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Tour Summary 
 

This was one of the most successful Colorado Tours to date, an incredible 2,600-mile adventure that 

criss-crossed one of the most beautiful states. The tour was filled to the brim with rare birds, especially 

grouse and quail, of course, many mammals, 

nearly thirty species, and unforgettable scenery. 

We visited the prairies of Kansas, drove into the 

High Rockies, explored gorges and canyons, 

headed to the high Sagebrush steppe of western 

Colorado, and even included a short side 

excursion to the Colorado-Utah border to nab a 

few specialties. Overall, the tour was a complete 

success with all native grouse and quail species 

seen extremely well, some down to a few metres 

as they performed their distinctive booming and 

dances. The photographic opportunities were 

outstanding, and even the endangered and 

declining Gunnison Grouse was seen well this 

year. It was also the only tour in recent memory 

that found all possible winter finches, including 

the nomadic Evening Grosbeak, unpredictable 

Pine Grosbeak, Red Crossbill, Cassin's Finch, and of course the star attractions, all three species of rosy 

finches. Other Rocky Mountain specialties included American Three-toed and Lewis's Woodpeckers, 

Williamson's Sapsucker, the tricky Pinyon Jay, newly split Woodhouse's Scrub Jay, and more. The vast 

grasslands of the eastern plains offered a pair of difficult Mountain Plovers and the duo of longspurs 

with both McCown's and Chestnut-collared seen very well. On the Sagebrush steppe, we found the locally 

rare Sagebrush Sparrow, Sage Thrasher, and we located Juniper Titmouse and Prairie Falcon. Surprises 

included Grey Flycatcher and Brewer's Sparrow, both early arrivals. Overall, we recorded 143 bird 

species, quite a feat given that a storm system moved through the state, dumping large amounts of snow, 

making some areas tricky. Fortunately, we avoided the worst of the weather and were able to visit all the 

sites right on schedule. The headliners among the two dozen mammal species were American Badger 

and American Marten, but Moose, Bighorn 

Sheep, and three species of prairie dogs were 

also welcome. 

____________________________________    
 

The Tour in Detail  
 

We all met in the late afternoon in the Denver 

Airport, and after loading two vans, had 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. 

 

After an early breakfast, we reached the first birding destination of the tour right at dawn. Just west of 

Pueblo, we scanned the open grasslands on the edge of a neighborhood, with the grandiose Rocky 

Woodhouseôs Scrub Jay by Stephan Lorenz 

Curve-billed Thrasher by Stephan Lorenz 
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Mountains looming on the horizon. We quickly noted the first Say's Phoebes and Loggerhead Shrikes of 

the trip, both species duly observed in the scope. Soon thereafter, we heard our first "chicken" of the tour 

when a Scaled Quail called in the distance, and it took only a few moments before we spotted the first. 

We then wandered down the road a bit, and among the open yards found more Scaled Quails and 

confiding Curve-billed Thrashers. Another 

excellent find was a single Canyon Towhee, 

our only chance for the species, and it 

perched still on a shed in the frigid morning 

air. Among raptors, we noted the first 

Northern Harrier, Red-tailed Hawk, and 

American Kestrel, all three species would 

be common throughout the trip. We then 

headed east, towards Kansas, with several 

excellent birding stops along the way.  

 

Our next stop was at a reservoir east of 

Pueblo and, despite low water levels, we 

racked up more than forty species in just an 

hour's worth of birding. Here, we scoped several species of waterfowl, including Canada Goose, Blue-

winged Teal, Cinnamon Teal, Northern Shoveler, Gadwall, American Wigeon, Mallard, Northern Pintail, 

Green-winged Teal, Canvasback, Lesser Scaup, Bufflehead, Red-breasted Merganser, and hundreds of 

Ruddy Ducks. The main targets here were grebes, and we quickly found two close Clark's Grebes, 

numerous distant Western Grebes, and Black-necked Grebes as a bonus. The muddy margins of the lake 

held some shorebirds, with Black-necked Stilt, American Avocet, Killdeer, and Greater Yellowlegs all 

seen well. Gulls were also moving through and we could compare the small Bonaparte's Gull with the 

pink-hued Franklin's Gulls, along with a 

Ring-billed Gull thrown in for diversity. 

We then headed into drier shortgrass 

prairies and had the first vistas of the 

endless plains of eastern Colorado. We 

drove along remote dirt tracks near Blue 

Mesa Reservoir, where hundreds of Horned 

Larks and dozens of Western Meadowlarks 

were present. Distant American White 

Pelicans soaring above the horizon were an 

odd sight, but two bonus Vesper Sparrows 

were right outside the vehicles. We also 

tallied an incredible twelve Burrowing 

Owls, that yipped at us from their dirt 

mounds and burst into short flights. A dedicated search soon turned up a pair of Chihuahuan Ravens, that 

eventually showed very well in the scope, this is a rare species in Colorado and always a welcomed 

addition. A Golden Eagle perched in the distance was difficult to discern in the heat haze, and we would 

Lesser Prairie Chicken by Stephan Lorenz 

Greater Prairie Chicken by Stephan Lorenz 
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get better views later. It was then off to Kansas, we still had some distance to cover, but a superb Rough-

legged Buzzard along the way had us stopping quickly for excellent views. In Kansas, we had dinner at 

a locally famous eatery before getting some rest in preparation for an early start and our first lek visit the 

following day. 

 

It turned out to be an early but spectacular 

morning. As we were driving out to the 

location in the dark, an American Badger 

crossed the road in front of us, a superb 

sighting. We visited a private ranch and 

divided into three blinds, all enjoying the 

spectacle of Lesser Prairie Chickens booming 

and displaying. Some individuals came 

within five metres and we could truly study 

one of North America's rarest displays. This 

particular lek is especially interesting since it 

is a mixed species lek, and several Greater 

Prairie Chickens were also displaying nearby, allowing for a direct comparison between these two closely 

related and similar species. Two prairie chickens in one morning, wow, our tour was off to an excellent 

start. A single Ferruginous Hawk made a distant flyby, and another Burrowing Owl was seen before we 

left the ranch to head northwest, back into Colorado, but we certainly enjoyed our brief stint in Kansas. 

We detoured back west for a very special bird, and indeed our classic location produced again with a pair 

of Mountain Plovers in a ploughed field. After locating these cryptic birds, we were able to enjoy scope 

views for as long as we wanted. Then we scoured the flocks of longspurs, and everyone eventually 

enjoyed good on the ground views of McCown's Longspur, but the Chestnut-collared would have to wait 

until tomorrow. We then drove north to Wray through very scenic prairie, cut by deep canyons, and at 

the last moment, just before we reached the town, we picked up Wild Turkey. We met our local rancher 

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

 

The morning dawned cool and clear, and we 

drove to the lek site in high anticipation. 

Arriving at the spot, several Greater Prairie 

Chickens were already booming, and after we 

had parked, more and more flew in. This was 

one of the finest leks during the tour. We were 

literally surrounded by prairie chickens 

stomping their feet, prancing back and forth, 

engaging in duels, and chasing after females. 

In total, at least thirty-five birds were present. 

Eventually, we had to tear ourselves away 

since we were headed for the Rockies with 

White-tailed Ptarmigan by Stephan Lorenz 

Black Rosy Finch by Stephan Lorenz 
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several stops along the way. On the way out, 

we found a surprise flock of McCown's 

Longspurs, and after a dedicated search were 

able to flush a pair of Northern Bobwhites for 

everyone to see, keeping us on track for a 

clean chicken run. We also found the only 

Brown-headed Cowbird of the trip, and had 

good views of White-crowned Sparrows, 

while the introduced Common Pheasant was 

added. We returned to the hotel and packed 

up after breakfast. Driving back west, we 

reached our Chestnut-collared Longspur spot 

before noon, but some drilling development 

nearby had impacted the area and things 

didn't look promising. We persisted and, eventually, three distant birds 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 National Grasslands, and due to the remote location 

were only able to 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 closed, and we foraged for 

eatables, finding enough to get us through to dinner. We drove out onto the Pawnee Grasslands and found 

lots of activity, unfortunately not birds, but recreationists due to it being a weekend. Things weren't a 

complete miss though, since we kicked up the only Long-billed Curlew of the trip here. Turning west 

again, we were back on the road for the long haul to Silverthorne, and 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 reservation, and enjoyed another delicious 

dinner, celebrating a good number of chickens already under our belt. 

 

This morning, we set out to find the "best" and 

most difficult chicken of the tour, the White-

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 dawn, and 

at a lofty 12,000 feet, the air was thin and 

freezing. In addition, an icy wind was 

whipping up the western side 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 in the valley below.  

Mountain Chickadee by Stephan Lorenz 

Lewisôs Woodpecker by Stephan Lorenz 

https://www.rockjumperbirding.com/
https://www.rockjumperbirding.com/tours/destinations/usa-the-lower-48


Trip Report ï RBL USA ï Colorado 2019        6

 
 

 

 
 

Rockjumper Birding Tours                                                                         View more tours to the USA  

The usual frenzy of radio calls ensued while 

we tried to get everyone in position. The bird 

soon turned, was briefly joined by a second, 

and then the pair flew far down the valley out 

of sight, but luckily everyone managed a 

view. In the end, we didn't have to worry, 

since another pair (or the same?) was spotted 

huddled next to a spruce, and these birds 

allowed a very close approach. At one point 

they were walking right towards us, as we had 

gathered to take some photos. All smiles and 

high fives were collected at the vans, and then 

we then drove back down for a well-deserved 

hot breakfast. After packing up, we drove to a nearby neighborhood to stake out some feeders, and while 

some of the local residents were welcoming, others were not, but we made the most of it, finding nearly 

all of our targets. First up was something unfeathered, when we spotted an American Marten on one of 

the feeders, and the animal hung around for twenty minutes, even allowing scope views, a definite first 

for the tour. Then we turned our attention to rosy finches, and many Brown-capped were present, but 

diligent scanning eventually got us singles of Grey-crowned and Black Rosy Finches, both studied at 

length in the scope. Other good finds nearby included Grey and Steller's Jays, Black-capped and 

Mountain Chickadees, Pygmy Nuthatches, and two subspecies of Dark-eyed Juncos. With such great 

success, we packed up and continued south, leading right through the heart of the Rockies with never-

ending mountains and rugged canyons.  

 

The next stop was Buena Vista for birds and 

lunch. The birding couldn't have happened 

any smoother, and we enjoyed great views of 

all targets in about two hours. First, we found 

several woodpeckers with great views of 

Hairy, Northern Flicker, a bonus Red-naped 

Sapsucker and eventually, a responsive and 

showy Lewis's Woodpecker, truly one of the 

most unique species anywhere. A single 

Townsend's Solitaire nearby was another 

excellent find. Driving back north a bit, we 

found ourselves among extensive stands of 

pinyon pines and started the search for the 

nomadic Pinyon Jay. We wandered around, hearing the jays calling in the distance, but not getting much 

closer. Along the way, we picked up Mountain Bluebird, distant Prairie Falcon, locally uncommon 

American Bushtits, and a surprise Clark's Nutcracker that flew over. Soon though, we found two Pinyon 

Jays that came very close, calling from the tops of the pines and, after our initial sighting, we, of course, 

found the flock. In the end, the birds followed us around and we counted around fifty Pinyon Jays, a 

Pinyon Jay by Stephan Lorenz 

American Dipper by Stephan Lorenz 
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wonderful species with its intense blues under sunny skies. On our way to Gunnison, we found several 

raptors, including Golden Eagle, Northern Harrier, Bald Eagle, and Swainson's and Red-tailed Hawks. 

A roadside cliff also offered scope views of 

Bighorn Sheep. We stopped near Monarch 

Pass, and soon heard the distinctive 

drumming of an American Three-toed 

Woodpecker, the male flew in and gave 

excellent views in the sunshine as it hitched 

up a spruce right in front of us ï we were 

doing well indeed. A pair of Peregrine 

Falcons that circled right above the highway 

was the final distraction as we came out of the 

mountains onto the sagebrush flats of the 

Gunnison Basin. After checking in and a short 

break, we headed out on the town for a 

delicious Italian dinner.  

 

This is always one of the earliest mornings, and can also be one of the coldest. Fortunately, while still an 

early start, the temperatures were relatively mild, and we were rewarded well for our efforts. 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. As the first light 

rose, we could spot a few distant grouse and luckily the birds stuck around all morning, many offering 

distant but good views in the scope, with the distinctive head plumes of displaying males clearly visible. 

We even saw some birds scurry across an open field to the far left, where we could see them well. These 

had been some of the best views possible in recent years, and we all hoped that these rare and endangered 

birds may be on the upswing. A perched Cooper's Hawk was the only other bird of note seen from the 

blind. We drove back and defrosted with a warm breakfast before heading back out. We drove north 

towards the town of Crested Butte and the ski basin above it. Along the way, we stopped for American 

Dippers. We watched the antics of two pairs chasing each other around, feeding, and calling with one 

bird offering excellent photographic opportunities. 

The road towards Mt. Crested Butte is an excellent 

location for Red Foxes, and we scored again with 

an animal walking right next to the road. We found 

rosy finches before we even reached any feeders, 

revealing that the recent storms further north had 

pushed birds down the mountains. Brown-capped 

Rosy Finches were everywhere, 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 

held dozens of Brown-capped Rosy Finches, and 

several showy adult birds of the normally scarce 

Red Fox by Stephan Lorenz 

Dusky Grouse by Stephan Lorenz 
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Black Rosy Finch. A pair of Cassin's Finches were also welcome, but an Evening Grosbeak showed only 

briefly. During the drive down, we spotted the first Great Blue Heron standing in an ice-fringed 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 a 

reservoir nearby. The water levels were 

extremely low, and at the usual spot where 

both goldeneyes normally swam, green grass 

was growing! We did find a concentration of 

waterfowl, and had good scope studies of 

Gadwall, Mallard, Green-winged Teal, Ring-

necked Duck, Lesser Scaup, Bufflehead, 

Common Goldeneye, Common Merganser, 

and Ruddy Duck. Fast-flying White-throated 

Swifts were also admired, in addition to more 

powder blue Mountain Bluebirds. We then 

took a break before enjoying another great 

dinner at a local brewery. 

 

We enjoyed a more leisurely start today, with breakfast in the hotel, and then drove the hour or so to the 

Black Canyon of Gunnison National Park. After driving up to the south rim, we soon commenced our 

search for the chicken of the day, the sometimes-tricky Dusky Grouse. Deep snow cover blocked access 

to one of the prime spots, but as we split up to wander around the paths, one was located and offered 

great views. Such a quick success allowed us to look for a few additional targets, and we soon had a 

vocal pair of Slate-colored Fox Sparrows right next to us, while a calling Spotted Towhee was admired 

in the scope. In dense shrubbery, we came across feeding Evening Grosbeaks, and were finally able to 

admire the golden-yellow plumage at leisure. We drove further into the park, stopping at various points 

to take in the dramatic vistas of dark cliffs dropping precipitously to the rushing river below, one of the 

scenic highlights of the tour. We also added 

more birds, with White-throated Swifts 

coursing through the chasm, and Clark's 

Nutcrackers finally obliging by perching up 

for all to enjoy. A pair of Red-breasted 

Nuthatches were added, while more Cassin's 

Finches and Evening Grosbeaks were 

present. Soon the predicted snow was 

arriving, and while we tried to bird our way 

out of the mountains, strong snow flurries and 

cold winds put a stop to birding, and we 

headed to Montrose for lunch. We then nosed 

the vehicles north and drove towards Grand 

Junction as the storm system moved through, 

Slate-colored Fox Sparrow by Stephan Lorenz 

Franklinôs Gulls by Stephan Lorenz 
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