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OREGON 2020 BIRDING FESTIVALS

by Linda Tucker Burfitt

O

regon has a variety of birding festivals each year with
activities for every type of birder. Interested in
waking up before dawn, strong coffee in hand, to listen
for rails and bitterns? Check out the Ladd Marsh Bird Festival’s
“Ladd Marsh Dawn Chorus” field trip near Le Grande, Oregon.
Can’t pick between beer and the fine birds at Malheur National
Wildlife Refuge? Check out the Harney County Migratory Bird
Festival’s “Birds Untapped,” a birding field trip that ends at a
local brewery. New to birding and want to first get acquainted
with urban birds? Sign up for “Birding the ‘Burbs” at the Winter
Wings Festival in Klamath Falls, Oregon. Keen as heck on
woodpeckers? Check out the Dean Hale Woodpecker Festival in
Sisters, Oregon.
The following is a list of Oregon’s main 2020 birding festivals,
dates, and locations. For tbd dates, Google these festivals by
name as the month approaches.

Oregon Shorebird Festival, Coquille River South Jetty.
Photo by Linda Tucker Burfitt.
February
Winter Wings Festival | February 13–16, 2020 | Klamath Falls,
Oregon
April
Harney County Migratory Bird Festival | April 16–19, 2020 |
Burns, Oregon
Birding and Blues Festival | April 2020 (dates tbd) | Pacific City,
Oregon
May
Ladd Marsh Bird Festival | May 2020 (dates tbd) | Le Grande,
Oregon
Tualatin River Bird Festival | May 2020 (dates tbd) | Sherwood,
Oregon
June
Dean Hale Woodpecker Festival | June 4–7, 2020 | Sisters, Oregon
September
Oregon Shorebird Festival | September 2020 (dates tbd) |
Charleston, Oregon

Winter Wings Festival, near the Oregon-California
border. Photo by Linda Tucker Burfitt.
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Oregon Birding Association Annual Meeting | September 11–13,
2020 | Astoria, Oregon
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STATUS OF GREAT GRAY OWLS
IN OREGON
by Harry Fuller

T

here is likely a permanent population of Great Gray Owls
(Strix nebulosa) within 50 miles of Powell’s Books, which
I consider the heart of Portland, Oregon. Over the past 15
years there have been occasional sightings of the Great Grays in
southeast Clackamas County and northeast Marion County. At
least one of those sightings was of two juveniles. The sightings
have been in areas below 2,000 feet in elevation and not far from
homes and agricultural or timber operations.
In the spring and summer of 2019, I joined Bureau of Land
Management (BLM) biologists on evening surveys for the big
owls. Great Grays are notoriously lackadaisical about intruders
on their territory, often ignoring playback of calls. They can
be elusive, choosing not to react even if you walk near their
perch. Yet, on May 14, 2019, we found, heard, photographed,
and watched a Great Gray Owl, apparently a male. He was in a
dense Douglas-fir forest near clearings that would have provided
good hunting. Over the following 10 days or so, an owl, likely
the same one, was found calling in that patch of BLM forest in
Marion County. There was never any evidence that this individual found a mate or participated in nesting.

The BLM surveys are done by field biologists out of the BLM
district office in Salem, Oregon. John Houston is the field manager there. I thank his staff for their efforts and interest.
The Oregon population of Great Grays is not prone to wide
dispersal beyond hunting and breeding territories. The Great
Grays in Oregon and California are the southernmost in the
world. Although many of the northerly populations are prone to
extensive winter movements and irruptions, these southern owls
rarely move far. Past research shows an individual owl, even an
immature bird able to feed itself, rarely wanders more than 20
miles in a given year. Therefore, these sightings known to the
BLM plus the occasional Christmas Bird Count sighting at Silver Falls State Park indicate there are Great Grays further north
than I could confirm back when Peter Thiemann and I published
our book, Great Gray Owl in California, Oregon and Washington, 2015 (Thiemann and Fuller 2015). Nothing has ever been
published on the owls in this specific area, and much of the land
these birds occupy is privately owned. This May 2019 presence
of this single owl in Marion County is a strong indicator of a
resident and breeding population.

Likely expanded breeding range of Great Gray Owls.
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The largest populations of this species are in Canada and northern Scandinavia. It is the only species in its genus found in both
Eastern and Western Hemispheres. The species is on the endangered list in California where it is believed that fewer than 300
survive. Much of that state’s population is in the Sierra Nevada
south of Interstate 80. There have been sightings further north
but only in small pockets of habitat. The southernmost California
population has been genetically profiled. It has been isolated
from other American populations for more than 20,000 years. It
should be recognized as a federally endangered subspecies.
Washington state has few confirmed Great Gray Owls. The
first nest in that state was not found until 1991. That late date is
tribute to the Great Grays’ earned reputation as a forest phantom.
The nest was in Colville National Forest. There are no confirmed
records for the species nesting in the Cascades or further west.
The bird is NOT waterproof. In southeast Washington, the birds
are found north of Pendleton, part of the same population inhabiting the Blue and Wallowa Mountains.
Oregon Great Gray Owls are in scattered regions of appropriate
habitat, mostly east of Interstate 5. The owls are found along
both sides of the Cascades from Jackson County north but are
not known as far north as Mount Hood. As we learn more of
the owls in Marion and Clackamas Counties, we may be able to
establish the exact northern limit of the Great Grays in Oregon.
There are also breeding populations in Klamath Marsh and
some of the conifer-covered mountains of eastern Oregon. The
species is highlighted in the annual Ladd Marsh Bird Festival
based in La Grande. The U.S. Forest Service there has the oldest
nest platform placement and monitoring program in the United
States.
The Great Gray Owl is not as adaptable as the Great Horned
Owl (Bubo virginianus), Barred Owl (Strix varia), Barn Owl
(Tyto alba), or Western Screech-Owl (Megascops kennicottii).
Those species comfortably live in habitats changed radically by
people if prey is available. The Great Horned is a shorter bird
but heavier and more muscular. It will kill prey of a pound or
more in weight. Great Grays have smaller beaks, shorter talons,
and smaller prey. The Great Grays will hunt in clear-cuts while
there is food. They also hunt in burned-over areas as soon as
rodents re-appear. That is the critical factor: food supply. Most
of what they eat are mammals that weigh less than 1 ounce.
What’s on the local menu? That’s what this owl is having. The
particular species Great Grays eat depends on what is plentiful
and ranges from lemmings to pocket gopher, voles, moles, mice,
and shrews. None of these are large. An individual Great Gray
has been found to need four mammals per day for maintaining
strength and weight. During breeding season, the male provides
most of the food for the female at or near the nest and for the
young. In the Cascades, most nesting attempts lead to two or
three nestlings. Two young, a partner, and the male himself
equate to 16 successful hunts in 24 hours if the whole family is
to be satiated.
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Great Gray Owl, Ashland, Oregon. Photo by Lee French.
That is a lot of hunting time and that brings us to two of the most
crucial factors determining this species’ distribution: 1) brushfree meadows and 2) sufficient water and food supply to support
enough mammals to feed the owls. The southern Cascades have
such spring-fed meadows too wet for most trees and yet rich
with voles. The nearby Siskiyous are much older mountains,
are better drained, and their steep slopes are often choked with
manzanita and other woody brush—poor hunting habitat for the
Great Gray Owl! They must be able to get to the ground, or the
snow, to catch their prey. In northeastern Oregon, the more arid
climate means there is little brush beneath the conifers so the
owls have plenty of room to hunt among the trees. Meadows
there are not as critical. More than once I have been told by
biologists that these birds use the mowed rows and roads through
tree plantations to hunt. They also hunt roadsides to their great
peril.
A third crucial factor in their distribution is the forest itself.
These birds prefer dense canopy over their roost and nest sites.
Most nests are less than 50 feet in the air. Often the canopy is far
above that. The adult protects young and eggs from the marauding Common Raven (Corvus corax), Northern Goshawk (Accipiter gentilis), and other aerial predators. Their natural enemies
are few but deadly: mainly Northern Goshawk and Great Horned
Owl. One friend in eastern Oregon helped a female Great Gray
on his ranch raise her four owlets; he and his neighbors livetrapped rodents for her. He had seen a Great Horned Owl kill her
mate and knew she needed a hunting helper. She and the young
quickly learned to fly down and get the rodents as soon as he
released them. All four owlets fledged and accepted the offerings
until they began to hunt on their own.
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Climate change will bring more stress and challenges. Forest
fires before fledglings can fly will be fatal. The owlets leave the
nest at 2 to 3 weeks. They then must climb back into the trees.
They will not fly for another 2 months or more. Also, a dearth
of prey due to drought or disease will deplete the owls. The
birds will have to face new diseases themselves. These birds are
highly susceptible to West Nile Virus, which has been in Oregon
for less than 20 years. There has been one confirmed Great Gray
Owl victim already in northeastern Oregon.
Sadly, the most likely unnatural enemy is us. Vehicles passing
along rural roads at night kill these birds because they often hunt
from fence posts and cruise low across roads and highways. The
few injury survivors that make it into rescue centers are almost
always vehicle victims.
It would be helpful for birders who frequent the western slopes
of the Cascades to report Great Gray Owl sightings. The best
places to look are the edges of fields, pastures, and meadows;
at approximately 1,500 feet in elevation; and near mature or
maturing conifer forests. If you see signs of a large rodent or
mole population, that’s a hopeful sign. It is generally agreed that
specific nest sites should not be divulged, but information can be
passed along to the BLM biologists in Salem, especially if it involves the Cascades north of Corvallis. Photographs of nestlings
or fledglings and exact location would be ideal.
Also, local conservation and birding groups could contribute
more nest platforms in areas where these birds are known to
nest. The platforms are often used repeatedly by a nesting pair.
Since I began research on our Pacific slope Great Gray Owl
population more than 5 years ago, I have been saddened but not
surprised by how little we really know, especially about the owls
in Oregon. The Great Gray Owl’s endangered status in California has led to considerable research on the 300 or so individuals
who still live in that state. Here in Oregon it is likely we have a
few thousand Great Grays. They have no special state or federal
status, so they are surviving at the whim or ignorance of landowners, logging operations, and federal agencies. If we could get
more information on their breeding range, nest sites might be left
alone and not logged. Nest platforms could be provided as they
have been in Union and Jackson Counties, Oregon. The latter
effort was aided by a grant from the Oregon Birding Association.
I have found that people are generally happy to know they have
Great Grays nearby, after all, they do not eat cats or Chihuahuas,
only small mammals.

CITIZEN SCIENCE
FOR THE BIRDS

by Linda Fink and
Pamela Johnston

L

inda Fink originally presented her personal experiences
with citizen science programs in a talk she gave to the
Fendall Community Club. Linda’s talk was reorganized
into this article, with additional programs included by Pamela
Johnston, who has been participating in the Upper Nestucca
Christmas Bird Count since 2005 and conducting a Breeding
Bird Survey since 2017.

Christmas Bird Count
Christmas Bird Count (CBC) surveys are held once a year across
the Western Hemisphere and comprise 1-day counts of all birds
detected in a designated 15-mile-diameter circle. The CBC
is a 119-year-old community science project of the National
Audubon Society, which compiles information collected from
December 14 to January 5, within approved circles. The data
collected are used to give researchers insight into trends of the
population and health of various species. Each circle has a designated compiler who collects and relays the information and who
organizes the volunteers into teams that cover a section of the
circle. Oregon has many CBC circles. Their dates and compiler
contact information are posted on the Oregon Birding Association website as they become available starting in late fall.
My personal favorite CBC is the Upper Nestucca CBC. This
CBC was started in the 1970s or 1980s by Larry Scofield of the
Bureau of Land Management (BLM), mainly to inventory Spotted Owls (Strix occidentalis). The last Spotted Owls in that circle
disappeared in the 1990s. With the owls gone, the BLM was no
longer interested in continuing the CBC, and a final count was
held in 1995. In 2003, Don Albright and I decided to start the
count up again, with initial help from Quinton Nice, Floyd

Harry Fuller is a birder living in McMinnville, Oregon. He and
Peter Thiemann published Great Gray Owl in California, Oregon
and Washington in 2015. His birding blog is at atowhee.blog.
Literature Cited
Thiemann, P.J., and H. Fuller. 2015. Great Gray Owl in California, Oregon and Washington. Ashland, Oregon: Nebulosa Press.
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A snowy scene on the Upper Nestucca CBC.
Photo by Linda Fink.
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Schrock, and Tom Love, because it is the only CBC that takes
place entirely within the Oregon Coast Range, and because it is
good to know where birds are not as well as where they are. It is
also close to where we live, in the Upper Nestucca River drainage. We revived the count in January 2004 and have attempted it
yearly since, with only one gap year because of heavy snow.
The Upper Nestucca CBC is a challenging count. In some years,
topography and weather leave us with trees across the roads
and snow too deep to drive through. Most years, it rains. That’s
what it does in Oregon in December, especially in the Coast
Range. But there are no towns, few houses or vehicles, beautiful
streams, lovely views, lots of trees, quiet spaces, and a few birds.
The Upper Nestucca CBC always has great stories. We have
seen bobcats, coyotes, elk, deer, and even a porcupine in our
sector, along with a few birds. I love it.

Another year, we drove through open timber company gates
on our way up but found one closed on our way back the next
morning. Fortunately, it was not locked. There is no cellphone
service up there, and it would have been a very, very long walk
out.
On the last survey, our usual camping area was blocked by a
huge fallen tree. We managed to park the van close enough to
use the back bumper to climb up and over the tree for our hike in
to stop #1 in the wee hours of the morning.
Futher Information
Breeding Bird Survey: https://www.pwrc.usgs.gov/bbs/
Oregon BBS Coordinator, Paul Adamus: adamus7@comcast.net

Further Information

Winter Raptor Surveys

National Audubon Society Christmas Bird Count: https://www.
audubon.org/conservation/join-christmas-bird-count

Sponsored by the East Cascades Audubon Society, this program was originated by Jeff Fleischer and gives raptor lovers
an excuse to search for their favorite birds. Once a month, from
November through March, we drive two Winter Raptor Survey
routes. The 2018–2019 season was the 15th year of this program,
and we have been participating from the beginning.

Oregon Christmas Bird Count locations and compiler information: https://oregonbirding.org/cbc/

The Breeding Bird Survey
Sponsored by the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) since 1966,
like the CBC, the Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) is a once-ayear survey in specific areas, but it is conducted at the height
of nesting activity. It is coordinated jointly by Canadian and
United States wildlife services. To participate in the BBS, you
have to know the sight and especially the sounds of all the birds
that may nest in your survey route area. All BBS surveys begin
30 minutes before dawn and are 25 miles long, consisting of 50
stops 0.5 mile apart, with 3 minutes of observation per stop. One
of the stated requirements is the ability to get in and out of the
car 50 times. Depending on the route you drive, you may have to
either stay overnight at the start of your route, or get up mighty
early to be there on time. The BBS data have been very useful
for cataloging what’s happening to a variety of species all over
the country.

The first is our local route, from Grand Ronde to Willamina and
Sheridan, counting hawks and owls. We greatly appreciate the
folks who let us drive through their properties looking for raptors. Willamina Creek Road and the adjacent area are where we
first found two of the most beautiful and most uncommon raptors
in this area: Red-shouldered Hawk (Buteo lineatus) and Whitetailed Kite (Elanus leucurus).
One raptor species seen in the western portion of Willamette
Valley only in the winter is the Rough-legged Hawk (Buteo
lagopus). We saw one in our first route for several months last
year just outside of Sheridan. In November 2017, while driving through private property on our route, we saw three bobcat
kittens in trees. That was a first for any of our raptor route trips.
Although no longer unusual, we enjoy seeing Bald Eagles (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) along our local route, often by Huddleston

Our BBS survey route was in the Coast Range and included the
old-growth forest Valley of the Giants. It was called Riley Peak
and is no longer surveyed. Not all routes are conducted for the
long term; some are abandoned after a certain period. A large log
was the first stop on our BBS route, a 0.5-mile walk into the forest where we sat and listened for the first birds to begin singing.
In the Valley of the Giants, we would hear Marbled Murrelets
(Brachyramphus marmoratus) at the early morning stops, flying
in from the ocean to feed their young.
We had adventures—closed gates, car trouble, missed stops.
Before each trip, we had to make a scouting trip to make sure
we could still recognize all 50 stops. One year our pickup sprang
a transmission fluid leak on our scouting trip a week before the
actual count. Some kind passersby, the only car we had seen all
day, gave us a ride to Dallas. It is not a well-traveled road.
Oregon Birds Volume 45 (2) - 2019

One of three Bobcat kits found on a Winter Raptor
Survey. Photo by Linda Fink.
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Pond in Willamina. Our second route goes east of Salem to
Gates. We see more than birds on this route, too, like an otter at
Lyons City Park.
Further Information
East Cascades Audubon Society Winter Raptor Surveys: https://
www.ecaudubon.org/winter-raptor-survey
Winter Raptor Surveys coordinator: Jeff Fleischer at
raptorrunner97321@yahoo.com

Oregon Black Oystercatcher Project
The Oregon Black Oystercatcher (Haematopus bachmani) Project is currently sponsored by Portland Audubon and was formerly sponsored by the USGS. Surveys take place annually along
the Oregon Coast in May, after the birds have flown to their
historical nest sites. However, many surveyors continue to monitor nesting activity past May until nests fail or chicks fledge. I
have been surveying and monitoring oystercatchers every spring
and summer since 2005. My assigned area is the Cascade Head
Marine Reserve, from Road’s End almost to Neskowin.
It is hard to say how many Black Oystercatchers are on the
Oregon Coast, in spite of our May survey data. Some of them are
on offshore rocks and some are on rocks in out-of-view, inaccessible locations. And, of course, they fly. Oystercatcher number
estimates range from 300 to 600 along the whole length of the
Oregon Coast. Because they live only on coastal and offshore
rocky habitat and nest not far above the high tide line, eating
only shellfish on tidal rocks, they are vulnerable to rising and
warming seas.
Black Oystercatchers are loud and conspicuous except when
on black rocks or when young. The chicks are gray with gray
bills. They eat shellfish, mostly limpets and mussels, but not
oysters in spite of their name. Black Oystercatchers live on the
Oregon Coast year-round. In the winter, they gather together in
large feeding flocks of 20 or 30. They are very faithful to their
nest sites. Unfortunately, they have lousy success raising young.
Because they nest on bare rock, they are vulnerable to aerial

Black Oystercatchers. Photo by Linda Fink.
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predators, land predators if the rocks are accessible to shore, and
disturbance by people and dogs. For the individuals in my area,
non-nesting oystercatchers harass nesting oystercatchers causing
them to fly off their nests to defend their territory, leaving eggs
or young open to predation. Fortunately, oystercatchers live a
long time and therefore do not have to reproduce every year. The
protected oystercatcher pair at the Oregon Coast Aquarium has
been producing chicks there for more than 20 years.
The informative beach signs about Black Oystercatchers and
other wildlife at the beach were funded by mitigation dollars
from the 1999 New Carissa oil spill that place near Coos Bay.
Documentation for how much environmental damage is caused
by oil spills comes partly from another survey Johnny and I have
participated in, the Coastal Observation and Seabird Survey
Team.
Further Information
Oregon Black Oystercatcher Project: https://audubonportland.
org/get-involved/community-science/

Coastal Observation and Seabird Survey Team
The Beached Bird survey, sponsored by the Coastal Observation
and Seabird Survey Team (COASST), is a monthly dead bird
survey on a 1-kilometer section of the Oregon beach. COASST
has a variety of coastal-related surveys, including a Marine
Debris survey, which is sponsored by the University of Seattle.
Although the Beached Bird survey is probably the best-organized and best-supported of COASST’s surveys, it is the least
fun of the surveys I have taken part in. Looking for dead birds,
measuring and identifying them, tagging them, photographing
them, and sending all the data off every month of the year can
be arduous. However, it is important to create a baseline number
of dead birds so that when many more turn up, causes can be
searched for. COASST surveys have provided information on
just how much damage has been caused by oil spills.
Johnny and I got in on a “wreck” in 2015. A wreck is when
many more birds than normal of a particular species show up
dead on the beach. Hundreds of Cassin’s Auklets (Ptychoramphus aleuticus) washed up on beaches along the Oregon Coast
that year. Studies eventually showed they were starving, unable
to find their usual food supply, and that turned out to be the fault
of “The Blob,” a huge area of unusually warm water that sat off
the Oregon Coast for many months. The food supply of Cassin’s
Auklets could not survive in that blob. The auklets ate other organisms, but they proved to not be sufficiently nutritious to keep
them alive. In 2014 and 2015, hundreds of thousands of Cassin’s
Auklets died in the nearshore waters off Oregon, Washington,
and British Columbia. Something similar was happening in more
northerly areas in 2018 with many species affected. When waters
warm, it affects all the species in the ocean, both predator and
prey. The effects, as we found out in 2015, can be devastating.
Accessing our survey area for the Beached Bird surveys involved canoeing back and forth across the Salmon River to reach
58

that beach; we eventually gave up that area and now survey a
beach that is easier to reach, Bob Straub State Park near Pacific
City. Here, dead birds are uncommon, the ocean is always beautify, and no canoeing is necessary.
Further Information
COASST: https://coasst.org/

CoastWatch
Sponsored by the Oregon Shores Conservation Coalition, this is
a quarterly foot survey of 1 mile of an Oregon beach. This is an
easy effort, and the coalition always want more participants. Although not bird-specific, surveyors are encouraged to report any
interesting or unusual birds species, including any mortalities.
The Oregon Shores Conservation Coalition has many volunteer
opportunities and a very knowledgeable volunteer coordinator
who often gives talks and trainings on the coast. Her tide pool
talks are free and informative. Taking part in a CoastWatch walk
requires you to fill out a form, take photographs, and tell what is
happening on your assigned beach: illegal activity, erosion, how
many people using it, and your wildlife observations.
“My” CoastWatch beach is on the north side of Cape Kiwanda.
One of the illegal activities I reported during my first year surveying this beach was fireworks violations. In spite of the sign at
the access point that clearly prohibits them, we found hundreds
of spent fireworks on July 5, 2017, and lots of trash. That day
we hauled out four bags of trash and fireworks. All of our beach
trips involve hauling out trash we find on the beach. Our beach
has birds, too, and not just gulls. I have seen both Bald Eagles
(Haliaeetus leucocephalus) and Peregrine Falcons (Falco peregrinus) eating dinner on the beach, a huge fish in the case of the
eagle and a too-slow gull for the falcon.
Further Information
CoastWatch: https://oregonshores.org/coastwatch

Zooniverse
For those who prefer to do citizen science projects at home, there
is a wonderful site online where you can work from your desk.
In the winter, when it rains, this is something you can do. Researchers all over the world and in many disciplines use camera
trapping and photographs, and Zooniverse invites volunteers
on computers around the world to identify those photographs. I
have worked on several Zooniverse projects so far, some dealing
with birds, others not. It is as you have time and whatever project appeals to you.
Further Information
Zooniverse: https://www.zooniverse.org/

Vaux’s Happening
Larry Schwitters started Vaux’s Happening as a personal project
to catalog, save, and create roosts for Vaux’s Swift (Chaetura
Oregon Birds Volume 45 (2) - 2019

vauxi). The project has since grown to extend south of the border. Participants can go to a known roost, conduct a count, and
report their data to the website, and they can also share the
location of previously unreported swift roosts. Survey protocol
includes recording the time and the air temperature, so be sure
to bring a thermometer. If you like, you can involve yourself in
saving chimneys and other structures or hollow trees used by the
birds. This sometimes calls for a certain amount of derring-do or
access to cherry-picker lifts. Choose your own adventure!
Further Information
Vaux’s Happening: https://www.vauxhappening.org/

Oregon2020
Lest we forget, 2020 is the final year of Oregon2020, the Oregon
State University project initiated by W. Douglas Robinson. The
project has been conducting blitz-style weekend bird surveys
in a selected group of Oregon counties each year, along with
reporting to eBird from chosen hotspots and making observations in under-visited habitat areas. One of the aims of 2020 is to
instruct observers on how they can create eBird reports that will
be more useful to science, a result that will last beyond the years
of the project.
Further Information
Oregon2020: http://oregon2020.com/

Shorter Projects
Many shorter-term projects are announced on Oregon Birders
OnLine (OBOL), making it a great place to find local efforts
needing your help. These are often listed in the spring, so perusing OBOL messages in March, April, and May can find you a
variety of activities, short or longer term. Most of these projects
have an introductory session to acquaint potential monitors
with the needs of the project and train them in the methods.
One project example is at Fernhill Wetlands in Forest Grove,
Oregon, where new and returning volunteers are assessing how
the habitat construction project in that area is influencing the
local birdlife. Another example is the City of Gresham’s 10th
annual bird survey, which was held from May 13 to June 30,
2019. Participants spent 3 to 4 hours at pre-selected survey sites
in Gresham, recording their bird sightings. Since the first survey
in 2009, “Volunteers have identified 132 unique bird species in
Gresham” (City of Gresham 2019).
Further Information
Oregon Birders OnLine (OBOL): https://oregonbirding.org/
obol-guidelines/

Literature Cited
City of Gresham. 2019. Bird Surveys. Available at: https://
greshamoregon.gov/Bird-Surveys/. Accessed August 25, 2019.
59

THE LIFELINE OF WATERBIRDS:
LUNA AND LIR’S STORY

by Elise Wolf, Native Bird Care,
Eugene, Oregon

F

Luna, released to Wickiup Reservoir, May 2016.
© Elise Wolf.

rom October to January in Central Oregon, grebes and
loons stealthily make their annual flights to their winter
destinations. Being aquatic birds, they are en route to
another version of water. For the Common and Pacific Loon
(Gavia immer and G. pacifica); the Horned, Western, and Clark’s
Grebes (Podiceps auratus, Aechmophorus occidentalis, and A.
clarkii); and the occasional Eared Grebe (Podiceps nigricollis),
the Pacific Coast is the desired destination. A significant number
of Eared Grebes also come through this region; their sights are
set on the brine shrimp of Mono Lake or the Salton Sea.

The learning curve in aquatic bird rehabilitation is high and complex, but also rewarding.

Distinguished from other avian species associated with water—
waterfowl and waders for example—these waterbirds’ lives are
inseparable from the liquid that makes up most of our planet.
These primarily floating and swimming species cannot live off
water; they even nest either on the water or at its edge, fashioning lake plants into safety zones for their chicks. It is this particular aspect of the loon and grebe that makes them so unique—
and challenging if you happen to be involved in avian rescue.
So much about these birds is simply extraordinary—they’re
beautiful, with exquisite anatomical adaptations allowing them
to navigate that watery transition zone between a fish and bird. If
one really ponders how any of the loons, grebes, seabirds, or seaducks can get bashed about in the harsh elements of the oceans,
and pop back up like corks, it is truly astonishing.

LIFE’S CHALLENGES

The adversities these birds face are made more difficult because
of these species’ unique anatomy. In particular, their ways of life
make extraordinary demands on that key avian lifeline, the feather. Notably, aquatic birds win the prize on being challenging to
properly rehabilitate and needing specialty care and housing.
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Let’s explore why the feather is an avian lifeline, get up-to-date
on current science, and along the way hear a couple of poignant
stories that highlight the challenges these birds face. We’ll also
learn how avian rehabilitators navigate the unique needs of
aquatic birds to adequately care for them. We’ll sum this up with
some key takeaways these birds can teach us about our own
backyard flighted neighbors.

Lir was forced out of the sky from frigid temperatures and poor
visibility during a particularly nasty fall snowstorm. Making
an emergency landing on what this westward Common Loon
thought was water, he collided with wet pavement. This guy
simply had bad luck; he might have made it were it not for the
2016 snowmaggedon winter in Central Oregon. However, Lir
not only had a significant lack of pectoral muscle mass, he also
had lost a good bit of waterproofing and his guts were full of
worms. Parasite loads tend to correspond with weight gain issues
and, interestingly, often waterproofing losses.
Lir came down likely because he simply couldn’t see, but he was
found in a commercial parking lot. We know that lights are a
high risk for songbirds migrating over our cities and towns. This
is also true for migrating waterbirds who can become disoriented during severe snowstorms. Mass mortality events in Utah of
Eared Grebes often have the birds confusing the brightly lit parking lots of towns or industrial sites as waterbodies.
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It is also thought that birds get confused when the light below is
brighter than the sky, becoming disoriented as to which way is
up. We’re mainly spared these grisly die-offs here in Oregon. We
get the individuals who lack the physical capacity to keep going,
are forced to land, and choose the closest thing to water they
decipher through snow-laden skies. Once grounded, however,
loons and grebes get marooned by their own anatomy. These
species are adept swimmers because their feet and legs are positioned to work like rear-facing paddles and their wings are small
relative to their body size. This combination allows these birds to
develop swimming expertise humans can only dream about. The
smallish wings, conforming perfectly and tightly to the back,
provide a streamlined physique that allows deep and long dives.
These unique anatomical features that place these species
functionally closer to a penguin than a duck mean that getting
airborne again is impossible once grounded. Even on water, the
loon and grebe require a watery runway of significant lengths
(e.g., without wind, over 600 feet for a loon) to launch their
dense bodies into the air. Being unable to stay standing upright,
much less run for any meaningful period, these birds are destined to predation or starvation once down.
Notably, Ruddy Ducks (Oxyura jamaicensis) and American
Coots (Fulica americana) also have a difficult time getting back
into the air once forced off water, e.g., when a lake or river freezes over. They are simply too heavy to lift off from standing. For
many of these birds, like the coot, lobed feet are not designed
for runway take-off on land. Ruddy Ducks are just as squat and
heavy as Eared and Horned Grebes, having to work hard to get
into flight even on water, and having no luck at all once downed.
Those individuals that come into care in winter are often in poor
condition, thin or emaciated, not waterproof, and always hypothermic. Their lack of adequate physical condition can result
from a litany of issues: infectious disease, environmental toxins
such as mercury or PCBs, a parasite overload, lack of food on
breeding or migration staging waters, feather contamination, and
injuries.
To the untrained eye (or even trained eye), and without assessment like a temperature taking or simple blood test, many of
these birds will “look fine.” Only the shabbiest, beaten-down
bird is going to look like it is on death’s door. This is why it is
imperative to never walk away or abandon a land-locked aquatic
bird. They simply won’t “be fine.” Simply dumping these cold,
hungry, and often injured birds at the nearest river or ocean
would most likely result in their demise.
Luna had a different but just as harrowing experience as Lir. It
took biologists from the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife
2 weeks to capture this Common Loon that had fishing line
wrapped around her tongue and body. Their perseverance was
admirable given she was up at Wickiup Reservoir gorging on
hatchery fish. Getting caught in fishing line is not an uncommon
misfortune for the birds that ply our rivers, lakes, and oceans.
Fishing gear is ubiquitous; it is anyone’s guess how many birds
swim into fishing line, never to surface again.
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However, for this lottery-winning loon, compassion for her
plight reigned high. Her tongue was necrotic, dying from lack
of circulation from being nearly severed from the line. She was
starving; her body revealing the length of time she struggled
to survive. Initial intake found her to be hypothermic, and her
feathering showing signs of poor care.
Amazingly, Luna was so hard to catch because she was still
floating and still swimming. Her tongue injury and the line
prevented eating, but she was able to avoid capture, diving and
charging away underwater. She was, however, not fully waterproof. To retain her feathery defense against the deadly effects of
water, she needed to preen. For a waterbird, and any bird for that
matter, preening and keeping feathers in their proper place and
clean are life-saving necessities.
To survive, Luna likely spent time on the shore as most birds do
who have lost the battle with frigid waters. In fact, for these species, sitting on a shore is always a sign of distress that indicates
that something is wrong. Seabirds, too—either the swimmers
(puffins, murres) or the flyers (albatross, shearwaters), which
by their natures are inextricably linked to water—are evidencing signs of trouble if they’ve escaped to a shoreline. They are
nearly guaranteed to be hypothermic and often underweight; the
water becoming an enemy rather than the usual place of refuge.
Luna and Lir both faced overcoming their differing incapacities;
Lir needed to gain weight and unload some worms; Luna needed
to heal her tongue and abrasions left by the fishing line. What
they had in common was that both had to recover their feather
condition and waterproofing that were impaired by their poor
physical condition. It is not always immediately clear why a bird
has lost this function, but non-waterproof birds are always ill,
diseased, injured, starving, contaminated, poisoned, or suffering
some (usually anthropogenically caused) ailment.

PHYSIOLOGICAL MASTERPIECES
Feathers are those amazing feats of engineering that humans
have never been able to imitate. Waterbirds, seabirds, shorebirds,
and wading birds are all able to spend the day diving and wading
in pursuit of aquatic lifeforms because their feathers are waterproof. The structural aspects of the feather work in relationship
to the surface tension of water in a combination that allows
buoyancy and water repellency for the bird (Hanson 2011; Kovalev et al. 2013).
For decades it was presumed that the feather became waterproof via uropygial (preen) gland oil, which is actually more of
a wax. Contemporary science now gives more of a role to the
structure of the feather (Clumpner 2011). In the simplest terms,
feather waterproofing is the natural state of the feather when it
is structurally sound. Disturb this state through physical stresses,
contamination, or poor care and you lose the feather’s ability to
repel water. And, changing the surface tension of water through
pollutants and contaminants (oils, wastes, pollutants, or even low
water levels) can render the feather unable to repel water. (This
is why industrial mining ponds are so bad for Eared Grebes.)
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The primary waterproofing feathers that deflect the elements are
the contour and flight feathers; down and semiplumes provide
the insulation. The feather is a tree-like structure; the main
trunk or shaft is the rachis. Branching off are the vanes, made
up of barbs, and from those, smaller structures called barbules.
Barbules attach together with hooks (hooklets), which holds the
barbs close enough together that when water is poured on them,
it beads up and flows off.
Note that a waterproof bird’s feathers, down, and skin will be
dry! In fact, rehabilitators will test waterproofing in part by
looking at how wet the skin or down is. (Do not do this, poking
fingers into a bird’s feathering can harm the feathers). If you are
glassing over a lake and see a bird with soaked feathers, you are
seeing a non-waterproof bird (save for some oddballs like the
Pied-Billed Grebe, who often naturally looks a bit wet).
Try this: take a flight feather, pull the barbs apart, and hold under
running water. Water will pour through the “hole” created in the
feather (breakage, feather loss). Zip the barbs back together by
running your fingers up the feather, and the water beads up and
flows off. Ta-da, waterproof! This is what birds are doing when
they preen; they are running each feather through their bills.
Structural notions of waterproofing do not eliminate the role of
the waxy preen gland oil. In fact, new research shows us that
birds might use this oil for breeding purposes, and it might have
antibacterial properties (Moreno-Ruedoa 2017). More research
is needed; but for now, scientists think that preen gland oil might
function as a conditioner for the feather. On the internet, there
is no end to the failure to update this basic science regarding
waterproofing.
Those in waterbird rehabilitation have plenty of evidence that
waterproofing is structural. One of the most amazing training
experiences I had when learning to care for aquatic birds came
from Sharnelle Fee, who founded Wildlife Center of the North
Coast, Oregon’s seabird rescue. As she rinsed a Western Grebe
with a high-powered spray of hot (for us) water, the bird’s wing
feathers turned from being the translucent color of wet feather to
completely dry, water beading up and rolling off. Sharnelle

made miracles happen with her birds, but this was simply a case
of feather function.
Birds preen to keep their feathers structurally sound. They
groom each one, aligning all those thousands of small barbs
and hooks. This is what we see aquatic birds doing many times
each day. Only birds can do this part of feather reconditioning.
What rehabilitators do is treat their issues and provide them the
opportunity and environment in which they can engage this vital
activity.

CARING FOR AQUATICS
Aquatic bird rehabilitation is a balancing act that revolves
around their need for being on water. A waterbird’s need for
water does not go away in rehabilitation settings. It is this requirement that makes these species some of the most challenging
to care for. To survive after release, these species need to come
out of rehab with excellent feathers. They also need to be injury
free and condition free, i.e., in a physical condition in which they
have the highest chance at thriving.
Captivity-related injuries that result from a waterbird not being
able to float include foot, keel, and feather issues (Bill et al.
2012). The hypothermia, emaciation, illnesses, and/or injuries
that many of these birds have upon intake result in the bird not
being able to, at least initially, be housed fully on water. A wetto-skin bird is a cold bird. Hypothermia is not corrected floating
on one of our 50-degree Fahrenheit (°F) rehabilitation pools;
even our warm pools are not enough. As it is, the bird must get
warm and rest, at least initially off-water.
Also, injuries prevent a bird from spending their days floating.
In Lir’s case, he lacked significant waterproofing, and even short
periods of swimming rendered him cold and wet all over again.
Our protocols preference the bird’s doing the work of waterproofing, rather than us bathing them (unless contaminated).
Once Lir’s temperature was somewhat normal, he—like all the
others—was taken on and off the pool several times a day. Pool
filtration and recirculation prevented him from spoiling his feathering further by his pooping mini, fish-oil spills in his water.
Net-bottomed enclosures help protect these birds’ keels, the
sharp bone that runs down the anterior center of their bodies and
secures their chest muscles—their primary flight musculature.
When emaciated or thin, that knife-edge bone becomes prominent and is susceptible to sores from weight-bearing. Out of
water their feet get dried out as well and can become abraded
with bedsore-type injuries. To prevent these, as well as other
injuries, aquatic rehabilitators have an assortment of tricks up
their sleeves. We’re known to put our waterbird patients in funny
looking things we call “donuts.” Basically, we pad the keel and
wrap the feet; protecting these is paramount. Captivity-caused
injuries can lead to long-term impairment, inability to release,
and even euthanasia.

Western and Clark’s Grebes floating on rehab pool.
© Elise Wolf.
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Turning emaciation or low body weight in a migratory loon or
grebe is challenging. Most of these birds do not eat on the way to
their wintering grounds and/or are starving for other reasons.
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Eared Grebes actually intentionally atrophy their pectoral muscles for migration to reduce their weights (Kristen et al. 2016).
For any bird that has endured starvation, such as those affected
by botulism outbreaks, it’s a slow and steady process to safely
get their digestive systems working well again. Often, getting
food into these birds requires tube-feeding and liquid nutrition.
We can kill these birds by feeding them before they can fully
digest the food.
Rehabilitation of these specialized athletes requires a combination of dedication, education, and training. Treatment often demands medical interventions; it’s rare to ever get an aquatic bird
found off water that simply needs to be warmed up and washed.
Caring for them is a serious endeavor that goes beyond a casual
spa treatment. The conditions and injuries that resulted in their
incapacity—even the snow-grounded bird—are more involved
than initial appearance, always. Add their intake condition to
the high risk of captivity-related issues, and you have birds who
must, and deserve, specialized care.

FINALE
Lir paddled into Yaquina Bay, heading to a renewed life, sun on
his back, fish abundant. Luna got to go back to Wickiup Reservoir to continue her pursuit of forbidden trout. It’s superb when
you watch your bird swim away, water beading off her feathers,
and exploring for fish. Luna and Lir did not present the obvious
signs of failed waterproofing thankfully (i.e., bird immediately
and heavily preening, pulling the body out of the water, shaking
the wing feathers). Recapturing a released waterbird is impossible, so if that bird’s feathering is in poor condition, these idyllic
moments can turn into a tragic outcome for the bird.
Luna and Lir had magical departures, the ones we yearn for in
wildlife rehabilitation. Yet, both had more rehabilitation to do
on their own. Lir got tube-fed a lot, gained some weight, got
dewormed (producing an amazingly large fluke-type worm),
and actually did have to get bathed. Tongues are pretty amazing.
They can regrow from some pretty awful injuries and can grow
fast. We treated Luna as long as she could take it. Loons are
difficult to keep in care for lengths of time. Corey Heath, our
biologist at Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, gave Luna
a real attitude adjustment when he convinced the hatchery to
give us about 100 trout fry. Luna shot around the pool after those
vibrant, live fish like a woman on a mission. Yes, she was elated,
and she ceased her mournful variation of her loon call that tore at
my heartstrings. She stayed at Wickiup all summer.
So, what can we learn from Luna and Lir? In fact, all birds’
feathers function as lifelines and are not just their access to the
skies. Even your local feeder bird desperately needs her plumage
to be in a shape that will protect her from the elements. This
article has been about aquatic birds, but the importance of waterproofing should be of concern to all who adore their birds and
provide for them in the backyard.
One quick way to kill waterproofing is to allow oils to get on
your bird’s feathers. Right now it’s popular to put out fats of all
sorts. Often housed with nothing between the bird and the fat,
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hanging suet balls are a great example. An attempt to wash suet
off our hands tells us how hard it is to remove. And in care, getting suet off bird’s feathers requires the same soap and bathing
we use to remove crude oil. Fat melting points are the key when
considering suet. Fats that melt and get on birds lead to lost waterproofing, and cold birds that spend more time preening than
eating, leading to low body weights and potential death.
Follow these simple rules for keeping flighted neighbors’ feathers weather-ready:
1) Feed only true, rendered suet. Suet is from the groin and is
dry and crumbly. It has a melting point of 95°F. Vegetable oils
melt at 75°F–77°F—not good for birds regardless of time of
year (also, birds are animals; they digest animal fats and proteins
better than plant-based). Peanut butter melts at 104°F, which is
why it is in the “no-melt” types of suet cakes. However, any suet
should never be left in the sun, as even in winter this melts about
any fat.
2) Always place suet in a container; protect your bird from
contact with the fat. Yes, there are lots of products out there that
allow birds to contact the suet. Remember, companies have profit motives. It’s up to us to make wise choices. Never ever smear
fats into trees! Birds use their feet to preen their heads, then rub
their heads on their backs. Fats spread.
3) Keep bird baths clean and offer baths year-round.
Caring for aquatic birds has been an incredible experience and
learning adventure. Aquatic birds really are amazing. Although
avian rehabilitators cannot change the world, we do offer second
chances. So, if you see a forlorn looking, grounded waterbird,
please give him an Uber-ride to the nearest aquatic bird rescue!
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A SENSE OF WONDER ABOUT THE
SLENDER-BILLED NUTHATCH
IN THE WILLAMETTE VALLEY
by Hazel Carr and David Craig

I

n downtown Salem, Oregon, at the bird feeders on the
campus of Willamette University, we have enjoyed frequent
observations of White-breasted Nuthatch (Sitta carolinensis)
along with other common feeder birds of western Oregon. The
species readily uses our bird houses, and although generally
appreciated as charming, we had been taking it for granted
because it seemed common. However, in the last two years,
we have a new sense of wonder, joy, and concern about our
currently common bird, which one day might be better known as
the “Slender-billed Nuthatch,” and it might be not so common.
The White-breasted Nuthatch is widespread across the United
States and varies in plumage and vocalizations with geography.
Some authorities have recognized up to 11 subspecies; however,
based mostly on vocalizations, there are currently four major
White-breasted Nuthatch subspecies that can be categorized in
three regional groups: eastern (S. c. carolinensis), interior west
(S. c. nelsoni and S. c. tenuissima), and Pacific (S. c. aculeata)
(Pandolfino and Pieplow 2015). In Oregon, only two subspecies
have been recognized, S. c. tenuissima and S. c. aculeata
(Aldrich 1944; Hawbecker 1948). The subspecies found in the
Willamette Valley is the Pacific, or Slender-billed White-breasted
Nuthatch (S. c. aculeata) and can be identified in the field by a
“modulated quank” note or “tuey” song, which distinguishes it
from S. c. tenuissima, which has a “rapid quank” or “disyllabic
quank” call (Pandolfino and Pieplow 2015; the calls are available

Slender-billed Nuthatch at the Willamette University
campus; Salem, Oregon; 2019. Photo by Hazel Carr.
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on the Western Field Ornithologists’ website www.
westernfieldornithologists.org/W-B_Nuthatch). Although the
ranges of the two subspecies are generally distinct, there are
interesting areas of potential contact and mixing in the Columbia
River Gorge and along the California border that could use
additional birding effort (Tweit 2017).
Unlike other White-breasted Nuthatches that are generalists and
use any deciduous tree available, the slender-billed subspecies,
hereafter referred to as the Slender-billed Nuthatch or Slenderbills, is highly associated with oak trees (Stinson et al. 2013)
in restricted parts of western Washington, western Oregon,
California, and extreme northern Baja (AOU 1957). It has a
slimmer bill, smaller body, and buffier underparts than the much
more common subspecies (S. c. tenuissima) present in eastern
Oregon. Genetic analyses indicate that Slender-billed Nuthatches
are genetically distinct from other populations in North
America and have been proposed to be elevated to full species
(Spellman and Klicka 2007; Walstrom et al. 2011). These genetic
differences are especially important because although the interior
subspecies S. c. tenuissima has stable or increasing populations,
the westside Slender-bills (S. c. aculeata) are in rapid decline
and have been listed as Sensitive in both Washington and Oregon
(Chappell 2005).
Historically, the Willamette Valley was dominated by Oregon
white oak (Quercus garryana) savanna, a lightly forested
grassland where oaks are the dominant tree species (Wilson and
Labbe 2017). Oregon white oak woodlands are a unique habitat,
supporting a greater diversity of resident bird communities than
eastern deciduous woodlands (Anderson 1970). Unfortunately,
oak savannas and woodlands in the Willamette Valley have
declined by at least 80% since the 1800s (Stark 2017) and using
a sophisticated back-casting model, Hallman (2018) believes
Slender-billed Nuthatches may have declined by as much as 92%
since the 1850s.
In the Willamette Valley, Slender-billed Nuthatches are most
commonly found in smaller stands of oaks (< 12 hectares) with
large oaks and a sparse understory (Viste-Sparkman 2006). They
are the largest of the three nuthatch species found in Oregon,
and because they forage primarily on the lower parts of the trees,
the species is relatively easy to watch. They use pre-excavated
or naturally occurring tree cavities as well as birdhouses for
nesting, but they are often outcompeted for the prime locations
by more aggressive and abundant cavity nesters of similar size
such as common European Starlings (Sturnus vulgaris).
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With conservation in mind, we initiated a long-term project
in January 2019 that will be used to assess responses of the
Slender-billed Nuthatch to habitat changes in and around Salem.
The project compares the relative value of remnant oak habitat
in a rural and urban setting by conducting point counts and
quantifying Slender-billed Nuthatch presence. Because these
birds have such a strong association to oak trees and have low
and declining populations, they act as a surrogate for the best
quality oak woodlands. So, if Slender-billed Nuthatches are
common in an area, it shows that it is oak habitat of high value.
We are focusing our research across three sites 1) large isolated
oaks in urban Salem neighborhoods including Willamette
University campus, 2) a significant oak stand in Bush’s Pasture
Park in urban Salem, and 3) a rural oak savanna restoration
property owned by Willamette University 11 miles northwest
of our downtown campus. To count birds, we are using the
community science methods promoted in the Climate Watch
program of the National Audubon Society (2019). This program
is monitoring all species of nuthatches and bluebirds in North
America because these birds have been identified as likely to
be significantly impacted by climate change by 2050 (National
Audubon 2014). Over time, continued point counts in the same
locations will show population changes that can reflect responses
to changes of habitat quality.
We are also interested in habitat changes that relate to the direct
short-term management of isolated urban oaks, oaks stands in
larger parks, and plans for oak savanna restoration in rural areas.
In our first season of counting, we found that Slender-billed
Nuthatches were much more prevalent at Bush’s Pasture Park
and a couple of large isolated urban oaks. We have many more
measurements to make, but because our urban sites have some
of the largest oaks, our finding is consistent with other studies
noting that Slender-bills are associated with larger diameter
oaks in semi-open habitat (Hagar and Stern 2001; Pravosudov
and Grubb 1993). The abundance of Slender-bills in town does
make us wonder about how attracted they are to the dietary
supplements that bird feeders offer, and we will be working to
contrast foraging behavior on wild versus anthropogenic sources
in the future.
In addition to our official counts, we are watching the Slenderbills closely to learn about their behavior throughout the year. It
is busy work, and the description of their general manner being
“restless and nervous” as described by Jewett et al. (1953) is
definitely accurate. We would almost always see them in pairs
because they maintain a close year-round pair bond, which is
unusual for most North American passerines (Hagar 2003). At
the start of breeding season—early to mid-March in Salem,
Oregon—we saw pairs using the springtime low-to-high whistle
Grinnell (1924) describes as “cher-wer, cher-wer, cher-wer”
during nest searching and cavity vetting. On March 20, 2019, we
watched a pair check out a nest box on the Willamette University
campus. The male “cher-wer-ed” on a nearby branch as the
female thoroughly pecked what seemed like the entire inside of
the nest box. Although the pair did not choose this nest box, they
likely chose the other nest box we observed Slender-bills nesting
in later in the season.
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Slender-billed Nuthatch at the Willamette University
campus; Salem, Oregon; 2019. Photo by Hazel Carr.
Hearing this song is an indication that Slender-bills are choosing
or have chosen their nest site in that area. Watching them, we
saw spunk and intelligence as they foraged and interacted with
intention. We would see them cache and retrieve cached acorn
bits and females perform displays to detract predators from their
eggs and young. Although we did not see it ourselves, Kilham
(1971) wrote that they regularly sanitize their roost cavity with
fecal removal in the morning and may “sweep” the nest cavity
with toxic insects to deter predators. During nesting and rearing
season (April and May), we have seen males retrieve an acorn
bit cached near their nest cavity and “sweep” outside and around
their nest cavity with it, then replace it in the same place in the
bark. They also sometimes use bark flakes as a proto tool to
pry off other bark flakes and have been observed practicing the
deceitful use of alarm calls to scare other birds from feeders
(Mitchell 1993; Tramer 1994). And, although irruptive, they are
not known to migrate, and are usually a very resident species
(Pravosudoc and Grub 1993). This means it is likely the same
nuthatch pairs are frequenting our study areas, which we will
aim to confirm with comprehensive territory mapping in the
future.
If you have Slender-billed Nuthatches in your neighborhood,
you can help ensure they have a future by doing everything you
can to conserve the large oaks and other mature trees that are
critical habitat for their long-term success. When we put out
feeders and nesting boxes, we have had great luck with Slenderbills using these resources and encourage you to do the same. If
you do try, please share your observations with Project Feeder
Watch at https://feederwatch.org/ and with Nest Watch at https://
nestwatch.org/. These are two community science programs
coordinated by the Cornell Lab of Ornithology and the data are
useful even if you do not get Slender-bills actively using your
area (negative counts are important, too). We are registering all
of our data this way and hope you do too. Sharing with these
programs allows a variety of people interested in scientific
research work collectively to conserve birds.
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Finally, did you know a poetic collective noun for nuthatches
is a jar? Well if you use social media and want to share
your wonder about these special birds, make a post with
#SlenderbilledNuthatch or @SlenderbilledNuthatch and include
@DavidPCraig and @Hazelhalina in that jar!
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OREGON 5-MILE-RADIUS BIRDERS

I

n 2019, a new fire was ignited within the birding community
of Oregon and even within the greater United States, Canada,
and beyond. Birders coming off personal big years in larger
geographical areas, birders wanting to get better acquainted with
their greater backyard, and birders that were tired of driving
so much were impelled to try out the 5-mile-radius (5MR)
challenge.

Part of a Beaverton, Oregon 5MR.
Photo by Shawneen Finnegan.
There is a bit of marsh habitat, trees for migrants to pause at,
and, of course, water. It is our best opportunity to see a variety
shorebirds.
Most unusual or surprising place to bird in your 5MR:

Although not a 100% new concept, Jen Sanford from just north
of our state border brought new light to the 5MR challenge and
introduced us to it in the spring 2019 issue of Oregon Birds. The
main challenge? How many bird species can you see in your
5MR in a calendar year. Simply put, you start with your place
of residence, and using a handy GIS tool available online, create
a 5-mile radius around your point. Then, you bird your area!
Jen has been informally administering a group of birders from
all over the planet who have committed to this challenge. And
beyond the main challenge, Jen has created sub-challenges, too
(e.g., photo challenges, most species detected in a day, changing
an eBird hotspot’s color).

At the very southwest part of our 5MR is a road called SW
Pleasant Valley. It includes a disjunct section of the Tualatin
River National Wildlife Refuge, horse pastures, and fields with
few houses, and provides the best open country habitat in our
5MR.

Several birders in Oregon are doing the 5MR challenge, and five
offered to answer a few questions on their 2019 experience, thus
far.

The desire to explore places closer to home and driving less, thus
reducing my carbon footprint.

If you’re interested in joining the ongoing discussion about 5MR
birding, consider joining the 5MR Facebook group, send an
email to 5MRBirding@mail.com, or visit Jen’s website at http://
www.iusedtohatebirds.com/.

Your 5MR may or may not already include eBird hotspots
depending on where you live. In addition to birding those
locations, look for new spots. We spent time studying our 5MR
using satellite images, looking for different kinds of habitats,
and thinking about what birds would use them during the various
seasons. We found many walking paths, parks, wooded areas,
and wetlands that we weren’t aware of in our largely residential
circle.

Name: Shawneen Finnegan
Website: shawneenfinnegan.com
General 5MR Location: Beaverton, Oregon
First 2019 bird in your 5MR: American Crow
Favorite birding spot in your 5MR and why:
Koll Center Wetlands. It is very close to our house and is a
magnet for all kinds of birds. To date, eBird lists 170 species for
this small body of water. For example, on January 1, we saw all
five expected species of heron that could be seen in the Portland
Metro area. Other fun birds have included a flock of high-flying
Sandhill Cranes, Black and Say’s Phoebe, and Purple Martin.
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Best or most surprising bird in your 5MR and why:
It would be a tie between Northern Mockingbird and Gray
Flycatcher. These were very unexpected treats.
Total count in your 5MR as of July 20: 160 species
What made you decide to do the 5MR challenge:

Tips for future 5MR birders:

Any cool non-birding things you learned about your 5MR:
We were invited onto private property by an older couple who
had seen us birding along their road. We were given a tour of all
the conservation work they had done on their property that backs
up to the Tualatin River. While there we learned about Jet Set
Coffee, which is just south of Koll Center Wetlands. Really good
coffee and wonderful breakfast bagels. Best of all was meeting
Karen Drain who contacted me after realizing our 5MR circles
overlapped quite a bit. We have become good friends and birding
buddies as a result.
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Name: Hendrik Herlyn

Name: Audrey Addison

General 5MR Location: Centered in northwest Corvallis

Website: tweetsandchirps.com

First 2019 bird in your 5MR: Great Horned Owl (calling
outside our apartment at 12:42 a.m.)

General 5MR Location: Northeast Portland

Favorite birding spot in your 5MR and why:
Despite the occasional malodorous ambience, I’d have to say, the
Philomath Sewage Ponds—a nice mix of habitats, and the best
place in the county for deep-water species, shorebirds, gulls and
terns, and rare migrants. This is followed closely by Willamette
Park with its lush riparian forest.
Most unusual or surprising place to bird in your 5MR:
After living and birding in Corvallis for much of the past 30+
years, I am utterly familiar with my local patches and didn’t
really come across any particularly unusual or surprising places.
Of course, non-birders always think that sewage ponds are weird
places to bird, but without my local ponds, my 5MR total would
probably be half or less! :)
Best or most surprising bird in your 5MR and why:
For 2019, definitely the Wandering Tattler—two birds showed
up at the Philomath Sewage Ponds in late May and stayed for
several days. A rare record away from the coast, and the first
for Benton County! On a personal note, though, another species
takes a very close second: After more than 30 years of birding
Benton County, I finally conquered my worst nemesis bird on
July 23, 2019, when a Caspian Tern flew over the Philomath
Sewage Ponds! (Worst miss: the county’s first Hooded Warbler
at Willamette Park on the one day we were gone – arghhh!)
Total count in your 5MR as of July 20: 179 species
What made you decide to do the 5MR challenge:
I’m a lister at heart, so I’m always open to a new listing
challenge. :) The 5MR is particularly appealing because it forces
me to spend more time closer to home (=less driving), to explore
nearby areas I might otherwise ignore, and to find surprising new
birding locales.
Tips for future 5MR birders:
Regularly visit your local hotspots, check a satellite map to
identify potential new areas (little bodies of water, a small park
you’ve never really noticed, a patch of greenspace in a builtup neighborhood, etc.), and go exploring. Bird around your
residence and check the sky; in the past, I’ve had flyover Golden
Eagle, Swainson’s Hawk, and other surprises in my 5MR (alas,
not [yet] this year).

First 2019 bird in your 5MR: Cackling Goose
Favorite birding spot in your 5MR and why:
Mt Tabor Park for owls and spring migrating warblers
Most unusual or surprising place to bird in your 5MR:
Washington! I’ve found a few nooks and crannies of good
birding I never knew existed before, including Columbia Springs
Park that has hiking trails, wood carvings, a fish hatchery, and
Biddle Lakes with tons of potential for interesting migrants and
resident birds.
Best or most surprising bird in your 5MR and why:
An American Avocet at Broughton Beach! I scanned the
shoreline expecting Dunlin when an adult avocet in breeding
plumage flew in. It was a first spring record for this location and
5MR birding at its best.
Total count in your 5MR as of July 20: 170 species
What made you decide to do the 5MR challenge:
It was perfect timing. I spent so many hours driving and chasing
birds last year, the 5MR challenge was a welcome change to
focus on a smaller patch, drive less, and bird more.
Tips for future 5MR birders:
Get to know the other birders in your circle. Start a 5MR support
group. Add the radius and eBird hotspots to ‘my places’ in
Google Maps to make it easier to tell if you’re inside the radius
while in the field (instructions here: tweetsandchirps.com/5mrtools). And be patient. I remember a time when I couldn’t find
Brewer’s Blackbirds in my radius. Don’t worry, they’ll show up.
Any cool non-birding things you learned about your 5MR:
Thanks to my 5MR I have a new appreciation for golf course
dinners. On more than one occasion I’ve found myself sitting on
a sunny patio enjoying good company and a cold beverage while
watching geese dodge golf balls.

Any cool non-birding things you learned about your 5MR:
Through some of our young birding friends, my husband and I
learned about a cool little neighborhood farmer’s market with an
awesome taco stand, right next to one of my favorite hotspots!
And at one of the local hotspots, we came across a beautiful
patch of riparian woodland we had never explored before, with
a nice, half-hidden trail that is not only great for birding but
awesome for a hike or a secluded picnic, as well.
Part of a Corvallis, Oregon 5MR.
Photo by Hendrik Herlyn.
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Name: Maureen Leong-Kee and Nicholas Martens
Website: hipsterbirders.blogspot.com
General 5MR Location: Albany
First 2019 bird in your 5MR: Dark-eyed Junco
Favorite birding spot in your 5MR and why:
We are fortunate to have a 1.5-mile-long greenbelt trail that runs
along the outside perimeter of our neighborhood and has some
great birding habitat. There are riparian areas great for warblers
and other passerines, mature oaks and cottonwoods where we
find songbirds and woodpeckers, a wetland where we can find
Wood Ducks and Green Herons (which are always a treat), and
some open grassy areas where we can reliably find Wilson’s
Snipe and a variety of sparrows at the right time of year.
Most unusual or surprising place to bird in your 5MR:
There’s an ephemeral pond in winter and spring that’s visible
from OR 99E, and only a couple of blocks from our house. For
the longest time we saw nothing but Canada Geese, and then one
day in late March, all of a sudden, Greater Yellowlegs. Another
month passed with no shorebirds at all, and then a whole mess
of Least Sandpipers showed up with as many as four (!) Solitary
Sandpipers.
Best or most surprising bird in your 5MR and why:
Aside from the aforementioned Solitary Sandpipers, probably
Tundra Swan. It’s a common-enough bird in Linn County, but
it’s a bird of wide, open areas and marshy ponds, meaning
you’re much more likely to find it by driving farm roads around
Halsey than you are anywhere around Albany.
Total count in your 5MR as of July 20: 127 species
What made you decide to do the 5MR challenge:
With lots of traveling and destination birding to far-flung corners
of Oregon we’d basically neglected our local patch until 5MR
fever ignited. 5MR birding was the perfect excuse for us to
start discovering obscure and unsexy recesses outside our usual
haunts, in addition to getting to know our favorite places even
more intimately.
Tips for future 5MR birders:
Really be open to exploring your patch. Our area is so
underbirded that we were “forced” to really find where there
could be good spots. We of course checked eBird for any
hotspots and birded those, but we also checked historical records
to see what was even possible, especially for some hard-to-find
species. We checked in with the few other local birders in the
area to get some tips, including historical findings, specific spots
within a hotspot to especially pay attention to, and if and how to
access some tricky birding areas. We also wanted to make sure
we did our own exploring. We use Google Maps to see where
there are green patches that may have potential, and then we
drive around.
Any cool non-birding things you learned about your 5MR:
We have discovered that it’s an amazing place for other flora and
fauna. In the spring and early summer, beautiful wildflowers
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abound—camas, trillium, fawn lilies, chocolate lilies, and even
a rare plant, thin-leaved peavine. We also found a pretty reliable
patch along the trail where we get rough-skinned newts! They
are quite adorable and have just such a darling personality. When
we’ve been up especially early, we have even seen a beaver
swimming in our neighborhood creek.

Name: Tom Myers
General 5MR Location: Warren, Columbia County, Oregon,
which is about 25 miles north of Portland on U.S. Highway 30
First 2019 bird in your 5MR: Northern Flicker
Favorite birding spot in your 5MR and why:
My favorite spot is a series of clearcuts at the very western edge
of my circle. I’ve found species in that area that I don’t often
see elsewhere in my 5MR, like Common Nighthawk, Pileated
Woodpecker, Evening Grosbeak, Black Swift, and Northern
Pygmy-Owl.
Most unusual or surprising place to bird in your 5MR:
Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge. It’s not an unusual or
surprising place to bird, but it’s surprising that it’s in my radius
at all: it’s a 56-mile drive from my house and takes an hour and
fifteen minutes to get there.
Best or most surprising bird in your 5MR and why:
Black Swift is my most surprising find so far. It’s not a bird seen
often in Columbia County, with only a few sightings on Sauvie
Island, so I was surprised to see one fly low over a clearcut in
Yankton one evening this May.
Total count in your 5MR as of July 20: 176 species
What made you decide to do the 5MR challenge:
I moved to Warren from Portland in the fall of last year and
the 5MR challenge was a great way to learn the area and find
places to look at birds. 5MR birding keeps me birding close
to home more often, visiting the same locations throughout
the seasons, and taking short bird walks on my way to or from
work. I know most of the individual owls and raptors that live
in my neighborhood now and appreciate all the shorebirds and
passerines that migrate through.
Tips for future 5MR birders:
Spend time looking over different maps of your 5MR. Some
of the best birding spots I’ve found in my circle were not
eBird hotspots, but agricultural fields, tree farms, river islands,
unnamed creeks, dead-end roads, and old clearcuts that stood
out to me on a map. Use Google Maps but also find some county
maps, game management unit maps, and tourist maps of your
area.
Any cool non-birding things you learned about your 5MR:
I learned about several new places to swim on a hot day, like the
beach by Warrior Point Lighthouse at the northern tip of Sauvie
Island.
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NATHAN PIEPLOW WORKSHOP
“A SHARED VOCABULARY
FOR BIRD SOUNDS”
by Carol Bishop

D

uring the Oregon Birding Association’s (OBA) annual
meeting in early June 2019, Nathan Pieplow hosted
a workshop called “A Shared Vocabulary for Bird
Sounds.” Those lucky enough to attend this workshop were
introduced to a fascinating new way to identify bird species.
Pieplow is the author of two comprehensive bird guides entitled
Peterson Field Guide to Bird Sounds of Eastern North American
(Pieplow 2017) and the newly published Peterson Field Guide
to Bird Sounds of Western North American (Pieplow 2019a).
What Pieplow has produced in each book is a compendium of
visualized avian sounds. As he states in the western guide, “it
(is) possible, for the first time, to look up an unfamiliar sound,
just as one can look up an unfamiliar word in the dictionary”
(Pieplow 2019a:1).
By recording bird sounds in many locations and seasons,
Pieplow and nearly 350 others have produced “more than 7,500
audio files of bird sounds, which are available streaming on the
Web at www.petersonbirdsounds.com (Pieplow 2019b:3). The
way these sounds are presented in his book is by showing the
spectrogram, sometimes known as a sonogram, that captures the
bird’s sound frequencies and other distinctive qualities.
In his blog, aptly called, Earbirding at http://earbirding.com/
blog/, Pieplow offers some interactive pages that help you
“learn to visualize sounds and how to describe them in words”
(Pieplow 2019b).
Pieplow’s book shows each species’ characteristic calls and other
diagnostic information, such as patterns of repetition and speed,
changes in speed and pitch, and the seven basic tone qualities
that he lists: whistles, hoots and coos, ticking sounds, burry
and buzzy sounds, noisy sounds, nasal sounds, and polyphonic
sounds (some birds are capable of making two whistled or nasal
sounds at the same time, one from each of their lungs). The book
also describes both innate sounds, those sounds birds produce
without ever hearing them before, and learned sounds, those that
a young bird must hear in order to be able to reproduce them.
During the workshop, Pieplow gave an overview of the many
types of bird sounds, with some examples, and he discussed
how to glean the information you are seeking from the page
devoted to that particular species. At the back of the book
are approximately 85 pages of “Visual Index,” with detailed
explanations of how to use the book and how to understand the
way the sounds are represented.
What impressed me the most, besides the sheer volume of
knowledge that is compiled in this book, is the possibility of
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using bird sounds in a new way to identify species. Historically,
if we know a song and hear it, we can identify the bird without
seeing it. Now, however, many of us have cell phones that can
act as recording devices, so we are capable of recording bird
songs or calls and playing them back later on, when we can
analyze them at our leisure. That means we may not recognize
the bird sounds we heard at the time, but we have a way to
match them to the correct species later on. How cool is that?
What Pieplow demonstrated is that birders now have the tools
with which to record bird songs in the field, subject to the issues
of noise pollution interfering with the quality or the delightful
quandary of too many bird songs at once making it difficult
to isolate a single song. Most smart cell phones have a voice
recorder of some sort; I have Voice Memos in the iPhone but
have recently added Voice Record Pro. However, Pieplow
mentioned that an app called Song Sleuth also allows bird song
recordings with the added benefit of possibly recognizing the
species—making an identification possible by sound alone.
While we were on our lunch break, I purchased the Song Sleuth
app for $9.99 and started using it. What makes this app special is
that when the app is open and ready, and you touch “Record and
ID,” you are able to capture the previous two seconds of sound,
so you can often get the full song rather than miss the beginning
of the song.
Normally I read all instructions, but by the next day, when my
friend and I headed to Larch Mountain on the featured field
trip, I had had no time to do that. I bumbled along, not able to
decipher the various icons in the app, but I managed to record
species after species successfully. I knew the sounds of Hermit
Thrush and Pacific Wren, for example, and I wrote in the notes
section my guesses as to what species I was recording. Later I
checked Pieplow’s book and my spectrograms looked very much
like those of both species.
A few weeks later, still without having done much research
on how to use the app, I got my first matches from the app.
Right now Song Sleuth has only about 200 songs or calls in its
database, and those seem weighted toward east coast birds, so
most often here in the west you get what seems to be almost a
random selection of three possible bird species when you ask the
app to identify your recording. Sometimes the birds that show
up as possible matches have little in common with the sound
you heard. However, I can report that a Swainson’s Thrush that
I heard at the coast showed “confirmed” and so did a Spotted
Towhee in Portland.
Also worth noting is that I recorded two other bird species
that this app allowed me to confirm. One was an Olive-sided
Flycatcher at Lime Kiln State Park on San Juan Island. My
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Nathan Pieplow speaking at the OBA annual meeting, June 2019. Photo by Diana Byrne.
“Quick! Three beers!” spectrograph closely aligned with that of
Pieplow in his book for the OSFL: “Quick! FREE Beer!”
Another time an uncooperative Green-tailed Towhee at Indian
Ford campground near Sisters gave me a chance to put the
Song Sleuth app to work. I was birding with a relative from
the east coast, but despite many others having seen the bird at
that site, we were having no luck. Suddenly, as a thunderstorm
approached, our target bird began to sing, and I began recording
its song. We compared the spectrographs of what we were
hearing to the ones in the book for the Green-tailed Towhee and
sure enough, they matched. Then the bird flew, giving us a brief
but confirming glimpse of its colors. Hooray!
I can’t recommend this app for its ability to correctly identify
bird songs, but, as Mike Krall says, “using it to show the
sonogram that you are hearing can train your ear to recognize
nuances in songs . . . I use Song Sleuth in conjunction with Voice
Record Pro when I want to upload a recording to eBird. Song
Sleuth saves in WAV format but Voice Record Pro can convert to
the MP3 format that eBird requires.”

Pieplow’s impressive guide is packed with page after page of
detailed sound information for our western species. I am ready to
go out and record—and hopefully identify—as many birds as I
can using this new resource. Be sure to check out his field guides
to bird songs and his blog; you’ll be glad that you did.
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Join us for the OBA annual meeting in Astoria Sept. 11–13, 2020!
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VIEWING NOCTURNAL
BIRD MIGRATION BY
MOON-WATCHING

by Lisa Millbank

S

tep outside after dark during spring or fall migration,
and the faint voices of birds flying far above punctuate
the quiet night. During some early fall nights, dozens of
Swainson’s Thrush calls can be heard within several minutes,
indicating the astonishing numbers of these nocturnal travelers
passing over as we sleep.

Listening to nocturnal migrants is a fun way to experience migration, but actually seeing the birds is even more satisfying. The
full moon provides a unique opportunity to view individual birds
in flight. On clear, calm nights during migration, aim a spotting
scope at the moon. Adjust the magnification until the moon fills
about 2/3 of the view, and watch for the birds’ fleeting silhouettes as they pass in front of the moon.

An ideal night yields one or more bird sightings within 5 minutes of watching. Virtually none can be identified to species, but
passerines, for example, are easily distinguished from waterfowl.
The time it takes for a bird’s silhouette to cross the moon ranges
from a fraction of a second up to a few seconds, depending on
the bird’s distance from the observer. On warmer nights, there
will also be glimpses of bats and insects against the moon. Most
of the birds will be moving steadily in the expected direction,
while other nocturnal creatures often fly more erratically.
Moon-watching is sometimes used in combination with other techniques, such as radar, to extrapolate numbers of birds
migrating over a region. One drawback to this method is that the
lunar cycle may affect the movements of some bird species. In
one study, researchers at Point Reyes Bird Observatory detected
fewer birds migrating while the moon was full, but only during
fall migration (Pyle et al. 1993).
For a short video of this phenomenon, please visit
https://youtu.be/Ic2xQYs-kJI.
Lisa Millbank is a birder living near Corvallis, Oregon. She
and Don Boucher began watching and recording nocturnal,
migrating birds from their backyard. They use a scope for basic
observations, and to record, they use a regular camcorder with
a teleconverter. Lisa and Don run the Corvallis area’s Neighborhood Naturalist program.
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Video frame of migrating birds in front of the
full moon. Corvallis, Oregon, 2019.
Photo by Lisa Millbank and Don Boucher.
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LITTLE BIRDERS’ CAMP:
INSPIRING THE NEXT GENERATION
OF NATURE LOVERS
by Teresa Bird
Kalmiopsis Audubon Society

I

grew up in a small suburban neighborhood surrounded by
woods and wetlands, back when parents allowed their children to run free and be home in time for dinner. My siblings
and I spent countless hours crawling through reeds, climbing
trees, building tree forts, and even doing our homework sitting in
tree branches when we were older. I had next to no environmental education as part of my schooling or upbringing, yet at age 7,
I was out picketing with “save the trees” signs in the backyard
when my parents hired an arborist to cut down some big oaks
that they felt were too close to our house.

The first year we had such a good response that our original
group of 15 children grew to 25 on some days, and we had
several 7- to 12-year-old children ask to participate as “junior
leaders.” The lessons were simple and focused on birding skills,
bird behaviors, and habitat needs and types, and we always had a
large hands-on component. We made bird feeders and bird nests,
practiced using binoculars and describing bird calls, and drew
the birds we saw. But most of our time was spent hiking, during
which the children were encouraged to use all five senses to
experience the natural world around them.

It is no surprise that when I finally decided to “grow up and
settle down” I was drawn to a place surrounded by national
forestlands with endless exploring out my back door. As in my
childhood, my time spent in the woods inevitably led to a desire
to do my part in preserving the wild places near my new home,
and I found myself working with my local Audubon chapter.
As I thought about new ways to engage the community in our
conservation efforts, I realized that advocacy comes from the
desire to protect something you love, and to inspire conservation
advocacy you must first inspire the love of nature.

Each hike was in a different location and habitat type—at the
beach, around wetlands, in the woods—and had a focus that
connected to the daily lesson. On different hikes we collected
materials to make our bird nests, learned about native berries
that both birds and people use for food, used spotting scopes
to see birds out on the ocean, or explored plant evolution. In
summer 2018, our watershed council allowed us to use their
interactive Stream Trailer watershed model to demonstrate the
importance of watersheds on all living things, and the different
factors that affect how watersheds function. No matter what the
place or activity, we always had fun! Parents were welcome to
attend, and the camp had the added benefit of introducing entire
families to our Audubon chapter.

Recalling how my love for nature began early on, I decided to
hold an Audubon summer camp for “little birders” ages 3 to 6.
We partnered each year with a small local school to coordinate
and recruit participants and had several local professionals available to teach lessons.

We have now held this summer camp for 3 consecutive years,
and plan to continue each year and increase our outreach to more
local children. Our goal is to provide some foundational experiences and knowledge that will enable children to feel connected
to the natural world. What better time to foster the love of nature
than when children are young, curious, and exploratory? Here’s
to future conservation leaders and more life-long birders!
Thank you to the Oregon Birding Association for funding our
Little Birders’ Camp!
The Kalmiopsis Audubon Society has received grants from the
Oregon Birding Association’s Oregon Fund for Ornithology.
These grants are offered for projects that align with the OBA’s
mission to further knowledge, education, enjoyment, and science
about birds and birding in Oregon.
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SEDGE WRENS AT WAITE RANCH IN
COASTAL LANE COUNTY: FOURTH
AND FIFTH OREGON RECORDS
by Roger Robb

W

aite Ranch is a 216-acre tidal marsh located just east
of Cushman in western Lane County. The ranch is
owned by the McKenzie River Trust, a nonprofit land
trust formed in 1989 to protect critical habitat and scenic lands
in the McKenzie basin (McKenzie River Trust 2019). The marsh
is bordered on the south by the Siuslaw River and Oregon State
Route 126 to the north. The property is primarily old pasture
with scrub shrubs and willows, and a few Sitka spruce along the
river. The wettest areas have some native emergent component,
which the trust hopes to expand through its restoration efforts.
There is an old homestead at the southwest end of the property
where buildings have been removed, leaving a few trees, rough
pasture, and blackberry thickets. A road leads to the homestead
from Oregon State Route 126 and continues as a grassy strip
along the Siuslaw River to the east end of the property.
Early on the cool, sunny morning of December 13, 2018, I was
searching for Swamp Sparrows (Melospiza georgiana) along the
road into the homestead and along the grass trail to the east as
Daniel Farrar (a Florence-based biologist with Oregon Biodiversity Information Center) had found six here on December 10. I
found six as well and then, while at the west side of the homestead, was surprised to see a small, buffy wren pop out of the
heavy grass and perch on a small shrub some 10 yards in front of
me.
The bird was heavily streaked on the back with the streaking
continuing all the way to the base of the tail. The crown of the
head was streaked as well, and the bird had a pale supercilium.
The wings were heavily barred, and the underparts appeared
white on the throat and upper breast, turning to a bright, buffy
color on the lower breast and belly. The bird was clearly a Sedge
Wren (Cistothorus platensis) distinctly brighter, more heavily
streaked, and somewhat smaller than the ubiquitous Marsh Wren
(Cistothorus palustris) that inhabits Waite Ranch in the winter.
The Sedge Wren moved in the low shrubs for more than 1 minute, loosely associating with Song Sparrows (Melospiza melodia), Marsh Wrens, and a single Swamp Sparrow. The bird made
no sound, though the nearby Marsh Wrens and Song Sparrows
were quite vocal. I proceeded east along the river for 30 minutes
and when I returned to the homestead, I was unable to re-locate
the Sedge Wren.
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I was now faced with a dilemma. The McKenzie River Trust
is a local land trust based in Eugene that works with willing
landowners to protect lands with significant conservation value
in western Oregon and to restore natural systems as appropriate
for each property. The trust currently protects nearly 5,000 acres,
primarily in Lane and Douglas Counties. However, given the
ongoing restoration work on many of these properties, including
Waite Ranch, these lands are not currently open to the public.
The trust does invite visitors to its properties for guided tours on
a regular basis, but none were scheduled for Waite Ranch this
December. I am fortunate to have access to some of these properties as a former board member of the trust and am a current,
active volunteer, surveying birds at several of their protected
locations. Knowing many birders would want to see Oregon’s
fourth Sedge Wren and the first since 2008, and that the McKenzie River Trust would be reluctant to open the property to birders
given the restoration work occurring at Waite Ranch, I immediately contacted staff at the trust to discuss options for access
and, with their permission, posted the sighting to Oregon Birders
OnLine, that is, OBOL.
At this juncture, Alan Contreras (who has also surveyed birds for
the trust at Waite Ranch) offered to coordinate scheduled, guided
visits to the property with interested birders and the McKenzie
River Trust with the assistance of Daniel Farrar. Of course, the
bird needed to remain at Waite Ranch. Saturday, December 15,
was the date for the Florence Christmas Bird Count, and the trust
has historically granted access to a team of birders to survey
Waite Ranch. Daniel joined a team at Waite Ranch and re-found
the Sedge Wren near its original location. On the following
Monday, Daniel was able to show the Sedge Wren to another
10 birders. With the bird seemingly established at Waite Ranch,
Alan and Daniel worked with the McKenzie River Trust to set
up tour dates for the remainder of the year. On December 21,
Daniel led another group to Waite Ranch. Adrian Hinkle, one of
the group members, soon found a second Sedge Wren, Oregon’s fifth, skulking about near the first bird. In addition, Adrian
walked the entire property from east to west finding an amazing
17 Swamp Sparrows. During the month of December, 67 birders
were guests of the trust at Waite Ranch, many having the opportunity to see one or both of these elusive birds.
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In the new year, Daniel continued to coordinate visits to Waite
Ranch with the McKenzie River Trust and interested birders.
Tours continued into March with the seemingly last sighting
of the Sedge Wren on March 16, 2019. Surprisingly, Daniel
observed the Sedge Wren one final time on a visit to the property
on May 5. So, it appears that at least one of the Sedge Wrens
spent well over 4 months wintering at Waite Ranch.
Oregon’s first record for Sedge Wren was from the North Spit in
Coos Bay, found by Tim Rodenkirk on May 30, 2003 (Oregon
Birds Record Committee 2019). This bird was last seen on June
12 for a stay of only 14 days. Oregon’s second Sedge Wren was
found by Doug Robinson on January 4, 2007, at Luckiamute
State Natural Area in Polk County (Robinson 2007). This bird
was last observed January 9 for less than 1 week. Oregon’s third
Sedge Wren was found by Doug Robinson as well at E.E. Wilson Wildlife Management Area on January 14, 2008. This bird
was seen by several observers, though only for 1 day (Robinson
2019).
There are 18 subspecies of Sedge Wren in the Americas though
only C. p. stellaris breeds in Canada and the United States and
the following discussion relates only to stellaris. Sedge Wren’s
breeding limit extends from east-central Alberta and northeastern
Montana to southwestern Quebec. The southern limit reaches
from eastern Nebraska and Kansas east to western New York
(California Bird Records Committee [CBRC] 2007). Sedge
Wrens winter mainly along the Atlantic Coast from Delaware to
Florida, along the Gulf Coast from Florida to Texas, and into

Sedge Wren, Waite Ranch, Lane County, Feb. 18, 2019.
Photo by Noah Strycker.
north-central and northeastern Mexico (Herkert et al. 2001).
Extralimital sightings in the northwestern United States are rare
with one record from northern California east of Yreka on June
8, 1986 (CBRC 2007), and another in Vancouver, British Colombia, on October 29, 2005 (British Columbia Filed Ornithologists
Bird Records Committee 2019). There are no records for the
state of Washington.

Birders at Waite Ranch. Photo courtesy of McKenzie River Trust.
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Waite Ranch Tidal Wetlands Restoration Project
overview. Courtesy of McKenzie River Trust.
Wintering Sedge Wrens use a variety of habitats including
brackish and freshwater sedge meadows; old fields with matted
grasses and weeds; and dry, grassy places with some cover at
least 2 to 3 feet tall (Herkert et al. 2001). These types of habitat
are clearly present at Waite Ranch, Luckiamute State Natural
Area, and E.E. Wilson Wildlife Management Area as well as
throughout the Willamette Valley and along the Oregon coast.
Five of the seven sightings of Sedge Wren in the Pacific Northwest have been wintering birds, whereas two, the northern California and Coos Bay, Oregon birds, were found in late spring. In
fact, the northern California bird sang and defended a territory
from June 8 to July 4, 1986 (CBRC 2007), as did the Coos Bay
bird in 2003 (Contreras 2019). It is possible that the two spring
records represent wintering birds that failed to migrate or migrated from further south where they wintered in California. The
wintering birds may represent a small population that winters
in Oregon given the appropriate habitat but are very difficult to
locate given their secretive nature. Further searching of this type
of habitat is certainly warranted.
Finally, I would like to thank the McKenzie River Trust for
opening their property to birders to seek this unusual visitor to
Oregon. The cooperation between this private landowner and
volunteer organizers in the birding community, Alan and Daniel,
is a wonderful example of working together to preserve and
explore some very special places in Oregon.
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THE DARK-EYED JUNCO:
AN UNCOMMONLY VARIABLE
COMMON BIRD

by Dave Irons
INTRODUCTION
Ubiquitous and yet poorly understood, the wide-ranging Darkeyed Junco (Junco hyemalis) is a seasonally abundant to common resident across most of Oregon. In many parts of the state
we can expect to see them on a daily basis year-round. Perhaps
this familiarity spawns disinterest in paying close attention to
them. However, a closer look and study of juncos in the expected Oregon Group reveal a sometimes confounding range of
variation.
Juncos representing three major subspecies groups—Oregon,
Gray-headed and Slate-colored—occur regularly in Oregon.
Additionally, two somewhat distinctive subspecies proper—
Pink-sided Junco (J. h. mearnsii, assigned to the Oregon Group
[Nolan et al. 2002]) and White-winged Junco (J. h. aikeni)—
have been documented in Oregon but are considered rare here.
Finally, we must tackle the “Cassiar” Junco. Treated as a legitimate subspecies (J. h. cismontanus) by Rising (1996) and others,
this dubious taxon is increasingly viewed by many as merely a
swarm of Oregon X Slate-colored intergrades. Taxonomic questions aside, Nolan et al. 2002 assign Cassiar/cismontanus to the
Slate-colored Group.

Photo above: Adult male Oregon Junco feeding a newly
fledged juvenile. This is a rather typical adult male, with
a solid black hood, earthy brown upper parts, and a pale
buffy wash on the flanks. Juveniles, like all young sparrows, are heavily streaked. This plumage is retained for
only a matter of weeks before they undergo a preformative molt. Beaverton, Washington County, Oregon, Jul.
30, 2017. Photo by Dave Irons.
This article attempts to unpack some of the confusion and mystery that attend junco identification. Accompanying photographs
compare the expected variation in Oregon Juncos with images
showing the less-expected junco taxa and intergrades that may
be seen in the state. Hopefully these will solidify our search
images for each form.
“Oregon” Dark-eyed Juncos (Oregon Group) exhibit a remarkable cline of individual variation. With eight subspecies in the
Oregon Group, and four of those known to occur in Oregon
(Nolan et al. 2002), perhaps the occasional subspecific misinterpretations by birders in Oregon and elsewhere along the Pacific
Coast are understandable. Add in the presumed interbreeding of
these subspecies and one has to wonder what a “typical” Oregon
Junco looks like?
Photo left: Example of a junco that is hard to assign to
age, sex, and subspecies. At a casual glance, it suggests
a female-type Oregon Junco. There are no obvious molt
limits (multiple generations of feathers) in the coverts or
flight feathers, so it is likely an adult. The flank coloration
extends well down onto the belly in a way that suggests
Pink-sided Junco, but the hood is seemingly too dark
for that form, and there is no contrast between the lores
and the rest of the hood. There is also not much if any
brown on the nape and hind crown. Could this be a male
Pink-sided X Oregon intergrade? Columbia County, Oregon, Mar. 3, 2019. Photo by Dave Irons.
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BREEDING FORMS
Oregon Junco
Oregon Juncos breed in abundance in the conifer forests in
the Coast Range, Cascade Range, Siskiyou Mountains, Blue
Mountains, and Wallowa Mountains from their foothills up to
timberline. They are also fairly common breeders down to sea
level along the outer coast and in the valley lowlands west of the
Cascade Range. They are mostly absent as breeders across the
treeless plateau that lies south of the Columbia River between
the Cascade Range and Blue Mountains. In areas where sagebrush steppe habitats predominate, particularly the southeastern
quadrant of the state, juncos are generally absent as breeders,
except at higher elevations in the isolated mountains ranges.
Adult male Oregon Juncos are pretty straightforward. They have
a solidly black hood that extends into a bib down onto the upper
breast. This black hood shows no internal contrast but contrasts
crisply with the earthy-brown to slightly reddish-brown back and
pale buffy-brown to sometimes paler pinkish flanks. There is a
sharp concave angle where the hood meets the flanks. Females
and immatures can be difficult to age. Both have hoods that are
paler gray, with the hoods of immatures being perhaps less-defined and with an abbreviated bib. There is often internal contrast
within the hood, with a darker wedge between the eye and the
base of the bill (the lores) being the most noticeable feature.
The back and flank color on females and immatures tends to be
similar to those of adult males, with a slightly rustier cast shown
by fresh immatures.
In both adult females and immatures, there is some brown
running up the nape to the hind crown, and this often extends
through most of the crown on younger birds. As with all sparrows (and juncos are in the sparrow family), the juveniles are
heavily streaked. At first glance they may be confused for another sparrow species. This juvenile plumage is short-lived (midJune to early August). Like nearly all other hatch-year songbirds,

Adult female Oregon Junco. They are generally similar
to adult males, except the head is grayer, not jet black,
and they usually show some brown on the nape and hind
crown. Columbia County, Oregon, Mar. 3, 2019.
Photo by Dave Irons.
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juncos go through a preformative molt that commences almost
immediately after they grow their first complete set of feathers
(juvenile plumage). All ages and all plumages of juncos show
distinctive white outer tail feathers. The tail and flight feathers of
juvenile birds are not replaced during preformative molt and will
be retained through the first 15 months or so of life.
Gray-headed Junco
Small numbers of Gray-headed Juncos have been found summering and presumably breeding at Oregon Canyon in Malheur
County and at Ten Cent Meadows in the Pueblo Mountains in
extreme southern Harney County (Oregon Bird Records Committee [OBRC] 2019), and there is a single June sighting from
the neighboring Trout Creek Mountains, Harney County (OBRC
2019). Away from these remote southeastern outposts of the
Gray-headed Junco, Oregon Junco is the only Dark-eyed Junco
taxon known to nest, or regularly summer in the state.
If seen well, the Gray-headed Junco can be easily distinguished
from other junco taxa that occur in the state. Adults and immatures are extensively pale to medium gray over the entirety
of their head and body, with no discernible hood and no hood
to flank or hood to back contrast. They do have a darker highly-contrasting blackish wedge through the lores. The most
obvious differentiating field mark is the rich rusty reddish patch
in the center of the back. Their heads and flanks are considerably
paler gray than those of any other junco forms that occurs in
Oregon and the gray extends well down the flanks onto the belly
resulting in almost no white on the underparts.
EXPECTED WINTERING FORMS
From October to April, the overall numbers of juncos and their
genetic diversity increase with an influx of birds that breed outside of Oregon. During the non-breeding season, Slate-colored
and Cassiar Juncos are the most frequently encountered non-Oregon Juncos in the state.

Adult Gray-headed Junco. This form is readily separable from other juncos by its almost entirely medium to
pale gray plumage, rich rusty colored back, and lack of a
distinctive hood. Note also the blackish lores that contrast
with the rest of the head. Zion National Park, Utah, Mar.
16, 2010. Photo by Tom Crabtree.
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where the hood meets the flanks on Oregon and Cassiar Juncos.
Slate-colored Juncos are by no means rare in Oregon. Almost
any large winter assemblage of juncos is likely to include one or
two Slate-colored Juncos, particularly across the eastern twothirds of the state. Picking out males is typically pretty easy,
whereas females can be easily overlooked. To appreciate the full
range of Slate-colored Junco variation, I encourage you to check
out Mark Szantyr’s photo gallery in the Further Reading section
at the end of this article.
Cassiar Junco

Adult male Slate-colored Juncos, like this one, are typically quite obvious. The head, upper parts, and flanks are
uniformly dark slate-gray and the gray along the flanks is
extensive. Ashford, Windham County, Connecticut, Jan.
9, 2012. Photo by Mark Szantyr.
Slate-colored Junco
Most male Slate-colored Juncos are readily identifiable. They are
uniform slate-gray above with essentially no contrast between
the hood, back, and flanks. Only young males are likely to show
any brown on the upper parts, and that is limited to the middle
of the back. Adult females are extensively gray above, but much
paler than adult males. They show varying amounts of brown on
the back, nape, and hind crown. In fresh plumage (late fall/early
winter) they may show a browner over all cast to their plumage.
First-winter birds, particularly females, are extensively brown
above and along the flanks. Like the male Slate-colored, females
and immatures show essentially no sharp contrast in pattern
between the head, back, and flanks, with transitions from brown
to gray being well blended, thus they rarely appear hooded.
Perhaps the most useful field mark when sorting out female
Slate-colored Juncos from Oregon and Cassiar Juncos is to look
at how the hood meets the flanks. The angle is either straight or
slightly convex, versus the concave (indented) angle change

A presumed immature female Slate-colored Junco.
Ashford, Windham County, Connecticut, Mar. 3, 2012.
This bird is similar in pattern to an adult female but is
extensively brown above. Photo by Mark Szantyr.
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It is not easy to cast a net around the definition of Cassiar Junco.
To date, there is no concrete set of visual criteria that can be used
in determining where “pure” Oregon and Slate-colored Juncos
begin and end. Absolute genetic purity in juncos of any stripe is
fleeting and hard to assess. Interbreeding occurs frequently in the
contact zones of several subspecies pairs, particularly along the
expansive “suture zone” (Newton 2003) where Slate-colored and
Oregon Juncos breeding ranges connect and overlap. This zone
of contact runs along the Canadian Rockies in southeast British
Columbia and angles all the way to the northwest corner of this
province. The interbreeding and presumed back-crossing have
produced an intergrade swarm that is highly variable in individual appearance. Like their presumed parents, these birds are also
highly migratory, moving south for the winter and fanning out
across much of the western half of the continent. Cassiar Juncos
are at least as prevalent as outwardly “pure” Slate-colored
Juncos in Oregon’s wintering junco flocks, particularly in far
northeast Oregon where apparent intergrades represent a sizable
minority.
With their strongly contrasting overall patterns, male Cassiar
Juncos are more easily identified, and in fact nearly all birds that
get identified as Cassiar in Oregon are males. They typically
show extensively gray flanks that contrast noticeably with the
much darker blackish hood and bib. Back color is quite variable,
ranging from slaty-gray like a Slate-colored Junco to rich brown

Typical male “Cassiar” Junco, with intermediate characteristics between Sate-colored and Oregon Juncos.
Earthy brown back and mostly black hood and bib match
up with Oregon, but lower part of hood and bib are paler.
Gray flanks are paler still than any part of the hood and
bib, and where bib meets flanks there is a sharp concave
angle change. Sauvie Island, Columbia County, Oregon,
Mar. 19, 2011. Photo by Dave Irons.
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like a typical male Oregon Junco. Some presumed male Cassiar Juncos have dark chestnut-brown backs that at first glance
suggest introgression from the more red-backed junco forms. As
noted above, the contrast between the darker blackish hood and
gray flank along with the concave angle where the hood meets
the flanks are indicative of Cassiar. I have never confidently
identified a female Cassiar and I suspect that they routinely get
passed off as either Slate-colored or Oregon females and immatures.
WINTER RARITIES
The other three junco taxa that occur in Oregon during winter
should all be considered rare in the state at any season. Despite
being rare and apparently annual breeders in a couple of mountain ranges in southeastern Oregon, there are just two well-documented winter sightings of Gray-headed Junco from Oregon
(OBRC 2019). A single White-winged Junco photographed at
Bend in February 1987 remains the lone record of that subspecies from the state (OBRC 2019). Pink-sided Junco is considered
to be a more regular winter visitor Oregon, but this may be a
case where the presumption of a bird’s range doesn’t match the
reality. The first two subspecies are on the Oregon Review List
and should be considered rare in any season in Oregon. Please
document sightings and submit them to the OBRC. When reporting any subspecies or intergrade other than Oregon or Slate-colored in an eBird checklist, it is advisable to include photographs
for the purpose of objective evaluation.
White-winged Junco
White-winged Junco has a limited breeding range that includes
the Black Hills in South Dakota and extends into northeast
Wyoming, southeast Montana, and perhaps northwest Nebraska (Nolan et al. 2002). In winter this form disperses south into
Colorado, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Kansas. It is a rare stray
outside this rather limited range, particular to the West Coast,
where there are just four records: one in Oregon and three in
California (Nolan et al. 2002). In appearance, White-winged

Male “Cassiar” Junco, among the most stunningly colorful juncos in the Pacific Northwest, showing rich reddish back that is more colorful than the backs of Oregon
Juncos. Neah Bay, Clallam County, Washington, Oct. 25,
2015. Photo by Dave Irons.
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looks much like a slightly paler male Slate-colored Junco, albeit
with a pair of white wing bars, darker contrasting lores, and
more extensive white in the tail. The outermost three and a half
feathers on each side of the tail are white (Sibley 2000), whereas
the white in the tail on other forms of Dark-eyed is limited to
the outermost two and a half feathers. The gray upper parts of
this form are generally paler than those of a typical adult male
Slate-colored. Note that Slate-colored Juncos may at times show
narrow white tips on their wing coverts that suggest wing bars
when the wings are folded, but they are not nearly as broad and
conspicuous as the wing bars of a White-winged Junco.
Pink-sided Junco
Due in large measure to identification challenges, the status of
Pink-sided Junco in Oregon is poorly known. This subspecies
(J. h. mearnsi) breeds no closer to Oregon than eastern Idaho
(Rising 1996) and is believed to winter from Wyoming and Utah
south to west Texas and northwestern Mexico, rarely wintering
in southern California. Upon on closer inspection, many of the
Pink-sided Juncos reported out of range prove to be immature,
or paler-headed adult female Oregon Juncos. Even with photographs, it can be difficult to put a finger on the subtle differences
between Pink-sided Juncos and paler-headed immature female
Oregon Juncos. Pink-sided show minimal sexual dimorphism,
so all ages and both sexes are likely to bear some resemblance to
female/immature Oregon Juncos.
Like Pink-sided Juncos, many young female Oregon Juncos
have a wedge of darker feathering between the eye and the base
of the bill that contrasts with the otherwise paler gray head. This
mark is often over-valued in the reporting of putative Pink-sided
Juncos. Flank coloring in female and immature Oregon Juncos
is also quite variable, often appearing quite pale and somewhat
pinkish as it does in Pink-sided. Based on photographs taken
within the known ranges of these forms and the illustrations in
Rising (1986) and Sibley (2000), the pinkish-brown coloration
on the flanks of Pink-sided seems to consistently extend farther
down toward the belly resulting in a narrower, less-visible patch

“White-winged” Dark-eyed Junco. Oregon’s only accepted record. Bend, Deschutes County, Oregon, Feb. 26,
1987. Although other Junco forms occasionally show weak
white wing bars, they are not as broad or conspicuous as
they are on White-winged. Photo by Tom Crabtree.
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of white on the belly of Pink-sided when the bird is viewed in
profile. This difference probably requires side-by-side study
with similar sex/age Oregon Juncos to be used in the field, but it
seems reliable, certainly more so than the dark lores. Fortunately, out-of-towner winter juncos are almost always found in the
company of Oregon Juncos making for readily available comparisons.
Troubling questions remain—most notably, how does one differentiate between Pink-sided Junco and female/immature Cassiar
Juncos, especially when we aren’t sure how to identify the latter?
It seems plausible that some young female Cassiar Juncos might
also be suggestive of Pink-sided Juncos. Although Pink-sided
Juncos are regularly reported in Oregon, the documentation
supporting such sightings is usually scant or unconvincing. Any
report of Pink-sided should be documented with photographs
and ideally images that show a direct comparison with female/
immature Oregon Juncos.
SUMMARY
This article is meant to provide a baseline for further investigation and study and is hardly the last word on identifying junco
subspecies. There will always be juncos that defy assignment
to subspecies or intergrade parentage. It would take a book
and many hundreds of photographs to fully depict the range of
variation one can see in the junco taxa discussed above. Fortunately, there are many good online resources. If you enjoy lively
debate and the intellectual exercise of trying to identify confusing juncos, or just want to see photographs showing a range of
subspecies and plumages, I would recommend joining “the junco
complex” page on Facebook. If you are social media averse,
check out the Further Reading section below for highly informative links to galleries of junco photos.

Mark Szantyr’s junco photo collection: https://birddog55.
zenfolio.com/p654235488. Mark lives in Connecticut and is a
long-time dedicated “juncophile.” This gallery of Slate-coloreds
photographed near his home shows the remarkable variability
of this one subspecies, particularly the females and immatures,
which can be quite brown. Despite his enthusiasm for juncos,
Mark Szantyr wisely avoids the rabbit hole of trying to age and
sex each individual depicted in his galleries.
Bill Schmoker’s junco photo gallery: http://www.schmoker.
org/BirdPics/DEJU.html. Long-time Colorado birder/photographer, Bill lives in the epicenter of range overlap between many
junco forms. Note that about half way down his gallery (where
Slate-colored transitions to Gray-headed) the captions get misaligned with the photos for a few birds.
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Adult Pink-sided Junco (left) and immature Oregon
Junco. Note the darker warmer pinkish-brown color of
flanks on the Pink-sided and how much farther down the
flanks coloration extends. Also, gray hood of Pink-sided
is modestly darker and has a slightly bluish cast, and the
lores are distinctly more blackish. Santa Fe, New Mexico,
Feb. 21, 2019. Photo by Tom Crabtree.
Oregon Birds Volume 45 (2) - 2019

“Mystery” Junco, Connecticut, Jan. 10, 2014. Outwardly displays aspects of both Oregon and Slate-colored
Juncos. Appears to be a young bird, freshly molted into
basic plumage, with paler tips to hood, and bib feathering.
Noticeable hood to flank color contrast rules out “pure”
Slate-colored. Sometimes we are left to ponder and not
force names upon birds. Photo by Mark Szantyr.
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LECONTE’S SPARROW AT WOOD
RIVER WETLAND, KLAMATH COUNTY
by Kevin Spencer

W

hile viewing Oregon’s possible fifth record of LeConte’s Sparrow (Ammospiza leconteii) on September
15, 2018, at Wood River Wetland, Klamath County, I
realized that Dave Haupt and I did not find this bird and nor was
it merely luck. Rather, the bird found us. Its “mousey” actions
could easily have been overlooked because it was a rather tame
bird and not easily flushed from its grassy tunnel, even by the
closest observer. It was fortunate timing for us that it had flown
up onto the stem of a stinging nettle, revealing itself, and remained there long enough for us to know that it was not like any
other sparrow we had ever seen.
Our immediate impression was that this small sparrow had an
overall orange buff color. The “swoosh” line of black behind its
eye and its spiny tail feathers seemed to place it in the Ammodramus genus, and the necklace of fine streaking on its upper breast
and coarser streaks down its flanks seemed to eliminate the
similar Grasshopper Sparrow (Ammodramus savannarum). The
hours of staring, reading, and studying sparrows in field guides,
and dreaming about seeing this sparrow were being realized, and
both of us agreed that it was a LeConte’s Sparrow. Its back had
vertical, wide darker bands separated by vertical, narrow bands
of buff. Its nape was somewhat orange buff in coloration. Its
crown had narrow streaks, having a central white streak and then
narrow black streaks on both sides of the center. Its chin was a
very soft, creamy light yellow that seemed to be contained as the
color changed to a darker color about where malar stripes would
be, but none were visible to me. Reading afterward, literature
mentioned that migrating juveniles have very light malar streaking (Pyle and Sibley 1992). Its bill was a mottled pinkish gray
color, and its legs, pinkish. Its behavior was unlike any sparrow
I have ever seen. It seemed to ignore me and Dave. It moved
through the grass, climbing over fallen blades, “jumping,” and
tugging on stems to pull seeds off.
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At times it seemed to throw its wings out as if to broaden a pathway or make a tunnel through the grass. Its body was lowered
sometimes, appearing to “waddle” along, similar to longspurs
I have seen. I could see all of this looking nearly vertical at it
through the grass with binoculars from approximately five feet
away, and not more than three horizontal feet. The bird was
approaching me, as I had not taken a step. It had a “tick” for
a call, and it seemed clear and sharp, without any buzziness.
When it flew, it was low and weak, flying right by me at one
point, without any effort to avoid me, before dropping into grass
and out of sight only to be re-located by staring at the patch of
grass and watching for wiggling motions. A couple came along
and Richard Rusnak took some photographs, and later, Frank
Lospalluto and Bob Hunter arrived, with Frank capturing several
photographs with diagnostic features shown. Rusnak’s photographs captured more of what I initially saw, whereas Lospalluto’s photographs showed much greater detail than what I viewed
in the mid-morning sun angle.
LeConte’s Sparrow’s breeding grounds span the northern prairies and their wintering grounds are in the southeast. Western
occurrences, including this 2018 Klamath County sighting, are
very rare. Other records of LeConte’s Sparrow in Oregon to date
are as follows: September 27, 1983, and October 12, 1991, both
at Fields, Harney County; another on May 24, 2003, at Malheur
National Wildlife Refuge, Harney County; and a fourth on May
20, 2017, at Fern Ridge Wildlife Area, Lane County.
Literature Cited
Pyle, P., and D. Sibley. 1992. Juvenal-plumaged LeConte’s Sparrows on Migration. Are they being overlooked? Notes From the
Farallon Islands. Birding 24:70–76.

LeConte’s Sparrow, Wood River Wetland, Sep. 15, 2018
(above and upper left). Photos by Frank D. Lospalluto.
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KAYAK BIRDING
by Claire Weiser

I

Common Goldeneyes, Fish Lake, Linn County.
Photo by Claire Weiser.

magine you are floating among loons that are preening and
showing their young how to dive. That experience years ago
got me hooked on birding by kayak. On Clear Lake in Linn
County, Oregon, an American Dipper flew from shore to my
kayak where it walked around on my boat in front of me for several minutes, eating insects and posing for photographs. Then, it
tried to land on my paddle.

with young. Approach cautiously, getting good looks at intervals.
Kayaks can maneuver quietly in shallow water and can negotiate
reeds and other hidden areas, so be aware that you can unsuspectingly encounter nests. Paddle quietly, do not get too close,
drift for a while, limit looking directly at the bird(s), and minimize noise because sound really carries over the water. Exercise
good judgment and sensitivity in trying not to disturb birds.

“The thing we like most about birding by kayak
is that many birds, especially shorebirds, let
you get really close when you are just gliding
along.”
Chris and Pam Scranton, Madras, Oregon

“Birding while kayaking allows a birder closeup looks at bird behavior. It’s similar to birding
by car where the car or kayak is seen as a part
of the habitat and not a prey animal. It allows
for close looks at the shoreline while being a
safe distance away in the water as opposed to
being on a trail where the sounds and motions
of humans can be more easily detected by the
birds. Non-birders (spouses, kids) may spend
more time enjoying birding in a boat rather than
from a trail because of the close views.”
Diane Burgess, Bend, Oregon

A kayaker is at the bird’s level. Feeding, hunting, drinking, bathing, preening, and sleeping often happen at or near the shore.
Because they are usually preoccupied with these activities, they
stay in place longer and are easier to watch. Birds that often fly
higher (raptors, swallows, etc.) fly lower over or even perch
around water, offering a better look. Osprey will dive right next
to a kayak. Even large birds like eagles, owls, and vultures perch
near the shore (look up!).
A kayak is an interesting vantage point from which to observe
bird behaviors and interactions. You see panoramic action on
water, in the air, and on the shore. Birds are active on lava rocks
and docks where they hunt insects. Nests are sometimes visible
in cliff walls or trees near shore. Lined-up birds sitting along a
shore or swimming in the water offer good side-by-side comparisons of species, gender, and age similarities/differences.
“Your view is not obstructed. The animals do
not recognize you as a human and you can silently glide up to them. Birdsong is clearer and
seems amplified on the water.”
Kelly and Bruce Hazen, Bend, Oregon
Some birds are used to being around boats and tolerate them
well. Many are curious and will watch you longer than you will
watch them. Some are skittish, especially early in the season or
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American Dipper, Clear Lake, Linn County.
Photo by Claire Weiser.
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Green Heron, Upper Klamath Lake, Klamath County. Photo by Claire Weiser.
Some of the best wildlife sightings while kayaking and birding
are of mammals. I drifted within a few feet of a beaver sleeping
on a grass tuft at Crane Prairie Reservoir, Deschutes County,
Oregon. Pika and mink live on and in the lava rock along shores.
I had to swerve to avoid a muskrat hanging out in the Deschutes
River. Otters are everywhere; I have watched them eating and
playing onshore right next to my kayak. Deer, coyote, and
raccoon can be seen near the shore. Kayaking gives you a front
row seat to observe waterfalls and feeder streams (which attract
wildlife).
Locations
There are many great birding-while-kayaking spots in Oregon,
and, like on land, they are best in the morning before it is too
warm or crowded and before the wind picks up. A calm lake or
estuary is better than a fast-moving river current, changing tide,

or strong wind that you have to keep paddling against, unable
to pause to look through binoculars or a camera. Traveling with
a gentle current frees your hands for binoculars to birdwatch
as you drift along, but keep an eye out for submerged snags or
shallow water. Some bodies of water are plentiful for birds in
the spring but then become lower later in the season (diverted
rivers, reservoirs) or dry up totally. Be aware of water levels or
tide charts as well as fee and pass requirements and waterfowl
hunting seasons for each launch.
Kayak Types
A rudder is helpful for turning without paddling so both hands
are free for binoculars and/or camera. Pedal kayaks, like the
Hobie and other brands, also keep your hands free. In a tandem
boat, the front person can bird while the back person paddles
(and vice versa).

Red Crossbills, Hosmer Lake, Deschutes County. Photo by Claire Weiser.
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“I feel fortunate that wildlife allows me
into their world when I bird by kayak.
Without the disturbance of noise, fumes
or wakes, I think the birds appreciate
kayaks, too.”
Claire Weiser, Bend, Oregon

Underwater Nikon camera with floatie wrist strap,
Anscot waterproof phone case, floatie with two clips,
REI Sit Pad. Photo by Claire Weiser.
Gear
Binoculars can be waterproof or water resistant, or you can use a
rain cover. A scope is usually too big and unwieldy to bring, and
you really do not need it because you can paddle to the birds. A
waterproof cellphone case for around your neck through which
you can check iBird Pro, take a photograph, record a bird list for
the day, etc. is handy. Several types are available online and at
paddle shops. Choose the size case in which your phone
fits comfortably. Anscot is a sturdy brand. Good views enable
chances for photography (a small point-and-shoot with zoom
is often just fine.) There are many kinds of floaties to clip on to
gear. Since you are sometimes sitting watching birds and not just
constantly paddling, dress in easy-to-remove/put-on layers and
maybe try a seat cushion (like REI’s inflatable Sit Pad curved
for a kayak) for comfort and warmth. Bare fingertips are best
for operating your phone through a waterproof case, using your
camera, and making boat adjustments, etc., so consider “pogies”
(hand covers that attach to your paddle) or fingerless gloves. A
hat with a visor is helpful to lessen glare from the sun and water.
Before you Go and Green Birding
When you travel, get tips from experts, try out equipment, and
see what works for you by birding from a kayak with a bird tour
or local outfitter. Closer to home, borrow a friend’s kayak to
experience birding from a boat.
Green Birding—birding by your own non-motorized power
from your residence—is increasing in popularity and necessity.
Kayaking, biking, walking, horseback riding, skateboarding, or
a combination of anything that does not burn fossil fuels counts
for green birding. Many states have challenges or competitions,
and some birders do a Big Green Year. If you live near water,
consider birding by kayak as a small contribution to reducing
your carbon footprint.
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American mink, Lava Lake, Deschutes County.
Photo by Claire Weiser.

Further Information
U.S. Bureau of Reclamation reservoir levels: https://www.usbr.
gov/pn/hydromet/destea.html
Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife Recreation Report:
https://myodfw.com/recreation-report
Oregon Health Authority algae bloom and other water quality
advisories: http://www.healthoregon.org/hab
Oregon Smoke Information: http://oregonsmoke.blogspot.com/
Oregon Department of Transportation Trip Check road conditions: https://tripcheck.com/#
Weather: https://www.noaa.gov/weather
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THE CALIFORNIA CONDOR:
LIFE HISTORY AND RECOVERY
by Jesse Burgher
INTRODUCTION
In March 2012, I took my first trip to Zion National Park. While
birding and hiking among the beautiful, steep red cliffs, I had
an experience that one could have in very few places across
the United States. Clutching to the chain lines crossing Angel’s
Landing, I leaned out with my binoculars in hand to get a closer
look at two large, black birds perched on an adjacent rock ledge.
They seemed too big to be turkey vultures. Soon enough, they
stretched their wings, dove off the cliff, and revealed themselves
to be a pair of the enormous and rare California Condors
(Gymnogyps californianus)! This was my first encounter with
condors, which left a great impression upon me. It seems fitting
to me that the Peregrine Fund just announced on July 9, 2019,
that the 1,000th California Condor had been hatched in this very
same location. With the recent announcement of the expansion
of the captive release program into northern California, very
soon, birding enthusiasts in the Pacific Northwest might not have
to travel quite so far to catch a glimpse of these awe-inspiring
birds.

NATURAL HISTORY
The California Condor is an obligate scavenger and the sole
remaining species of the Gymnogyps genus. They have the
largest wingspan of all birds in North America averaging
between 8.2 and 9.8 feet and weighing an average of 18 to 20
pounds as full-grown adults. Adults are uniform black with
triangle bands of white on the underside of the wings whereas
juveniles are dark brown. As scavengers, they have few feathers
on the head and neck. The head color starts as dark, but as the
bird matures (around 4 to 6 years of age), head color can range
from yellow to glowing orange-red. Condors can rush blood
to their facial skin, called flushing, dramatically shifting skin
colors; this is a behavior that is used to communicate emotional
states between birds (Figure 1). They are long-lived birds,
living up to 60 years in complex social hierarchies and are often
thought of as playful and intelligent (San Diego Zoo 2019; U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service [USFWS] 2018). Because they are
long-lived birds, sexual maturity is not reached until the age
of 6 and successful reproduction generally occurs every 2 to 3
years. This low rate of reproduction leaves condors particularly
vulnerable to unnatural population decline because individuals
cannot be replaced by new offspring quickly (Cade 2007).
Obligate scavengers, species surviving solely on carrion, are
surprisingly rare among the animal kingdom and comprise
only a small number of vultures and condors. This feeding
strategy relies on specialized behavior and traits to access food
resources that are distributed unevenly across the landscape,
exemplified by the condor’s adept soaring ability. Because
of this resource distribution, condors travel enormous home
ranges in search of food. One study found adult home ranges
of up to 216 square miles (Rivers et al. 2014). Indeed, condors
are known to fly 150 miles in a single day in search of food
(USFWS 2018). This movement contributes to the complexity
of managing conservation concerns over vast swaths of mixeduse and mixed ownership lands. As the largest avian scavengers
in North America, condors also play a key role in important
ecological functions, breaking down large carcasses and making
this food source available to a wider array of scavengers. Avian
scavengers are crucial ecological links helping to recycle
carcasses, passing these nutrients further up into the food web,
and limiting the spread of disease, an important service to both
humans and wildlife (Sekercioglu 2006).

Figure 1 (left). A California Condor flies over the Bitter
Creek National Wildlife Refuge (USFWS). Photo by
the Pacific Southwest Region USFWS. Used under the
Attribution 2.0 Generic (CC BY 2.0) license available at:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/legalcode.
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success with wild birds. Over the next 10 years, five main release
areas were established (Figure 3). The first chicks to fledge from
pairs nesting in the wild occurred in 2003 in Arizona and 2004
in Pinnacles National Monument in California (Walters et al.
2010). With the aid of continued human support through lead
chelation treatment and food supplementation, wild populations
have continued to persist, though many concerns still threaten
the true reestablishment of self-sustaining wild populations of
California Condors.

CONTINUING CONSERVATION CONCERNS
AND LEAD CONTAMINATION

Figure 2. Historic range of the California Condor as of
1800 (USFWS 2018).

HISTORIC RANGE AND THE CALIFORNIA
CONDOR RECOVERY PROGRAM
Fossil data show that California Condors soared the skies
from the northwestern to southeastern United States and up to
western New York during the Pleistocene era (approximately
12,000 years ago), scavenging on the megafauna found during
this glacial period. With the extinction of these large mammals,
evidence suggests the range of the condor was restricted to the
west coast by the seventeenth century, where marine mammals
made up a major part of their diet (Figure 2) (Emslie 1987).
As humans began settling in the west, associated pressures
(habitat loss, poaching, and poisoning) began to shrink the
condor’s range and population numbers. The California Condor
was protected as an endangered species in 1967. Precipitous
population declines led condors to hit a critical low point in 1982
with only 23 California Condors remaining. Fearing extinction,
the USFWS initiated a trapping program to bring these
remaining birds into a captive breeding and recovery program.
All wild condors were captured by 1987 and the bird became
officially extinct in the wild (USFWS 2018).
The California Condor Recovery Program is an ongoing effort
that has been achieving important milestones over the last few
decades. The population has grown to more than 400 birds, of
which 276 live in the wild. The recovery program is a large-scale
collaboration involving public and private entities including the
USFWS, U.S. Forest Service, National Park Service, Bureau
of Land Management, various state game and fish agencies, the
federal government of Mexico, the Yurok Tribe, San Diego Zoo,
Los Angeles Zoo, Oregon Zoo, Santa Barbara Zoo, Chapultepec
Zoo, The Peregrine Fund, and the Ventana Wildlife Society
(USFWS 2018). Those condors that were captured in the wild
entered into captive breeding facilities at the Los Angeles
Zoo and the San Diego Wild Animal Park. A Peregrine Fund
breeding facility opened not long after. The Oregon Zoo became
the fourth breeding facility in 2003. Captive breeding was first
successful in 1988 and wild releases began in 1992. Refinement
of release techniques and behavioral management led to greater
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The continued efforts of California Condor Recovery Program‘s
varied partners have truly brought this bird back from the brink
of extinction. The diverse nature of the partners involved has
added resiliency to the project through diversified funding
sources, which has allowed this project to grow exponentially.
However, many complex conservation issues are still threatening
the condors on our modern landscape. Lead poisoning has
emerged as the most important factor in contributing to condor
mortalities and most likely led to the precipitous population
declines that threatened the condors so severely in the 1980s
(Cade 2007; Walters et al. 2010).
Researchers were starting to understand the true impacts of
ingested lead as the original population of condors were being
moved into captivity. Four birds that died from 1982 to 1985
were recovered, and necropsies found that three of these died
from lead poisoning. Research has shown that the lead condors
ingest is most likely coming from bullet fragments found in gut
piles and carcasses resulting from hunting. More than 50% of
the birds found either dead or dying since 1980 have ingested
shotgun pellets or lead fragments of rifle bullets (Cade 2007).
Lead bullets have been shown to fragment dramatically upon
impact with target species, scattering small lead fragments
throughout the body cavity and into vital organs that are most

Figure 3. Five current release sites for California Condors
(USFWS 2018).
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often left behind when the animal is harvested for consumption.
Corresponding research has shown that 90% of these gut piles
contain high numbers of lead fragments measuring less than 2
millimeters (Hunt et al. 2006). This has serious implications for
condor recovery and potentially for the hunters ingesting this
meat as well. It should be stated that hunters are a crucial part of
condor recovery and provide a very vital food source for condors
in North America.
The unique strategies employed by obligate scavengers, and
condors especially, make them particularly sensitive to lead
poisoning. Their low reproductive rate means the population as
a whole is very sensitive to unnatural mortality events. Their
social feeding behavior compounds this issue in that a number of
condors may feed upon a single carcass resulting in widespread
poisonings. Much time, money, and effort are being expended
to capture, test, and (if elevated lead levels are found), treat
released condors for lead poisoning. Many researchers believe
that until this issue is addressed, a self-sustaining, thriving wild
population, free of intensive human management is unlikely to
occur.
There is good news though. Lead alternative ammo is gaining
popularity, is widely available, and has generally been proven
to be as effective as traditional lead ammunition (Cade 2007;
Trinogga et al. 2013). Volunteer programs, hunter education, and
free copper bullet programs in Arizona have all helped to reduce
the content of lead in carcasses in condor ranges. California
has taken it a step further, working hard to limit the use of lead
ammunition for hunting in condor release areas for a number
of years. A full ban on taking wild game with lead ammunition
in California Condor range started in 2008, and a law passed in
2013 slowly phased out lead ammunition used in hunting state
wide by 2019. As of July 1, 2019, all lead ammunition used for
hunting has been banned in the state of California, marking a
huge milestone in the California Condor recovery effort.

THE FUTURE AND THE PACIFIC
NORTHWEST
In the near future, the California Condor may soar Oregon’s
southern skies once again. Plans for a new release site of a
nonessential experimental population of condors is situated
in Northern California, very close to the Oregon border,
on Yurok Ancestral Territory and Redwood National Park.
Oregon is well within the range of condor activity from this
planned release area. The Yurok Tribe is leading the project
and has been working to assess habitat suitability and address
conservation concerns in the area. Habitat suitability studies
have shown an abundance of high-quality habitat in the area.
Studies of surrogate scavenger species, including turkey cultures
and ravens, have assessed the presence of environmental
contaminants in food sources in the area (West et al. 2017).
There is some concern over mercury in coastal carcasses and
lead from hunting in inland food resources, but the Yurok Tribe
has been conducting education and outreach campaigns in an
effort to push hunters towards lead-free ammunition.
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In addition, the full lead ammunition ban initiated this summer
should address some of these concerns. Research will continue
on the effects of mercury on condors. To date, this has not
emerged as a widespread concern for condor populations,
although Northern California Condors are expected to feed on
marine resources more heavily than any released population
to date. The California Condor holds a place of cultural
significance for the tribe and this project is one of both cultural
and ecological importance. The USFWS environmental
assessment has just left the public comment period and the
original timeline plans to implement condor release by fall of
2020.

LITERATURE CITED
Cade, T. J. 2007. Exposure of California Condors to Lead
from Spent Ammunition. Journal of Wildlife Management
71(7):2125–2133.
Emslie, S.D. 1987. Age and Diet of Fossil California Condors in
Grand Canyon, Arizona. Science 237: 768–770.
Hunt, W.G., W. Burnham, C. N. Parish, J.K. Burnham, B.
Mutch, and J.L. Oaks. 2006. Bullet Fragments in Deer Remains:
Implications for Lead Exposure in Avian Scavengers. Wildlife
Society Bulletin 34(1):167–170.
Rivers, J.W., M.J. Johnson, S.M. Haig, C.J. Schwarz, J. Burnett,
J. Brandt, D. Georgy, and J. Grantham. 2014. An analysis
of monthly home range size in the critically endangered
California condor Gymnogyps californianus. Bird Conservation
International 24:492–504.
San Diego Zoo. 2019. California Condor Gymnogyps
californianus. The Zoological Society of San Diego’s Center for
Conservation and Research for Endangered Species. Available
at: https://animals.sandiegozoo.org/animals/california-condor.
Accessed July 19, 2019.
Sekercioglu, C. 2006. Increasing Awareness of Avian Ecological
Function. Trends in Ecology & Evolution 21:464–471.
Trinogga, A., G. FritsH. Hofer, and O. Krone. 2013. Are Leadfree Hunting Rifle Bullets as Effective at Killing Wildlife as
Conventional Bullets? A Comparison Based on Wound Size and
Morphology. Science of the Total Environment 443:226–232.
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). 2018. California
Condor Recovery Program. USFWS Pacific Southwest Region.
Available at: https://www.fws.gov/cno/es/CalCondor/Condor.
cfm. Accessed July 21, 2019.
Walters, J.R., S.R. Derrickson, D.M. Fry, S.M. Haig, J.M.
Marzluff, and J.M. Wunderle. 2010. Status of the California
Condor (Gymnogyps Californianus) and Efforts to Achieve its
Recovery. Auk 127:969–1001.
West, C.J., J.D. Wolfe, A. Wiegardt, and T. Williams-Claussen.
2017. Feasibility of California Condor Recovery in Northern
California, USA: Contaminants in Surrogate Turkey Vultures
and Common Ravens. The Condor 119:720–731.

88

A REVIEW OF THE SUBSPECIFIC
AND SPECIES STATUS OF
WARBLING VIREO (VIREO GILVUS)
by M. Ralph Browning,
Retired, Biological Survey,
Division of Birds, Smithsonian
Abstract: Ca. 1985, two taxa of Warbling Vireo in Alberta,
Canada, were said to differ vocally, but information on that
population remains unpublished. Nevertheless, a preponderance
of published information about the systematics of Warbling
Vireo outside of Alberta, reviewed here, provides information for
considering recognition of two species within the complex. Also,
clarifications to an often-cited compilation on Warbling Vireo
and new information on taxonomy, including subspecies and
parasitism by cowbirds, are summarized. Recognized are Vireo
swainsoni (Western Warbling-Vireo), with five subspecies, and
the monotypic Vireo gilvus (Eastern Warbling-Vireo).

INTRODUCTION
Twelve species of vireos (Vireo spp.) north of Mexico were
recognized in the American Ornithological Society (AOU)
1957 checklist, the last such list that included subspecies. Since
then, one species of vireo was added because of its distribution,
and two were added because of a three-way taxonomic split of
Solitary Vireo to V. plumbeus (Plumbeous Vireo), V. cassinii
(Cassin’s Vireo), and V. solitarius (Blue-headed Vireo), thus
bringing the total north of Mexico to 15 species of vireos.
The Solitary Vireo complex (e.g., Cicero and Johnson 2002;
Johnson 1995) presented an early example of cryptic species,
i.e., two or more species hidden and previously classified as one
species that are found to be distinct at the species level (Bickford
et al. 2007). Johnson et al. (1988) suspected cryptic species
within Warbling Vireo (V. gilvus). Most recently, probable
species were discovered within V. olivaceous (Red-eyed Vireo
complex; Battey and Klicka 2017), and several other cryptic
species are within V. belli (Bell’s Vireo) (e.g., Klicka et al. 2016),
within V. huttoni (Hutton’s Vireo) (e.g., Cicero and Johnson
1992, Sealy et al. 2000, Baril and Barlow 2000), and in the
Warbling Vireo complex, the latter reviewed in this article.
The Warbling Vireo complex was recognized by AOU (1998)
as one species consisting of two subspecies groups: the eastern
North American taxon gilvus and the western swainsoni group
(Figure 1). AOU continues to recognize one species in the
complex. Most sources before 2010 and a few since spell the
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name of the western group as swainsonii; however, following
David et al. (2009) and Chesser et al. (2010), the correct spelling
is swainsoni. The swainsoni group breeds primarily west of
the Rocky Mountains west to the Pacific and southward into
southern Baja California and to Morelos, Oaxaca, and northern
Puebla, Mexico (AOU 1998; Phillips 1991). The latest treatment
of the swainsoni and gilvus groups is by Gardali and Ballard
(2000), an important work often cited as the authority on Warbling Vireo, but that contains information that needs addressing
in the form of some minor corrections and clarifications in this
discussion on the subspecies and species status of Warbling
Vireo. Morphological differences are subtle (Dunn and Alderfer
2017).

SUBSPECIES
The study of subspecies is important because some subspecies
represent or will be found to represent biological species
(Winker et al. 2007). Examples include former subspecies of
scrub-jays, flycatchers, and vireos that are now elevated to the
level of species. No subspecies are recognized (e.g., AOU 1957)
in the gilvus group, but the swainsoni group north of Mexico is
represented by two (Phillips 1991) or three (Browning 1990)
subspecies. The more northern and western subspecies swainsoni
breeds from the western United States to southeastern Alaska
and British Columbia east to central Alberta; leucopolius breeds
in the Great Basin, including Oregon (Marshall et al. 2003);
and brewsteri breeds from Arizona north through the Rocky
Mountains (see Figure 1). The breeding range of brewsteri,
formerly confined to Mexico (e.g., Blake 1968), was extended
north to include Arizona and New Mexico (Phillips et al. 1964)
and still northward, including Utah, to the United States Rocky
Mountains (Browning 1990; Phillips 1991; Remsen et al. 1998)
where it occupies the former range of leucopolius (sensu AOU
1957). Although none of the northern subspecies are suspected
to represent cryptic species, some morphological characters of
leucopolius and brewsteri overlap characteristics in the gilvus
group (e.g., Browning 1974; Phillips 1991).
Gardali and Ballard (2000), who prematurely synonymized
leucopolius with swainsoni and stated they were following
subspecies treatment of Phillips (1991), overlooked statements
by Phillips (1991:214) concerning his provisional synonymy
of leucopolius in swainsoni. Phillips wrote “[I] have seen little
useful material” of leucopolius and remarked “Browning 1974
considers leucopolius a recognizable ‘large gray race’ (though
topotypes are smaller).” However, means of wing chord of
topotypes of leucopolius in Browning (1974) are greater than
89

those for swainsoni from western Oregon. Many authors
(e.g., Hayward et al. 1976; Browning in Marshall et al. 2003)
considered swainsoni and leucopolius distinct. Synonymizing
leucopolius with swainsoni produces a subspecies notably
variable in size and color, whereas recognizing leucopolius
and swainsoni as separate subspecies allows for two fewer
morphologically variable subspecies. The breeding range of the
interior birds, whether recognized as leucopolius or brewsteri, is
in contact or possible contact with gilvus on the east slope of the
Rocky Mountains.
The taxonomic status of southern subspecies in the swainsoni
group includes sympatrica, which Gardali and Ballard

(2000:4-5) questioned on unclear grounds and that, according
to Howell and Webb (1995), Warbling Vireos do not breed
in Puebla, Mexico. However, the species occurs during the
breeding season in northwestern Puebla (Melendez-Herrada
et al. 2003). Further, the specimen label of the holotype of
sympatrica reads “Ov: 6 X 2.5” (photographs, Keith Barker,
personal communication), which suggests breeding. In addition
to the holotype of sympatrica, a male and female specimen
(Minnesota Museum of Natural History) listed in Vertnet are
from the same locality as the holotype. Both were collected on
July 4, but lack data on gonads or brood patch. Several world
checklists (e.g., Clements, etc.) recognize sympatrica. Finally,
victoriae, from southern Baja California, was considered a

Figure 1. Breeding ranges of taxa and breeding abundance of Warbling Vireo north of Mexico. Adapted from

Sauer et al. (2017). Used with permission. Breeding Bird Survey counts, with darkest shades indicating more
than 100 birds and paler shades indicating progressively fewer birds. The solid line is the approximate boundary between Vireo swainsoni to the left of the line and V. gilvus to the right. Dashed lines indicate approximate
boundaries of subspecies of V. swainsoni. S = nominate swainsoni, L = leucopolius, B = brewsteri, and H =
Black Hills (west of H).
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separate species by Sibley (1996) and was provisionally
recognized as a subspecies in the swainsoni group by Phillips
(1991) and AOU (1998). Morphologically, victoriae does not fit
swainsoni or gilvus groups and could be another cryptic species.
Contact of the breeding ranges of gilvus and members of the
swainsoni group occur east of the Rocky Mountains (e.g., Floyd
2014), but the ranges of the two taxa are somewhat problematic.
For example, AOU (1957) assigned birds breeding far east of
the Rockies in the Black Hills of South Dakota and Wyoming
to swainsoni, but they did not identify the subspecies east of
the Rockies in eastern Wyoming. AOU (1998) gave the ranges
of the swainsoni group as “Breeds Rocky Mountain region
from sw. Montana” and gilvus breeds from “central Alberta
and n. Montana eastward.” Gardali and Ballard (2000) stated
they followed Phillips (1991) when reporting the southern
range of the subspecies swainsoni as in the Rockies in northern
Montana. However, Phillips (1991) curiously questioned that
locality and concluded brewsteri to breed in the Rockies from
southern Montana where he stated birds were variable. Refutable
suggestions by Gardali and Ballard (2000) of contact between
members of the swainsoni and gilvus groups in Montana are
discussed beyond.

MORPHOLOGY OF SUBSPECIES
Morphologically, swainsoni averages less than leucopolius
and brewsteri in wing chord (Browning 1974; Phillips 1991).
Gardali and Ballard (2000) reported tail lengths of males of
swainsoni and gilvus significantly longer than the lengths of
females. They also found tail length of both sexes significantly
greater in swainsoni than gilvus even though averages were
separated only by a couple of millimeters. Although reported as
a character for separating eastern and western subspecies groups
(Gardali and Ballard 2000:4), relative differences between the
two groups are not supported by measurement results from
others (e.g., Ridgway 1904; Phillips 1991; Pyle 1997a). Bill size
in subspecies in the swainsoni group is variable, with northern
populations having a small and thin, less “swollen,” bill than
victoriae and gilvus (e.g., Phillips 1991; Pyle 1997a).

SUMMARY OF SUBSPECIES IN THE
SWAINSONI GROUP
With a suite of morphological characters, subspecies in the
swainsoni group may be characterized (Browning 1990; Phillips
1991) as follows: swainsoni is more olivaceous above and darker
on the crown, and the bill is thin and darker than gilvus and
averages smaller than other subspecies; leucopolius is grayer,
less olivaceous above, with a paler crown and averages slightly
larger than swainsoni; brewsteri averages slightly larger and
dorsally darker than leucopolius and is darker on the crown than
swainsoni. The disjunct subspecies victoriae from southern Baja
California possesses characters almost intermediate between
subspecies in the swainsoni and gilvus groups . The subspecies
sympatrica was described by Phillips (1991) as browner on the
crown, with more contrast in coloration between the crown and
back than other subspecies.
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Despite lack of more detailed studies concerning subspecies, it
is clear that the swainsoni and gilvus groups differ in multiple
ways, and although most of these differences are well-known
to birders (see Dunn and Alderfer 2017), most taxonomic
treatments essentially follow the status quo by recognizing one
species.

ONE OR TWO SPECIES?
Morphological differences between the swainsoni and gilvus
groups are small, but other differences, including molt,
vocalizations, and behavior, are obvious. Unpublished studies
on reproductive isolation between the swainsoni and gilvus
in Alberta concluded the two taxa “possibly” represent two
species, and this conclusion was announced in 1985 and 1988
meetings of the Wilson Ornithological Society and the American
Ornithological Union (now American Ornithological Society).
Later, Phillip (1991:212) wrote “it is hoped the details will be
published soon.” Meanwhile, the AOU (1998:436) continued
to recognize one species but cited unpublished information
as “J. C. Barlow, pers. comm.” and remarked that Sibley and
Monroe (1990) and Phillips (1991) recognized two species. Jon
Barlow (in Sibley and Monroe 1990) had reported that the two
taxa differ in morphology and vocalizations where they meet
in Alberta, and Murray et al. (1994), comparing mitochondrial
DNA (mtDNA), reported a divergence between swainsoni and
gilvus of approximately 3%. Still later, Gardali and Ballard
(2000:3) remarked that more than one species “may” exist
within Vireo givlus (sensu AOU 1998), with differences between
the two taxa in “in morphology (especially overall size and
size of the bill), possibly voice (J. Barlow and B. McGillivray
unpubl.), genetics (Johnson et al. 1988, Murray et al. 1994), and
ecology (differing prebasic molt strategies described by Voelker
and Rohwer [1998]), subtle differences in breeding habitat
noted in Semenchuk [1992], and different wintering areas [no
reference].” Nonetheless, Gardali and Ballard (2000) stated more
study is needed and recognized only one species.
In 2010, Scott Lovell completed his doctoral thesis on Warbling
Vireos that included compelling results on vocalization,
morphology, and genetics. He recommended recognizing
two species. Two years later, Lovell revisited Barlow’s 1985
presentation, and, according to Lovell’s unpublished 2012
abstract “the two taxa of Warbling Vireo are distinct in all of
the characters examined [morphology, habitat, vocalization,
genetics]. The two taxa come into contact in a very narrow
(< 50 km) zone in Barrhead County, northwest of Edmonton,
Alberta.” The unpublished abstract further stated that few signs
of extensive hybridization were discovered and that “The distinct
differences are maintained in the contact zone, where individuals
of the two taxa were found occupying neighboring territories.”
Unfortunately, none of the comments and recommendations
cited by AOU (1998) concerning Barlow or subsequent similar
communications mentioned in an abstract on a presentation on
Warbling Vireos by Lovell can be construed as a publication. In
order that the AOU check-list committee considers a change in
taxonomy or nomenclature, any information for such a change
must first be published.
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Parts of Lovell’s dissertation was indirectly published through
citations of it by Floyd (2014), who mentioned Lovell finding the
two groups weakly differentiated morphologically, separated by
habitat, and not singing a song intermediate between swainsoni
and gilvus.

MORPHOLOGY OF THE TWO GROUPS
Gardali and Ballard (2000) considered birds in the swainsoni
group as thinner billed and 25% smaller than birds in the gilvus
group, but the authors ignore the fact that birds belonging to
brewsteri are larger than individuals of swainsoni and similar
in size to that of birds representing gilvus. Means between the
subspecies swainsoni and gilvus by Gardali and Ballard (2000)
were statistically significant for some measurements, but the
actual differences in means were extremely minor. Gardali and
Ballard (2000) stated the bill of gilvus averages wider than
that of swainsoni but did not provide measurements. Phillips
(1991:156) described the bill of members in the swainsoni
group as slender and in the gilvus group as broad and deep.
Quantifying actual shape, especially swollen vs. not swollen,
is elusive but perhaps not impossible (see methods in Grant
et al. 1985). In color, the bill of swainsoni is darker than in
gilvus (Ridgway 1904; Phillips 1991; Pyle 1997a). Gardali and
Ballard’s (2000) conclusion that birds in the swainsoni group
are smaller than those in the gilvus group is not supported by
wing and tail measurements by Pyle (1997a), who combined
measurements from the small subspecies swainsoni with
the larger subspecies brewsteri of the swainsoni group.
Measurements of both characters are virtually identical.
In plumage color and pattern, birds in the swainsoni group
compared to the gilvus group are darker gray on the crown
and more olive above and overall are generally less dull (e.g.,
Browning 1990; Phillips 1991). Somewhat heavy reliance on the
assessment of plumage coloration in vireos by cited investigators
was from subjective comparisons using the human eye, which
generally provides repeatable results and is practiced among
many taxonomists. Objective methods for obtaining plumage
coloration by electronic techniques allow quantification and take
into consideration birds can see ultraviolet, whereas humans
cannot (e.g., Bennett and Thery 2007). Results from objective
methods may differ from subjective methods, but conclusions
from subjective comparisons of coloration of Empidonax
traillii (Willow Flycatcher) by Unitt (1987) were similar to
results from objective measurements by (Paxton et al. 2010).
Lovell’s (2010) conclusions from objective methods concerning
coloration of Warbling Vireos are, at least superficially, similar
to those posited by Browning (1974, 1990) and Phillips (1991).
Both subjective and objective methods are acceptable, with
both having limitations (Galvan and Sanz 2010). Investigators
should keep in mind that birds discern color much better than do
humans and what birds see is what is important.
Wing formula, wing length, and position of each primary
feather relative to the other primaries have long been important
morphological characters for identifying birds (e.g., Empidonax
flycatchers). Different wing formulae might occur between
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alleged species, but wing formulae were found to differ
between eastern and western populations of E. traillii (Willow
Flycatcher) (Pyle 1997b). Although on the basis of genetics
and behavior, Red-eyed Vireo was split into North American V.
olivaceus (Red-eyed Vireo) and South American V. chivi (Chivi
Vireo) (Battey and Klicka 2017), the former conspecifics have
different wing formulae (Terrill et al. 2010). In a key, Phillips
separated swainsoni from gilvus groups partly by their wing
formula. Nonetheless, investigators (e.g., Remsen et al.1996)
separating swainsoni from gilvus accomplish identifications with
a suite of morphological characters.
Lovell (2010:142) found gilvus to be larger and with a brighter
(higher spectra reflectance value) crown than swainsoni and
concluded the differences “in this [his] study will allow both
banders and museum curators to determine reliably which
subspecies they have in their hands or cabinets.”

MOLT
Birds in the swainsoni group begin their prebasic molt on
the breeding grounds and continue molting during migration,
whereas gilvus completes prebasic molt on the breeding grounds
after breeding and before migrating south (Pyle et al. 2009;
Voelker and Rohwer 1998). Details on timing and patterns of
feather replacement are enumerated in Voelker and Rohwer
(1998).
Voelker and Rohwer (1998) concluded that the narrow hybrid
zone and molt schedule divide between gilvus and swainsoni
may cause strong selection against hybridization since hybrids
might molt twice or not at all. Differences in molt may promote
speciation (Rohwer and Irwin 2011). Several species and
subspecies pairs also exhibit molt schedules or orientation that
might cause strong selection against hybridization including
taxonomically noncontroversial species pairs (e.g., Pheucticus
ludovicianus and P. melanocephalus [Rose-breasted and Blackheaded Grosbeaks, respectively]) that exhibit molt differences
similar to that of the swainsoni and gilvus groups. Molt
migration is known or suspected to occur with many other taxa
(Tonra and Reudink 2018).

HABITAT
Habitat, as summarized by Gardali and Ballard (2000:5)
for gilvus, is “parklands in central Alberta and n. Montana
eastward” in aspen stands with mixed deciduous-coniferous
forests and aspen groves, mainly in boreal zones and Cypress
Hills. Breeding swainsoni are found in quaking aspen, Fremont
cottonwood, and willow in the northern Sierra Nevada,
California, where they nested regularly in lodgepole pine
habitat (Smith et al. 2004). In Oregon, birds (=leucopolius)
from Hart Mountain in the Great Basin nested predominantly
in aspen (Heltzel and Earnst 2006). West of the Cascade Range,
swainsoni breeds in deciduous woods, riparian, and residential
regions including deciduous stands or shrubs associated with
taller deciduous canopy species (Marshall et al. 2003). In the
northern Sierra Nevada, swainsoni regularly nest in coniferous
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forests (Smith et al. 2004; Purcell 2006). In the Black Hills,
Warbling Vireos (subspecies group not identified) breed mostly
in aspen, montane riparian, and ponderosa pine (Panjabi 2003).

VOCALIZATIONS
Gardali and Ballard (2000) summarized sources that concluded
the song of swainsoni differs from gilvus by having more breaks
and peaks and to be characteristically choppy. The authors
continued by stating that those comparisons were of birds from
near a region of contact in Alberta, but locations of birds the
authors represented by spectrograms of swainsoni and gilvus are
from deep within the respective ranges and not near the contact
zone. Floyd (2014) reported that gilvus from New Jersey sound
different from swainsoni (=leucopolius) from Nevada. Most
authorities recognized the existence of differences in typical
song between Western and Eastern Warbling Vireos and between
call notes of that species and its close relative, V. leucophrys
(Brown-capped Vireo) (e.g., Boesman 2016; Cicero and Johnson
2001). The ratio between the number of notes of Warbling Vireo
reaching 5,000 hertz in the first half of the song to the secondhalf is lower in eastern birds and higher in western Warbling
Vireos (Boesman 2016). Andrew Spencer of earbirding.com (in
Boesman 2016) stated “Most western songs tend to have more
high pitched notes, and these are placed more evenly throughout
the song, breaking up the rhythm. While the song of eastern
provides the impression of a series of low, caroling notes, the
song of western gives a jumbled and less structured feel, with
an overall higher pitch.” Compared to gilvus, Dunn and Alderfer
(2017) described the song of swainsoni as less musical, choppier,
and with higher frequencies and breaks at the beginning.
Spectrograms in Pieplow (2019) support his conclusions that the
song of swainsoni is less musical and “with more high squeaky
notes” than that of gilvus. Despite our perceived notions that
many species of vireos have similar vocalizations (e.g., Dunn
and Alderfer 2017; Stephenson 2019), many are good biological
species.

COWBIRD PARASITISM
Although nesting swainsoni accept introduced Molothrus ater
(Brown-headed Cowbird) eggs, nesting gilvus generally eject
introduced cowbird eggs from their nests (Sealy 1996; Sealy
et al. 2000; Ward and Smith 2000). Gardali and Ballard (2000)
considered the relationship of the two groups to cowbird eggs as
only “assumed” information. Part of their assumption was their
mistaken belief of co-occurrence of the two groups of vireo in
Montana (see beyond).
Differences between the reactions of the two groups of vireos
to cowbird parasitism are important taxonomically (e.g., Sealy
1996). Discussion of some of the considerable new information
on parasitism helps preclude earlier assumptions (Gardali and
Ballard 2000) and supports recognizing two species of Warbling
Vireo.
Gardali and Ballard (2000) and others wondered if the
differences in responses between swainsoni and gilvus to
cowbird eggs reflect the length of contact time of association of
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vireos and cowbirds or that the smaller western vireo was too
small to eject cowbird eggs. Many authors (cited in Sealy 1996)
considered the length of time exposed to cowbird parasitism a
driving force for a species to recognize their own eggs and to
eject cowbird eggs from the host nest. In the case of gilvus, birds
recognized cowbird eggs visually and tactilely (Underwood and
Sealy 2011) and female gilvus recognized their own eggs (Sealy
and Underwood 2012) thereby not ejecting their own eggs.
One hypothesized reason swainsoni does not eject cowbird
eggs (Peer and Sealy 2004) is that the bill of swainsoni may be
too small to eject introduced eggs, but the smaller billed Spiza
americana (Dickcissel) eject 100% of small cowbird eggs and
far fewer normal-sized cowbird eggs.
Ejecting eggs by some but not all species of birds likely evolved
over considerable time. For example, Bombycilla garrulus
(Bohemian Waxwing), a species breeding north of the range
of cowbird, ejected experimental cowbird eggs and probably
inherited ejection behavior from B. cedrorum (Cedar Waxwing)
ca. 2.8 to 3.0 million years ago (Peer et al. 2011). Kuehn et al.
(2014), studying Turdus migratorius (American Robin) and
Dumetella carolinensis (Gray Catbird), concluded the decline
in rejecting cowbird eggs is a reflection of genetic change.
Species ejecting cowbird eggs are often those that experience
parasitism greater than 80% (Rothstein 1975). However, many
species, including vireos, exceed that level of parasitism and
continue to accept (not remove) cowbird eggs (Sealy 1996 and
references within). Peer and Sealy (2004:580) wrote “Historic
contact with cowbirds may explain why hosts that have recently
come into contact [they include swainsoni in the category
of recent] with cowbirds accept parasitism, but it does not
account for acceptance by hosts with long histories of contact
with cowbirds.” Of course, that depends on actually knowing
the length of exposure, which as seen in the foregoing, large
mammals and cowbirds have a very long and widely distributed
geographic associations.
Fossil records dating back 500,000 years document American
bison, a historic associate of cowbirds, to range from Virginia to
California (Rothstein and Peer 2005). Fossil species of cowbirds
described at least from southern California, north-central Florida,
and Sonora, Mexico, may have disappeared around the time of
extinction of the mammalian megafauna (Oswarld and Steadman
2010). Brown-headed Cowbirds presently occur in Sonora where
Oswarld and Steadman (2010) found late Pleistocene records of
that species. More recently, North American Native Americans
sometimes set fires in eastern North America and later, the
progression of Anglo-induced deforestation and agriculture
helped increase habitat for bison and cowbirds reoccupying
the east in the breeding range of gilvus (see Rothstein and Peer
2005).
Insofar as the relationship of cowbirds with swainsoni, the length
of time for exposure of eastern populations (e.g., Montana,
Wyoming, Colorado) of swainsoni to cowbird parasitism is
likely considerably long (Oswarld and Steadman 2010). Both
bison and cowbirds occurred at moderate to high elevations,
even above timberline in Colorado, Wyoming, and Montana,
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before (=thousands of years) the widespread human extirpation
in the mid-1800s of bison (Chace and Cruz 1998). Cowbird
parasitism on swainsoni near Durango in southwestern Colorado
occurred at 2,316 meters, although parasitism was greater at
lower elevations (Ortega and Ortega 2003). Bison (and probably
cowbirds) occurred in eastern Oregon 7,000 plus years ago
(Van Vuren and Bray 1985). The range of cowbirds today
is more commonly associated with cattle, which in the west
began hundreds of years ago when bovines were introduced,
for example, in Arizona by 1700 (Haskett 1935) and in Oregon
by 1812 (Kingston 1923) where cowbirds and swainsoni occur
in all but the highest elevations (e.g., Marshall et al. 2003).
Regardless of duration of the host to cowbirds, Peer et al. (2011)
concluded many host species retain anti-parasite behavior even
in the absence of being parasitized for “a long time.” If that is so,
why has not the behavior of ejecting cowbird eggs manifested
in swainsoni? Based on a long list of birds in Soler (2014), the
distribution of North American species (eastern vs. western) is
not related to their success or lack thereof in resisting cowbird
parasitism. According to Peer et al. (2018), the cost of ejecting
cowbird eggs rather than lag time better explains ejection vs.
acceptance behavior of host species. It is complicated.
Peer et al. (2011) and Kuehn et al. (2014) concluded rejecting
or accepting cowbird eggs is genetically controlled. The long
history of both swainsoni and gilvus with cowbirds and the
difference in behaviors (ejection vs. acceptance) of two different
taxa further point toward recognizing more than one species
(Sealy et al. 2000). Members of the gilvus group are unique
among different species of vireos because they frequently reject
cowbird eggs, but birds in the swainsoni group and other species
of North American vireos accept cowbird eggs (e.g., Peer et al.
2013 and references therein).

DOUBLE BROODS
Double broods are reported for swainsoni from Montana
(Tewksbury et al. 1998), California (Gardali and Ballard 2000),
and Oregon (Marshall et al. 2003), but are not reported for
gilvus. It is reasonable to believe that double broods do not occur
in the more widely studied eastern birds (gilvus), for example, in
Ohio (Reale and Blair 2005).

GENETICS
On genetics, Gardali and Ballard (2000) summarized work
by Johnson et al. (1988) and Murray et al. (1994). Since then,
Cicero and Johnson (2001) use of mtDNA supported the close
affinities of V. gilvus and V. leucophrys but did not address the
issue of cryptic species within V. gilvus. Barcoding (Herbert et
al. 2004; Kerr et al. 2007) revealed deep divergence between
swainsoni and gilvus groups. Slager et al. (2014:102), using
one mitochondrial locus and three Z-linked nuclear loci in their
examination of Vireonidae, concluded “Our data support the
broad subdivision of the species into eastern V. g. gilvus and
western V. g. swainsoni groups (Fig. 1; average ND2 uncorrected
sequence divergence 2.6%).” Slager et al. (2014) noted that V.
solitarius, cassinii, and plumbeous average values are similar
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to the divergence of swainsoni and gilvus and that V. gilvus was
among several species of vireos that showed “relatively deep
phylogeographic structure” but that the authors refrained from
making taxonomic conclusions owing to the geographic gaps
in sampling. For example, the study (Slager et al. 2014) did not
include specimens from Baja California and Puebla, Mexico,
although specimens representing eastern gilvus and all northern
subspecies in the swainsoni were sampled.

BREEDING RANGES AND POSSIBLE
INTERBREEDING
Despite differences between the swainsoni and gilvus groups
morphologically, behaviorally and genetically, do these birds
interbreed, and if so, where and to what degree? Are the two
groups biologically separate? According to Gardali and Ballard
(2000), the breeding ranges of the two groups are broadly
connected. However, this is misleading as is shown in Figure
1. For example, the numbers of records of breeding birds are
numerous for regions from the Rocky Mountains and westward,
but are meager to none east of the Rockies in Montana (Marks et
al. 2016) and Colorado (Colorado Bird Atlas Partnership 2016).
A closer examination of possible zones of contact follows.
Alberta connection: Unpublished comments regarding the
taxonomic relationships between the swainsoni and gilvus
groups historically center in Alberta (AOU 1998, see above).
Lovell’s thesis (2010), some of which will eventually be
published (Lovell, personal communication, 2017) and
therefore not overly cited here, provides compelling data that
demonstrate limited interbreeding in Alberta. His conclusions
further support studies on molt (Voelker and Rohwer 1998),
vocalization (Boesman 2016), cowbird parasitism (several
authors), and genetics (e.g., Slager et al. 2014), thus reinforcing
already published information for considering the two groups of
Warbling Vireo as two biological species.
Montana connection: Maps in McKee et al. (2016) and from
Sauer et al (2017) show Warbling Vireos breeding in the Rocky
Mountains of western Montana and western Colorado, with no
to very few breeding birds in the eastern parts of those states.
Unpublished data for a breeding bird atlas (Montana Field
Guide 2019) indicated that most Warbling Vireos in Montana
breed from the Rocky Mountains westward, with wide breaks
in distribution east of the Rockies. Marks et al. (2016) did not
differentiate the ranges of swainsoni (or brewsteri) from gilvus
but hypothesized (Marks, personal communication, 2019) that
gilvus did not breed further west than 109 degrees west. One
eBird checklist by Tony Leukering included Eastern Warbling
Vireo, supported by confirmed voice recordings, near Cutbank
in Glacier County, Montana (eBird 2015). Detailed information
where the two groups of vireos might come in contact is weak.
Gardali and Ballard (2000:3) wrote that swainsoni and gilvus
“co-occur” in northwestern Montana and cite an ongoing study
by A.J. Banks. They may have been referring to Sealy et al.
(2000) or Banks and Martin (2001) when Banks was a member
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of the studies west of the Rocky Mountains in the Bitterroot
Valley where swainsoni was the expected taxon and as heard by
Browning (personal observation). Birds belonging to swainsoni
were sampled from Whitefish, Montana (Lovell 2010). Sealy
et al. (2000) reported cowbird eggs ejected from two of five
experimentally parasitized nests of Warbling Vireo in western
Montana could mean the frequency of ejection of cowbird eggs
is variable. It might also mean cowbird competition was in
play. For example, Trine (2000) suspected that cowbirds eggs
and their remains below an active Wood Thrush (Hylocichla
mustelina) nest were removed by a competing cowbird. The taxa
swainsoni might be among a small number of species of birds
that eject cowbird eggs less than 100% (Peer and Sealy 2004;
Sealy et al. 2000). It should be noted that Sealy (1996), Sealy
et al. (2000), and Banks and Martin (2001) referenced the same
five vireo nests studied in western Montana in 1996. On the
basis of findings from Bitterroot Valley (e.g., Banks and Martin
2001), there is no evidence that gilvus and swainsoni “co-occur”
in Montana (contra Gardali and Ballard 2000). Species-level
breeding ranges of swainsoni and gilvus are not well established
in Montana, but evidence does not support gilvus breeding
anywhere in western Montana (e.g., AOU 1998; Browning 1990;
Phillips 1991).
A second possible contact zone in Montana was mentioned
by Floyd (2014), who published that David Sibley (personal
communication to Floyd, 2014) conducted playback experiments
that suggested to him that Warbling Vireos east of the Rocky
Mountain Divide at the Front Range west of Great Falls,
Montana, “may be intermediate with regard to song type.” As
noted by Floyd (2014), Lovell (2010) did not detect intermediate
vocalizations in the contact region of Alberta. Sibley (personal
communication) wrote “The songs sounded mostly Westernlike, but the birds seemed to respond equally to playback of
eastern and western songs, and the differences were not always
clear, so I entertained the idea that was an area of mixing.”
Birds responding equally to playback of western and eastern
songs might suggest Eastern and Western Warbling Vireos are
conspecific (e.g., Freeman and Montgomery 2017 and references
therein), but playback results of western birds responding to
eastern songs could be interpreted as interspecific responses and
might vary from a weak reaction to a congeneric (James 1976)
or simply curiosity (Alstrom et al. 1997; Emlen 1971).
Based on eBird checklists, swainsoni occurs west of Great
Falls, Montana, whereas gilvus occurs much to the east (eBird
2019). Vireos in the two groups may come in limited contact in
Montana, but knowledge of interbreeding is unknown.

WYOMING, SOUTH DAKOTA, AND
NEBRASKA CONNECTIONS
In addition to records of vocalizations, the ranges of swainsoni
and gilvus in Wyoming (Faulkner 2010) are partially specimenbased. Subspecific identifications of most of the specimens
suggest gilvus breeds east of the Continental Divide and
swainsoni breeds west of the Rockies and in the Black Hills.
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However, the number of specimens from various museums
is small (n = 24), and some of the specimens are either
misidentified (Faulkner 2010), mislabeled, or misreported.
Voelker and Rowher (1998) plotted only swainsoni as occurring
in Wyoming but had few specimens from the eastern part of the
state.
The Black Hills, approximately 300 miles east of the Rocky
Mountain Divide, are shared by Wyoming and South Dakota.
Voelker and Rowher (1998) plotted a specimen identified as
swainsoni at the Black Hills of South Dakota, thus agreeing
with ranges in AOU (1957) and Phillips (1991). Birds breeding
elsewhere in South Dakota belong to gilvus (Drilling et al. 2016;
Tallman et al. 2002). Range maps (Pieplow 2019) indicate an
insular breeding population of swainsoni in the Black Hills,
which is surrounded by gilvus, including eastern Wyoming. The
Black Hills might not be the only disjunct montane population
of swainsoni. Taxonomist John Aldrich identified breeding
specimens (National Museum of Natural History) from several
localities in Wyoming east of the Rockies as gilvus and from
or near eastern mountain ranges in that state as leucopolius
(=swainsoni group). David Swanson, one of Tallman’s
coauthors, stated (personal communication, 2019) swainsoni
breeds in both high and lower elevations in the Black Hills
in South Dakota. An eBird checklist of nominate gilvus was
reported from near Sturgis and below the Black Hills in Mead
County, South Dakota, by Nick Block (2001). Birds identified as
brewsteri of the swainsoni group breed south of the Black Hills
in the western panhandle of Nebraska in Sioux County (Silcock
and Jorgensen 2018).

A COLORADO CONNECTION
Based on vocalizations, Floyd (2014) demonstrated that gilvus
in Colorado breeds further west than previously documented and
reported a sharp boundary of the breeding ranges of gilvus and
swainsoni in eastern Colorado. Leukering and Mlodinow (2017)
reported swainsoni and gilvus breed in a narrow band just east of
the Front Range. Sealy et al. (2000) reported swainsoni breeding
in two mountain localities in western Boulder County and Floyd
(2014) recorded songs agreeing with that of swainsoni in the
mountains of Boulder County near Boulder, Colorado, and Teller
County west of Colorado Springs. Floyd (2014) also recorded
songs agreeing with that of gilvus in five locations spanning
the lowlands east of the Front Range in Colorado. Recordings
(Xeno-canto 184977 and 184975) of a swainsoni male and a
gilvus male, respectively, document concurrent singing near Barr
Lake in Adams County, Colorado where birds were separated
by only 750 meters (Floyd, personal communication, 2019).
Leukering and Mlodinow (2017) reported swainsoni and gilvus
singing “nearly” side by side in most locations just east of the
Front Range. Information on possible interbreeding between
swainsoni and gilvus is lacking.

ASSORTATIVE MATING
Voelker and Rohwer (1998:150) suggested differing schedules in
molting (e.g., swainsoni and gilvus) should be a “strong” factor
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for selection against interbreeding. The authors posited hybrids
might molt twice or not at all. Based on sound spectrograms
of songs, Floyd (2014) identified eastern gilvus breeding in
eastern Boulder County, Colorado, and swainsoni breeding in
the foothills to the west and suggest the region was a possible
contact zone. Floyd (2014) did not find interbreeding and
suggested a narrow zone of sympatry between swainsoni and
gilvus, the latter especially on the basis of (Floyd, personal
communication, 2019) of swainsoni and gilvus singing within
ear-shot. Suggestions (Gardali and Ballard 2000) of possible
contact of swainsoni and gilvus in northwestern Montana are
incorrect. The relationship of breeding vireos in Wyoming
and in the Black Hills is unclear. An insular population of
swainsoni in the Black Hills possibly surrounded by gilvus is
similar to a disjunct swainsoni in southeastern Alberta (Lovell
2010) certainly would be a unique situation should the two taxa
continue to be treated as conspecific. Birds in the gilvus group
are unique among vireos in their response to cowbird parasitism.
Based on published information, swainsoni and gilvus breed
assortatively.

TAXONOMIC CONCLUSIONS
Although Gardali and Ballard (2000) wrote that Warbling
Vireo might consist of more than one species, they followed
that status quo by recognizing one species. Their interpretation
about a sympatric occurrence of swainsoni and gilvus in
Montana was incorrect. More study is always needed as Gardali
and Ballard (2000) suggested, but they did not weigh the
good persuasive taxonomic evidence then extant. Despite the
anticipation of a coveted definitive work that might qualify as
a “critical study,” several authors (e.g., Mountjoy and Leger
2001; Rowher et al. 2005; Phillips 1990; Voelker and Rowher
1998), in fact, have split the Warbling Vireo into two separate
species. Additionally, this review provides a preponderance of
information not then available to Gardali and Ballard (2000)
that demonstrates western (swainsoni) and eastern (gilvus)
Warbling Vireos differ in many ways, including morphology,
molt schedule, vocalizations, response to cowbird parasitism,
migration, habitat, and genetics. The amount of interbreeding
between taxa carries appreciable influence when the AOU
check-list committee considers taxonomic rank and published
and unpublished evidence agree that the swainsoni and gilvus
groups engage in assortative mating. Continued research will
offer greater refinement in defining the taxonomic limits of these
vireos, but it is highly unlikely there will be any alteration to
the fact that there are two species of Warbling Vireo. The two
species are Vireo swainsoni (includes subspecies swainsoni,
leucopolius, brewsteri, victoriae, and sympatrica) and monotypic
Vireo gilvus. English names should be Western Warbling-Vireo
and Eastern Warbling-Vireo, respectively. These English names
are already in use (e.g., Phillips 1991). I hasten to add that
retaining the name “Warbling Vireo” for either one of the species
serves only to confuse efficient and logical communication and
contributes to debacles such as retaining the name Winter Wren.
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ANNE LLOYD CAPLES
1939–2019
by Anne’s family.
Contributed by Nikki Thomas.
Anne Lloyd Caples, 79, of Florence, passed away peacefully on
January 22, 2019.
Anne was born on December 16, 1939, in Norfolk, Virginia, to
Martin Hutchinson Caples and Alice Leigh Caples. The family
later moved to Princeton Junction, New Jersey, where Anne
graduated from Princeton High School in 1958. In 1961, she
received a Diploma in Nursing from Orange Memorial Hospital
School of Nursing. In 1964, she received a Bachelor of Science
in Nursing from the University of Virginia. In 1980, she received
a Master of Arts from Eastern Michigan University. In 1985, she
received a Post Masters Certificate for Nursing Administration
from Villanova University.
During her career, Anne held many positions in the medical
field: Staff Nurse, Head Nurse, Director of Staff Development,
Director of Nursing, Assistant Professor of Nursing, Director of
Nursing Education, Director of Healthcare Education, Director
of Teleconference Networks for Health Services, and President
of International Healthcare Inc.

Anne’s true passion in life was birding. She traveled the world
in search of any and all of her feathered friends. Always looking
to add to her life list, which was quite extensive and impressive.
She had an adventurous and can-do spirit that served her well in
her career, travels, and life in general.
Anne touched many lives. She embraced and accepted everyone
without hesitation. She loved sharing stories of her life experiences with anyone willing to listen. Her friends weren’t just
friends; they were her family, and there were many. She had the
kindest soul and easily gave the best hugs. She will be missed by
many.
Anne supported and volunteered for numerous organizations
throughout her life with some of the more recent being Cascades
Raptor Center, Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Florence Garden
Club, Habitat for Humanity, Institute for Applied Ecology, International Crane Foundation, Malheur Field Station, national and
local Audubon societies, The Nature Conservancy, Oregon Coast
Aquarium, Oregon Public Broadcasting, Oregon Shores Conservation Coalition, Shoreline Education for Awareness, Soroptimist International of Florence, and Umpqua Discovery Center.
Anne is survived by her brother, Martin Leigh Caples (Josephine); multiple cousins, including Sarah Leigh Kinberg, Sue
Minkel, and James Leigh Frazier; nieces Tuyet Demick (Rob)
and Annie Nyquist (Todd); and multiple grandnieces and grandnephews.
A celebration of life was held at the Presbyterian Church of the
Siuslaw on Saturday, March 2, 2019, in Florence, Oregon.
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BILL EVANS
“MR. BILL”
by Eric Clough

by Pamela Johnston

I would like to offer a farewell to Oregon Birders OnLine
(OBOL) and the Oregon birding community on behalf of a dear
friend of mine, Bill Evans (Mr. Bill). Mr. Bill started birding
with me back in 1995 or so. Once he got the hook in him it was
there for good. Sadly, Mr. Bill passed away in October 2018. I
know he had some friends he met through OBOL, pelagic trips,
and Christmas Bird Counts (CBCs). Bill would want his friends
and acquaintances to know he appreciated them.

I first started birding with Bill Evans when he asked me to help
him learn bird songs of the area. We hit it off and started birding
together in Multnomah and Clackamas Counties. He liked to
see new places, and we went to Steigerwald National Wildlife
Refuge in Washington as soon as it opened. He became confident
enough in his skills to start monitoring a Metro property on the
Clackamas River, where he encouraged me to join him. It was
the site of some Bank Swallow nests, which was very exciting.
He later took on a second Metro property, and when he and his
wife Nikki moved to Beavercreek, he had a Prescott bluebird
house at the new place.

He had a keen mind and very much enjoyed and learned from
all the OBOL postings. He particularly enjoyed the conflicts,
humor, and drama OBOL is host to on occasion, only in a fun
sort of way. He didn’t take things too seriously most of the time,
so OBOL was a great source of entertainment. He really appreciated all the expertise made available by so many outstanding
birders in Oregon.
Mr. Bill is gone in body from us but his spirit lives on. Don’t be
surprised if a Mr. Bill sighting is reported along with a headless
duck in Area 51 at this year’s Coos Bay CBC. Tim Rodenkirk
decodes Eric’s inside joke: Eric met Bill in their college days in
the 1980s. I knew Bill mostly from the Coos Bay CBC. Yes, the
Coos Bay CBC has an “Area 51,” which only Bill and Eric covered and which had some extraordinarily cosmic ornithological
rarities that remain top secret. Cheers Mr. Bill!
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Bill was a generous and thoughtful person, who seized opportunities to pursue his interest in birds while having fun with
friends, like on those Coos Bay CBCs. When I met him, he
worked for SkyWest at Portland International Airport, which
connected to his love of flight. He arranged for us to tour the
land surrounding the runways with an airport wildlife management specialist who told us about the airport’s distinguished
no-kill practices. It was a fascinating experience and I’m grateful
he invited me to join in.
He encouraged me to go on pelagic tours, and had a record for
perfect weather. My worst pelagic weather days were all before
I met him, and the best were with him. Mr. Bill, thanks for
everything.
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ELSIE KOLLIN ELTZROTH 1941–2019
“THE BLUEBIRD LADY”
by the Eltzroth family
Elsie Kollin Eltzroth, 95, died Friday February 1, 2019, in her
home surrounded by her children. She was the youngest of four
children of Rudolf and Valentina Kollin who emigrated from
Bohemia. Her father was a master plumber in Cleveland, Ohio,
and her mother was a homemaker. After graduating with honors
in 1941 from John Adams High School in Cleveland, she matriculated to Ohio University in Athens, Ohio.
Elsie met Merlin S. Eltzroth (Elzy) at Ohio University in November 1941, and they were married in June 1943 while Elzy
was in flight school at Bainbridge, Georgia. Shortly after they
were married, Army Air Corps Cadet Eltzroth earned his wings
and his second lieutenant bars and was sent overseas to fly
P-47s. He flew missions over Italy from the Island of Corsica during World War II. Elsie returned to Cleveland and held
several jobs, including cutting threads for 81-millimeter mortar
shells at LEMPCO, a munitions manufacturing facility, in 1944
during World War II. Their son was born in New York in 1945.
Elsie graduated from Ohio University (cum laude) in 1947; Elzy
graduated at the same time. Elzy rejoined the Army Air Corps
service, which then became the U.S. Air Force.
Elsie and Elzy travelled the northern hemisphere for the next 24
years while Elzy was transferred from location to location for
his next duty stations. One of the first locations they were sent
to was Germany where both became avid hunters. Elsie became
quite a marksman, earning numerous medals and trophies. The
couple’s first daughter was born in Munich, Germany, in 1949.
The family then moved to Portland, Oregon, in 1952 for 1 year
while Elzy started flying F-86s. In 1953, they were reassigned
to Nouasseur Air Base, near Casablanca, French Morocco. The
family remained there until 1956 when Elzy was reassigned to
Rhein Main Air Force base in Germany. Elsie continued honing
her hunting skills around Wiesbaden, Germany, where in August
1956, their second daughter was born.
In 1962, Elsie received a Secondary School Teachers Certificate at Central Missouri State College, Warrensburg, Missouri,
where she was inducted into the Kappa Delta Pi education honor
society.
In 1963, while living in Alexandria, Virginia, Elsie first put up
bird feeders in her yard. Wanting to learn more about the birds
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she saw, she bought a bird book written by noted ornithologist
Roger Tory Peterson. This was the start of her life’s work with
birding activities.
After Elzy retired from the U.S. Air Force in 1971, he and Elsie
moved to Corvallis, Oregon. Soon the couple became founding
members of the Audubon Society of Corvallis and the Oregon
Field Ornithologists, later renamed the Oregon Birding Association. She and Elzy both obtained rehabilitation permits and
worked with more than 100 species of orphaned and/or injured
birds from hummingbirds to ospreys.
In 1976, Elsie initiated the Audubon Society of Corvallis Bluebird Trail in the Willamette Valley as a bicentennial project.
She became a Master Bander in 1981 and learned how to use
colored and numbered bands for unique identification from a
distance. Elsie banded nestlings and rehabilitated any bluebirds
in need. She documented every observation, including intra- and
inter-species interactions, habitat and weather changes, breeding
and social behavior, patterns of geographical movement, and
causes of morbidity and mortality.
Elsie became known locally as “The Bluebird Lady.” She used
her knowledge for public education, interfacing with countless
organizations, conservation groups, school classes, scouts, and
garden clubs, inspiring others to protect the Western Bluebird
and other cavity nesters. She recruited hundreds of volunteer
monitors to watch for avian activity at or near their nest boxes
and report back to her with their results. She said that she owed
a debt of gratitude to those who participated, since she couldn’t
have done it without them. For more than 35 years, Elsie was
tireless in her efforts to boost the population of Western Bluebirds. Only six nesting pairs were identified when Elsie started
the Bluebird Trail in 1976. By the year 2000, 225 nest boxes
were monitored, and 559 bluebird chicks fledged. Helping to
bring back the Western Bluebird became her mission and passion
for the remainder of her life.
Between the late 1980s and 2000, the data and details compiled
by Elsie became nationally recognized for their value to the
scientific community. Both singly and in collaboration with others, Elsie’s work was published in numerous journals, from The
Bluebird Society newsletter to peer-reviewed ornithological
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•

Thompson-Cowley, LL., D.H. Helfer, G.D. Schmidt,
and E.K. Eltzroth. 1979. Acanthocephalan parasitism in
the Western Bluebird (Sialia mexicana). Avian Diseases
23(3):768–771.

•

10 different articles from 1980 to 2000 on Sialia relating
to the Western Bluebird and other bluebirds. Journal of the
North American Bluebird Society.

•

Breeding information from the Audubon Society of Corvallis’s Bluebird Trail was used in Donald and Lillian Stokes’
1990 The Complete Birdhouse Book: The Easy Guide to
Attracting Nesting Birds and 1991 The Bluebird Book: The
Complete Guide to Attracting Bluebirds.

•

Elsie contribued to and was featured in Bluebirds Forever
by Connie Toops in 1994.

•

Input to The Birds of North America (The Western Bluebird
Monograph No. 510) in 2000.

•

Data for a species count in the Birds of Oregon – A General
Reference in 2003.

•

Five Shy of a Century, an Interview with Elsie Eltzroth by
James Billstine in Oregon Birds in 2018.

Elsie was a founding member and served on the board of the
North American Bluebird Society and was recognized with
numerous conservation and environmental awards, including the
following:
works. She also contributed to, or was featured in, various
books, articles, news, and television features.
Elsie authored, co-authored, or contributed to publications including the following:
•

•

Bildfell, R.J., E.K. Eltzroth, and J.G. Songer. 2001. Enteritis
as a cause of mortality in the western bluebird (Sialia mexicana). Avian Diseases 45(3):760–763.
Eltzroth, E.K. 1987. Population Study and Breeding Biology
of the Western Bluebird (Sialia mexicana). Portland, Oregon: Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife – Non-Game
Program.

•

The John and Nora Lane Award from the North American
Bluebird Society for “outstanding contribution in the field of
bluebird conservation” in 1987.

•

Recognition in 1993 by General Motors Chevy Truck Division for “contribution to the protection of the future of our
outdoor resources.”

•

The Oregon State Federation of Garden Clubs Conservation
Award (1994–1995) for her work with, and her leadership
of, the Audubon Society of Corvallis Bluebird Trail.

•

The Homer Campbell Environmental Award from the Audubon Society of Corvallis in 2009.
In 2009 Elsie was featured as “The Bluebird Lady” in Oregon Public Broadcasting’s television program Oregon Field
Guide.

•

Eltzroth, E.K., and S.R. Robinson. 1984. Violet-Green
Swallows help Western Bluebirds at the Nest; Journal of
Field Ornithology 55(2):259–261.

•

•

Guinan, J.A., P.A. Gowaty, and E.K. Eltzroth. 2008. Western
Bluebird (Sialia mexicana), version 2.0. In The Birds of
North America, edited by A.F. Poole. Ithaca, New York:
Cornell Lab of Ornithology. https://doi.org/10.2173/bna.510

She was most proud of the Homer Campbell Award and of being
featured on Oregon Public Broadcasting’s Oregon Field Guide.
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A memorial service for Elsie was held at McHenry Funeral
Home, Corvallis, Oregon, on Saturday, February 9, 2019.
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CARROLL DWAYNE LITTLEFIELD
1940–2019
by Ed Newbold
Wildlife Biologist, Sandhill Crane defender, and author Carroll
Dwayne (“CD”) Littlefield passed away unexpectedly on May
28, 2019, of a heart attack at his home in the Peloncillo Mountains of New Mexico. Although CD had receded from public life
over the past 17 years, his memory looms large over his former
haunts, especially the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge in
Oregon where he worked tirelessly and sometimes controversially to save breeding Sandhill Cranes. His book Birds of Malheur
National Wildlife Refuge is a long-time favorite with birders
there. His loss is also felt deeply in the New Mexico bootheel,
where he has done research and made a home since 2003 and is
very beloved.
CD was born on June 21, 1940, in Plainview, Texas, after which
his family moved to Happy, Texas. At 11 months, CD the toddler
was playing with a loose gas hose to a heater that exploded in
his face, an injury whose marks remained the rest of his life and
may have been a factor when an Oregonian newspaper reporter
described him many years later as “ruggedly handsome.”
CD went to Lazbuddie High School where his obligatory Texas
football career ended early: “I got beat to a pulp,” he says. Sandhill Cranes were a fixture in his youth also: “They came right
into the yard. There was no hunting season for them then and
they were pretty gentle.”

CD’s high school portrait from Lazbuddie High School,
Texas, supplied by his aunt Betty Smith. CD had longterm plans to go back to Muleshoe and live with his
twin sisters Betty and Shirley, who are 6 years senior,
at some point in the future, which sadly never arrived.
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After high school, CD found his way to Eastern New Mexico
University and then Texas Tech where he received his undergraduate degree. He matriculated at Colorado State in a Forestry
master’s program but within 6 months switched to Wildlife
Biology and Management, reflecting his ever-growing life-long
passion for birds, wildlife, and nature.
After receiving his master’s degree, CD embarked on a wildlife
biology career that took him to a list of places that reads like
a rollcall of the wild areas left on the continent. Summer and
temporary jobs took him to Pingerry Park Ranger station; Hutton
Lake National Wildlife Refuge outside Laramie, Wyoming; and
the North Platte River near Casper, just to name a few.
Next he was in Churchill, Manitoba, working on geese and
later in Dolphin, Manitoba. Later stints would take him to the
Aleutian Islands in Alaska and the Cosumnes River in California. CD had plenty of stories from the field. I once asked him if
he’d had any experience with jaegers, which are in truth the bird
the Seattle Seahawks are named for (not ospreys). His helicopter
pilot in Churchill, it turned out, had been terrified of them. “The
minute a Parasitic Jaeger saw the helicopter, it would lift off its
nest heading straight for us, preparing for mortal combat!”
CD’s academic life continued after Colorado, and as soon as he
was accepted into the University of Arizona’s doctoral program
in Wildlife Ecology, CD made a beeline for Malheur National
Wildlife Refuge in central Oregon and began his epic studies of
Sandhill Cranes. CD bounced between the University of Arizona
and Malheur for much of the 1970s, and these times may have
witnessed an emerging tug of war in CD’s head between the
office-centric demands of academia and his strong longing to
simply be out in the field observing and studying wildlife.
Speaking of that, it was at Arizona that CD became fast friends
with a group of young birders now sometimes regarded as the
best of their time—including Ken Kauffman and the late Ted
Parker, both names renowned in birding circles. The only problem with these kids, CD often complained in his good-humored
way, was that they were all so young he was the only one with a
driver’s license. There were long trips in a Ford Pinto packed to
the gills, looking for great birds in Mexico as far south as Chiapas. Those were the days. However, CD’s obituary almost had
to have been written back then, as he described driving all night
in a sleep-deprived coma trying to get back to class at University
of Arizona by Monday morning.
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Meanwhile, CD’s dissertation work quickly morphed into a
position with the Malheur Field Station, then headed by Denzel
Ferguson. He also contracted as a wildlife biologist with the
Refuge, during that time led by Joseph Mazzoni.
During his Malheur years (1979–2002 plus or minus), CD
pushed to save the breeding population of Sandhill Cranes there,
who were falling prey to various species of nest-predators and
generally argued for the refuge to live up to its name. He also
wrote scientific papers on Sandhill Cranes and other subjects and
was at one time the DJ at the Greasewood Room on Saturday
nights at the Malheur Field Station.
A photograph of CD appeared in the Oregonian in 1985 in an article by Carol Savonen. The article discussed the ecological implications of high water levels at Harney Lake. “CD was a major
resource for me,” Savonen wrote recently. The article helped to
nix a plan to build a canal to drain Harney Lake, which would
have had a multi-million dollar price tag. Water levels receded
the following year. Savonen had known CD well, having lived
for a time at Malheur and made many trips there throughout the
80s. “CD was an amazingly great man…so many memories,” he
wrote recently.
CD was revered by many, yet was also vilified by people on both
sides of the spectrum for the policies he recommended to save
the Sandhill Cranes and other wildlife. During the time Delia
and I knew CD (2003–2019), I always assumed he had a light
case of PTSD (not to minimize that word’s definition) and never
forced him to talk about the nuts and bolts of the various disputes, which led to a 60 Minutes episode that I remember seeing
long before I ever knew CD.
During the Malheur years, he also became the official guardian
of two kids whose family life had deteriorated. Rob has preceded
him in death but Gailyn stayed in contact with CD and helped
with finances and CD continued to love and care about them to
the end.

Around 2016, CD finalized all his transect studies. He stopped
walking long distances but remained a voracious reader and
book-buyer, almost to the point of crowding out his personal space in his house. He loved to feed the hummingbirds on
the Bioresearch Ranch as well as the deer, White-winged and
Mourning Doves, and other species. In the week before he died,
he saw a Yellow Warbler, a common bird generally but rare at
the ranch, which is at 5,600 feet in elevation, and a Varied Bunting, also rare at the ranch.
Although CD was essentially living the life of a hermit at this
point—perhaps oddly—he always truly loved people and valued
every interaction he had with those he encountered on the ranch
or on his occasional resupply trips to the nearby towns of Rodeo
or Animas. He enjoyed every chance to talk with all neighbors
including our late rancher-neighbor Bill Miller Junior who at
least once helped pull CD’s beat-up red Chevy pickup out of a
ditch.
Delia and I visited CD four times a year and talked with him
every third day. It is impossible to describe how much of a joy it
was to be around this man. He had the greatest sense of humor.
He was a great chef, having invented the Trapped Butter Sandwich (fold a piece of Wonder Bread over half a stick of butter).
He loved all of nature, and anytime we saw something that we
couldn’t identify (we only know birds, basically) he would tell
us was what it was and then bring us two or three books open
to the page. His breadth of knowledge was fantastic. He was
soft-hearted, particularly of young critters, and loved even the
Pogo Ants, which built a major anthill on the walkway into the
ranchhouse. Sure, the Pogos had bitten him once or twice (probably many more times), but he defended them from all attackers,
just like the jaegers that used to go after his helicopter.
CD Littlefield. God commanded the Critters to multiply. CD
made sure it happened.

The Malheur controversies may have caused CD to become
somewhat world-weary, and he retired from paid work at the
first opportunity in 2002 to return to Muleshoe, Texas, where he
continues to have two wonderful older sisters, Shirley and Betty.
Soon after that move, his longtime wildlife biologist friend Rod
Druyen alerted him of an opportunity to live on the Bioresearch
Ranch in the Peloncillo Mountains, New Mexico, established in
1971 by Bob and Katie Scholes. CD jumped at this opportunity,
and immediately set an ambitious goal of doing fifteen 10- and
12-year transect studies that involved walking 15,000 miles on
the ranch during that time frame. He had more than 20 encounters with Black Bears (“all friendly” he says), uncounted encounters with rattlesnakes (“always friendly in the bootheel!”), and
had guns drawn on him twice in the outback. The studies were
transcribed onto a computer by Will Moir, retired range biologist
for the Bureau of Land Management.
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Delia and CD at the site of CD’s driving mishap. Whenever you came into contact with CD, pretty soon you
were smiling, or more usually, laughing.
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April 17, 2019
16 Dunlin lined up on a log at Marshall Pond—rather nonstandard here. Two Rough-legged Hawks hanging around. Pair of
Bushtits apparently prospecting along the Center Patrol Road.
Orange-crowned Warbler at HQ. Desert sparrows not visible yet.
Cowbirds arriving, the joy increases.
April 19, 2019
Arrivals included Western Kingbird and two Red-naped Sapsuckers. A buildup of Yellow-headed Blackbirds continues,
about 225 males at HQ. Western Bluebird present, White-throated Sparrow continues. Ibis numbers are increasing. Egrets are
starting to arrive.
Department of Good News: Two Great Horned Owls at HQ
today; it isn’t clear if they are breeding here, nearby or not at all.
Alan Contreras at the front desk helping a customer.

MALHEUR SPRING:
NOTES FROM THE
GROUND SQUIRREL
GAZETTE
by Alan Contreras

I

had the pleasure of working for 2 months as a volunteer at
Malheur National Wildlife Refuge headquarters (HQ) from
mid-April to mid-June 2019. During that time, I met many
Oregon birders and a variety of other people. Highlights among
the birds were a couple of Tennessee Warblers, a Northern
Waterthrush, a couple of unseasonable White-throated Sparrows,
and a day-roosting Flammulated Owl.
The humans had highlights, too. Long-time Malheur aficionados
Steve Herman, Fred Ramsey, and Linda Neale stopped by, as
did Gary Ivey and many others from the Friends of Malheur.
I had the pleasure of dinner with Linda Neale at her family’s
refurbished ancestral house in the desert, as well as chowing
down in Burns with Joan Suther and Rick Vetter and trying the
Mennonites new smokehouse in Hines. Yum! Other noteworthy
human visitors included William L. Finley’s grandson and former Oregon Secretary of State, Phil Keisling, and Chris Thomas,
composer of the new Malheur Symphony.
Anyone interested in spending some time with others interested
in the natural world should consider volunteering at a refuge.
Some highlights from my daily update are provided below from
The Ground Squirrel Gazette.
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Department of Bad News: Mosquitos have already started appearing, locally in some numbers. Yeah.
April 27, 2019
Spring continues to push into Malheur with a first-of-year (FOY)
Bullock’s Oriole, along with a couple of additional Lazuli
Buntings. Rick Vetter reports Wilson’s Phalaropes and Horned
and Eared Grebes at the Burns Sewage Ponds. Today was my
third day of 50+ species from the deck during work, and another
half-dozen are on-site. Highlight was a Golden Eagle overheard;
they don’t overfly HQ often.
The most interesting tourist question in my 2 weeks here came
today: “Do you still have the box of sex toys that were sent to
the Bundy gang during the occupation?” A little voice in my
head offered several possible responses as my mouth opened:
1. Yes, but I haven’t tried them.
2. Yes and there is a fee to use them.
3. They are now in the museum.
4. Ask at the Nature Store; they are kept behind the counter.
5. The FBI uses them at the training academy.
May 3, 2019
Today’s FOY arrival was two Black-headed Grosbeaks. Other
highlights included eight Lewis’s Woodpeckers; more tanagers
and buntings; and multiple passes by Prairie Falcon, Cooper’s,
and Sharp-shinned. Late yesterday a Prairie Falcon snagged a
ground squirrel near my front door and carried it off.
The oddest sight of the day was a very large bat that emerged
about 2 p.m. and flew around over the pond for a while. At one
point a Tree Swallow tried to run it off but the bat was unimpressed and seemed larger than the swallow. Harney County
has many bat species; this is about the largest bat I have seen in
Oregon. A recently dead small brown bat was also found today.

106

May 9, 2019

May 12, 2019

Today’s highlight was a singing male Tennessee Warbler just
behind the HQ building. Pics are on eBird, which won’t accept
the video. No other changes to speak of. Actually a rather quiet
morning. At least one Hammond’s Flycatcher. Sharp-shinned
snagged a cowbird at one of the feeders.

Today’s highlight was a rather uncooperative Blue-gray Gnatcatcher hanging out in the southeast corner and on the sage hill.
This bird was probably heard by me a couple of days ago and by
Rick Vetter yesterday. Today it was heard and seen by Dwight
Porter and Rebecca Hartman.

Saw a picture taken of a Long-eared Owl roosting at HQ yesterday. I completely missed it.

Big numbers of tanagers and Warbling Vireos continue; Wilson’s
Warblers are increasing. No significant movement of flycatchers.
The young Great Horned Owls are more or less out of the nest
and branch-crawling in the area southwest of the deck, more
or less over the propane tank. Be careful walking around in the
stand of scruffo pine and juniper south of the main paved access
path from the parking area so as not to disturb the adults or
young.

This afternoon the Tennessee Warbler was cooperative east of
the deck. A Nashville Warbler, Orange-crowned Warbler, and
Warbling Vireo were in the same area just to confuse things.
Wind has come up a bit so I may not find much else today.
May 10, 2019
Today was a fairly quiet and very pleasant day here. The only
thing slightly unusual in the bird department was a female
Common Goldeneye that was on the pond for a while. Not the
slightest sign of the Tennessee Warbler. In the department of
interesting humans, former Oregon Secretary of State Phil Keisling and group are here to enjoy the birding.
We expect a very warm weekend. Not quite sure what to expect
of the wind—today there was just a gentle breeze all day.
May 11, 2019
Today featured a big infusion of Western Tanagers and Warbling
Vireos. Numbers of other birds seemed about the same as in
recent days. The dripper, moved to a spot along the wall north of
the deck, gets very heavy use in morning and afternoon when it
is shaded. The first female Black-chinned Hummingbirds have
joined the party.

May 13, 2019
We finally got a good movement of flycatchers including the
first pewees of the year. Still large numbers of tanagers around,
plenty of Wilson’s Warblers and Townsend’s. There were lots of
vireos today including a candidate Plumbeous and a remarkably
dull Cassin’s.Nothing special otherwise in the way of movement,
but my sense is that HQ has the heaviest count of warblers, vireos, flycatchers, and other small nibblers this season so far.
May 18, 2019
Today was sunny, dry, and briefly warm after a cool morning.
During the brief warmth, a pair of gopher snakes mated by the
HQ wall. A porcupine spent the day in the fir tree in the northwest corner.
In bird news, most of the vireos and yellow-rumps went out
last night. As far as I could tell the only arrivals were a female
Cassin’s Finch and a single Pine Siskin; the latter was first-ofseason. Not exactly an arrival but quite rare at HQ, a crow flew
by the pond this afternoon.
Mosquitoes are low, suppressed by weather, but this afternoon
there was a remarkable hatch/arrival of what I can only call the
Offensive Face Fly.
May 19, 2019
Many observers chose to bird discreetly from their cars today.
Can’t blame them. 45 degrees and blowing rain all day; not
much fun. Three inches of snow around Diamond and a wintry
mix this morning at Page Springs. Birds are stressed.
Mosquitoes: Are you kidding? Not a mozzie in sight. They
are all waiting until the weather starts lifting on Thursday and
Friday.

Alan Contreras slicing oranges for the orioles.
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May 26, 2019 Memorial Day Weekend Sunday Edition
A big day for interesting birds today. Trask Colby found a roosting Flammulated Owl high in a cottonwood at HQ this morning.
Later in the day he found an Eastern Phoebe at the pond as you
enter Page Springs, so he is a leading candidate for winning the
Cheese Straightener for accomplishments in birding today. The
other leading candidates are Isaac Denzer and the Corvallis crew
for their photo-documented Broad-winged Hawk at Fields Oasis.
Also at Fields this afternoon, Dave Irons found a female
Rose-breasted Grosbeak coming to a seed pile at the north end of
town, and a Least Flycatcher. A possible Least Flycatcher at HQ
eluded definitive photos. Barry McKenzie found a Black-andwhite Warbler at Page Springs near the start of the wilderness
trail. There was no report of the Tennessee or Black-and-white
at HQ, which had good coverage all day and good weather until
3:30 p.m.

Last night a Common Poorwill spent 20 minutes under my window, the first here at HQ all season.
Mosquitoes about a 2 at Fields, 3 in the Alvord, 4 at Frenchglen,
and 5 at HQ. That is, follow the water.
June 6, 2019
HQ was very slow this morning but there was a certain amount
of inflow during the day, including a White-throated Sparrow,
Olive-sided Flycatcher, a couple of siskins, and maybe an extra
Townsend’s Warbler. These were all found by Dwight Porter and
Anne and Dan Heyerly.
A lightweight front dragged through here today with a few
chunks of rain. It should move out by 8 p.m. or so, which should
allow some overnight inflow of birds.

Mosquitos are alive but not heavy.

Mosquitos are still fairly modest at HQ. They are ready for you,
but not in flocks of a hundred.

May 28, 2019

Final Edition: June 9, 2019

A fairly quiet day at HQ with a breezy morning. Some warblers
and flycatchers arrived. Daniel Farrar, Vjera Thompson, and I
went to Fields, which had a significant number of migrants in
the oasis and some in town. Lots of buntings, some tanagers,
warblers, and flycatchers.

Today was a lovely and quiet day at HQ. A straggle of flycatchers, buntings, tanagers, etc. graced the trees. A Great Horned
Owl dismembered a ground squirrel to entertain the tourists. A
least chipmunk ran onto my shoe, so I gave it some seeds.

A Canyon Wren has been enlivening Frenchglen. Today it was
infesting the outdoor woodboxes at the Fox/Lambert home between the hotel and the store.
May 30, 2019
This morning HQ had a huge pile of Warbling Vireos—at least
30—and that’s just the ones that Vjera and I could count. Also a
movement of tanagers and buntings. Most flycatchers went out.
About half of the tanagers are males, which suggests that the
movement will continue for a while. The vireos were almost all
silent, which suggests that many were females, though WAVIs
don’t talk as much on migration as Cassin’s do. Small numbers
of other migrants are here.

Blue-winged Teal, Eastern Kingbirds, and Black Terns are increasing and seem to have arrived late.
A possible Least Flycatcher was at Benson Pond. Fields was
slow.
Your loyal editor returns to Eugene tomorrow. Any vagrants
found in the morning will be posted.

Mosquitoes: 5. They are now a factor to be dealt with formally.
Big swarms after dark especially.
June 4, 2019
Some action today included a Northern Waterthrush at Benson Pond walk-in by Logan Kahle and also by Logan a Least
Flycatcher singing at Roaring Springs. Fields was rather slow, as
was HQ. Still a trickle of buntings, tanagers, and vireos. HQ had
one scruff yellow-rump.
I did finally find a couple of Black-throated Sparrows in the
Alvord (photo right).
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Black-throated Sparrow, Alvord Desert.
Photo by Alan Contreras.
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