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Message to Newsletter readers: After this issue, my last, I’m passing the editor’s reigns to 

Judith Dunham. When covid-19 first began to turn our lives upside down, we were forced to 

abandon in-person conferences. In response to the pandemic the board decided that an 

expanded newsletter might help keep members energized, connected, and informed. As you’ve 

seen from the breadth and depth of newsletter articles and announcements, there’s a lot going 

on with WFO! We have many stories to tell and many excellent writers to tell those stories. 

WFO is a vibrant organization, filling a unique niche in the West. I’ve enjoyed assembling the 

newsletter over the past 18+ months and in the process, I’ve learned a tremendous amount 

about birds, people, and places. I thank the board and former newsletter editor Cat Waters, for 

their support and encouragement. Judith will do a great job; you can read a little about her 

further on in this issue.        - Chris Swarth 

 

Megafires, Bird Diversity, and Changing Concepts 

By Kristie Nelson, WFO Conservation Chair 

This summer has been yet another disastrous wildfire season for Western states. Fueled by unprecedented 

dryness and a legacy of fire suppression, fires are burning larger than at any previous time in modern history. 

People living in the forested intermountain west are being forced to adapt to fire in what appears to be a new hot, 

dry reality. As we struggle to acclimate our human communities and infrastructure to thrive in this warmer, drier 

climate, our thoughts may also turn to the bird communities. What might the effects of these megafires be on the 

landscape and avifauna in both the short- and long-term? How will megafires affect bird species composition, 

distribution, and density? Those who listened to researchers at WFO’s virtual conference learned that scientists are 

providing new insights into wildfires and their impacts on bird populations. 

Recently we’ve learned a tremendous amount about fire ecology and the benefits of fire on the landscape. Unlike 

the messaging only a few decades ago that preached that all wildfires were calamitous forces that “destroy” the 

forest, today we have a much more nuanced and deeper understanding. We now know that fire is, in fact, an 

irreplaceable driving force for creating biodiversity in Western forests. Fires set in motion ecological succession that 

lasts for multiple decades and that can benefit a wide range of species. Even high-severity fires create habitat 

conditions that many species respond to very positively, and pyro-diversity (a mix of high-, medium-, and low- 

severity burn patches) is a critical component to supporting the full array of avian diversity in Western forests.  

Forests and fires in the West: past and present  
To gain some perspective on how bird communities have responded to fire in the past and how they may respond to fire 

patterns today, let’s look at several highly informative studies published on this topic. But first, some historic perspective. Before 
European settlement, fire was much, much more frequent in the West than today. To call modern wildfire rates 
“unprecedented” may well be a very 21st century perspective. It’s estimated that during pre-European settlement 
over four million acres burned annually in California alone (e.g., Stephens et al. 2007).  This areal extent may have 
been much greater, perhaps reaching over 10 million acres in some years. That’s the equivalent of 4% - 12% (or 
6% - 16% if you exclude the southeast deserts) of California burning annually! Fire frequencies at that time varied 
greatly by region and habitat, but mixed coniferous and oak-dominated forests of the West averaged a fire every 6 

to 16 years (Van 
de Water and 
Stafford 2011). 
With such high 
fire frequencies, 
fuel loads would 
have been kept 
much lower than 
today. While 
some patches 
within a fire 
would burn hot, 
most areas would 
burn at 
medium/low 

Wildfires create long-lasting habitat successions that are essential to supporting 

biodiversity in Western forests. Photo by C.J. Adams, courtesy National Park Service. 
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severity, and some patches within the fire perimeter would not burn at all. This created extensive “pyro-diversity” 
across the landscape and gives us a perspective as to why wildlife communities often respond so positively to fire – 
they evolved with it.  
 

But today we’re in a hot mess, quite literally. Decades of fire suppression have altered forest structure and 

repressed the beneficial pyro-created habitat mosaics. Unburned forests of today have abundant “ladder fuels” – 

the low to mid-canopy vegetation that allow fires to climb up into the higher canopy, which results in more intense 

burning and greater tree mortality. This means fires burn much larger areas and with greater intensity compared 

with the historical patterns that birds evolved to live with. Dense, fire-suppressed forests have other downsides as 

well. Extra trees and plants consume more water than the historically thinner, open forests. This reduces soil 

moisture, making trees compete more for available water, which leads to an increase in drought-related tree 

mortality. Areas with frequent fires also tend to have increased streamflow and greater meadow, grassland, and 

shrub cover (e.g., Stephens et al. 2021). Not only that, dense forests can negatively affect the extent of the annual 

snowpack because snow that settles on vegetation evaporates more quickly and the large numbers of trunks can 

break up snowfields, further accelerating melting.  

Fire can create Important habitat for birds 

To understand how bird populations might respond to current fire patterns, we need to look at how bird populations 
respond to fire generally, and pay particularly close attention to the effects of high-severity fires. Many studies have 
shown the benefits of fire on bird communities. Tallie et al. (2018) measured bird response to fire severity and 
length of time post-fire. They found most species reacted significantly, and generally positively, in diverse and 
multifaceted ways to fire. Over 40% of the species they examined reached peak densities following high-severity 
fires, another 23% of species peaked following moderate severity burns, and 36% of species upheld maximum 
densities following low-severity fires. With regard to how bird populations changed over time in the post-fire 
landscape, it was clear that complex changes occurred. Species reacted differently to the combined influences of 
fire severity, patch size, and number of years post-fire owing to the unique habitat characteristics that occur 
throughout the post-fire period. No single post-fire period was 
necessarily better than another. Over half the species peaked 
within the first five years post-fire, and another quarter peaked 
more than 10 years after the fire. Tingley et al. (2016) had very 
similar results in their large-scale study in the Sierra Nevada. Bird 
species diversity had a significant and positive relationship with 
pyro-diversity, and they similarly found that species assemblages 
varied greatly and diversely with regard to fire severity and 
number of years after a fire. Studies like these illustrate the 
importance of burned areas and the dynamic nature of post-fire 
habitat succession, which is measurable for decades after a fire.  
 
Does this mean these big, high-severity fires will be good for 

birds? No, that would be a stretch. A common theme in studies 

examining high-severity fires is that pyro-diversity – or edge effect 

– is the main driver of species richness in these burned areas. 

Relatively small patches of moderate or high-severity burns offer 

proximity to less severely burned edges. These edges are 

consistently found to be the most valuable habitat for birds and 

other wildlife. UCLA’s Dr. Morgan Tingley’s keynote presentation 

for WFO’s recent conference centered on the most iconic fire-

loving species, the Black-backed Woodpecker. His research of 

radio-tagged birds showed that although adults favored burned 

over unburned sites, they hugged the edges of high-severity fires. 

Young birds also preferred edges, but tended to select less 

intensely burned sites. Campos et al. (2020) found similar results 

for Black-backed and other woodpecker species nesting in 

burned forests. All woodpecker species they studied liked high-

severity burn patches for nest placement, but they consistently 

chose nest sites that were within a kilometer of areas where there 

was lower tree mortality. Steele et al. (2021) examined 

An adult female Black-backed Woodpecker 

providing a juvenile (color-banded and 

radio-tagged) with a grub. Photograph by 

Morgan Tingley. 
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specifically how the size of a high-severity fire affects bird communities. They also found that species richness was 

very closely tied to the distance from the fires’ edge. A high severity patch that still offered proximity to a less 

scorched edge created ideal habitat conditions for most species and was the real driver in the richness indices for 

high-severity fires. Interiors of large high-severity burns had much less habitat value.  

Can we create fire-like disturbances and habitat-mosaic generation mechanically, without using managed fire, 

which seems so dangerous in today’s dry environment? Although mechanical thinning has clear benefits, it does 

not appear to match the benefits of fire. Roberts et al. (2021) compared the populations of 71 bird species to both 

fire and mechanical forest thinning. They found that moderate- to high-severity fires supported both the greatest 

bird species diversity and the highest abundancies for about half of the species examined. The most unique 

assemblages of species occurred 13 – 19 years after the fires burned, again showing the importance of post-fire 

successions. Only a small proportion of the species (between 8% and 16%) reached their highest densities in low-

severity burns, unburned, or mechanically thinned forests. Dr. Tingley also described investigations into Black-

backed Woodpecker habitat selection. Do beetle-killed forest patches provide good habitat for Black-backed 

Woodpeckers? There are ample dead trees in these beetle kills, similar to a burned site. His findings showed that 

beetle-killed patches were no match for fire-killed trees, which were clearly the woodpecker’s choice. Wood-boring 

beetles are attracted to fire and woodpeckers love the beetle grubs. 

The fact that wildfires can be a benefit to bird communities likely reflects the long history of fire in the West. Birds 

and other organisms have evolved to tolerate and even take advantage of the post-fire habitat. But that does not 

mean all species benefit from fire. At WFO’s recent virtual conference, Dr. Anu Kramer presented her research on 

fire intensity and the response by the California Spotted Owl. Spotted Owls clearly did not benefit from large, high-

severity fires. They abandoned territories within those sites after a severe fire and avoided them for foraging, 

although very small high severity fire patches were acceptable. Other sensitive animals that are associated with 

mature forests – the Northern Goshawk and the Pacific Fisher – also respond negatively to big high-severity fires. 

Not too surprising for species associated with mature, closed canopy forests. This shows the importance of 

heterogeneity in forest landscapes, and the unsurprising fact that some species are not well adapted to major forest 

fires. 

Bigger isn’t better 
The large, high-severity megafires the West has been experiencing are likely to change the local avifauna 

composition as well as the landscape. As large areas with few surviving trees recover from a high-severity fire, they 

become dominated by saplings, shrubs, and diverse herbaceous layers of vegetation. Steele et al. (2021) 

measured a shift towards shrub- and ground-nesting birds relative to tree dwellers following large high-severity 

fires. This may give us insight into what to expect in the decades following large fires. Very large, high-severity fires 

that kill most trees will likely shift the bird communities to favor ground- and shrub-loving species like Fox Sparrows 

and Lazuli Buntings. Hopefully we can begin to re-establish healthier forest structures as trees regenerate. Today, 

land managers and others are armed with an abundance of insightful and informative science about healthy forests, 

which is very different from the forest health concepts promoted just a few decades ago.  

Fire is a very important habitat component for Sierra Nevada birds. Even high-severity fire creates some of the 

greatest bird densities and species richness relative to unburned forest. Yet an ideal situation is to have relatively 

small patches of mixed intensity fire, unlike today’s massive hot fires. Heterogeneous fires that produce ample 

“pyro-diversity” of low- to high-severity patches will benefit forest bird communities and enhance species richness. 

These mixed severity fires maximize structural diversity, which allows many ground-, shrub-, and canopy-dwelling 

species to thrive. Today we understand that Smokey Bear wasn’t entirely correct – fires have a place in 

management and they do not necessarily “destroy” a forest, at least when they are of manageable size. It will take 

substantial time to regain a more proper forest structure balance, and we will do our best to adapt to this new 

normal and maintain forest and bird population health.   

For more information, check out the citations below and the excellent work from researchers who spoke on fire 

ecology at WFO’s 2021 conference. Dr. Morgan Tingley’s impressive and varied research is available at 

morgantingley.com. Dr. Anu Kramer has a number of very interesting papers on fire and wildlife, and on wildland-

urban interface issues and ladder fuels. These can be accessed by doing a Google Scholar search using her name.  
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Bird News from Western North America: Summer 2021 
By Paul E. Lehman 
 
Alaska: A total shocker was North America’s first Rufous-tailed Rock Thrush at Utqiagvik (Barrow) on 24-25 Jun. 
This species is not known east of northwest China and Transbaikal, other than as an accidental visitor to eastern 
China and Japan. A Common Swift was at Savoonga, St. Lawrence Is., on 31 Jul. A Red-footed Booby was in the 
Gulf of Alaska on 26 Jun, a Heermann’s Gull was in Ketchikan on 16 Jul, and a Lesser Black-backed Gull was in 
Sitka from 11-25 Aug. Especially unusual in southeast AK, an Oriental Greenfinch was on Prince of Wales Is. on 16 
Jun. A Turkey Vulture was at Noatak in late Jun. Early fall rarities at Gambell in late Aug included a juvenile Curlew 
Sandpiper and single Willow Warblers and Common (Siberian) Chiffchaffs. (Sulli Gibson) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Rufous-tailed Rock Thrush. Utqiagvik (Barrow), AK. 24-25 June 2021.  
Photos by Sulli Gibson 

Willow Warbler. Gambell, AK. 22 Aug 2021.  
Photo by Andy Kraynik 

Common (Siberian) Chiffchaff. Gambell, AK.  
29 Aug 2021. Photo by Greg Scyphers 
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British Columbia: On 12 Jul, two observers photographed an adult Tricolored Heron in Cowichan Bay on 
Vancouver Island, the 1st record for British Columbia. From 5-9 Jul, several observers got to see a Wood 
Sandpiper at Panama Flats in Victoria, the 3rd provincial record. An Oriental Turtle-Dove along the north coast at 
Prince Rupert on 15 Jul was BC’s 4th record. A Great-tailed Grackle was seen by many at Esquimalt Lagoon near 
Victoria from 4-19 Jul, the 7th record. A male Indigo Bunting was seen by many in Wardner from 4-30 Jul, while 
another male Indigo also delighted birders at Coquitlam from 21-30 Jul. Unprecedented numbers of summer Short-
tailed Shearwaters south of Hecate Strait (where large numbers may molt in June) were both inside and outside 
Vancouver Island, with the highest counts being a pure flock of 2000 birds near Sointula and 4000 off the north end 
of Vancouver Island. (Melissa Hafting) 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Wood Sandpiper. Victoria, BC. 5-9 Jul 2021.  
Photo by Mike Tabak 
 Oriental Turtle-Dove. Prince Rupert, BC. 15 Jul 2021. 

Photo by Ken Wright 

Indigo Bunting. Coquitlam, BC. Jul 2021.  
Photo by Melissa Hafting 

Short-tailed Albatross. off Tofino, BC. 29 Aug 2021. 
Photo by Melissa Hafting 
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Washington: Washington’s 2nd Purple Gallinule, an adult, was in Seattle on 22 Jul. And the state’s 2nd Eastern 
Wood-Pewee was on Marrastone Island, Jefferson Co., 1 Aug. An adult Sharp-tailed Sandpiper was in eastern WA 
near Potholes Reservoir 31 Jul-13 Aug. A total of 3 Short-tailed Albatrosses for the season was unprecedented. 
Short-tailed Shearwaters occurred in exceptional numbers for summer in Washington waters, with offshore totals of 
up to 1000 off Westport and small numbers in inner waters in the Salish Sea, particularly around the San Juan 
Islands. (Brad Waggoner, Bill Tweit) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Oregon: Dry conditions left seasonal ponds dusty and even most managed 
wetlands bone dry well before the onset of fall shorebird migration. In late 
June many localities logged all-time record high temps. More than 100 
prematurely-fledged Cooper’s Hawks were picked up and brought to the 
Audubon Society of Portland’s Wildlife Rehab Center. The impact of this 
heat wave on nestlings had to have been catastrophic. Many birders 
commented on the paucity of common woodland passerines during spring 
and early summer. A male Bay-breasted Warbler was near LaPine, 
Deschutes Co. on 15 Jun and a South Polar Skua was seen flying down the 
beach in Curry Co. on 20 Jun. Otherwise the first two months of the season 
yielded few surprises. August produced most of the highlights. Arguably the 
least-expected bird of the season was an after-hatch-year Blackpoll Warbler 
found at Ona Beach Wayside, Lincoln Co. on 4 Aug. It was in heavy molt 
when first seen, but appeared to have completed its molt when last observed 
on 16 Aug. It likely summered at this site. Similarly, 
an after-hatch-year female Northern Parula south of 
Bandon, Coos Co. from 21 Aug into Sep may also 
have summered locally. An adult Red-necked Stint 
was along Clatsop Beach, Clatsop Co. 9-10 Aug. A 
juvenile Hudsonian Godwit at Fern Ridge Reservoir, 
Lane Co. 8-11 Aug was at least a month early for a 
hatch-year bird. Finally, unprecedented numbers of 
Short-tailed Shearwaters were encountered off 
Oregon, as in Washington and British Columbia, 
during August pelagic trips. Unusually warm water 
temps off Alaska are believed to have spawned this 
unseasonal southward incursion. Normally, Short-
tailed are not this far south until October. 
(Shawneen Finnegan, David Irons)  
 
 
 

Purple Gallinule. Seattle, WA. 22 Jul 2021. 
Photo by Tom Covert 
 

Short-tailed Shearwater. off Westport, WA. 
early Sep 2021. Photo by Bill Tweit 
 

Blackpoll Warbler. Lincoln Co., OR. 
4 Aug 2021. Photo by Marty Bray 

Red-necked Stint. Clatsop Beach, OR. Aug 2021.  
Photo by Ryan Downey 
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California: Exceptional for both date and location, a Great Crested Flycatcher was near Niland, Imperial Co., on 23 
Jun, and a Sulphur-bellied Flycatcher was near Santa Rosa, Sonoma Co., from 10-24 Aug. Whether the latter bird 
was an early migrant or had summered in the area is unknown. Also, unexpected seasonally, was the Brown 
Thrasher in San Francisco from 15-28+ Aug. A Short-tailed Albatross delighted many observers just a few miles off 
Los Angeles/Orange Cos. from 5-11 Jun, and the same individual, identified by an injury to feathering on one wing, 
was then seen well to the north off Santa Cruz from 17-24 Jul and then off Half Moon Bay on 1 Sep. The bird had 
been banded on Torishima Island as a nestling on 29 Feb 2020. Several unseasonal Short-tailed Shearwaters off 
northern CA during August fit in with the exceptional summer numbers off the Pacific Northwest coast (see above). 
Incredibly, the adult Sharp-tailed Sandpiper in Kings Co. on 25 Jul appeared to be the same individual that then 
turned up in San Diego Co. on 27-28 Jul. An adult Red-necked Stint was in Alameda Co. from 15-20 Jul and 
another adult was at Malibu, Los Angeles Co., from 22-29 Aug; and the Little Stint on South San Diego Bay 
returned for its fourth winter starting 11 Aug. A pair of Blue-footed Boobies apparently attending a large chick on 
Santa Barbara Island on 31 Jul establishes the first pure-pair nesting for the state. (Paul Lehman, Curtis Marantz) 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Great Crested Flycatcher. near Niland, CA. 
23 Jun 2021. Photo by Curtis A. Marantz 
 

Sulphur-bellied Flycatcher. near Santa Rosa, CA. 
Aug 2021. Photo by Rob O'Donnell 

Sharp-tailed Sandpiper (ad.). South San Diego Bay, CA. 
27 Jul 2021. Photo by Matt Sadowski 
 

Short-tailed Albatross. off Los Angeles Co., CA. 
6 Jun 2021. Photo by Larry Sansone 
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Montana: Montana’s 1st and 2nd Neotropic Cormorants were discovered at Billings and at Great Falls on 21 and 
23 Jun, respectively. Both were present through late August. An adult Yellow-billed Loon photographed at 
Georgetown Lake, Deer Lodge Co. on 16 Aug, was only the 2nd summer record for Montana and the 1st in 
alternate plumage. Other notable sightings included a Pomarine Jaeger at Hebgen Lake, Gallatin Co. on 18 Aug, 
and well-documented Yellow-throated Vireos in late June at Pompeys Pillar National Monument, Yellowstone Co. 
and in late Aug at Miles City. (Jeff Marks) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Neotropic Cormorant (with Double-crested). Great Falls, MT. 
23 Jun 2021. Photo by Russell Hill 

Yellow-billed Loon. Georgetown Lake, MT.  
16 Aug 2021. Photo by Brayden Jensen 

Yellow-throated Vireo. Miles City, MT.  
late Aug 2021. Photo by Doug Kibbe 
 

Red-necked Stint. Malibu, CA.  
23 Aug 2021. Photo by Larry Sansone 
 

Blue-footed Booby. Santa Barbara Island, CA. 
31 Jul 2021. Photo by Larry Sansone 
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Nevada: Nevada's second Yellow-crowned Night-Heron was at the Clark County Wetlands Park Nature Preserve 
from 26 Jun-2 Jul, the first record with "physical evidence" (photos). The state’s third Common Crane was at 
Carson Lake 16 Jul-10 Aug, adding to the growing number of summer records in the West. An immature Purple 
Gallinule was at the Clark County Wetlands Park (Las Vegas Wash) on 25 Aug. The state’s fifth Reddish Egret was 
at Las Vegas Bay, Lake Mead, from 13-15 Aug. (Martin Meyers) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Common Crane. Carson Lake, NV. Jul-Aug 2021. Photo by Jeff Bleam 
 

Yellow-crowned Night-Heron. Clark County Wetlands 
Park, NV. Jun-Jul 2021. Photo by Oscar Vazquez 

Reddish Egret. Lake Mead, NV. Aug 2021. 
Photo by David Anderson 
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Arizona: A Pacific Golden-Plover at Paloma Ranch, Maricopa Co. on 30 Aug was the state’s 5th. A Red-headed 
Woodpecker was found 9 Jun at Flagstaff, the 9th Arizona record. One or two Ruddy Turnstones at John Lake 
Playa near Winslow on 26 Aug were casual in the state and possibly a first northern Arizona record. Three Roseate 
Spoonbills appeared at Buenos Aires NWR from 17 Aug+. A Rufous-backed Robin at Arivaca Lake 19 Jun was 
casual at best during summer. Rose-throated Becards nested at the Roadside Rest Area near Patagonia, the first 
confirmed nesting along Sonoita Creek since 2006. (Gary Rosenberg) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

New Mexico: Luna County was added to the expanding summer distribution of Gray Hawk with at least one adult 
along the Mimbres River at River Ranch WMA Jul-Aug. A Red-shouldered Hawk at Quemado Lake, Catron Co. 29 
Aug provided only the second New Mexico record from west of the Rio Grande Valley. Following up on discoveries 
from July 2017, three pairs of Sulphur-bellied Flycatchers were found along a wilderness reach of the Gila River in 
Grant Co. 31 May-1 Jun, a family group was documented upstream of those 4-6 Aug, and at least one was present 
along Turkey Creek, a Gila River tributary, 4-9 Aug; the species was unknown historically as a New Mexico 
summer resident. A Great Kiskadee was at Carlsbad 12 Jul. A pair of Tropical Kingbirds was discovered at La 
Union, Doña Ana Co., in early Aug, and at least one juvenile was with them 8 Aug; this is only the fifth confirmed 
Tropical Kingbird record for the state, whereas there are ten confirmed Couch’s Kingbird records. Providing county 
firsts were a Carolina Wren singing at San Patricio, Lincoln Co. 18 Jul and a Lucy’s Warbler banded in Los Alamos 
Co. 23 Jun. (Sandy Williams) 
 

Red-headed Woodpecker. Flagstaff, AZ.  
Jun 2021. Photo by Jason Wilder 
 

Rufous-capped Warbler fledgling. 
Atascosa Mountains, AZ. Aug 2021. 
Photo by Felipe Guerrero 
 

Tropical Kingbird. Dona Ana County,  
NM.6 Aug 2021.  
Photo by Dan A. Belcher 
 

Gray Hawk. Luna County, NM.  
5 Jul 2021. Photo by Joel A. Gilb 

Red-shouldered Hawk. Quemado 
Lake, NM. 29 Aug 2021.  
Photo by Christopher M. Rustay 
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Meet Western Birds Editor Phil Unitt 
 
This year, 2021, is my 35th as editor of Western Birds. Yikes! Am I stuck in a rut or what? There must be something 
that keeps me going. That something is the mission of WFO, which aligns with my own mission in life: that 
ornithology, indeed all of science, should be accessible and enjoyable to everyone. Anyone, amateur as well as 
professional, should have the opportunity to create science of lasting value through his or her own publications, and 
it’s my goal as editor of Western Birds to make that possible. And that the science we publish should be not only 
sound and original but literate—communicated effectively and enjoyable to read; to try to make it as influential as 
possible by presenting it in language appealing to the widest possible audience.  
 
When I first started as editor of Western Birds in 1986 I was working for the publishing house of Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich. But the corporate world was precarious—hostile takeovers, poison pills, and the junk bonds to finance 
them meant layoffs for many. When I saw the announcement that WFO was recruiting a new editor, I thought, “this 
could look good on my résumé.” But I had already been a WFO member since the age of 18 and had already 
written a Birds of San Diego County.  So two careers began evolving symbiotically. In 1988 I started as a part-time 
assistant in the department of birds and mammals at the San Diego Natural History Museum while also working for 
an environmental consulting firm and copy-editing books freelance for Stanford University Press. Two years later a 
budget crisis at the museum forced out curator Amadeo M. Rea, my mentor and father figure, and left me hanging 
by a thread as the department’s chief and only cook and bottle washer.  
 
Then came the long task of 
rebuilding the department by 
bringing contracts in through the 
museum. By 1996 I believed we 
were in a position strong enough 
where I could propose a big 
project, a bird atlas for San Diego 
County, and attract the 
participation and funding needed to 
pull it off. That effort’s success has 
been one of the greatest 
milestones of my life, gratifying not 
just because of the new knowledge 
generated and the atlas published, 
but even more because of the 
human dimension: people birding 
in a new way, improving their skills, 
building the community, and 
making new friends.  
 
The completion of the San Diego 
County Bird Atlas marked the end 
of one era and the beginning of 
another: the age of global warming 
and, in the West, proliferating 
wildfire. In 2002 and 2003 San 
Diego was at the forefront of this 
new reality, but the atlas was the 
springboard to a study of the effect 
on birds of these fires of unprecedented scale.  
 
In 2006 Kurt Leuschner paid me a visit at the museum, and we talked about changes in the avifauna of the San 
Jacinto Mountain region. As a basis for comparison, I pulled off the shelf a copy of Joseph Grinnell’s and Harry 
Swarth’s monograph on the birds and mammals of the San Jacintos, based on their epic expedition of 1908. The 
San Diego Natural History Museum has a magnificent library, rich in the whole history of the scientific discovery of 
western biology. Steeping myself in this library since I was a college student shaped my perspective on the 
environment as I was seeing it and made me think of every bird with the question, “how is its status and distribution 
changing?” So the 100th anniversary of Grinnell and Swarth’s expedition was an irresistible opportunity to capitalize 
on Grinnell’s famous line about his pioneering surveys, that their “value will not, however, be realized until the lapse 
of many years, possibly a century.” The anniversary nearly coincided with my dear friend and colleague  

Phil Unitt sewing up a Red-footed Booby specimen he’d received from 
Sea World after it was jaggedly cut during a necropsy.  He says: “A million 
little stitches were required. I think this was only the 5th specimen 
preserved from California.” 
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Lori Hargrove completing her Ph.D. at U.C. Riverside, and the study was the logical extension of her research on 
changes in birds’ elevational distributions. So with her leadership, the help of mammalogists Scott Tremor and 
Drew Stokes and other colleagues at the museum, and the blessing of the guardians of Grinnell’s legacy at U.C. 
Berkeley, we started another big project.  
 
All too soon, one thing led to another. The resurveys were extended to Joshua Tree National Park and Mojave 
National Preserve. The alarming loss of natural water sources led to an investigation of wildlife use of such sources 
in inland San Diego County. The catastrophic decline of the Gray Vireo, obvious since 1908, sparked a detailed 
study of that species’ breeding biology. Our studies of the Gray Vireo revealed serious declines in just the 10 years 
since the surveys for the San Diego County Bird Atlas and linked back to one of the most notable discoveries from 
the atlas, the wintering of the Gray Vireo in the elephant trees of the Anza-Borrego Desert. Meanwhile, I also took 
on a contract for a 5-year stint as the managing editor of the Condor—a good gig for getting through the uncertain 
times brought on by the financial crisis of 2008.  
 
Through all of this, producing Western Birds has been a constant—my heart beating at a rate of once per quarter. I 
take pride in the many landmark articles we’ve published. Sometimes they’ve been the seeds from which other 
studies have grown, and sometimes they’ve been the basis from which major steps toward conservation have been 
taken. But above all it has been the human side of the equation that I have found most gratifying: the thanks from 
the contributors whose tortured prose took the most work to untangle. The steadfast support of our associate 
editors and WFO board and officers—above all Dan Gibson and Ginger Johnson. Even with the wrenching 
dislocations of the transition to the digital age, a critical mass of citizen scientists and WFO members remains 
committed to the idea that scientific discovery and publishing science are things we can do as individuals, playing a 
vital role complementary to that of larger organizations, universities, and government agencies. The coronavirus 
pandemic and climate crisis have laid bare the appalling cost of science illiteracy. I’m just a foot soldier in the battle 
to sustain civilization, but Western Birds is a unique weapon.  
 
 
 

Marbled Godwits. Photo by Tom Blackman 
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Report on the 2021 WFO Virtual Conference 

By John Harris, Conference Chair 

Our first-ever, virtual annual conference was a great success thanks to excellent speakers and the support of our 
members. The conference drew 191 registrants, exceeding initial expectations. We adopted a conference format 
that retained many of the same features as our in-person conferences: workshops, science sessions, and the ever-
popular photo ID panel and sound ID challenge. Foregoing field trips meant we could schedule more speakers. All 
events were well-attended, with weekend sessions drawing higher numbers. Clearly everyone’s been “Zooming” 
during the pandemic, as attendees used the Q+A and Chat functions frequently to communicate with hosts and 
speakers. A virtual conference can’t replace the personal interactions that we all enjoy so much, but this format did 
allow for productive communication. 

Workshops included Nathan Pieplow’s “A shared vocabulary for bird sound”, Bryce Robinson’s “Illustrating Birds 
from the Field to the Studio”, Hannah Floyd on iNaturalist, and Jon Dunn and Lara Tseng discussing Shorebird 
Identification. Science sessions featured 16 shorter talks on topics ranging from status and distribution to molt, 
behavioral ecology, reports of state bird records committees, geographic variation, and conservation. Science 
sessions were ably managed as always by Steve Rottenborn, who announced his retirement from this role after 
many years. Thank you, Steve! The popular Photo ID Panel was moderated by Ed Harper, with his excellent 
photographs, and the Sound ID Challenge was led by Nathan Pieplow, who tested audience knowledge with a 
diversity of bird sounds. 

Bob Gill led off the conference with a presentation on the breeding ecology of Surfbirds. The ability of birds to 
exploit patches with particular features within a complex landscape was a feature of several sessions; for example, 
Helen Loffland’s talk on responses of Willow Flycatchers and bumblebees to meadow restoration, and the 
responses of Spotted Owls and Black-backed Woodpeckers to landscape heterogeneity within burned areas by 
Anu Kramer and Morgan Tingley’s, respectively. Similarly, the incredible migrations of Buff-breasted Sandpipers 
described by Lee Tibbitts detailed how these birds respond to the variation in habitats that they encounter over 
30,000 kilometers of migration. The adaptations of birds to varied environments were on display in Tom Hahn’s talk 
on natural history of cardueline finches. Ornithological history came into play as Jon Dunn and Alex Cho traced the 
development of our knowledge about the enigmatic Tule Goose, and Phil Unitt explored the remarkable people who 
contributed to our knowledge of western ornithology and the growth and diversity of the bird and mammal 
collections at the San Diego Natural History Museum. Christian Cooper spoke of ways to expand our community to 
include a greater diversity of people interested in birds, to the benefit of our organization and to birds. Alex Cho and 
Aaron Gomperts gave an overview of bird photography for those beginning to explore the possibilities of digital 
photography. They exemplified the many contributions of our student members at this conference. The theme of 
community was important throughout, as many talks referenced the ways in which birders can contribute to 

ornithology via Breeding Bird Surveys, Ebird, or iNaturalist. The keynote 
address was delivered by UCLA’s Dr. Morgan Tingley. He gave an 
excellent presentation on wildfire in California and focused on Black-
backed Woodpeckers as well as broader themes pertaining to fire, 
landscapes, and birds; themes that will likely be explored often at future 
conferences. 

I’m especially grateful to Jen Hajj for setting up the conference web site, 
registration portal, and Zoom sessions. Jen provided critical support for 
speakers, holding Zoom pre-conference test sessions with 32 speakers, 
some more than once! Without her tireless efforts, this conference would 
not have been possible. 

We look forward to returning to an in-person conference next year in 
Reno, September 8-11. We’ll offer great talks, a variety of workshops, and 

field trips to local hotspots in West-central Nevada, Lake Tahoe, and the east-central Sierra Nevada of California. 
We’ll return to our normal conference format: full day field trips on Thursday and Sunday, morning field trips and 
workshops, with afternoon science sessions, on Friday and Saturday, an evening banquet and awards ceremony 
on Saturday, and other events scattered throughout the conference. More information on the Reno conference wil 
be forthcoming. On behalf of the WFO Board, I thank our members for supporting and participating in the 
conference and for your generous donations. 

Jen Hajj, Conference Co-Organizer 

14



Join the WFO Birdathon! 
 

For the first time, WFO has organized a Birdathon to encourage 
camaraderie among members, to hold an in-person birding event for 
members, and to raise money for WFO. You can be a part of it by 
making either a donation or a per-species pledge to the team of your 
choice. Or…you can corral some friends and form your own team. It’s 
fun, it’s easy, and your donations will advance WFO’s mission of 
promoting the study, appreciation, and protection of birds in Western 
North America via innovative scientific publications, youth engagement, 
and conservation. Our goal is to raise $25,000.  
 
The Birdathon takes place between September 1 and October 15. 
There’s plenty of time to organize a team. Late summer and early fall are 
great times to get out in the field, or to cheer from the sidelines. You don't 
need to be a WFO member to participate!   
 
So far, 10 teams are registered and we know that at least 4 to 5 other 
teams will be registering soon. Tee shirts are available featuring the 
beautiful painting of a pair of Pileated Woodpeckers by John Schmitt.  
His spectacular painting will be presented to the highest bidder at a silent 
auction planned for the 2022 conference in Reno.  

  To learn more, go to, WFO Birdathon 
 
 
WFO Hires Shaun Wilde, Treasurer and Membership Secretary 
The position of Treasurer and Membership Secretary is a critical function for Western Field Ornithologists. The 
Treasurer is responsible for bookkeeping and managing our funds, budgeting, and producing financial statements, 
cash management, and reporting, as well as maintaining membership records and managing renewals and new 
memberships. The Board is pleased to welcome Shaun Wilde to this important position. Shaun comes to us with an 
MBA degree from the University of Oregon, and extensive experience in project management, strategic planning, 
and facilitation. She now operates her own consulting company. Shaun has worked with many non-profit 
organizations, helping them develop business and funding strategies, and marketing planning. Shaun became 
interested in birds and became a member of WFO via the influence of daughters Blythe and Fianna. (See their bird 
survey summary article in this issue.) 

Shaun writes: “I’ve always enjoyed Nature having grown up on a small goat dairy in the Colorado foothills. 
There I learned how to pay attention to nature and weather. We always had feeders up in the winter and I 
loved to identify birds. My daughters helped me further my love of nature and honed my birding skills through 
workshops, festivals, and WFO. I attended my first conference in Pueblo and was excited to be introduced to a 
deeper side of the avian world! I actively participate in community science projects from birding, to bat 
watching to marine intertidal surveys. I‘ve worked in the high technology space for the last 20 years in 
business strategy and marketing. As the new WFO treasurer, I look forward to drawing from my business 
acumen to supporting the organization as it grows!” 

 
Nominations Committee Seeks Individuals to Serve on the Board of Directors 
John Harris, Chair of the Nominations Committee 
 
The WFO Nominations Committee is soliciting suggestions for nominations for two positions on the Board of 
Directors that become open next September when the terms of current board members Kimball Garrett and Karen 
Havlena expire. Nominees must be members of WFO and self-nominations are welcome. The term is for three 
years and newly-elected board members are eligible for a second three-year term. Each board member serves on 
one or more standing committees: Publications, Student Programs, Finance, Fundraising and Outreach, 
Conservation and Science Policy, Field Trips, Meetings, or Awards, as well as on ad hoc committees. In addition to 
a planning, policy-making, and oversight role, board members are also involved in organizing and conducting the 
annual conference. The board meets 3-4 times a year by teleconference or Zoom, and in person at the annual 
conference. All board members attend the annual conference. We seek hard-working, engaged individuals. Being a 
board member requires a significant commitment of time and energy, and prospective board members should be 
dedicated to helping maintain and grow all our programs, including the publication of Western Birds. Nominations 
are welcome at any time, but the Committee will establish a slate of candidates by May 1, 2022. Members 
interested in proposing a nominee to serve on the Board may contact John Harris, at johnh@mills.edu. 
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Farewell to Outgoing Board Members and Officers 
By Jon Dunn 
 
The following outgoing board members and Treasurer/Membership Secretary Susan Carota have provided 
invaluable service to WFO and their contributions will be missed. 
 
Homer Hansen served for two terms (six years) on the Board and was Chair of Student Programs throughout. 
During his tenure as Chair, the Scholarship program grew substantially, and we expanded the programs offered to 
students at our annual conference, including special field trips and receptions. A grant program was added to the 
committee's activities beginning in 2020, and virtual programs for students were added during the pandemic. 
Homer also led a workshops on Sparrows during the winter in southeast Arizona.  
 
Chris Swarth served one term on the Board where he headed up our Outreach/Fundraising Committee along with 
the Diversity and Inclusivity Subcommittee. Chris will be long remembered by the exceptional seven newsletters he 
edited that were universally enjoyed. This newsletter will be his last. Chris is the grandson of Harry S. Swarth, a 
most distinguished field ornithologist in the best sense of the word with many papers that he authored or co-
authored. We name our most distinguished award after his grandfather for excellence in publications. Chris has 
published his grandfather’s journal of his trip in the late 19th century where the first and only Bumblebee 
Hummingbirds were collected in the U.S. and Chris is working on another volume of his grandfather's unpublished 
material from the Pacific Northwest. It is expected in the spring. WFO will announce its publication when it comes 
out.  
 
Ed Pandolfino needed to depart the WFO Board in June. He has served many years on the Board, including as 
Vice-President and President and he was one of those that was tireless in his service to the organization. Ed has 
played a key role in the organization of several conferences, serving as Chair of the Meetings Committee, and he 
also served on the Publications and Student Programs committees. It is hoped by his fellow Board members and 
officers that he will return when he can.  
 
Bryce Robinson served one term on the Board. He headed up the Website Committee with Suzanne Carota and 
contributed many of his superb illustrations for WFO's use. Bryce is a calm and deliberate teacher and even taught 
a few of us at the virtual conference how to attempt to illustrate a bird, a woodpecker. As Kimball dryly commented 
in the "Chat," there might be a "flicker" of hope for some. Bryce is now at Cornell where he is working on his Ph.D. 
dissertation on Red-tailed Hawks. I believe he’s studying all named subspecies. Bryce will remain on the Website 
committee, now chaired by Don Marsh.  
 
Suzanne Carota served for more than seven years as our Treasurer/Membership Secretary, a job that provides 
significant support for every activity of WFO, including Western Birds and Special Publications, conferences, and 
membership support. She performed all of her duties with aplomb and moreover guided the rest of the Board 
through the process. She volunteered and did many other things for the organization, too. Speaking personally, she 
was always there when I needed help, and it was often! She will be greatly missed and we wish her all the best in 
her next endeavor. In recent months she’s been training our next Treasurer/Membership Secretary, Shaun Wilde.  
 
 
Welcome New Board Members! 
By John Harris, Nominating Chair 
 
Four members have been elected to the WFO board in 2021. We’re excited to have their experience and skills. 
 
Dan Gibson 
Dan returns to the board, having previously served from 2001–2007 and 2011–2016, and as Vice-President (2008–
2010). Dan has been involved with Western Birds for many years and has been Assistant Editor since 2013. Dan 
was Regional Editor of North American Birds from 1967 to the early 1990s, and is currently on the ABA Checklist 
Committee. In 2009 Dan was elected a Fellow of the American Ornithologists’ Union. In 2018, WFO presented Dan 
with the Harry S. Swarth Award for a lifetime of research and publication on the status, distribution, nomenclature, 
and taxonomy of Western birds. Dan resides in Ester, Alaska. 
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Bob Gill 
Bob is a longtime member of WFO and is a retired research wildlife biologist with the US Geological Survey in 
Alaska where he worked for over 40 years, mostly studying the breeding and movement ecology of shorebirds. His 
studies include multi-year investigations of poorly-known taxa, including Bristle-thighed Curlews, Bar-tailed 
Godwits, Rock Sandpipers, Surfbirds, and Wandering Tattlers. Bob’s research in the 1990s and 2000s coincided 
with major advances in remote-tracking technology, through which eye-opening trans-oceanic migrations of several 
species of curlews and godwits were confirmed. Bob currently serves as an Associate Editor of Western Birds, and 
is Editor of our Special Publications and Monographs. Bob lives in Anchorage, Alaska.  

Robin Leong 
Robin is a retired naval architect. He served on the boards of PRBO Conservation Science (1998-2007), the ABA 
(2009-2018), and the Napa-Solano Audubon Society {1981-present (President 1983-1984)}. An active Northern 
California Birder, he’s the Subregional Editor, Solano County, for North American Birds (1986 – present), and has 
participated in seven county breeding bird atlas projects: Sonoma (twice), Napa (co-organizer), Alameda, Contra 
Costa, Nevada, Solano (co-organizer), and Yolo. He’s the author of the Breeding Birds of Napa County, California 
and Breeding Birds of Solano County. Robin has been compiler of the Benicia CBC since 1986 and a participant of 
many others. He’s been a key contributor to conservation initiatives in the San Francisco Bay Area and serves on 
the WFO Outreach and Fundraising Committee. Robin lives in Vallejo, California.  

Don Marsh 
Don is retired following a career in the information technology industry focused on computer programming, and 
project and database management. He’s worked on a variety of community science ventures, including the USGS 
Breeding Bird Survey, studies of Northern Spotted Owls and Wild Turkeys with the US Forest Service, volunteering 
for the Colorado Parks and Wildlife Department, leading field trips for WFO and the Central Valley Bird Club, and is 
an Ebird reviewer in California and Colorado. Don’s on the board of Colorado Field Ornithologists (where he’s 
liaison between CFO and WFO) and the Black Canyon Audubon Society. Don resides in Ridgway, Colorado. 
 

Cliff Swallow colony, UC Merced Vernal Pools and Grassland Reserve, 
Merced, California. March 2014. Photo by Clayton Anderson. 
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Jane “Ricky” Warriner: A Remembrance by Lynne Stenzel 
 
On 11 April of this year, Point Blue lost an exceptional friend and research associate when Ricky Warriner passed 
away at her home on the shore of the Monterey Bay. Ricky was a Life Member of WFO. The story of Ricky’s, and 
her husband John’s, involvement with Point Blue entailed their general love of birds, serendipity, a deep passion for 
research, and love for the community of enthusiasts that eventually developed around their efforts to understand 
birds of Monterey Bay wetland and shoreline habitat.   
  
Ricky, and her husband John, were founding minds and hearts in the establishment of Point Blue’s Monterey Bay 
Snowy Plover project, when in 1976 they met with Gary Page and me to talk about their water bird counts from the 
Pajaro River mouth area.  (They were already Point Blue life members and volunteers, conducting monthly 
beached bird counts at Pajaro Dunes.) Although they met with us to discuss a collaborative comparison of 
waterbird numbers at Bolinas Lagoon and Pajaro River mouth, they mentioned as an aside that they had been 
intrigued watching Snowy Plovers breeding on a salt panne area adjacent to the main road into the Pajaro Dunes 
development where they lived. The discussion rapidly re-focused on the potential for a comparative study of the 

plovers’ breeding success at Pajaro and Point Reyes. 
Thus, in 1977, this 40g shorebird profoundly changed 
the Warriners’ lives and the lives of many of us at Point 
Blue. Ricky was an author on 10 scientific publications 
and contributed to many more on the Snowy Plover, 
including in Western Birds. Notable contributions that 
she co-authored were an award-winning paper (Mating 
system and reproductive success of a small population 
of polygamous Snowy Plovers) published in 1986 in 
the Wilson Bulletin on the species’ unique serially 
polygamous breeding system, and the species account 
for the Snowy Plover in, Birds of the World (formerly, 
Birds of North America).  
  
On a personal level, many of us who work or have 
worked on the Monterey Bay plover project are still 
reeling from the loss of Ricky in our lives. Her hospitality 
sustained (and sustains) the project through its first 45 
years. Ricky was a fabulous cook and prepared 
thousands of great meals for plover lovers. From the 
very first year of the project, Ricky and John recruited 
volunteers to the project and held frequent dinners with 
the project team at their home. Dinner and cocktail hour 
conversations were mostly plover-focused. As one 
former staff member on the project described, Ricky 
talked about the plovers as though they were characters 
in a novel; her detailed knowledge of our individually-
marked birds’ movements and alliances with each other 
was astonishing. They were hosts to meetings of local 
resource agencies, first out of their dining room, then at 

the meeting facilities at Pajaro Dunes. They held the first range-wide Snowy Plover meeting at Pajaro Dunes, an 
occasion that evolved into an annual event attracting around 100 scientists, citizen scientists, land managers, and 
conservationists and is now hosted by researchers from Washington to California. John and Ricky opened their 
home to researchers, artists, and bird watchers from around the world who loved plovers and many stayed with 
them while at Monterey Bay. Gary and I were, hands down, the most frequent beneficiaries of their generous 
hospitality. Ricky started working on plovers at age 49 and her energy and enthusiasm were like that of a 20-year-
old biologist making their first exciting discoveries; she worked on plovers well into her 80s. Ricky’s passion for 
plovers was deep and real. Ricky had an extraordinary mind, an incredible memory, and an innate ability to 
contribute to analyses of the data. She and John were outliers among people that have contributed to our 
knowledge of the natural world as community scientists. And their efforts inspired many others to contribute 
similarly. Lastly and importantly, while outwardly stoic and unflappable, Ricky loved the people in her life 
passionately.  
 
 

Jane “Ricky” Warriner monitors a Western Snowy 
Plover nest near the Salinas River National 
Wildlife Refuge, California, in the 1980s. Photo by 
Gary Page/Point Blue. 
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Meet Judith Dunham, new Newsletter Editor 
 
To borrow the title of Todd Newberry’s fine 2005 book, I am 
an “ardent birder.” Ardent, courtesy of Merriam-Webster 
11th: “characterized by warmth of feeling typically 
expressed in eager zealous support or activity.” My 
ardency of nearly three decades has taken me throughout 
my resident county of Alameda, and beyond to California 
north and south, to states from Alaska to Maine to Florida, 
and to countries across the ocean and south of the 
equator. 
 
I have been especially gratified by birding with a purpose: 
joining the Oakland Christmas Bird Count; participating in 
the annual Pacific Flyway Shorebird Count; monitoring 
waterbird colonies for the Audubon Canyon Ranch 
Heron/Egret Project; and following nesting Cooper’s Hawks 
for the Golden Gate Raptor Observatory. For many years, I 
volunteered for the Golden Gate Audubon Society as 
newsletter editor and as chronicler of the chapter’s history 
for an anniversary celebration, among other projects. 
 
I have spent most of my career as a writer and editor, beginning as managing editor of an art magazine, art critic, 
and general art writer. I later served as curator, editor, and event organizer for a nonprofit arts organization and 
taught seminars for graduate students in fine art. Moving into trade publishing, I edited, helped develop, and 
managed books across various nonfiction subjects for authors, publishers, and organizations. Along the way, I 
wrote catalogue essays for art exhibits and profiles of artists and authored books including an introduction to the 
California architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright and two titles in the field of fly fishing, a pursuit that I once pursued as 
ardently as I now do birding. A recent project, and a highly enjoyable one, was working with Steve and Diane Rose 
on their Breeding Bird Atlas of Nevada County. 
 
I like reading interviews that ask subjects to name the books on their nightstand. So what titles are weighing down 
mine? A three-inch stack of New Yorker magazines. Louis Menand’s The Free World: Art and Thought in the Cold 
War. Donald Kroodsma’s Birdsong for the Curious Naturalist.   
 
I look forward to shepherding the WFO newsletter and to working with everyone associated with WFO.  
 
Note to contributors: The deadline for the Winter 2021-22 newsletter is November 15. Before submitting material for 
the issue, please contact newsletter editor Judith Dunham, at curlew8888@gmail.com. 
 
 
 

At the subway stop on the IND Eighth Avenue Line 
for the American Museum of Natural History, NYC. 
 

Sleeping peeps with Long-billed Curlew. Bolsa Chica Wetlands, 
Orange County, California. Photo by Mark Chappell. 
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Photos of Fulmar and Mallards (all 9) Garner Top Contest Honors 
 
The WFO Photo Contest 
concluded with 28 entries and 
over 114 votes from the 
members. The winner is long-
time WFO member Richard 
Cabe, with an ethereal image 
of a light morph Northern 
Fulmar. The runner-up award 
goes to new member Susan 
Cook, who captured a Mallard 
hen leading a young flotilla in 
precision formation.   
 
Congratulations to both 
photographers! And thanks to 
all other contributors as well 
as to the many WFO 
members who viewed and 
voted on the photographs. 
Special thanks to Tom 
Blackman for organizing the 
contest and compiling the 
votes. 
 
 
 
 

Photo by Richard Cabe. Northern Fulmar (light morph) taken on May 30, 2009, 
at “The Point”, northwest tip of St. Lawrence Island village of Gambell, Alaska. 
Richard used a Nikon D70 with a Nikor 80x400 lens. 

Photo by Susan Cook. Mallard female with ducklings taken on June 17, 2021, at 
the North Campus Open Space wetland restoration project at UC Santa 
Barbara. Susan used a Nikon D850 with a 500mm f/5.6 lens. 
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Birding the Eastern Sierra Nevada 
By Alex Cho 
 
I recently had my first experience birding the eastern Sierra Nevada and it was amazing! The variety of habitats and 
wildlife were unexpected surprises. This area provides many diverse environments to explore: desert, forests, 
meadows, and lakes. It’s a beautiful area that is a “must visit”, especially for birders. 
 
Jon Dunn - President of WFO, as well as a mentor and friend 
- had mentioned all the wonderful birds found in the Eastern 
Sierra and the Owens Valley. On further discussion, a date 
was set for me to visit this area. Jon is very familiar with this 
entire region and can literally pinpoint a spot where a certain 
bird may be found. It is no surprise that, with his knowledge 
of this area, I ended up with eighteen new species added to 
my life list! These included three different sparrows: Bell’s, 
Sagebrush, and Black-throated. I also saw two thrashers:  
LeConte’s and Sage. I felt so lucky to have observed 
LeConte’s Thrashers as their numbers are concerning and 
they are now on the Red Watch List. Clark’s Nutcracker, 
Juniper Titmouse, Mountain Bluebird, and Cassin’s Finch 
were spotted up in the mountains— all amazing, beautiful 
birds.  Also at higher elevation were Gray-crowned Rosy-
Finches. They are unique with narrow gray head bands and 
pink wings; they were one of the species I was really hoping 
to see. Jon expanded my knowledge of the finches, 
explaining that these were part of the tephrocotis group. They 
were all dawsoni, the breeding subspecies in the Sierra 
Nevada and White Mountains. As an added bonus, the 
finches were at a feeder, so we were able to observe them 
up close and study their behavior for an extended time.  
 
We also visited Owens Lake, a great place to see a lot of 
different species of birds. One of the birds I hoped to see was 
the Yellow-headed Blackbird. In the Bay Area where I live 
they’re not common and I’ve been unsuccessful in finding 
them. Jon was able to get me my first one in Solano County 
in a prior outing, where he spotted it in a sea of blackbirds 
from afar as only he can do. When we got to Owens Lake, he knew exactly where to go and there were quite a few 
of them. I could not believe how many there were, and how close I was able to get to them to marvel at the 
brightness of their coloring! I was so appreciative that Jon and our group wanted me to see them and knew exactly 
where to find them. In addition to these and the other wonderful birds that I observed, the highlight of the trip was 
seeing the Greater Sage-Grouse and the Sooty Grouse. Finding them was no easy task and I will never forget the 
sounds that they made. They could be heard from a great distance and the sound resonated all around me. Seeing 
and hearing the grouse was truly a wondrous experience. 
 
I’m grateful to Jon for being so generous with his time and knowledge and for taking a young birder on an 
adventure. Also, a big thank you to Ron and Nancy Overholtz for their hospitality, and to the rest of the group for 
this incredible trip. The birds were amazing, the scenery was breathtaking, and there were a lot of laughs, too. I 
can’t wait to go back! 

Yellow-headed Blackbird (male). Illustration by 
Alex Cho. 
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A Summer of Bird Song 

By Blythe Wilde and Fianna Wilde (former WFO student scholars) 

 

With WFO student scholarships, we went to our first conference, in 

Pueblo, Colorado, in 2017, and we attended the Albuquerque 

conference in 2019. Other birding organizations that we’re a part of 

often seemed mystified about engaging young birders, but at WFO 

everyone was welcoming and encouraging. WFO created a space 

for us to learn and be supported while listening and recognizing us 

as valued members. Attending the conferences helped us to form 

friendships with other young birders and to build a birding 

community in between conferences through texting, Zooming, and 

holding a group Big Year. Attending conference presentations also 

helped us realize that our love for birds could lead to a career. It was 

inspiring to see women scientists working in the field of ornithology.  

 

This learning and support gave us the confidence to conduct our 

own breeding bird survey on the Hampshire College campus in 

Kwinitekw (Connecticut) River Valley of western Massachusetts 

where we’re juniors. Our project in summer 2020 focused on the 

breeding ecology of the avifauna on the 800-acre campus. The goal 

of our survey was to record breeding bird diversity on campus, and 

associations between habitat types, avifaunal diversity, and 

community composition. Prior to our study there was little data on 

campus breeding birds. Part of the inspiration for this field work 

came from experiences with WFO, which showed us that young 

people can contribute to ornithology and scientific understanding. 

Our field work was funded in part by a college Natural Sciences 

grant. 

 

We divided the campus into four 

habitats: 1) Mowed Grassland; 2) Un-

mowed Grassland; 3) Coniferous 

Forest, and; 4) Deciduous Forest. We 

surveyed eight blocks, two in each of 

the four habitats in June and July 2020. 

Our surveys began 30 minutes before 

sunrise and each lasted two hours. 

During the surveys one of us observed 

and the other recorded, then we’d 

switch roles. Each block was surveyed 

for a total of eight hours. We identified 

and recorded indications of breeding, 

which included: nests, young birds (i.e. 

fledglings), singing, copulation, nest 

building, and food carrying. We 

followed the methodologies of the Virginia and Massachusetts Breeding Bird Atlases. Three categories were used 

to describe breeding: Confirmed, Possible or Probable. Our determinations were based on behaviors we 

observed. We observed 77 species. The five most common species were American Goldfinch (Spinus tristis), 

American Robin (Turdus migratorius), Mourning Dove (Zenaida macroura), Downy Woodpecker (Dryobates 

pubescens), and Gray Catbird (Dumetella carolinensis). Of the total observations, 72% species were listed as 

Confirmed, Probable, or Possible breeding; 28% of species were simply flyovers. 

Blythe Wilde (L.) and Fianna Wilde. 
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How to see birds in the treetops?  

The deciduous and coniferous blocks held many tall trees making it 

difficult to observe birds in the upper canopy. We thought about 

laying on the ground, as we had during spring migration, but the 

thick poison ivy ground cover of summer made that impractical. 

Then we thought: hammocks! We hiked in with two hammocks and 

placed them in different locations around the survey blocks, which 

created a good vantage point to observe the treetops. Laying in the 

hammock we could support ourselves and steady our binoculars. 

One morning, we set the hammocks in a coniferous survey block 

and after a short time we watched a female Scarlet Tanager 

carrying food, which confirmed breeding in that block. 

 

Inspired by a science communication project in our ornithology 

class, and by WFO’s newsletter articles, we created an Instagram account (babybirds_at_hampshire) as a way to 

make field science more accessible, creating a window into what it’s like to spend hours in the field. Our posts 

primarily focused on photos of birds. In the posts we discussed identification as well as important /cool information 

about the individuals and the species. Some of the posts were the result of our experiences, such as when we 

found nests or saw fledglings being fed.  

 

A hummingbird nest! 

One of many experiences while doing field work involved a 

hummingbird. Hiking through one of the deciduous survey 

blocks (DB2), Blythe spotted an adult female Ruby-throated 

Hummingbird (Archilochus colubris) buzzing around the 

branches of a sugar maple (Acer saccharum). The female 

kept returning to the same location, so we kept a close eye on 

her. On one return to the maple she was carrying little bits of 

cotton fluff in her bill. Our binoculars found the Y of a branch 

and in it was tucked a ping-pong ball sized nest! As we 

watched, she added more material using her body to shape 

the nest to a perfect fit. We imagined her kneading her tiny 

feet, creating a space for the two eggs to rest.  

 

The next time we visited the nest, the exterior had been 

camouflaged with tiny pieces of lichen. Like a tailor she had sewn her nest out of cottonwood and other plant fibers, 

and spider’s web. Based on the book by Bacich and Harrions, Nest, Eggs and Nestlings of North American Birds, 

we learned the eggs would likely hatch about 15 days after we’d first seen her building the nest. We visited the nest 

often over the next few weeks. As the date approached, our anticipation grew: would chicks be in the nest? One 

day, observing quietly, imagine our surprise when two small heads emerged from the nest. The first hummingbird 

chicks we’d ever seen! 

 

Our fieldwork inspired us to learn more writing and data analysis skills. We created an independent study project to 

continue working on our data using the R stat program. Some questions that guide us are: 1) Are there similarities 

or differences in species’ breeding preferences associated with the different habitat types?  2) What is the overall 

species richness on campus?  3) What is the breakdown of migrants vs. residents, and generalist svs. specialists? 

 

We learned a tremendous amount. The time and energy it takes to build and conduct a study, basic R programing 

skills, good practices for data collection in the field and keeping data organized, as well as savoring the moments 

when we observed something never seen before. Throughout this study, we had generous support from Dr. Blair 

McLaughlin, professor of ecology. As we analyze the data we are working on writing a scientific paper. This has 

been an incredible journey and we look forward to continuing more research in the future. 

Blythe observing birds in the canopy from 

her hammock.  

 

Ruby-throated Hummingbird female building 
nest in a sugar maple in block DB2 

For more on Kwinitekw (Connecticut) see, The Common Pot: The Recovery of Native Space in the Northeast, by Lisa Brooks. Univ. of Minnesota Press.  
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Thanks to all those who prepared and submitted articles, essays, artwork, photographs, and 
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Note to newsletter contributors: The deadline for the Winter 2021-22 newsletter is November 15. 
Before submitting material for the issue, please contact newsletter editor Judith Dunham 
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Green-tailed Towhee. Sierra Nevada Aquatic Research Lab 
(UCSB), Mono County, California. Photo by Mark Chappell. 
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