
WFO Northwestern California Trip Report (28 June – 6 July 2019) 

 

Leaders:  Jon Dunn, Rob Fowler, John Harris, and David Quady, and Special Guest 

Lucas Brug 

 

Participants: Barbara and Bob Brandriff, Teresa Connell, Herb Elliot, Gil Ewing, 

Karen Havlena, Lena Hayashi, Maureen Lahiff, Kathanne Lynch, Barbara Reber, 

Sandy Smith, Pamela Stones 

   

The group in Crescent City, July 3, 2019. Photo by Innocent Bystander 

 

Our trip began in Garberville CA (Humboldt County) with a meeting on Friday evening 

at the Best Western Humboldt House Inn, followed by a delicious group dinner at the 

nearby Cecil’s New Orleans Bistro, an unexpected Garberville gem!  After dinner, we 

visited the Edward Wagner Memorial bridge hoping to find nesting swifts, and were 

treated to views of both Vaux’s and White-throated Swifts, as well as a number of bats. 

The general plan of the trip was to spend the first two days exploring southern Humboldt 

County before heading northward toward Arcata and Crescent City. The southern part of 

Humboldt has oak woodland and chaparral species that are hard to find elsewhere in 

northwestern California.  



 

We began our first day of birding, Saturday, June 29, by heading east on Alderpoint 

Road, making a number of stops along the way. We encountered many of the 

southeastern Humboldt specialties that we had hoped to find including Ash-throated 

Flycatcher, Oak Titmouse, White-breasted Nuthatch (subspecies aculeata), Western 

Bluebird, and Lark Sparrow. A traditional spot for Rock Wren failed to yield that species 

but provided several opportunities to study Grasshopper Sparrows. Some were even able 

to hear these enthusiastic singers! 

 

                        

                     Grasshopper Sparrow. Photo by John Harris 

Where Alderpoint Road meets the Eel River, we hiked toward the Cain Trestle, a reliable 

site for the very local Rufous-crowned Sparrow. A deep washout was the endpoint of the 

hike for some of our group, but a few continued on to view these sparrows on the south 

side of the Trestle. Other birds of note in that area included Common Merganser, Spotted 

Sandpiper, Blue-gray Gnatcatcher and Yellow-breasted Chat. 

 



           

              Adult and juvenile Rufous-crowned Sparrows. Photo by Herb Elliot 

 

On Sunday the 30th, we headed toward the coast on the road to Shelter Cove. Along the 

way, we visited Horse Mountain Ridge in the King Range National Conservation Area. 

Here we hoped to find California Thrasher, a species of very limited local distribution in 

Humboldt County. We walked along a ridgetop trail through chaparral, with spectacular 

views of the ocean and coastline. We were successful at finding a singing California 

Thrasher, as well as other species including Purple Martin, Bewick’s Wren and Wrentit 

among others. We continued to Shelter Cove, where a seawatch yielded Pacific Loon, 

Brandt’s and Pelagic Cormorant, Heermann’s and Western Gull, and Common Murre. 

More Purple Martins were seen at this location, where they perched on boats in the 

marina. After a picnic lunch, we began to make our way inland from Shelter Cove. Our 

plans for the afternoon were shelved when a motorcyclist lost control at a curve and slid 

into Jon’s van. Remarkably, the motorcyclist was uninjured, and the only damage to the 

van was a destroyed tire. Nonetheless, the aftermath of the accident consumed the 

remainder of the afternoon, at the end of which we arrived in Arcata for the evening. 



                            

                                     California Thrasher. Photo by John Harris 

We spent the following day, Monday, July 1, birding in the vicinity of Arcata, visiting 

several of the many superb birding sites in this birder’s Mecca. We started the day at 

Arcata Marsh, where Rob described the history of the marsh’s restoration. 

Highlights there included Green Heron, Peregrine Falcon, and Black-capped Chickadee. 

An unexpected treat was meeting Stan “Doc” Harris and his son Michael. Stan retired as 

Professor Emeritus at Humboldt State University in 1992 after a 33-year career. His 

Northwestern California Birds is a critical reference for understanding status and 

distribution of birds in the region, and he also authored many other ornithological 

publications.  Later that day we visited several sites along the Mad River, where we were 

able to study Bank Swallows mixed in with other swallow species, as well as a number of 

riparian species. Our last stop of the day was the North Spit Jetty, where we saw 

Common, Pacific, and Red-throated Loon, Common Murre, Pigeon Guillemot, and 

shorebirds including Whimbrel, Marbled Godwit and Western Sandpiper. A Hairy 

Woodpecker seemed out of place at the cypress patch at the base of the spit. 



                      

From left to right: Stan Harris, Jon Dunn, Michael Harris, Gil Ewing. Photo by Teresa Connell. 

 

On July 2, we ventured up Titlow Hill Road to look for montane species. The day was 

very productive, and began auspiciously when we stopped at a rocky overlook. There 

Jon’s and Dave’s imitations of Northern Pygmy-Owl drew in a mixed flock that included 

Nashville, Yellow-rumped, and Black-throated Gray Warblers as well as Red-breasted 

Nuthatch, Mountain Chickadee, and Brown Creeper. A bit later Dave drew in a real 

Pygmy-Owl for all to hear and see! 

 

Mountain Chickadee and Nashville Warbler, photos by Gil Ewing 



                                     
        

 

 

Ph 
                                     Northern Pygmy-Owl. Photo by John Harris 

Clearcuts along the road were productive, yielding Green-tailed Towhee, numerous Fox 

Sparrows (thick-billed), Dusky Flycatcher, MacGillivray’s Warbler and Lazuli Bunting. 

Other highlights of the day included Chestnut-backed Chickadee carrying food, 

Hammond’s Flycatcher, and Pileated Warbler. Our day ended on Horse Mountain with a 

flat tire on John’s van, which we soon repaired in Arcata. After a brief stop on old Arcata 

Road for Hooded Oriole, we headed to Crescent City for the night.  

 

We spent Tuesday, July 2, our first day in Del Norte County, birding the Crescent City 

area, beginning with a stop to view Castle Rock. There we were able to see a few of the 

Tufted Puffins that nest on the rock, as well as Common Murres by the thousands, 

Brandt’s Cormorant, and Pigeon Guillemot. A flock of a dozen Pacific Loons gave good 

looks close to shore. We then headed to Point St. George, where we saw our first 

Marbled Murrelets and a Bald Eagle perched on intertidal rocks -- an unusual sight. From 

Point St. George, we headed to riparian habitat along the Smith River, accessed via 

Bailey Road. This stop was very productive, with many species typical of moist habitats, 

such as Pacific-slope Flycatcher, Pacific Wren, Swainson’s Thrush, and Yellow-breasted 

Chat. A locally uncommon Snowy Egret was a highlight. Warblers included Orange-

crowned, Black-throated Gray, and MacGillivray’s, as well as Common Yellowthroat. 

The Black-throated Gray was singing a Type B song, which is sung after a bird is mated. 

Other Smith River stops yielded Bank Swallow, Lazuli Bunting, and Purple Martin. Our 



last major stop of the day was the Alexandre Dairy, where we viewed shorebirds and 

waterfowl on the dairy’s ponds. We were able to closely approach shorebirds there and 

had excellent views of Least, Western, and Semipalmated Sandpipers, Short-billed 

Dowitcher, Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs, and Red-necked Phalarope. A half-dozen 

Blue-winged Teal were present. 

                       

       Semipalmated Sandpiper flanked by two Western Sandpipers. Photo by John Harris 

 

On July 4 we drove north on Highway 199 into Oregon before turning back into 

California on the Takilma Road. This area provides an opportunity to observe interior 

breeding species; a particular target was California Towhee. This species had been found 

to breed in the area but had not been seen in recent years. We continued up Forest Road 

4906, picking up many montane species along the way, including Olive-sided Flycatcher, 

Dusky Flycatcher, Mountain Chickadee, Townsend’s Solitaire, Nashville and Hermit 

Warblers.  



                        

                                      Red-breasted Nuthatch, photo by Gil Ewing 

On our return down the Crazy Peak road, we tried a side road, Forest Road 4904, 

intending to look for Ruffed Grouse. Encountering some promising habitat, we found two 

California Towhees, one of which was carrying food.  

                 
California Towhee carrying food. Photo by Jon Dunn 

On July 5, we spent the day birding the Gasquet-Orleans Road in search of montane 

species we might have missed the previous day in addition to other species. We were 

joined by Lucas Brug, who birds this area regularly. He led us to a location where we had 

House Wren, difficult in Del Norte County, and on to the trail to Doctor Rock, where he 



had located breeding Mountain Bluebirds. We were fortunate to see a female fly to a nest 

cavity in a snag.  

   

                            Female Mountain Bluebird. Photos by Rob Fowler 

 

On our way back down the road we stopped at a location to look for White-breasted 

Nuthatch and were delighted to see to see two individuals. At the end of the day we made 

a brief stop at the B Street Pier in Crescent City, where we located a continuing 

Harlequin Duck, and had an amazing sight of Red-throated, Pacific and Common Loons 

in one scope view! 

 

                             

                             White-breasted Nuthatch. Photo by John Harris 

Our final day, July 6, began auspiciously when Jon saw a Great-tailed Grackle in the 

harbor area while we ate breakfast at the Best Western in Crescent City. This bird is rare 

in the county; ours may have been the same individual chased by many area birders over 

the previous few days. Several photos were obtained.  



 

 

Photo by Rob Fowler 

We followed this with a morning of birding in the harbor at Crescent City. The harbor 

was a busy place, with many highlights. Two Rhinoceros Auklets floated on glassy water 

with a Pigeon Guillemot. Rob counted an amazing 135 Marbled Murrelets! From there 

we headed south, with stops at the Dolason parking area in Redwood National Park, oak 

groves on Bald Hills Road, and a final collective lunch stop at Lost Man Creek, after 

which the group separated on our respective journeys home.  

                       

               Two Rhinoceros Auklets and Pigeon Guillemot. Photo by John Harris 

 

Trip Resources 

 



Rob Fowler produced 54 Ebird checklists; a great resource with maps, descriptions, 

photos and audio files. Together they represent a detailed record of the birds seen on our 

trip, and the exact locations of our birding. Several participants and leaders have added 

photos to the checklists. 

A special note of thanks to Gil Ewing for sharing his photo gallery on Flickr: 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/bewellandthrive/albums/72157709604015561 

Thank you to all photographers who contributed to this report, and most importantly, our 

thanks to all for your continued support of the important programs of WFO! 

 

 

The Group at Castle Rock, Crescent City, July 3, 2019. Photo by Gil Ewing 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/bewellandthrive/albums/72157709604015561


Birds 

Blue-winged Teal Spatula discors 

Gadwall Mareca strepera 

American Wigeon Anas americana 

Mallard Anas platyrynchos  

Bufflehead Bucephala albeola 

Harlequin Duck Histrionicus histrionicus 

Surf Scoter Melanitta perspicillata 

Common Merganser Mergus merganser 

California Quail Callipepla californica 

Sooty Grouse Dendragapus fuliginosus 

Wild Turkey Meleagris gallopavo 

Pied-billed Grebe Podilymbus podiceps 

Clark’s Grebe Aechmophorus clarkii 

Rock Dove Columba livia 

Band-tailed Pigeon Patagioenas fasciata 

Eurasian Collared-Dove Streptopelia decaocto 

Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura 

Vaux’s Swift Chaetura vauxi 

White-throated Swift Aeronautes saxatalis 

Anna’s Hummingbird Calypte anna 

Rufous Hummingbird Selasphorus rufus 

Allen’s Hummingbird Selasphorus sasin 

Black Oystercatcher Haematopus bachmani 

Semipalmated Plover Charadrius semipalmatus 

Killdeer Charadrius vociferus 

Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus 

Marbled Godwit Limosa fedoa 

Least Sandpiper Calidris minutilla 

Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla 

Western Sandpiper Calidris mauri 

Short-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus griseus 

Wilson’s Snipe Gallinago delicata 

Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularius 

Lesser Yellowlegs Tringa flavipes 

Greater Yellowlegs Tringa melanoleuca 

Red-necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus 

Common Murre Uria aalge  

Pigeon Guillemot Cepphus columba 

Marbled Murrelet Brachyramphus marmoratus 

Rhinoceros Auklet Cerorhinca monocerata 

Tufted Puffin Fratercula cirrhata 

Heermann’s Gull Larus heermanni 

Western Gull Larus occidentalis 

California Gull Larus californicus 

Glaucous-winged Gull Larus glaucescens 



Caspian Tern Hydroprogne caspia 

Red-throated Loon Gavia stellata 

Pacific Loon Gavia pacifica 

Common Loon Gavia immer 

Brandt’s Cormorant Phalacrocorax penicillatus 

Double-crested Cormorant Phalacrocorax auritus 

Pelagic Cormorant Phalacrocorax pelagicus 

Brown Pelican Pelecanus occidentalis 

Great Blue Heron Ardea herodius 

Great Egret Ardea alba 

Snowy Egret Egretta thula 

Green Heron Butorides virescens 

Black-crowned Night-Heron Nycticorax nycticorax 

Turkey Vulture Cathartes aura 

Osprey Pandion haliaetus 

White-tailed Kite Elanus leucurus 

Northern Harrier Circus hudsonius 

Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus 

Red-shouldered Hawk Buteo lineatus 

Red-tailed Hawk Buteo jamaicensis 

Northern Pygmy-Owl Glaucidium gnoma 

Belted Kingfisher Megaceryle alcyon 

Acorn Woodpecker Melanerpes formicivorus 

Red-breasted Sapsucker Sphyrapicus ruber 

Downy Woodpecker Dryobates pubescens 

Hairy Woodpecker Dryobates villosus 

Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus 

Pileated Woodpecker Dryocopus pileatus 

American Kestrel Falco sparverius 

Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus 

Ash-throated Flycatcher Myiarchus cinerascens 

Western Kingbird Tyrannus verticalis 

Olive-sided Flycatcher Contopus cooperi 

Western Wood-Pewee Contopus sordidulus 

Hammond’s Flycatcher Empidonax hammondii 

Dusky Flycatcher Empidonax oberholseri 

Pacific-slope Flycatcher Empidonax difficilis 

Black Phoebe Sayornis nigricans 

Hutton’s Vireo Vireo huttoni 

Cassin’s Vireo Vireo cassinii 

Warbling Vireo Vireo gilvus 

Steller’s Jay Cyanocitta stelleri 

California Scrub-Jay Aphelocoma californica 

American Crow Corvus brachyrhynchos 

Common Raven Corvus corax 

Purple Martin Progne subis 



Tree Swallow Tachycineta bicolor 

Violet-green Swallow Tachycineta thalassina 

Northern Rough-winged Swallow Stelgidopteryx serripennis 

Bank Swallow Riparia riparia 

Cliff Swallow Petrochelidon pyrrhonota 

Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica 

Black-capped Chickadee Poecile atricapillus 

Mountain Chickadee Poecile gambeli 

Chestnut-backed Chickadee Poecile rufescens 

Oak Titmouse Baeolophuus inornatus 

Bushtit Psaltriparus minimus 

Red-breasted Nuthatch Sitta canadensis 

White-breasted Nuthatch Sitta carolinensis aculeata 

Brown Creeper Certhia americana 

House Wren Troglodytes aedon 

Pacific Wren Troglodytes pacificus 

Marsh Wren Cistothorus palustris 

Bewick’s Wren Thryomanes bewickii 

Blue-gray Gnatcatcher Polioptila caerulea 

American Dipper Cinclus mexicanus 

Golden-crowned Kinglet Regulus satrapa 

Wrentit Chamaea fasciata 

Western Bluebird Sialia mexicana 

Mountain Bluebird Sialia currucoides 

Townsend’s Solitaire Myadestes townsendi 

Swainson’s Thrush Catharus ustulatus 

Hermit Thrush Catharus guttatus 

American Robin Turdus migratorius 

California Thrasher Toxostoma redivivum 

European Starling Sturnus vulagaris 

Cedar Waxwing Bombycilla cedrorum 

House Sparrow Passer domesticus 

House Finch Haemorhous mexicanus 

Purple Finch Haemorhous purpureus 

Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra 

Pine Siskin Spinus pinus 

Lesser Goldfinch Spinus psaltria 

American Goldfinch Spinus tristis 

Green-tailed Towhee Pipilo chlorurus 

Spotted Towhee Pipilo maculata 

Rufous-crowned Sparrow Aimophila ruficeps 

California Towhee Melozone crissalis 

Chipping Sparrow Spizella passerina 

Lark Sparrow Chondestes grammacus 

Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis 

Grasshopper Sparrow Ammodramus savannarum 



Fox Sparrow Passerella iliaca 

Song Sparrow Melospiza melodia 

White-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia leucophrys pugetensis 

Dark-eyed Junco Junco hyemalis 

Yellow-breasted Chat Icteria virens 

Western Meadowlark Sturnella neglecta 

Hooded Oriole Icterus cucullatus 

Bullock’s Oriole Icterus bullockii 

Red-winged Blackbird Agelaius phoeniceus 

Brown-headed Cowbird Molothrus ater 

Brewer’s Blackbird Euphagus cyanocephalus 

Great-tailed Grackle Quiscalus mexicanus 

Orange-crowned Warbler Oreothlypis celata 

Nashville Warbler Oreothlypis ruficapilla 

MacGillivray’s Warbler Geothlypis tolmiei 

Common Yellowthroat Geothlypis trichas 

Yellow Warbler Setophaga petechia 

Yellow-rumped Warbler Setophaga coronata 

Black-throated Gray Warbler Setophaga nigrescens 

Hermit Warbler Setophaga occidentalis 

Wilson’s Warbler Cardellina pusilla 

Western Tanager Piranga ludoviciana 

Black-headed Grosbeak Pheucticus melanocephalus 

Lazuli Bunting Passerina amoena 

 

 



 

TWENTY ORNITHOLOGICAL QUESTIONS:  

WHAT WE FOUND 

 

Bird song will be reduced during our trip at the end of June and early July compared to its 

peak a few weeks earlier, but young birds of many species will be fledging, and moving 

in family groups, so it will be much easier to confirm nesting. The twenty questions 

below are oriented partly toward confirming breeding for species where occurrences in 

Humboldt and/or Del Norte counties are few, or even lacking. We are also interested in 

documenting various more-southerly species that are largely absent from northwestern 

California.   

 

*What follows are the twenty ornithological questions we posed prior to our trip, 

and the answers that our observations provided. 

 

Cinnamon Teal and Blue-winged Teal 

Both species inhabit freshwater wetlands and ponds in coastal lowlands of both counties. 

Cinnamon Teal is an uncommon breeder in Humboldt County and a rare breeder in Del 

Norte County, while Blue-winged is a rare breeder in both counties. In appropriate 

habitat we will look for broods of ducklings of either species. 

 

*We found no ducklings of either species during our trip. We found six adult Blue-

winged Teal at the Alexandre Dairy in Del Norte County, but no Cinnamon Teal. 

 

Western Grebe and Clark’s Grebe  

The only known nesting location for both species is Lake Earl, just north of Crescent City 

in Del Norte County. Breeding success depends on water levels but we’ll check Lake 

Earl for signs of breeding and the relative ratios of these two closely related species 

(Clark’s is by far the less common species of the two), and also see if there are any mixed 

pairs, or potentially hybrid birds.   

 

*We lacked the time to visit Lake Earl. A striking adult Clark’s Grebe at the 

Crescent City harbor was the only Aechmophorus grebe we observed on the trip. 

 

Common Nighthawk 

This species nests in the northwest and north-central portions of Humboldt County as 

well as in Del Norte County, but populations here and elsewhere in North America have 

been in decline. We’ll monitor all our sightings or audible encounters. 

 

*We detected no Common Nighthawks during our trip. 

 

White-throated Swift 

We should encounter this species in southern Humboldt County, where it nests beneath 

the Edward G. Wagner Memorial Bridge on Highway 101, three miles south of Benbow. 



A pair summered and likely bred at the Highway 101 bridge that spans the Klamath River 

in southernmost Del Norte County. We’ll look for evidence of a return there, and also 

examine similar bridge settings for evidence of nesting. Willow Flycatchers have also 

nested near the Klamath River bridge. 

 

*We found White-throated Swifts below the Edward G. Wagner Memorial Bridge, 

but none at other locations. 

 

Tufted Puffin 

One of the highlights of this trip will be scanning Castle Rock, offshore Crescent City, 

Del Norte County to enjoy nesting Tufted Puffins, albeit from a distance. The breeding 

population of this California Bird Species of Special Concern (BSSC) has been gradually 

declining and we’ll carefully count those that we can see standing in the grass near their 

burrows.  

 

*Weather conditions were perfect when we visited Castle Rock, and we were able 

to enjoy three adult Tufted Puffins in good view outside their nest burrows. 

 

Flammulated Owl 

We have a chance for the insectivorous, migratory Flammulated Owl during our evening 

of owling in the mountains east of Arcata. The species has also summered in the interior 

of Del Norte County, but recent fires there have rendered some sites unacceptable for this 

species. Recently one bird was heard calling near the end of the G.O. Road, where we 

will bird during the day and owl in the evening, listening carefully for this enigmatic 

nocturnal ventriloquist. 

Spotted Owl 

The combination of too much logging and competition with invading Barred Owls, a 

species we will also look for, has led to severe population declines of the “Northern 

Spotted Owl” (state and federally Threatened subspecies caurina). We might encounter 

one in Humboldt County, but it is much scarcer now in Del Norte County.   

 

*We had only limited time to seek owls east of Arcata on July 1 or east of Crescent 

City on July 4. Unfortunately we heard or saw no owls either evening. 

 

Willow Flycatcher 

This species, state listed as Endangered, is a locally uncommon to rare breeder in 

northwestern California (subspecies brewsteri). We’ll look for it in clear cuts on Snow 

Camp Road, Humboldt County, and in Del Norte County along the Klamath River, as 

well as just to the north of Crescent City.  

 

*We detected no Willow Flycatchers during our trip. 

 

Horned Lark 

The species is a rare and local breeder (subspecies actia) in Humboldt County. Breeding 

has occurred in the Cape Mendocino Grasslands and on Bear River Ridge, places where 

we will be birding. Here it occurs in midslope prairies and in treeless corridors atop tall 



ridges, which generally trend southeast to northwest. The species is a rare migrant in Del 

Norte County with no breeding records. 

 

*We detected no Horned Larks during our trip, in part due to missing a visit to one 

site where we might have found them. 

 

Purple Martin 

We should encounter this breeding species in both counties. Of particular interest is that 

at Shelter Cove, on the Humboldt County coast, martins have nested in gourds, one of the 

few locations in California where this California BSSC has utilized man-made cavities. 

We will visit this location and hopefully confirm that gourds are still being used. 

 

*We encountered several Purple Martins, including some at Shelter Cove.  

 

Oak Titmouse 

The species is a rare resident in the southeastern corner of Humboldt County, but 

breeding was not confirmed until 24 June 1995, along Island Mountain Road. We will 

look for family groups on our day of birding along Alderpoint Road.   

 

*We detected only three titmice along Alderpoint Road and were unable to 

determine whether they represented a family group.  

 

White-breasted Nuthatch 

This species (subspecies aculeata) is a local resident in oak woodlands in the lower and 

middle elevations of interior Humboldt County. We should encounter it along Alderpoint 

Road in the summer-hot, oak-drenched southeastern corner of the county, where the 

species is most consistently encountered. In Del Norte County it is quite uncommon (or 

rare) and very local. We might encounter it in the Takilma area, on our drive up towards 

Crazy Peak, or on our hike to Doctor Rock, where nesting occurred in 2015.  

 

 *We detected two White-breasted Nuthatches along Alderpoint Road and a pair along 

the G-O Road, near the trailhead for our hike to Doctor Rock.  

 

Rock Wren 

In both counties this is a rare and local species, found where fractured surface rock offers 

conditions essential to its survival. In the southeastern corner of Humboldt County it is 

known year-round at “Rock Wren Rocks” on Alderpoint Road near the Dyerville Loop. 

A nest and young were seen there in May and June 1974, and the Humboldt County 

Breeding Bird Atlas (BBA) project confirmed breeding on 7 May 1995. We’ll look for a 

family group or a freshly plumaged juvenile. In Del Norte County we’ll look for it on our 

hike to Doctor Rock, during our day along the G.O. Road.   

 

*We detected no Rock Wrens during our trip. 

 

Mountain Bluebird 



This is a locally rare summer resident and breeder on northwestern California’s high 

inland mountain peaks. During the Humboldt County BBA period a family group of five 

birds was observed flying from Trinity County into Humboldt County at the Trinity 

Summit Guard Station on 17 August 1996. Fledged young near Salmon Mountain, at the 

“triple junction” of Humboldt, Siskiyou, and Trinity counties on 8 July 1989 similarly 

suggests nesting in or near Humboldt County, but in neither case was the exact nest 

location determined. It is unlikely that we’ll encounter the species in Humboldt County. 

In Del Norte County nesting was confirmed along the trail to Doctor Rock in 2012 and 

the following four years. 

 

*We got excellent looks at a female carrying food to a nest cavity along the trail to 

Doctor Rock, confirming that nesting continues at this location. 

 

California Thrasher  

This is a rare and very local breeder in chaparral habitat in southwestern Humboldt 

County. We will visit Horse Mountain Ridge north of Shelter Cove, currently the most 

reliable location for this rare breeder. And we’ll check appropriate habitat in nearby areas 

to see if can locate other thrashers. 

 

*We were pleased to find and to enjoy great, sustained looks at a male singing atop 

the first patch of chaparral along Horse Mountain Ridge trail, about a half-mile 

from where we parked. It was the only California Thrasher we found on the trip. 

 

Lawrence’s Goldfinch 

This species is a casual summer visitor and sporadic breeder in open, dry habitats, 

occurring primarily in the southern part of Humboldt County and only in some years. The 

presence of fiddleneck is an important component of their presence. If we are fortunate 

enough to locate any “Larry’s” we will look for evidence of breeding. Humboldt County 

has only two breeding records; Del Norte County has none.   

 

*We detected no Lawrence’s Goldfinches during our trip. 

 

Rufous-crowned Sparrow 

The presence in Humboldt County of this resident species was first revealed (and 

breeding was confirmed!) on 24 May 1998, when an adult carrying food popped up 

before a small party of Breeding Bird Atlas participants along the Northwestern Pacific 

Railroad tracks beside the Eel River, south of Alderpoint. Along two miles of track they 

detected nine adults, at least eight of them paired, including others carrying food. This 

location may represent the northwestern limit of this species’ range in Humboldt County. 

A report of two adults carrying food at the mouth of Cooksie Creek on 5 June 2018, in 

the King Range National Conservation Area, deserves follow-up work.  

 

*We found an adult and a juvenile Rufous-crowned Sparrow together, along the 

abandoned Northwestern Pacific Railroad tracks, but none elsewhere. On 24 June 

2019 other birders found two adult Rufous-crowned Sparrows calling, tail-chasing, 

and singing a short distance inland from the mouth of Cooksie Creek. 



 

California Towhee 

The species reaches the northwestern limit of its regular range in California in southern 

Humboldt County. It does breed in southern Oregon in the Medford region and a bit 

farther west, and has barely spilled over into extreme northeastern Del Norte County at 

one location. But it has not been seen there in recent years due perhaps to the maturation 

of the mixed brush-land habitat. We will drive through this region on our way to Crazy 

Peak, and will stop and investigate. Acorn Woodpeckers are numerous at this location 

and there is a chance for White-breasted Nuthatch.  

 

*On 4 July we found two adult California Towhees in Del Norte County (one of 

them carrying food), off Forest Service Road 4904 south of Takilma, Oregon. 

 

Vesper Sparrow 

In northwestern California, the “Oregon Vesper Sparrow” (subspecies affinis) was known 

in breeding season only from the vicinity of Lake Tolowa, north of Crescent City, Del 

Norte County. Overall, this California BSSC has declined throughout its rather limited 

range, and it has apparently been extirpated from northwestern California in recent years. 

The cause for its disappearance is not known, and the subspecies has been petitioned for 

Threatened or Endangered status in the U.S. portion of its range. We will spend some 

time around Lake Tolowa looking for it and also look for early fall migrant shorebirds 

there. 

 

*We did not have time to visit the Lake Tolowa area, and found no Vesper 

Sparrows elsewhere on our trip. 

 

Hooded Oriole 

This species has been expanding its range northward in California, its presence largely 

defined by the presence of palms. In northwestern California it breeds north to the 

Eureka/Arcata region in Humboldt County. We’ll look for it here, and perhaps even find 

one in Crescent City, particularly if we can find a palm tree! The species is very rare 

(mostly recent records) in Del Norte County where records mostly involve migrants and 

wintering birds. 

 

*Late afternoon Tuesday, 2 July we found a female Hooded Oriole near a palm tree 

in a residential area along Old Arcata Road. We found none in Del Norte County. 

 

 

 


