of the hotel and drove down a track from the road to give us views of
the north shore of Lake Mono. Thousands and thousands of Red-necked Phalaropes were swimming
in numerous bays, accompanied by a thousand plus Eared Grebes and several hundred California
Gulls. From the boardwalk at the recreation centre a little further around the shore we added 2
Osprey, 2 Killdeer, 2 Hairy Woodpeckers, 2 Marsh Wrens and several House Finches to the
numerous aforementioned three bird species. Before we left Lee Vining we drove up a side track of
the “Burgous” NP, running alongside the main road and saw three more Clarke’s Nutcrackers,
several Audubon Warblers and a Mountain Bluebird.

We were heading south towards the desert area and some information gleaned from two tourists at
Lake Mono, suggested there may be Black Bears at Convict Lake, so we took the short detour but
again were disappointed. It was also a little depleted of bird life as well and we only saw single
Brewer’s Blackbird and Nashville Warbler in the camping area and ten plus White-throated Swifts
flying overhead. Crawley Lake, a little further south, proved to be a different case altogether and a
half hour stay produced some good birds including our first Western Grebes, many with dependent
chicks. Other birds seen were good numbers of Eared Grebe, California Gull, and American Coot, 10

Ring-billed Gulls, 7 Caspian Tern and singles of White Pelican, Double-crested Cormorant and a
juvenile Sage Thrasher. A brief stop at a small lake further down Highway gave us our first Greattailed Grackle, 3 Caspian Tern and a few Barn Swallows.
We arrived in California City again in the dark and checked into the Best Western Hotel which gave
us our last bird of the day – a Barn Owl flew overhead as we were taking our bags out of the car.

DAY 8: FRIDAY 8th SEPTEMBER
Again an early start and we arrived at Jawbone Canyon around 7.30. We parked the car and walked
up and down the wash between the two large pipelines. We managed to find one thrasher, but it
was a California Thrasher and not our target bird, and found that the majority of birds in the wash
were Black-throated Sparrows. We drove farther up the canyon and parked up when we spotted a
bird sat on top of a bush. After much searching and deliberation we found not only this bird again
but three others as well – all Rock Wrens. A few Turkey Vultures drifted overhead and as the
morning progressed it was obviously becoming hotter. We took a track to the right and drove up
into the hills. A Roadrunner sat on a rock sunbathing and Red-tailed Hawks and Ravens flew
overhead. Black-tailed Gnatcatcher and Common Ground Doves flew from fence wires, and a
Cooper’s Hawk soared above us. By chance the road led to the Butterbredt Springs Sanctuary and a
quick walk around this small “oasis” in the middle of nowhere produce Audubon’s Warbler, Ladderbacked Woodpecker and a Red-tailed Hawk. As we were leaving a White-throated Swift flew over.
We drove back to our original starting point and walked the wash again but with no joy. We left
Jawbone Canyon somewhat disappointed and drove back towards California City. A few miles from
our destination Wayne turned off the road (Neuralia Road) onto a track that he thought was “perfect
habitat”. After a kilometre or so we reached a fenced off “conservation area” and there sat at the
bottom of a bush were two Le Conte’s Thrashers, which when we got out of the car ran off,
disappeared and then reappeared a few times before flying away. Also flitting around the fence-line
was a Loggerhead Shrike. Elated we returned to the car and drove to McDonalds in California City to
celebrate. After lunch we stopped off at the City Park and experienced an excellent hours birding.
The first birds we saw feeding by the car park were 5 Horned Larks, several House Finches and Black
and Say’s Phoebe. On the lake in the middle of the park were Mallard, American Coot and a
Double-crested Cormorant. A walk around the lake produced a number of birds in the trees
including Western Wood-peewee, Willow Flycatcher, Say’s and Black Phoebe, Philadelphia Vireo,
Northern Mockingbird, Yellow Warbler, Western Tanager. A kettle of Turkey Vultures appeared
soaring overhead, and these were joined by several Red-tailed Hawks, Sharp-shinned Hawk and a
female American Kestrel.

Our final port of call for the day was the Silver Saddle Resort some 20 miles from California City. We
arrived late afternoon to be greeted by hundreds of Horned Larks and good numbers of House
Finches coming to the small pools formed at the bottom of the recently watered trees along the
approach road. I checked in at reception where a Warbling Vireo flitted in the tree by the entrance,
Long-tailed Grackles sat on the building roof and a Great Blue Heron fished in the pond opposite. A
walk around the lake produced Black and Say’s Phoebe, and possibly Willow Flycatcher and
disappointingly nothing else. A number of European Starling sat on telegraph wires along with 2
Mourning Doves. The light was just beginning to fade when we made our return journey but we
managed to pick out several Red-tailed Hawks and Ravens sat on telegraph posts and 2 Ospreys
making their way across the desert hoping to find a roost site for the night.

DAY 9: SATURDAY 10th SEPTEMBER
We were again on the move, heading south to the Salton Sea. At breakfast we met our first
California birders and we discussed sightings. We headed south and had planned to break the
journey by visiting the Big Morongo Preserve. We arrived late morning and spent a profitable half
hour or so with the warden observing the feeders by his caravan. We saw four species of
hummingbird – Anna’s, Costa’s Rufus and Black-chinned, with the latter being the most numerous.
Other birds seen were White-winged Dove, Nuttall’s Woodpecker, Western Scrub Jay, Oak
Titmouse, White-breasted Nuthatch, Bewick’s Wren, California Towhee and Hooded Oriole. A
quick walk around the marsh trail produced another Nuttall’s Woodpecker, and several of both
Yellow and Wilson’s Warbler. The warden had given us some information regarding the “ Stadium”
at Covington Park, which was just around the corner, so we headed there. It turned out to be a good
choice as we saw a number of good birds including a single Lawrence’s Goldfinch among a small
flock of Lesser Goldfinches and House Finches. Other birds seen were Vermilion Flycatcher, Black
Phoebe Western Scrub Jay, Oak Titmouse, Verdin, Western Bluebird, Yellow Warbler, Wilson ’s
Warbler, Vesper Sparrow, and a juvenile Lazuli Bunting. Both Cooper’s and Red-tailed Hawk gave
good views and a few Turkey Vultures soared overhead.

We set off again heading further south and saw a different side to California travelling past several
large cities. We arrived at the north-east corner of the Salton Sea early afternoon and our first
experience of flies and dead fish was from a small beach in the North Shore area. Birds seen here
were Red-necked Grebe, Eared Grebe, Western Grebe, Black-necked Stilt (lots), Black-bellied
Plover, Semipalmated Plover, Semipalmated Sandpiper, Western Sandpiper (lots), Ring-billed Gull,

California Gull, Caspian Tern, Forster’s Tern and one of our target species here, 3 Yellow-footed
Gulls. We returned to the main road and drove further south to the Wister Unit. The first “road” we
drove down was somewhat unproductive with the highlight being a Barn Owl roosting in a tree
which was well spotted by Steve. We then spent the next couple of hours driving down the dirt
roads between Niland and Calipatria, some of which were inaccessible due to mud. This was
enjoyable and productive as we spotted two of other targets – Burrowing Owl (fairly numerous) and
a covey of Gambel’s Quail. There were lots of birds in the surrounding fields including what must
have been 600 plus White Faced Ibis, supported by Snowy Egret, Great Blue Heron, Green Heron in
a ditch, Black-crowned Night Heron and Killdeer. A flock of 50 plus Black Terns hawked over the
fields and similar numbers of Red-winged Blackbirds were present Other birds seen were Common
Ground Dove, American Kestrel, Western Kingbird, Loggerhead Shrike, Verdin, Northern
Mockingbird, Albert’s Towhee, Western Meadowlark, Brown-headed Cowbird. The light was
beginning to fade as we drove towards Brawley and the Best Western Hotel, with “squadrons” of
White-faced Ibis flying into their roost areas.

DAY 9: SUNDAY 11th SEPTEMBER
We had a bit of a lay-in this morning and we set off to explore the southern end of the Salton Sea
after 9 o’clock. We saw a couple of Burrowing Owls sat on bank sides as we drove along the road,
but we had to return to the hotel as I had forgotten something. Fate was with us as in the car park
showing down to a few feet were a pair of Cactus Wrens which were our only sightings of the trip.
Two Northern Mockingbirds were also present along with a few House Sparrows.
We set off again and made our way to the Sonny Bono Salton Sea Refuge situated on the south west
corner. We stopped at the observation tower but little could be seen apart from Ridgeway’s Rail of
which one was seen and two were heard. We drove further down the track and parked between
two large pools. On the approach a large flock of White-faced Ibis along with Snowy Egret, Great
Egret and Great Blue Heron were seen in one of the fields. The pools were very productive Mallard,
Northern Shoveler, and Ruddy Duck present, along with Pied and Western Grebe, Brown Pelican,
and American Coot. A number of waders fed in the shallows and along the shoreline including
Black-necked Stilt, Killdeer, Willet, Lesser Yellowlegs, Long-billed Curlew, Marbled Godwit,
Western Sandpiper (numerous), Semipalmated Sandpiper, Least Sandpiper, and five Dowitcher
species. A Peregrine was sat on a nearby telegraph pole, and American Kestrel and Red-tailed Hawk

and Turkey Vultures flew overhead. As we returned to the car a Marsh Wren was heard singing
from a clump of reeds. We returned to the main road and were really excited when a single Coyote
walked across the road in front of the car and disappeared into the vegetation. From Poe Road we
found a track that led to the shore, again with numerous birds being in view. Both Forster’s and the
more numerous Black Tern continually flew along the shoreline; Brown Pelicans were evident
everywhere; a few Eared and Western Grebe were on the water just off-shore; and Western
Sandpipers were the most numerous of the wader species on view along with Black-necked Stilts.
After a refreshment stop we endeavoured to make our way north to the main Sonny Bono HQ but
several of the approach roads were closed and we eventually found ourselves on a bank behind one
of the power stations overlooking the sea. Many gulls were present with California Gull being the
predominant species along with 4 Yellow-footed Gulls and singles of Laughing Gull, American
Herring Gull, and Western Gull. Brown Pelicans were also abundant, along with Black-necked Stilt,
American Avocet, and Caspian and Black Terns. On a small lagoon on the other side of the bank
were the usual heron and egret species.

We eventually found our way to headquarters but were disappointed to find it closed. Several
Gambel’s Quail ran around in the undergrowth and Common Ground Doves and a single Western
Tanager flitted around in the bushes, but we did not spend a great deal of time there, except to
exchange information with a pair of birders from Arizona. We next headed to Red Hill marina but on
arrival found it relatively bird-less. However the same cannot be said for the lakes behind the socalled marina, which were full of birds, including our first sighting of Clarke’s Grebe along with nine
Western Grebes and six Pied-billed Grebes. The ubiquitous Brown Pelicans were also evident here
along with a single White Pelican; our only American Common Gallinule and Green and Blackcrowned Night heron were in the reeds; Great and Snowy Egret and Great-blue Heron fed at the
reed edge; Forster’s Tern hawked over the lake; Double-crested Cormorant, American Coot and
Moorhen swam on the lake; and along the approach track Fox Sparrow flitted in and out of the
reed-bed. We spent the next half hour driving around the dirt track roads which again proved very
productive. Three Roadrunners ran across the road in front of the car and two coveys of Gambel’s
Quail fed either on the side of or ran in-front of the car. The fields were full of White-faced Ibis and
Red-winged Blackbird flocks and a number of Burrowing Owls sat on the roadside banks. Groups of
Black Terns hawked over the fields, American Kestrels sat on telegraph wires and two Western
Meadowlarks flew from the edge of a field.
Our final destination of the day was Lake Ramon, which turned out to be teeming with birds. A large
flock of White Pelicans flew in to roost along with the usual Herons and Egrets. Our first Belted
Kingfisher flew from the lake over our heads, and 2 Northern Harriers appeared at dusk. Among the

many California Gulls roosting on the lake, Steve picked out our only Franklin’s Gull of the trip, and
numerous Song Sparrows flitted in the vegetation in the ditch that ran alongside the approach road.
A massive cattle “farm” was opposite the lake and thousands of Red-winged Blackbirds along with
the odd Yellow-headed Blackbird and Brown-headed Cowbird were evident in the area. In fading
light we drown to Weist Lake but apart from Mallard and Black Terns, this was devoid of birds due
to the presence of water-skiers. We drove back to Brawley in failing light and disturbed a pair of
Killdeer from the roadside and another Northern Harrier quartered the fields.

DAY 10: MONDAY 12th SEPTEMBER
Another moving day as we were heading back west to the coast. We had a bit of a lie in but before
we left Brawley we had one more target to get, so we headed downtown to J Street as suggested by
Guide Book. Within minutes we struck it lucky when a pair of Gila Woodpecker’s were heard calling
from a tree and showed really well, along with Northern Mockingbird and American Kestrel. We
also drove down to the park and rodeo area and had another Gila Woodpecker, Black Phoebe and
Common Ground Dove. Extremely satisfied with our early efforts we set off on our journey heading
eventually for Newport Bay.

I had planned to break the journey with a visit to San Jacinto Preserve but we took a bit of a detour
when we visited Joshua Tree National Park, crossing from south to north. We eventually arrived at
San Jacinto in the early afternoon and after a bit of backtracking as minor roads were closed we
drove into the entrance. First impressions were somewhat disappointing as this site, stuck in the
middle of nowhere seemed relatively bird-less. We drove further down the entrance track and met
two rangers who gave us some useful information. At the first “pond” area hundreds of duck took
flight when we approached – these were mainly Blue-winged Teal but among them was a small
number of Green-winged Teal and Cinnamon Teal. They eventually settled back on the pond and in
scanning around we also picked out Mallard, Gadwall, Ruddy Duck and Pied-billed Grebe. However
these birds were not allowed to settle as to our delight a magnificent Prairie Falcon came into view
and made several swoops down and across the pond before drifting off to the hills to the south. This
was not the only raptor present with four Northern Harriers seen quartering the open areas and
Red-tailed Hawk and American Kestrel seen overhead. Other species seen in this area were Snowy
Egret, Green Heron and our only Least Bittern of the trip. We drove further into the preserve as
directed by the rangers and several wetland areas produced more Snowy Egrets, Great Blue Heron,

White-faced Ibis and waders in the form of Lesser Yellowlegs, Black-necked Stilt, Killdeer, and
Long-billed Dowitcher. We parked at the distant pond and the bushes around this area were alive
with birds. Numerous Yellow Warblers, Bushtits and Red-winged Blackbirds flitted around the trees
and Black and Say’s Phoebe and a single Cassin’s Flycatcher were seen around the edges. On the
pond numerous American Coot were evident and on the margins we had Black-crowned Night and
Green Heron along with a Sora, which was well spotted by Steve. The biggest surprise was saved
until last, with a pair of White-tailed Kite sat in a bare tree at the back of one of the ponds.
It was late afternoon so we decided to continue on eventually arriving in Newport Bay in the early
evening after encountering heavy traffic as we hit the Los Angeles Highway and checked into
another Best Western Hotel, right across the beach. We ended our day by taking a walk over to the
beach to see various gulls and Brown Pelicans flying into roost sites before we settled on a nearby
Italian restaurant for our evening meal.

DAY 11; TUESDAY 13th SEPTEMBER
We set off for Back Newport Bay after breakfast parking near the barrier at the western end. The
saltmarsh and estuary were on one side and the buffs on the other as we walked down the road.
A small gully produced House Wren, California Towhee, and Common Yellowthroat with all species
showing well. A little further along the road, Steve spotted a bird in the scrub on the top of the buffs
which eventually turned out to be our target – California Gnatcatcher. We clambered up a narrow
path in the hope of getting a better view and were rewarded when the bird appeared close by
before flying off and disappearing behind us. We descended back to the road and scanned the
marshes and estuary from a number of vantage points. On the marsh were, Great and Snowy
Egrets, Willet, Long-billed Curlew, Marbled Godwit, 2 Spotted Sandpipers, and 2 Dowitcher
species; and 6 Black Skimmers and Elegant Tern flew down river. American Crow and Raven
frequented the cliffs; an Osprey flew in to fish; and Belding’s Savannah Sparrow and Song Sparrow
showed just off the road on the saltmarsh. As we returned to the car a party of 12 Bushtit flitted
around the nearby bushes.
After a brief stop at McDonald’s for coffee we headed north towards Huntingdon Beach. A quick
walk along the beach produced exceptionally close views of Elegant and Royal Terns sitting near the
shoreline along with Heerman’s, California and Western Gulls. Brown Pelicans flew off shore and
Willet, Marbled Godwit, and a single Long-billed Curlew fed in the surf. A little further along the
road was Bolsa Chica Reserve. A walk and scan from the boardwalk produce a very confiding
Ridgeway’s Rail feeding directly below us, a large party of Willet, a Long-billed Curlew, Marbled
Godwit and 10 Long-billed Dowitcher roosting on a small island close by. Two Ospreys flew in to
fish, along with a few Forster’s Terns, and Turkey Vultures flew overhead. Pied-billed Grebe and
Mallard were on the water and the Snowy and Great Egrets were joined by a fly-in Reddish Egret
which landed nearby on the saltmarsh.
At Bolsa Chica we had been given some information by a couple of local birders regarding the
“exotics” in nearby Huntingdon Park, so we made that our next port of call. Near the entrance we
met another group of birders who gave us directions and information as to what they had seen.
When we reached the lake we immediately saw a group of Scaly-breasted Munia feeding in the
lakeside vegetation and these were joined by 2 Bronze Manikins. In the nearby bushes we also had a
number of Wilson’s, Orange-crowned, and Yellow Warblers, and Black Phoebe, Western Tanager,
and Willow Flycatcher. We walked to the bottom end of the lake and this area was alive with birds.

A flock of Orange-cheeked Waxbills showed at the edge of the reeds, Western Bluebirds and Lesser
Goldfinch flitted in the surrounding trees, a Nuttall’s Woodpecker flew across our view and Steve
picked out our second Lazuli Bunting of the trip. On the lake were a number of Pied-billed Grebe
and American Coot and at the top end were a number of Mallard, a single Cinnamon Teal and 2
Egyptian Geese, along with a Green Heron that sat on the edge of the reed bed. Just before the car
park, a Downy Woodpecker showed very well and a small mixed flock of House Finch and Pin-tailed
Whydah fed on the grass.
We left Newport Bay mid-afternoon heading north for Ventura but the sheer volume of traffic on
the Highway past Los Angeles meant our journey took a lot longer than expected and we arrived at
our hotel in the dark.

DAY 12: WEDNESDAY 14th SEPTEMBER
We set off after breakfast for the town of Fillmore some 30 minutes or so from Ventura and turned
off onto the road heading up to the mountains of the Sespe County Condor Sanctuary. Birds seen on
the upward journey a flock of 20 plus California Quail, Acorn Woodpecker, Northern Flicker,
Western Scrub Jay, Spotted Towhee, Lesser Goldfinch, Chipping Sparrow and raptors in the shape
of Cooper’s and Red-tailed Hawk. On reaching the viewing area, which was set in a large bowl
overlooked on all sides by mountains we set up our scopes and were joined by a local birder. A
number of California Thrashers were seen perching on the tops of bushes and a soaring Red-tailed
Hawk initially caused excitement. After about half an hour a large raptor drifted across the peaks
heading north-west, allowing us to get it in our scopes and confirm its identity – an adult California
Condor, our number one target bird before starting this adventure. Extremely happy we left our
guest, who had come up the mountain in an attempt to see golden eagle and journeyed back down
the mountain managing to get good views en-route of another new bird – a Phainopepla showing
well on the top of a bush. Back in Fillmore we celebrated with the customary McDonald’s coffee
from where we were able to watch a large kettle of Turkey Vultures.
The local birder had given us information regarding the exotic parakeets that frequented the Big
Sycamore Canyon State Park, so we made that our next stop. After parking the car in the camp site
area, it was immediately evident that a number of birds were present as they could be seen calling.
A brief search resulted in a large flock of Nanday Parakeets being seen sitting in the upper reaches
of two nearby trees. For the next hour or so we birded the surrounding area which produced a good
number of birds. A splendid male adult Red-shouldered Hawk showed well sitting in a tree; a flock
of California Quail flew from the hill-side and a single Barn Swallow and a flock of 20 plus Vaux
Swift flew overhead. In the car park area we found Nuttall’s Woodpecker, Red-eyed Vireo, Western

Scrub Jay, Raven, Oak Titmouse, Bushtit, White-breasted Nuthatch, Blue-grey Gnatcatcher,
California Thrasher, California Towhee, House Finch, Wilson’s Warbler, Yellow warbler, Blackthroated Grey warbler and Bewick’s Wren. We travelled back towards Ventura on the coast road
and stopped to scan over the beach and lagoon at Mugu Point producing Western and Heerman’s
Gull, Brown Pelican, Double-crested Cormorant, Marbled Godwit, Great Egret and Snowy Egret.
Our final destination was the Channel Islands Harbour where a walk to the outer edges produced
Caspian Tern and Sanderling on the beach, and Brown Pelican, Heerman’s Gull and 3 Black
Oystercatchers on the harbour wall. Back to Ventura for our evening meal at Denny’s and then to
the hotel for an early night.

DAY 13: THURSDAY 15TH SEPTEMBER
Another boat trip today, leaving at half nine from Ventura to Santa Cruz Island. In the harbour we
picked out Brant’s and Double Crested Cormorant, Brown Pelican, Black Oystercatcher, Black
Turnstone, Surfbird and Western and California Gull. The outward crossing was somewhat
uneventful and it wasn’t until we were nearing the Channel Islands that we picked out our first
Black-vented Shearwaters along with a number of Red-necked Phalaropes sitting on the sea and a
single Pigeon Guillemot. We docked at Prisoner’s Harbour and the first bird we saw was Island Scrub
Jay, as one flew across in front of us just after we had left the boat. In fact the next few birds we saw
were also Island Scrub Jays as a number of them were squabbling in a tree. In all we saw at least
twenty birds. Other birds seen during our two hour stay on the island included Anna’s
Hummingbird, Acorn Woodpecker, Northern Flicker, Pacific Slope Flycatcher, Common Raven,
Bewick’s Wren, Orange-crowned Warbler, Yellow Warbler, Spotted Towhee, Song Sparrow, Darkeyed Junco, Western Tanager, and Red-tailed Hawk. Around the coast Brown Pelicans and Western
Gulls were prominent and Brant’s and Double Crested Cormorant sat on rocks offshore.
The journey back was a lot more interesting and the captain took a short detour when a massive
flock of shearwaters were seen feeding. These included hundreds of Black-vented Shearwaters with
a few Pink-footed and Sooty Shearwaters amongst them. Other birds of interest seen on the return
journey were a single Northern Fulmar, 4 Black Tern, and in the harbour a Western/Clark’s Grebe.
One of the very helpful deck assistants had given me some information about a Yellow-billed Magpie
site, just off the route we were taking to Morro Bay. It was a little later than planned when we left
Ventura and the light was starting to fade when we reached this area a few miles along the Figueroa
Mountain Road off Highway 154. Driving a few miles along the road we saw several American
Kestrels hunting over the fields, a single Red-tailed Hawk and 3 Yellow-billed Magpies flying away

from the road going into roost. I suppose that this can be described as a success but the view was
fleeting and distant so we decided to alter our plan for the following day in an effort to get better
views. We headed further north on Highway 1 in the dark, arriving at our hotel in Morro Bay much
later than planned.

DAY14: FRIDAY 15th SEPTEMBER
We had originally planned to travel up Highway 1 from Morro Bay to Monterey but due to the bridge
collapse and landslide the road to Big Sur was closed. We modified our original plan and decided to
travel to the east end of Pinnacles NP in an effort to see Condors and Yellow-billed Magpie. Before
leaving we made a quick visit to the harbour in Morro Bay where the few birds present include
Brown Pelican, Western Gull and Double-crested Cormorant. However there were good numbers of
sea otters lazing in the water. We decided on having breakfast in the “Coffee Pot” and the corned
beef hash and fried egg was in my opinion the best food of the trip.
The habitat along the approach road to Pinnacles looked perfect for Yellow-billed Magpies and sure
enough it was not long before we encountered a flock of a dozen birds showing really well. With the
first of the day’s objectives achieved we headed towards Pinnacles and it was not long before an
impromptu stop gave us our first Golden Eagles of the trip with 3 birds soaring above us. At the top
of the hill we encountered the “Birdtours” group scanning over the valley to the distant peaks of the
national park. They had been informed by a park ranger that a number of condors were in the
vicinity but on joining their vigil for half an hour or so, no birds were seen. A number of Turkey
Vultures, another Golden Eagle and a Red-tailed Hawk were the only birds seen soaring. Other
birds seen along this stretch of road were Western Meadowlark, Horned Lark, Western Scrub Jay,
Acorn Woodpecker, and a Red-shouldered Hawk. After leaving the group we carried on towards
Monterey and it was not long after passing the Pinnacles entrance that we had another 3 Golden
Eagles soaring with 2 Red-tailed Hawks.
We hit Ventura in the early afternoon, and after our daily stop at McDonald’s for coffee we set of
heading south down Highway 1 towards the Big Sur. We stopped at regular intervals to scan the
mountain peaks behind the coast and for the odd photo opportunity and not far into our journey we
had a distant California Condor heading north. We must have driven some 20 miles when to our
surprise we spotted a number of large birds effortlessly soaring along the hillside just back from the
coast road. We stopped and were able to enjoy relatively good scoped views of 5 gigantic California
Condors for around half an hour alongside Turkey Vultures, which gave us the opportunity to gauge
the size and plumage difference.

Extremely pleased with ourselves we then drove back northwards heading back to where “our
journey” had begun some two weeks earlier – Half Moon Bay. We had planned to drive straight to
Half Moon Bay but Wayne was suffering a little due to all the driving he had done and so we pulled
off Highway 1 at Watsonville and parked near the slough we had seen from the main highway in
order that he could have a “power nap”. Steve and I took a walk down a path that led along the
southern edge of the slough and spent a pleasant half hour enjoying the birds .There were good
numbers of birds in the vegetation by the path we saw Anna’s Hummingbird, Black Phoebe, Bushtit,
Northern Mockingbird, Common Yellowthroat, Yellow Warbler, California Towhee, Song Sparrow,
American Goldfinch and House Finch. On the slough itself waders in the shape of Black-necked Stilt,
American Avocet, Lesser Yellowlegs and Killdeer fed along the edge of the water along with Snowy
Egret and Great Blue Heron, and a Black-crowned Night Heron sat in a bush. A Belted Kingfisher sat
on a wooden post giving us better views than our previous sighting and ducks were present in the
form of Cinnamon Teal, Mallard and Shoveler. However the biggest surprise was a Prairie Falcon
which flew overhead as we were walking back to the car, along with numerous American Crows.
On returning to the car we found Wayne suitably refreshed enough to drive the hour or so back to
the Comfort Inn in Half Moon Bay.

DAY 15: SATURDAY 16th SEPTEMBER
Last day and we were up before dawn to have breakfast before boarding the “Good Captain Pete”
for our second pelagic with Debi Shearwater. The weather was a little overcast and windier than our
first trip as we set off out of the harbour and around the bay. We had a good start as in the bay itself
were several Pacific Loons, 2 Common Loons, 10 Surf Scoter, 6 Western/Clarke’s Grebes and lots of
Common Murree were present. As we headed out to sea it became obvious that Pink-footed
Shearwaters were present in greater numbers than two weeks previous and Sooty Shearwaters
numbers were down. The odd Buller’s Shearwater was found amongst the flocks of shearwaters and
both Rhinoceros and Cassin’s Auklets were present in greater numbers. We spotted our first Blackfooted Albatross as we reached deeper water, but all in all, the outward journey was relatively
quiet. A few Ashy Storm Petrels were seen flying past the boat and Parasitic. Pomeraine and Longtailed Jaegers and Red-necked Phalarope were seen at various stages of the sailing. The inward
journey from the point of view of birds was somewhat disappointing with the highlight being a
Green-tailed Towhee trying to land on the boat. On this trip it was mammal activity was much more
prominent, as we saw 6 Blue Whales, a single Fin Whale and several parties of feeding Humpback
Whales, along with Bottle-nosed and White-sided Dolphins, California Sea Lions and a single Steller’s
Sea Lion. Arctic and Common Tern had been seen on the sailing but a single Forster’s Tern seen
fishing as we neared the harbour was considered to be somewhat of rarity as far north as Half Moon
Bay. On the harbour wall were the “usual suspects” of a mixture of Gulls, Brown Pelicans, Elegant
Terns, and various waders, all of which had been seen on our first trip.
This trip had been even longer than the first and our plan was to drive south to Ana Nuevo reserve
to see the Elephant Seals. However the light was beginning to fade when we arrived and it was too
late to walk the complete trail in order to get good views, although a very vocal bull could be heard
amongst a group of around thirty. Bird wise we managed close up views of California Quail as a
group of a dozen birds fed on the path, and Norther Harrier and White-tailed Kite showed well
probably having their last hunt of the day. Hordes of Gulls and Brown Pelicans were massed on the
shore and Song and White-crowned Sparrow were seen flitting in the vegetation. It was almost dark
when we drove back to Half Moon bay and a flyover Great Horned Owl was our last bird of the day.

DAY 16: SUNDAY 17th SEPTEMBER
As our flight home was not until late afternoon we travelled the short distance to San Francisco and
spent the morning being normal tourists visiting the Golden Gate Bridge and Fisherman’s Wharf. En
route we stopped to overlook a bay just north of Half Moon Bay in which a number of Pacific Divers
were on the sea.
Our flight took off on time and we arrived back at Heathrow at lunchtime on Monday 18th, where I
was disappointed to discover that my luggage was still in San Francisco. Fortunately it was returned
to me a few days later!

CONCLUSION
California is a fantastic place to visit and the bird-watching marvellous, exceeding all our
expectations. From the sheer beauty of Yosemite to the affluence of Newport Bay and squalor
around certain areas of the Salton Sea, and to the urban sprawls of Los Angeles and San Francisco
the state is magnificent. People we met were extremely friendly and although costs for food and
accommodation and fuel were a lot more expensive than we encountered on our previous visit to
the USA (Texas in April), I can vouch for all of us when I say we had a fantastic time. The two weeks
past very quickly, we visited a number of different environments, saw some fantastic sights and
managed to see all our target birds and more. Planning went like clockwork even if this made the
trip very hectic as we travelled over 2600 miles. he only thing I would change from our original
planning would have been to only undertake one pelagic from Half Moon Bay and replace it if
possible with one further south – from say San Diego).
If you require any further information please contact any of us on the email addresses below.
Kenny Musgrove (musgrove52@sky.com)
Steve Abbott (steveabbott1@btinternet.com)
Wayne Geater (All photographs shown) (wayne@wondersofwildlife.co.uk
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