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Tour Summary

This was one of the most successful Colorado Tours to date, an incre@iblartle advature that
criss-crossedone of the most beautiful states. The tour was filled to the brim with rare blrds especially
grouse and quailof course, manynammals,
nearly thirty species, and unforgettable scene
We visited the prairies of Kansas, droveitiie |
High Rockies, explored gorges and canyo
headed to the higBagebrush steppe of weste
Colorado, and even included a short si
excursion to th ColoradeUtah border to nab af
few specialties. Overall, the tour was a comple ;
success with all natergrouse and quail specie

seen extremely well, some down to a few me \i
as they performed their distinctive booming a
dances. The photographic oppamities were ’\
outstanding and even the endangered arpes==2
declining Gunnison Grouse was seen well tf%s]
year. It was also the only tour in recent memo[%
that found all possible winter finchdagcluding — N
the nomadic Evening Grosbeak, unpredictab Woodhouseds Scrub Jay b

Pine GrosbeakRed Crossbill, Cassin's Finch, and of course the star attractions, all three species of rosy
finches.Other Rocky Mountain specialties included American Twee and Lewis's Woodpeckers,
Williamson's Sapsucker, the tricky Pinyon Jay, newly ¥fdibdhaise's Scrub Jayand more. The vast
grasslands of the eastern plains offered a pair of difficult Moandovers and the duo of longspurs
with both McCown's and Chestrcttllared seen very well. On the Sagebrush steppe, we found the locally
rare SagebrusBparrow, Sage Thrasher, and we located Juniper Titmouse and Prairie Falcon. Surprises
included Grey Flgatcher and Brewer's Sparrow, both early arrivals. Overall, we recorded 143 bird
species, quite a feat given that a storm system moved through thdwwstapéng large amounts of snow,
making some areas trickifortunatelywe avoided the worst of the wisat and were able to visit athe

sites right on schedule. The headliners among the two dozen mammal s@zeidsnerican Badger

and American Martenbut Moose, Bighorn
Sheepandthree species of prairie dogs were

also welcome.

The Tour in Detall

We all met in the late afternoon in the Denver
Airport, and after loading two vanpsad an
uneventful drive to Pueblo. Here we had
dinner, talked about the plans for the
following ten days, and then retired for the
night with high anticipation for the first
birding day.

Curve-billed Thrasher by Stephan Lorenz

After an early breakfast, we reached the first birding destinafidine tour right at dawn. Just west of
Pueblo, we scanned the open grasslands on the edge of a neighpuiitiodde grandiose Rocky
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Mountains l@ming on the horizon. We quickly noted the first Say's Phoebes and Loggerhead Shrikes of
the trip, both spees duly observed in the scope. Soon thereafter, we heard our first "chicken" of the tour
when a Scaled Qualil called in the distgrasedit took only a few moments before we spotted the first.

We then wandered down the road a bBitd among the open yarfisund more Scaled Quails and
confiding Curvebilled ThrashersAnother
excellent find was a single Canyon Towh
our only chance for # species, and it
perched still on a shed in the frigid morni
air. Among aptors, we noted the firs
Northern Harrier, Redailed Hawk, and
American Kestrke all three species woul
be common throughout the trip. We th
headed eastowards Kansaswith several
excellent birding stops along the way.

Our next stop was at a reservoir east
Pueblo and, despite low water levels,
racked up more than forty species in just :
hour's worth obirding. Here, we scoped several species of waterfowl, ingu@anada Goose, Blue
winged Teal, Cinnamon Teal, Northern Shoveler, Gadwall, American Wigeon, Mallard, Northern Pintail,
Greenwinged Teal, Canvasback, Lesser Scaup, BuffleheadpResdted Meganser, and hundreds of
Ruddy Ducks. The main targets hereravgrebesand we quickly found two close Clark's Grebes,
numerous distant Western Grebes, and Blamtked Grebes as a bonus. The muddy margins of the lake
held some shorebirdw/ith Black-necked Stilt, American Avocet, Killdeer, and Greater Yellowleds al
seen well. Gulls were also moving through and we could compare the small Bonaparte's Gull with the
h ‘ : | pink-hued Franklin's Gullsalong with a
e e Ring-billed Gull thrown in for diversity.
We then haded into drier shortgrass
prairies andhad the first vistas fothe
endless plains of eastern Colorado. We
drove along remote dirt tracks near Blue
Mesa Reservojwhere hundreds of Horned
Larks and dozens of Western Meadowlarks
were present. Distant Amedn White
Pelicans soaring above the horizon were an
odd sght, but two bonus Vesper Sparrows
were right outside the vehicles. We also
- . tallied an incredible twelve Burrowing
Greater Prairie Chicken by Stephan Lorenz Owls, that yipped at us from their dirt
mounds and burst into short flights. A dsded search soon turned up a pair of Chihuahuan Rakeahs
eventually showed very well in the scope, this is a rare species in Colorado and always a dvelcome
addition. A Golden Eagle perched in the distance was difficult to discern in the heatridaze would

Lesser Prairie Chicken by Stephan Lorenz
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get better views later. It was then off to Kanses still had some distance to cover, but a superb Rough
legged Buzzard along the way had us stoppimgkly for excellent views. In Kansas, we had dinner at
a locally famous eatery before gatfisome rest in preparation for an early start and ourdkstisit the
following day.

It turned out to be an early but spectacu
morning. As we were driving out to th
location in the darkan American Badge
crossed theroad in front of us, asuperb
sighting. We visited a private ranch a
divided into threeblinds, all enjoying the
spectacle okesser Prairie Chickermoming
and displaying. Some individuals ca
within five metres and weould truly study
one of North America's rarest displays. T
particular lek is especially interesting since
is a mbed species lekand severalGreater White-tailed Ptarmigan by Stephan Lorenz

Prairie Chickensvere also displaying nearby, allowing for a direct comparison between theseseiy cl
related and similar species. Two prairie chickens in one morning, wow, our tour was off to an excellent
start. A sngle Ferruginous Hawk made a distant flyagd another Burrowing Owl was seen before we

left the ranch to head northwebtick into Ctorado, but we certainly enjoyed our brief stint in Kansas.
We detoured back west for a very special ardl indeed outlassic location produced again with a pair

of Mountain Plovers in a plghed field. After locating these cryptic birds, we were dblenjoy scope

views for as long as we wanted. Then we scoured the flocks of longapdr&veryone eventually
enjoyed @od on the ground views of McCown's Longspur, but the Chestilaired would have to wait

until tomorrow. We then drove north to Wryough very scenic prairieut by deep canyonand at

the last moment, just before we reacttestown, we picked up Wd Turkey. We met our local rancher

to set up plans for the lek visit the following dand then enjoyed a delicious dinner in town.

The morning dawned cool and cleand we
drove to the lek site in high anticipation.
Arriving at the spot, several Gater Prairie
Chickens were already boomirand after we
had parkedmore and more flew in. Thisas
one of the finest leks during the toWe were
literally surrounded by prairiechickens
stomping their feet, prancing back and forth,
engaging in duels,na chasing after females.
In total, at least thirtfive birds were present.

- Eventually, we hado tear ourselves away
Black Rosy Finchby Stephan Lorenz since we were headed for the Rockies with
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several stops along the way. On the way
we found a surprise flock of McCown'
Longspursand after a dedicated search weg
able to flush a pairfNorthern Bobwhites for
everyone to see, keeping us on track fol
clean chicken run. We also found the orfg
Brown-headed Cowbird of the trjand had
good views of Whiteerowned Sparrows,
while theintroduced Common Pheasant w &l
added. We returned to thmtel and packed B
up after breakfast. Driving back west,
reached our Chestnuabllared Longspur spot
before noon, but some drilling developmel
nearby had impacted the area and thinys
didn't look pomising. We persisted andventually three distant lbds were spotted. After patiently
waiting, one male came very close, eventually perching right in front of us for unbeatable views, a very
attractive longspur. We then continued to Pawnee Nationas@radsand due to the remote location

were only abled find lunch in a small store set among a cluster of houses that one may call a town.
Fortunately, the owner was kind enough to open the store despite it being alusede foraged for
eatables, fiding enough to get us through to dinner. We drove dotthie Pawnee Grasslands and found

lots of activity, unfortunately not birds, but recreationists due to it being a weekend. Things weren't a
complete miss thouglsince we kicked up the only Lofiglled Curlew of the trip here. Turning west

again, we werback on the road for the long haul to Silverthoared our drive was only interrupted by

a roosting Great Horned Owl that was studied at length in the scope, a Swainson's Hawk, and another
Bald Eagle We reached Silverthorne just in time for our reseovatand enjoyed another delicious
dinner, celebrating a good number of chickens alreadigr our belt.

Mountain Chickadeeby Stephan Lorenz

This morning, we set out to find the "best" and
most difficult chicken of the tour, thé/hite-
tailed Ptarmigan During the early spring,
birds are still in their immaculate white winter
plumage and often hide among snow drifts.
We arrived at Loveland Pass just at daamd

at a lofty 12,000 feetthe air was thin and
freezing. In addition, an icy wd was
whipping up the westerrside of the pass.
After checking some regular haunts for these
cryptic birds, basically white on white, some
of us headed up the ridge to look further
afield. Soon, a single ptarmigan was spotted
running across the snow ine valley below.

Lewi sds Woodpecker by
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The usual frenzy of radio calls ensued wh
we tried to get everyone in position. The bi
soon turned, was briefly joined by a secor
and then the pair flew far down the valley o
of sight, but luckily everyone managed
view. In theend, we didn't have to worryp¥
since another pair (or the same?) was spof
huddled next to a sprucand these birds
allowed a very close approach. Ateopoint |
they were walking right towards s we had
gathered to take some photos. All smiles ‘
high fives wee collected at the vanand then = e s
we then drovénack down for avell-deserved Pinyon Jay by Stephan Lorenz
hot breakfast. After packing up, we drove to a nearby neighbdrioostake out some feedeasd while

some of the local residents were welcoming, others were utolydomade the most of it, finding nearly

all of our targets. First up was something unfeathesdegn we spotted an American Marten on one of
the feedersand the animal hung around for twenty minutes, even allowing scope views, a definite first
for the bur. Then we turned our attention to rosy fingleesd many Browstapped were present, but
diligent scanning eventually got us singles of Geeywned andlack Rosy Finchesboth studied at
length in the scope. Other good finds nearby included Grey altbrSt Jays, Blackapped and
Mountain ChickadeesPygmy Nuthatches, and two subspecies of gdd Juncos. With such great
success, we packed up and tommed south, leading right through the hezrthe Rockies with never
ending mountains and ruggeanyons.

-

The next stop was Buena Vista for birds and
lunch. The birding couldn't have happened
any smootherand we enjoyed great views of
all targets in about two hours. First, we found
several woodpeckers with great views of
Hairy, Northern Flicker, @onus Reé¢haped
Sapsucker and eventuallg responsive and
showyLewis's Woodpeckeitruly one of the
most ungue species anywhere. A single
Townsend's Solitaire nearby was another
excellent find. Driving back north a bit, we
found ourselves among extersigtands of
pinyon pines and started the search for the
nomadicPinyon JayWe wandered around, hearing thgsjaalling in the distance, but not getting much
closer. Along the waywe picked up Mountain Bluebird, distant Prairie Falcon, locally uncommon
American Bushtits, and a surprise Clark's Nutcracker thatdl@r Soon thoughwe found two Pinyon
Jays thatame very close, calling from the tops of the pines aftelr our initial sightingwe, of course,
found the flock. In the end, the birds folled/ us around and we counted around fifty Pinyon Jays, a

American Dipper by Stephan Lorenz
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wonderful species with its intense blues under sukigssOn our way to Gunnison, we found several
raptors, including Golden Eagle, Northern Harrier, Bald Eaagiel,Swalnsons and Rediled Hawks.

A roadside cliff also offered scope views ¢ .

Bighorn Sheep. We stopped near Mama |
Pass and soon heard the distinctiv
drumming of an American Threeed |
Woodpecker, the male flew in and gay
excellent views in the sunshine as it hitch{=
up a spruce ght in front of usi we were [Ei
doing well indeed.A pair of Peregrine
Falcons thaticcled right above the highwa
was the final distraction as we came out of t
mountains onto the sagebrush flats of t
Gunnison BasinAfter checking in and a sho
break we headed out ro the town for a [0 =
delicious Italian dinner. Red Fox by Stephan Lorenz

This is always one of the earliesbrnings andcan also be one of the coldest. Fortunately, while still an
early startthe temperatures were relativehyid, and we were rewarded well for cefiforts. We met the
local intern well before sunrise and then drove the thirty minutes to the blind set up for the Gunnison
Grouse, waiting patiently in the dark with the valley lying still and cold in front of us. Afrshdight

rose, we could spotfaw distant grouse and luckily the birds stuck around all morning, many offering
distant but good views in the scopsath the distinctive head plumes of displaying males clearly visible.
We even saw some birds scurryass an open field to the far leftherewe could see them well. These
had been some of the best views possible in recent, yaarsve all hoped that these rare and endangered
birds may be on the upswing. A perched Cooper's Hawk was the only other botkséen from the
blind. We droveback anddefrosted with a warm breakfast before heading back out. We drove north
towards the town of Crested Butte and the ski basin above it. Along thewaayopped foAmerican
D|ppers We watched the antics of tV\palrs chasing each other aroundgedimg, and calling with one
bird offering excellent photographic opportunities.
The road towards Mt. Crested Butte is an excellent
location forRed Foxesand we scored again with

an animal walking right next to the rodle found

rosy finches before we ew reached any feeders,
revealing that the recent storms further north had
pushed birds down the mountains. Breeapped
Rosy Finches wereeverywhere, and our
impromptu stop produced the only Red Crossbills
of the trip, while we also added the first Pine
Siskins. We eventually found feeders in town that

D held dozens of Browgapped Rosy Finchgand
Dusky Grouse by Stehan Lorenz several showy adult birds of the normally scarce
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Black Rosy Finch. A pair of Cassin's Finchergalso welcome, but an EvegitGrosbeak showed only
briefly. During the drive down, we spotted the first Great Blue Heron standing in -dniged stream

and had an excellent lunch at a local sandwich shop. Some elected to rest for the remainder of the
afternoon while others set out to check p
reservoir nearby. T water levels were
extremely low and at the usual spothere
both goldeneyes normally sm, green grass
was growing! We did find a concentration ¢f
waterfowl and had good scope studies pf
Gadwall, Mallard, Greemvinged Teal, Ring
necked Duck, Lesser Sga Bufflehead,
Common Goldeneye, Common Merganser,
and Ruddy Duck. Fadlying White-throated
Swifts were also admiredh additionto more
powder blue Mountai Bluebirds. We then

tc_)0k a break before enjoying another gre Slate-colored Fox Sparrowby Stephan Lorenz
dinner at a local brewery.

We enjoyed a more leisurely start todayth breakfast in the hotehnd then drove the hour or so to the
Black Canyon ofGumison National Park. After driving up to the south riie soon commenced our
search for the chicken of the day, gwmetimedricky Dusky GrouseDeep snow cover blocked access
to one of the prime spots, but as we split up to wander around the qaghgas located and offered
great views. Such a quick success allowed us to look for a few additional ,targktse soon had a
vocal mair of Slatecolored Fox Sparrowsght next to us, while aalling Spotted Towhee was admired
in the scope. In dense shhdry, we came across feeding Evening Grosheaid were finally able to
admire the goldeyellow plumage at leisure. We drove funtheto the park, stopping at various points
to take in the dramatic vistas of dark cliffs dropping precipitously to themysiver below, one of the
sceric highlights of the tour. We also added
more birds with White-throated Swifts
coursing through thechasm and Clark's
Nutcrackers finally obliging by perching up
for all to enjoy. A pair of Redbreasted
Nuthatches wreadded while more Cassin's
Finches and Evening Grosbeaks were
present. Soon the predicted snow was
arriving, and while we tried to birdur way

out of the mountains, strong snow flurries and
cold winds put a stop to birdingand we
headed to Montrose for lunch. We then nosed
the vehicles north and drove towards Grand
Frankl i no3tephaullorerg by Junction as the storm system moved through,
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