
Southern California Trip – November 7-14, 2017 
 
By Michael Lott 
 
Day 1 
 

The group arrived in California to beautiful, sunny, and relatively cool weather; a relief 
after the searing heat of the preceding weeks. The group included trip leaders Michael and Tony 

Lott, Jim Goehring, Sally Knight, Brenda Chase, Heather 
Alexander, Jim and Beverly Smith, and Lee Adams. After 
picking up lunch, we headed over to our first stop, Glen 
Helen Regional Park. Unfortunately, the bird diversity was 
a bit low, perhaps due to the loud noise and crowds 
associated with the OZ Fest the previous weekend.  Even 
so, we picked up 39 species. A walk through the fields near 
the picnic area provided nice looks at Red-breasted 
Sapsucker, Nuttall’s Woodpecker, and Black Phoebes. A 
flock of over 40 Common Ravens soared above the foothills 
north of the park. We got nice looks at Vermillion 

Flycatcher and Phainopepla, as well as White-crowned and 
Lark Sparrows, as we drove the perimeter of the park. After 
a few hours, it was time to move on to Whitewater Preserve, 
our second stop of the day. We started out birding a picnic 
area and ponds associated with an old trout hatchery. A 
cooperative Sora foraged along the edge of a pond along 
with a common yellowthroat. Other highlights included a 
Red-naped Sapsucker, a nice flock of Lesser Goldfinches 
perched in a shrub and 20 White-throated Swifts soaring 

above the canyon. A short hike up the canyon yielded our 
first Anna Hummingbirds, California Towhee and 
Bewick’s Wrens for the trip. As sunset approached, we 
made our way into Palm Springs and dinner at a nice 
Mexican restaurant. 
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Day 2 

Our second day was spent visiting sites around the Salton Sea and the Coachella Valley. 
First up was the Salton Sea National Recreation Area. Many birds greeted us as we entered the 
area, including a small covey of Gambell’s Quail, Cactus 
Wrens and Northern Flickers. A hike along the shoreline 
produced many shore birds (American Avocets, Black-
necked Stilts and Black-bellied Plovers) along with both 
American White and Brown Pelicans. Also along the 
shore were numerous gulls and Great-tailed Grackles. 
The highlight, however, were Abert’s Towhee, Black-
tailed Gnatcatcher and Sage Thrasher all roosting in the 
same shrub. After picking up 35 species at the recreation 
area, we moved on to Sony Bono Salton Sea National Wildlife Refuge. A Burrowing Owl sat 
outside his entrance hole as we drove into the parking lot.  

 In the parking lot at the visitor center, we had nice looks at Gambel’s Quail, a beautiful 
Orange-crowned Warbler and several Common Ground Doves. A group of us hiked the Rock 

Hill Trail to an overlook of a freshwater pond and the 
shoreline of the Salton Sea. Highlights in the pond included 
Northern Shoveler, Northern Pintail, Ruddy Duck, 
Bonaparte’s Gull, and several Black Skimmers. The shoreline 
and near shore waters of the lake were thick with shorebirds 
and ducks, including 300 Western Sandpipers, Least 
Sandpipers, Greater Yellowlegs, along with numerous 
American Wigeon and Gadwall. While hiking the trails we 
also enjoyed views of Northern Harrier, Cooper’s Hawk, 

Greater Roadrunner, Ladder-backed Woodpecker, Loggerhead Shrike, and Verdin. In total, we 
picked up 62 species at this location. 

 After a relatively unproductive stop at the Lack Road seawall, where we did see a Lesser 
Scaup, we traveled down to Cattle Call Park in Brawley 
where we hoped to pick up Inca Dove and Gila 
Woodpecker. We were unlucky with the dove, but we did 
enjoy a pair of Gila Woodpeckers hanging out in a group 
of palm trees. We also enjoyed another nice look at a 
Red-naped Sapsucker and several American Kestrels. 
After this short stop, we moved on to catch the sunset at 
our last stop of the day, Unit 1 of the Sony Bono Salton 
Sea NWR. The observation deck at Unit 1 is a wonderful 
place to catch sunset as birds fly in for the evening. We 
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watched as over 500 White-faced Ibis flew overhead. Other highlights included the calls of 
several Ridgway’s Rails, a Virginia Rail and several Marsh 
Wrens. A number of Wilson’s Snipe foraged along the wetland 
edge while a large flock of Snowy Egrets sat along the levee. 
We also enjoyed a nice flock of Sandhill Cranes and a Black-
crowned Night-Heron. Perhaps most dramatic were the 100s of 
Snow Geese flying at sunset. It was a nice end to a great day.  

 

 

Day 3 

We started day 3 with a stop at Covington Park and the adjacent Big Morongo Canyon 
Preserve.  Birding got off to a fast start at Covington Park where birds moved busily about the 
trees, including numerous woodpeckers, a large flock of Bushtits, Western Bluebirds, a Brown 
Creeper, and our first California Thrasher for the trip. Although spring is the best time to visit 
Big Morongo Canyon Preserve, we still enjoyed several Anna’s Hummingbirds working the 
feeder, an Oak Titmouse, a Fox Sparrow, and many White-crowned Sparrows.  

From Big Morongo, we moved over to Black Rock 
Campground within Joshua Tree National Park. While several of the 
group enjoyed birding in the campground, the rest of us went for a 
hike on the West Loop Trail. Many loud California Scrub-jays flew 
back and forth across the trail while several Cactus Wrens moved 

about in the Joshua trees. Several 
Red-tailed Hawks were seen 
including one that posed on a cliff 
for us. Other highlights included a 
handsome Black-throated Sparrow and an American White 
Pelican, an unusual and beautiful site to be seen soaring over 
the rocky ridgeline. After our stop 
at Joshua Tree NP, we headed up 
the mountains to Big Bear Lake 

where we had a picnic lunch at Juniper Point. From Juniper Point, 
we had nice views over the lake where we could see several 
Common Goldeneye, as well as numerous Eared Grebes, American 
White Pelicans and Double-crested Cormorants. Within the trees in 
the picnic area were several Steller’s Jays and numerous Mountain 
Chickadees and Pygmy Nuthatches. A Townsend’s Solitaire also 
quietly sat above us. After lunch we headed over to the Happy 
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Hills Trail near Big Bear City Hall where we went for a short hike. Along the trail we observed 
several more Steller’s Jays and Townsend’s Solitaires, a 
Red-breasted Nuthatch, and several Pine Siskins. A Sharp-
shinned Hawk flew by looking for an afternoon snack. 
Another highlight were several White-headed 
Woodpeckers, a target bird for the trail, foraging along a 
tree trunk. 

 

 

Day 4 

The day started out chilly and foggy at San Jacinto Wildlife Area, one of the birdiest sites in 
southern California. As the fog burned off the birding began to pick up. Near Walker Ponds, 
numerous Black-necked Stilts, Long-billed Curlews and White-face Ibis foraged in the marsh. In 

the cattails were hundreds of Red-winged Blackbirds as well as 
single Yellow-headed and 
Tri-colored Blackbirds. 
Over 30 American Pipets 
foraged along the levee. 
Two beautiful White-
tailed Kites flew over the 

fields east of the ponds. 
San Jacinto Wildlife Area is known for its raptors, and we 
were not disappointed as, in addition to the kites, we saw 
numerous Northern Harriers and Red-tailed Hawks, Red-
shouldered Hawks, single Sharp-shinned and Cooper’s Hawks, and a beautiful Golden Eagle. 
Several Peregrine Falcons and American Kestrels were also seen. Say’s Phoebes were seen in 
numerous places in the wildlife area. Other highlights of the visit included several Redheads, 
Ring-necked Ducks,  Mountain Bluebirds, a Yellow Warbler and numerous Savannah Sparrows 
and Western Meadowlarks. In total we picked up 68 
species.   

 From San Jacinto, we drove up to Oak Glen 
Preserve in the foothills of the San Bernardino Mountains. 
Although the preserve was crowded with people enjoying 
Veterans Day, we still enjoyed a short hike up to the duck 
ponds. In addition to a large flock of Cedar Waxwings, 

numerous Acorn Woodpeckers were observed storing 
acorns in their granary trees along the trail. Over 20 
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American Wigeons and a few Ring-necked Ducks and American Coots were observed on the 
ponds. As the grouped hiked back to the cars, a Lewis’s 
Woodpecker, a target and lifebird for several of the group, 
flew in and landed on a pole.  While we enjoyed viewing the 
bird, two more flew in and landed at the top of several large 
conifers. To end the day, we stopped for a short visit at 
Yucaipa Regional Park where a Belted Kingfisher was seen 
perched by the lake and 13 Band-tailed Pigeons roosted in 
the eucalyptus trees. 

 

Day 5 

We got on the road early on day 5 so we could reach 
Coal Oil Point Reserve in Santa Barbara by 9:00 a.m. From 
the bluff overlooking the Pacific, we had nice looks at a large 
raft of Western Grebes.  Large numbers of Brown Pelicans 
also flew by. The group then walked along the beach and 
enjoyed the large numbers of shorebirds, including 
Sanderling, Black-bellied Plovers, Dunlin, Western 
Sandpipers, and Snowy Plovers. The western population of 

Snowy Plovers are a 
federally listed species and 
breed at Coal Oil Point Reserve. We had nice close up looks of 
the plovers. From the beach, we took a short walk along the 
pond trail where we had looks at Blue-gray Gnatcatcher, House 
Finch, and Cassin’s Kingbird. The pond supported a few 
Mallards and Green-winged Teal. As we walked back, we had 
nice looks at a very cooperative Sharp-shinned Hawk. Given 
that we still had a long way to go, we bid farewell to Santa 
Barbara and headed for our next stop along Zaca Station Road. 
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Zaca Station Road is a great area to look for Yellow-billed Magpies, a species endemic to 
the open oak woodlands of central and southern California. We 
were not disappointed, as we waited to turn onto Zaca Station 
Road a magpie flew into an oak tree next to the road. Both a 
Golden Eagle and a Ferruginous Hawk soared overhead as we 

enjoyed several yellow-billed 
magpies moving between oak 
trees. We drove further up Zaca 
Station Road to find a stop for 
lunch. As we ate lunch, we heard 
and then saw a small covey of California Quail moving through 
the underbrush. 

Our final stop of the day was Estero Bluffs State Park, a 
beautiful spot to search for a diversity of 
birds. As we walked the bluffs toward the 

shore, we had looks at Red-tailed Hawks, a White-tailed Kite, and 
several Western Meadowlarks. Many birds new for the trip roosted on 
the off shore rocks, including Brandt’s and Pelagic Cormorants, Black 
Oystercatchers, Black and Ruddy Turnstones and Heermann’s Gulls. 
We also had nice looks at Whimbrel, Spotted Sandpiper, and a raft of 
Surf Scoters. At sunset, we headed into Morro Bay and a pizza dinner. 

 

Day 6 

 Day 6 was dedicated to the many great birding sites located near Morro Bay. A small 
group of us got up early and went back to Estero Bluffs SP at dawn to search for a Harlequin 

Duck we missed the previous day. It was worth the trip and we 
found a male Harlequin Duck sitting on a rock. We also had a 
couple of Royal Turns flying offshore. After returning to the hotel 
and enjoying breakfast, the whole group headed over to Morro 
Rock, a prominent feature on the local landscape. As we walked 
toward the rock, we enjoyed views of Bufflehead, Red-breasted 
Merganser, Common Loon, and a large group of Brown Pelicans. 

Hundreds of Heermann’s Gulls and lesser numbers of Western 
Gulls covered the rock jetty. We also had a close up look at a Black Oystercatcher. Several 
Peregrine Falcons, common on Morro Rock, soared overhead and landed on the rock. As we 
walked back to the parking lot, we enjoyed several Brewer’s Blackbirds roosting in a shrub. 
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 From Morro Rock we headed over to Tidelands Park where we had wonderful long looks 
at several Townsend’s Warblers and enjoyed the many Anna 
Hummingbirds sipping on the abundant flowers on a park tree. 
Off shore were a large number of Willets loafing on a sandbar. 
A short walk to the public boat ramp rewarded us with close up 
views of several Pelagic 
Cormorants. Our next stop was 
the natural history museum 
parking lot at Morro Bay State 

Park. This is a good location to 
observe Chestnut-backed Chickadees and several moved about 
the eucalyptus trees. We also had nice looks at several Bewick’s 
Wrens as well as a House Wren and a Hermit Thrush. We then 
moved around the corner to the State Park marina and boardwalk 
trail. Several Black-crowned and a rare juvenile Yellow-crowned Night-Heron roosted in the 

trees next to the parking lot. Along the trail, we observed a Bald 
Eagle soaring over the bay and a large raft of Bufflehead. There 
were also hundreds of peeps located too far away to identify.   

 We continued our trip south along the bay to the Elfin 
Forest Preserve. The trails and 
overlooks at the preserve provide 
outstanding views of the Morro 
Bay State Marine Reserve. 
Hundreds of ducks foraged in the 

tidal marsh along with a large flock of American White Pelicans 
that roosted along a tidal channel. Other notable birds at this stop 
included a Merlin, Hutton’s Vireo and a Golden-crowned Sparrow. 
Our picnic lunch spot for the day was at Montana de Oro State Park. Several Peacocks joined us 
in the picnic area while we enjoyed lunch. After satisfying our appetites, we hiked out along the 
bluffs above Spooner Cove searching for the elusive Wandering Tattler. The tattler continued to 
elude us but we did see a Glaucous-winged Gull, a life bird for several in the group. We also had 
nice looks at a California Thrasher and another covey of California Quail. With limited daylight 
left, we headed back toward Morro Bay and visited Sweet Springs Nature Preserve and the 
Morro Bay Audubon Overlook. At Sweet Springs there were distant views of blue-winged teal 
while at the Overlook there was a nice raft of Brant.   
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Day 7 

In our quest to find the Wandering Tattler we once again 
re-visited Estero Bluffs SP on our way out of Morro Bay. Luck 
was not on our side but we did see both a male and female 
Harlequin Duck and several Red-throated Loons. We also enjoyed 
watching several White-
tailed Kites, including one 
that was enjoying breakfast.  

From Morro Bay, we headed 
over to the Carrizo Plain National Monument.  Along the 
drive, we saw several Yellow-billed Magpies, a Wild 
Turkey and a Prairie Falcon.  Our first stop at the national 
monument was the visitor center.  As we looked at a large 

flock of Mountain Bluebirds, 
a Barn Owl flew out of the 
tree above us and landed in a nearby cottonwood.  Additional 
birds observed at this stop included Northern Harrier, Prairie 
Falcon, and several Loggerhead Shrikes.  We then backtracked 
to the Soda Lake Boardwalk Trail where we hoped to see Bell’s 
Sparrow, a life bird for everyone in the group.  This time, luck 

was on our side and we observed at least eight Bell’s sparrows, 
including several that perched in the open.  We then continued 
along the bone-jarring dirt road to the KCL campground where 
we stopped for lunch.  Along the way, we saw numerous Red-
tailed Hawks, Loggerhead Shrikes and Western Meadowlarks.  
Yellow-rumped Warblers and a Ruby-crowned Kinglet foraged 
in the trees above us while we ate lunch.  Along the remainder 
of the drive, we observed another Prairie Falcon, a large flock 
of Horned Larks, and a group of Lark Sparrows.  The drivers 
were relieved to reach pavement once again without blowing a 
tire or damaging the vehicles.   

After leaving the Carrizo Plain, we drove up to an overlook at the entrance to Bitter 
Creek National Wildlife Refuge in hopes of spotting a California Condor.  Bitter Creek is where 
many of the condors are released into the wild in California but is closed to public access.  
Unfortunately, we arrived too late in the day to observe the condors from the overlook.  Several 
stops along the road, however, provided lovely views of the mountains and the central valley.  
We also observed a bobcat having a snack on a distant ridge. 
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Day 8 

  A group of us got up early on our last day to squeeze in some additional birding.  
We picked up several new birds for the trip, including a Hooded Merganser and several Wrentits 
along San Timoteo Creek.  We also visited a site near the Redlands Municipal Airport in hopes 

of spotting the federally listed California Gnatcatcher.  As we 
walked the road, several California Gnatcatchers gave their 
distinctive mewing call from the adjacent coastal sage scrub.  
Thankfully, one popped up into the open where the group could 
observe the bird foraging in the scrub.  We also observed 
several rock wrens as they moved about in the rocky terrain.  

 Prior to heading for 
the airport, we stopped for 

lunch and one last birding stop at Cucamonga-Guasti 
Regional Park where we observed quite a few Cassin’s 
Kingbirds and Western Bluebirds.  Several Egyptian Geese 
sat in the grass.  It was a great trip! The final species total 
was 191 species.  Thanks to Sally, Jim, Tony and Mike for 
sharing their photographs! 

 

Final Trip List 

 
Brant 
Canada Goose 
Snow Goose 
Ross's Goose 
American Wigeon 
Mallard 
Northern Pintail 
Northern Shoveler 
Gadwall 
Cinnamon Teal 
Blue-winged Teal 
Green-winged Teal 
Redhead 
Ring-necked Duck 
Lesser Scaup 
Bufflehead 
Common Goldeneye 
Red-breasted Merganser 
Hooded Merganser 

Harlequin Duck 
Surf Scoter 
Black Scoter 
Ruddy Duck 
California Quail 
Gambel's Quail 
Wild Turkey 
Common Loon 
Red-throated Loon 
Pied-billed Grebe 
Eared Grebe 
Western Grebe 
Brandt's Cormorant 
Double-crested Cormorant 
Pelagic Cormorant 
American White Pelican 
Brown Pelican 
Green Heron 
Great Blue Heron 

Great Egret 
Cattle Egret 
Snowy Egret 
Black-crowned Night-
Heron 
Yellow-crowned Night-
Heron 
White-faced Ibis 
Turkey Vulture 
White-tailed Kite 
Red-shouldered Hawk 
Red-tailed Hawk 
Ferruginous Hawk 
Northern Harrier 
Bald Eagle 
Golden Eagle 
Cooper's Hawk 
Sharp-shinned Hawk 
Osprey 

Wrentit 

California Gnatcatcher 



Virginia Rail 
Ridgway's Rail 
Sora 
Common Gallinule 
American Coot 
Sandhill Crane 
Black-necked Stilt 
American Avocet 
Black Oystercatcher 
Black-bellied Plover 
Killdeer 
Snowy Plover 
Semipalmated Plover 
Ruddy Turnstone 
Black Turnstone 
Dunlin 
Sanderling 
Western Sandpiper 
Least Sandpiper 
Spotted Sandpiper 
Willet 
Whimbrel 
Long-billed Curlew 
Long-billed Dowitcher 
Greater Yellowlegs 
Marbled Godwit 
Wilson's Snipe 
Bonaparte's Gull 
California Gull 
Western Gull 
Glaucous-winged Gull 
Heermann's Gull 
Herring Gull 
Ring-billed Gull 
Caspian Tern 
Forster's Tern 
Royal Tern 
Black Skimmer 
Eurasian Collared-Dove 
Mourning Dove 
Band-tailed Pigeon 
Rock Pigeon 
Common Ground-Dove 
Greater Roadrunner 
Barn Owl 
Burrowing Owl 

White-throated Swift 
Anna's Hummingbird 
Belted Kingfisher 
Gila Woodpecker 
Acorn Woodpecker 
Downy Woodpecker 
White-headed Woodpecker 
Ladder-backed 
Woodpecker 
Nuttall's Woodpecker 
Lewis's Woodpecker 
Red-breasted Sapsucker 
Red-naped Sapsucker 
Northern Flicker 
American Kestrel 
Peregrine Falcon 
Prairie Falcon 
Merlin 
Black Phoebe 
Say's Phoebe 
Vermilion Flycatcher 
Cassin's Kingbird 
Loggerhead Shrike 
Hutton's Vireo 
Common Raven 
American Crow 
Yellow-billed Magpie 
California Scrub-Jay 
Steller's Jay 
Horned Lark 
Tree Swallow 
Mountain Chickadee 
Chestnut-backed 
Chickadee 
Oak Titmouse 
Verdin 
Bushtit 
Red-breasted Nuthatch 
White-breasted Nuthatch 
Pygmy Nuthatch 
Brown Creeper 
Rock Wren 
Marsh Wren 
House Wren 
Bewick's Wren 
Cactus Wren 

Blue-gray Gnatcatcher 
Black-tailed Gnatcatcher 
California Gnatcatcher 
Ruby-crowned Kinglet 
Wrentit 
Hermit Thrush 
American Robin 
Mountain Bluebird 
Western Bluebird 
Townsends's Solitaire 
California Thrasher 
Sage Thrasher 
Northern Mockingbird 
European Starling 
American Pipit 
Cedar Waxwing 
Phainopepla 
Common Yellowthroat 
Orange-crowned Warbler 
Yellow Warbler 
Townsend's Warbler 
Yellow-rumped Warbler 
Abert's Towhee 
California Towhee 
Spotted Towhee 
Black-throated Sparrow 
Chipping Sparrow 
Dark-eyed Junco 
Fox Sparrow 
Golden-crowned Sparrow 
Savannah Sparrow 
White-crowned Sparrow 
Lincoln's Sparrow 
Lark Sparrow 
Song Sparrow 
Bell’s Sparrow  
Western Meadowlark 
Tricolored Blackbird 
Red-winged Blackbird 
Yellow-headed Blackbird 
Brewer's Blackbird 
Great-tailed Grackle 
House Finch 
Lesser Goldfinch 
Pine Siskin 
House Sparrow 


