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    The most talented dancer among Colorado’s “chickens”, Sharp-tailed Grouse 
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Guided by Andrew Spencer 
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Colorado in spring is hard to predict.  I’ve seen blizzards, torrential rain, blazing sun with high 
temperatures, and everything in between.  I’ve also seen eastern warblers, western gulls, northern 
invasives, and southern overshoots.  And, of course, it’s the best time to see chickens. 
 
This was Tropical Birding’s first tour to Colorado, and we all got a taste of this unpredictability.  
The lowest snowpack I’ve ever seen in the state, combined with the beginnings of a drought on 
the eastern plains affected the birding somewhat, but the warmer than usual spring also meant 
some spring arrivals were ahead of schedule.  We scored a near clean sweep of the chickens, 
missing only Ptarmigan on Loveland Pass.  And proving that Colorado is more than just grouse, 
we also scored a number of other local and highly desired species, ranging from stunning views 
of Black Rail to the near endemic Brown-capped Rosy-Finch to the accidental Black-chinned 
Sparrow. 
 
Day 1: Denver to Loveland Pass to Wray 
 
With everyone arriving in Denver on time the night before, we had what (ironically) was one of 
the later starts of the trip.  Even so, dawn found us at the foothill Gennessee Mountain Park not 
far outside of Denver, in the cool Ponderosa Pine forests of the Front Range.  It didn’t take long 
for our first target to fall, when a pair of Williamson’s Sapsuckers angrily chased each other 
into our view.  One quickly flew off, but 
we were able to enjoy views of a male in 
the dawn light, before turning our attention 
to nearby dapper Western Bluebirds and 
pugnacious Pygmy Nuthatches.  
 
Our main target in the foothills out of the 
way, we bee-lined up to Loveland Pass, in 
search of our first chicken.  I was 
somewhat shocked, and quite dismayed, 
but how little snow there was up there; 
large patches of bare ground and 
dwindling snow banks, when the trail 
should still have been knee-deep or more 
in snow!  I’m not sure how this would 
affect the Ptarmigan population in the area, 
but needless to say we struck out despite a 
thorough search. 
 
Eventually giving up on the Ptarmigan, we 
descended into the mountain town of 
Silverthorne to check out some feeders.  I 
was worried that the lack of snow and 
warm weather would kill our chances at 
finches, but luckily there were still some 
around.  A few Brown-capped Rosy-
Finches highlighted our time here (this 



species is nearly endemic to Colorado, and the most localized of the three Rosy-Finch species).  
Bright Evening Grosbeaks and a few Cassin’s Finches were also in attendance, as was a single 
male Red Crossbill, and a loud wing clap nearby alerted us to the presence of a Band-tailed 
Pigeon.  Finally, as we were about to leave, a single Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch put in a brief 
appearance, but alas not a single Black Rosy-Finch was to be seen. 
 
After a quick bit of lunch in Silverthorne we began the long drive to the east – we had an 
appointment to keep in Wray that evening.  We did have time for a quick stop at a playa in 
Washington County, which gave us our first Wilson’s Phalaropes of the tour, and a few puddle 
ducks though. 
 
In Wray we met up with our host for the Greater Prairie-Chicken lek, Bob Bledsoe, and had an 
educational introduction to the life of a prairie rancher, and to Prairie-Chickens.  In the last hours 
of the evening Bob brought us out to show us the lek, and there they were!  Granted they weren’t 
that impressive, mostly just standing around and not doing much at all, but we knew that in a 
mere few hours the scene would be very different! 
 
Day 2: Wray to Lamar 
 
There’s only one problem with looking at dancing chickens.  True, it ranks among the most 
amazing avian sights on the planet.  True, it’s a feast for both the eyes and the ears.  But you 
have to get up so darned early!  But in the end it’s always worth it, and this morning was no 
exception.  Arriving at the lek with the first rays of light, it was mere moments before the air was 
full of the weird booming, cackling, and stomping of thirty or so Greater Prairie-Chickens 
trying their best to impress their lady friends.  And while I don’t know if the lady chickens were 



impressed or not, but I can vouch for the fact that eight birders were absolutely blown away!  We 
couldn’t have asked for better conditions – warm for a spring morning, no wind, perfect light.  
And as usual for the species, the birds couldn’t care less that we were there.  It was the perfect 
introduction to the grouse of Colorado.   
 
After the chickens decided they’d had enough for the morning we worked our way back in to 
Wray, stopping to look at a Swainson’s Hawk and a few sparrows, before enjoying a truly 
excellent breakfast and then heading south.  Our next port of call was the town of Lamar, but we 
did have some time to check out a few plains birding locations on the way. 
 
The first of these, Neenoshe Reservoir, was perhaps our most productive shorebirding spot of the 
trip.  Which isn’t saying much, since the spring of 2012 was exceptionally poor for shorebirds.  
But we still managed to pull out the rare Piping Plover, as well as a few gigantic Marbled 
Godwits and a couple of Long-billed Curlews amid the more common Baird’s Sandpipers.  
The lake also had a few ducks, including Canvasback and Lesser Scaup. 
 
A quick vote among the group decided our next stop, the expansive Fort Lyon marshes near the 
town of Las Animas.  On our way there I rather off-handedly mentioned that Black Rail occurs 
in Colorado, and that the Fort Lyon Marshes were the best place to see them.  But I spent a good 
deal of effort laying out how 
unlikely we were to actually 
see one.  After all, I told 
everyone, I had only seen it 
there a very few times in 
many, many visits.  And 
indeed, for the first few stops 
all we did was hear it, ki-ki-
dooing at us from the marsh, 
occasionally uttering a growl 
or two.  But then one of the 
birds gave a weird call I’d 
never heard before, and I 
quickly got a recording.  
Playback ensued, and there it 
was!!  A Black Rail, 
completely in the open, right 
on the side of the road!  In the 
end everyone got a view of the bird, and I even managed one bad photo (see below), and it was 
this little mouse with wings that got voted bird of the trip.  No small feat on a tour filled with 
dancing grouse!  But how often do you get looks like that at a Black Rail?! 
 
A quick wrap up at the marsh gave some of us a quick view at Virginia Rail, and a heard only 
Sora, before we headed in to Lamar, dinner, and a welcome night of sleep after a long, but 
productive day. 
 
 



Day 3: Lamar to Lesser Prairie-Chicken to Gunnison 
 
This day saw the earliest morning of the entire tour.  Not only was the drive to the lek a bit 
longer than most, but being on the eastern edge of the time zone made for an early sunrise.  
Nonetheless, first light found us in the middle of a field in remote Prowers County, listening to 
the weird bubbling and maniacal cackling of Lesser Prairie-Chickens, our second chicken and 
among the rarer of North American birds.  As the dawn progressed we were treated to 
progressively better views of these comical birds, getting a good appreciation of their differences 
from their Greater cousins. 
 

 
The southeastern corner of Colorado is also probably the best part of the state to find the 
localized and uncommon Mountain Plover, so that was our next order of business.  Heading west 
from the lek, we cruised along slowly, checking the agricultural fields and prairie.  It wasn’t long 
before we stumbled on some migrating blackbird flocks, including some of the stunning Yellow-
headed Blackbirds, but for the first while no plovers were in evidence.  Eventually we found on 
in the distance, but it was a little while later when we struck pay dirt – two Mountain Plovers at 
close range in a plowed field!  We couldn’t have asked for better views of this shy prairie 
denizen. 
 
At this point the wind was starting to pick up in a serious way.  This probably cost us our chance 
at Cassin’s Sparrow, since it was so windy the birds couldn’t hear the playback.  A stop below 



the dam at Two Buttes Reservoir got us out of the wind a bit, but the trees were very quiet, bird 
wise.  A single Say’s Phoebe and a couple of Eastern Phoebes livened up the walk, and the 
Myles picked out a locally rare Red-bellied Woodpecker, which we all got excellent views at.  
The only migrants we saw, though, was a single Western Tanager and one “Audubon’s” 
Yellow-rumped Warbler. 
 
A long drive ahead of us, we decided to wrap up in the southeast and head west.  The final 
birding stop on the east slope was the suburb of Pueblo West, where we quickly found the target 
Scaled Quail (or Quailed Scales at I sometimes call them), and a single Curve-billed Thrasher, 
a local species in the state. 
 
The last bird of the day was found in a small roadside puddle near Gunnison – a glowing 
Cinnamon Teal, right outside the car window.  A good way to end a long day! 
 
Day 4: Gunnison to Grand Junction 
 
It’s a sad fact that there are a number of very rare birds in the US on the endangered species list.  
But rarer than almost all of these, and not on the list, is the closest Colorado has to an endemic – 
the Gunnison Sage-Grouse.  Another early morning start found us headed to the one public lek in 

the world for this species, which 
we arrived at pre-dawn.  
Eventually we could make out the 
shapes, and then a little bit of 
plumage, of three Gunnison Sage-
Grouse way out on the lek.  But 
then, for no reason that we could 
tell, they all flushed.  
Anticlimactic, for sure, but at least 
we had seen them.  It seems that 
for the past few years the birds at 
this lek had been extremely 
flighty, and good views are now 
the exception rather than the rule. 
 
Our bad fortune with the grouse 
did give us more time to go 
birding elsewhere.  The first stop, 
post-breakfast, was the gigantic 
Blue Mesa Reservoir.  Here we 
found our first Common 
Goldeneyes, and a few Lesser 
Scaup, but little else.  Next up was 
the majestic Black Canyon of the 
Gunnison.  We couldn’t resist a 
few scenery stops along the way, 
but most of our efforts were spent 



looking for Dusky Grouse.  Alas, we struck out on these, but a singing Green-tailed Towhee 
was our first of the trip, as was an adult Golden Eagle. 
 
Back in waterbird mode, we decided to check out the productive Fruitgrowers Reservoir.  The 
lake was chock-full of ducks and grebes, and even a shorebird or two (including a few Willets).  
But best of all was watching Western Grebes (photo above) do their mating dance, a show that 
rivals some of the chickens!  Picking through said grebes also gave us our best views of the 
similar Clark’s Grebes. 
 
Like the day before, at this point the wind starting picking up.  A check of the dry Escalante 
Canyon didn’t give us a whole lot, while the nearby Cheney Reservoir did produce a rare 
Greater Scaup amid the more common dabblers and divers.  Evening was starting to close in, 
though, so it was time to head to our digs in Grand Junction, and call it a day. 
 
Day 5: Grand Junction to Craig 
 
Day 5 was somewhat of a rarity on the tour – no chickens were on the docket for the morning.  
This meant some glorious sleep-in time, but the dawn light still found us just outside of town at 
the incomparably stunning Colorado National Monument.  The desert scrub and pinyon-juniper 
woodland here is the best part of the state to find a number of species, and we were not 
disappointed.  Starting out with a dapper Black-throated Sparrow, we moved on to the 
subdued, but local Gray Vireo, an early Virginia’s Warbler, and finally an accidental (in 
Colorado) Black-chinned Sparrow.  A calling Ash-throated Flycatcher remained frustratingly 

out of range, but a pair of 
Rock Wrens were far 
more cooperative. 
 
Hiking out of the juniper 
forest we were lucky to 
have some spectacular 
encounters with a pair of 
Gambel’s Quail, and 
then a few territorial 
Black-chinned 
Hummingbirds before 
making it back to the car. 
 
It would be criminal to 
come this far without 
taking the drive through 
the monument, so we 
then worked our way up 
onto the mesa tops, and 

gawked at the monolithic pillars and sheer cliffs that characterize western Colorado.  And we 
didn’t ignore the birds!  A plaintive cry alerted us to the presence of a flock of Pinyon Jays, and 
a little bit of work gave us perfect views of this subdued, but very charismatic corvid.  A few 



weak calls also soon turned in to stunning views of a pair of cute Bushtits, and a Black-throated 
Gray Warbler or two spiced up the morning. 
 
As it wouldn’t be a grouse tour without a lot of driving, we began the day’s haul, heading north 
to the town of Craig.  The drive was fairly uneventful, other than a few American White 
Pelicans at a roadside pond, and a single Prairie Falcon just south of town. 
 
Finding ourselves with a couple of hours to spare, I decided the best use of time would be to look 
for that reprobate grouse that avoided us the day before.  So east to Hayden, and then north 
towards California Park, and then there it was!  A male Dusky Grouse, being tame only the way 
they can be, half-heartedly displaying right on the road in front of us.  It was a spectacular sight, 
and well worth the extra effort. 

 
Grouse weren’t the only birds there, though, and a few Sandhill Cranes were a pleasure to see, 
as always, and a male Red-naped Sapsucker was the only one of the tour.  By now it really was 
getting late, though, so back to town, dinner, and bed it was. 
 
Day 6: Craig to Walden 
 
There’s a lot of debate over which chicken is the best.  A lot of thought has to go in to such an 
important decision – what sounds the best, what looks the best, what dances the best?  For me, 



though, the clear winner is Sharp-tailed Grouse (see photo on the cover page).  It may not be 
the most bizarre, the more colorful, the best sounding, but man what a dance it has! 
 
This year we were lucky to have access to some leks on private property, along with a couple of 
blinds set up right on site.  Since the blinds weren’t all that large we split up into two groups, and 
went to two separate leks.  It ended up taking a very long time for the birds to come in – so much 
so that in truth I was fearing that we had missed our chance, but in the end the birds came onto 
the lek, sauntered to within 10 feet of the blind, and started dancing!  Their choreographed ballet 
dance is incomparable among North American birds, and the sound track of booming, clucking, 
and gobbling made for a truly magnificent experience. 
 
After abandoning our blinds, our hosts for the grouse leks brought us to a nearby Ferruginous 
Hawk nest, where we had excellent views of a pair of adults.  Along the way an immature 
Golden Eagle at point blank range was an awe inspiring experience, and a Swainson’s Hawk 
and a couple of Bald Eagles rounded out our raptor haul. 

 
Leaving Craig behind, it was back towards the east, to try for our last grouse of the tour.  On the 
way we were hoping to check out Rabbit Ears Pass for some high mountain birds, but alas our 
luck ran out, and it was downright blizzarding on top of the pass.  Deciding that the conditions 



were not ideal for birding, we headed down again, into the large open expanses of North Park, 
and to the town of Walden, our headquarters for the night. 
 
Luckily the weather was better in North Park, so we were able to check out some of the 
extremely productive lakes in the area.  The first was Walden Reservoir, where waterbirds 
abounded – Ring-necked Duck, Lesser Scaup, handsome Canvasback and Redheads, tons of 
noisy California Gulls and a few Franklin’s Gulls thrown in, and even a lingering Ross’s 
Goose, a pleasant surprise on this late date. 
 
After a bit of a hairy situation with some roadside mud, we worked our way back uphill, to the 
Moose Visitor Center.  Here the feeders were mostly unproductive, with the main species present 
being a goodly number of Cassin’s Finches and Dark-eyed Juncos.  Sheryl pulled out the spot 
of the day, though, when on the way back down from the visitor’s center she spotted a Moose 
hiding in some 
roadside willows!  
Undoubtedly the 
mammal highlight of 
the tour, and one of the 
best jobs of spotting 
I’ve ever seen. 
 
In the final hours of the 
afternoon we visited 
the Arapho National 
Wildlife Refuge just 
south of Walden.  
While the ponds along 
the auto route didn’t 
give use to much 
(though very close 
views of an American 
Avocet were very 
nice), a very serendipitous spot by Walter has us ogling a perched Short-eared Owl at point 
blank range!  This species can be very hard to find in Colorado, and it is even more rare that one 
is seen perched close to the car. 
 
Day 7: Walden to the Pawnee National Grasslands to Denver 
 
It really isn’t hard to pick which of the chickens has the most bizarre display.  None of them are 
what you would call “normal”, but the antics of Greater Sage-Grouse must be among the most 
ridiculous actions of any bird on the planet.  Perhaps it was because of this that in addition to the 
usual hushed sounds of awe from the group as we watched nearly 40 Greater Sage-Grouse (see 
below) display this morning, some mere feet from the van, I also heard the sounds of suppressed 
laughter.  But for all of its ridiculousness, the dancing of Sage-Grouse is truly a remarkable sight. 
 



Typical for the end of a tour, we had a few widely scattered targets left to try for.  With this in 
mind, we made a beeline for Windy Gap Reservoir, where some searching among the many 
Common Goldeneye and Bufflehead produced one young male and one female Barrow’s 
Goldeneye, and a Bald Eagle perched on the ground added some spice. 

 
Another try for Ptarmigan on Loveland Pass was equally unproductive, and with little time to 
spare we worked our way down to the Pawnee National Grasslands, site of our last few birds of 
the trip.  We rather quickly found the more common of the two prairie longspurs, McCown’s 
Longspur, and everyone enjoyed excellent views of this subdued but beautiful species, but alas 
the only views we had of the less common Chestnut-collared Longspur were distant and 
fleeting.  A last minute save in the form of a few dapper Lark Buntings (the state bird of 
Colorado) ended our grassland foray, and we began the last long drive of the trip, back to 
Denver. 
 
The very last birding stop was at a small nameless pond, where a large flock of American 
Avocets and an even larger flock of American White Pelicans were the only birds present. 



 
Bird List 
Taxonomy and nomenclature follow the AOU Checklist. 
 
ANSERIFORMES: Anatidae  
Snow Goose    Chen caerulescens 

A lingerer was found near Rocky Ford; typically this species leaves the state in early 
April, but some can almost always be found later in the month. 

Ross's Goose    Chen rossii 
A single individual on Walden Reservoir was the only one of the tour; this species has a 
similar migration pattern as the above. 

Canada Goose   Branta canadensis 
Gadwall    Anas strepera 
American Wigeon   Anas americana 
Mallard    Anas platyrhynchos 
Blue-winged Teal   Anas discors 
Cinnamon Teal   Anas cyanoptera 
Northern Shoveler   Anas clypeata 
Northern Pintail   Anas acuta 
Green-winged Teal   Anas crecca 
Canvasback    Aythya valisineria 
Redhead    Aythya americana 
Ring-necked Duck   Aythya collaris 
Greater Scaup   Aythya marila 

Far rarer than the species below, we found a couple on Cheney Reservoir.  April is 
probably the best month to find it in Colorado. 

Lesser Scaup    Aythya affinis 
Bufflehead    Bucephala albeola 
Common Goldeneye   Bucephala clangula 
Barrow's Goldeneye   Bucephala islandica 

Harder to find than usual at this time of year, probably due to the extremely low 
snowpack.  They often stage in good numbers on reservoirs in Middle Park, but in all 
likelihood most had already departed to their breeding grounds further north and west 
this year. 

Common Merganser   Mergus merganser 
Ruddy Duck    Oxyura jamaicensis 
GALLIFORMES: Odontophoridae  
Scaled Quail    Callipepla squamata 

A few were found in southeastern Colorado. 
Gambel's Quail   Callipepla gambelii 

Actually not a native to Colorado, we saw a few near Grand Junction, where this species 
was introduced many years ago and seems like a natural part of the avifauna in the 
desert regions of the state. 

GALLIFORMES: Phasianidae  
Ring-necked Pheasant  Phasianus colchicus 
Greater Sage-Grouse  Centrocercus urophasianus 



Our experience with this truly bizarre bird was absolutely stupendous!  Probably the best 
show I’ve ever had for this species; with one male coming to within 15 feet of the car 
door as it chased a female, and then stood their displaying, too close to fit into the 
camera frame!   

Gunnison Sage-Grouse  Centrocercus minimus 
The show for this species, one of the rarest on the continent, was a bit disappointing.  The 
last few years have not been good for it at the classic location, and I have my doubts that 
it will continue long as a viable spot to see this bird.  Hopefully alternatives will become 
available. 

Dusky Grouse   Dendragapus obscurus 
On the other hand our encounter with this bird couldn’t have been better!  Second only to 
Ptarmigan in tameness, we had one right at our feet in the evening. 

Sharp-tailed Grouse   Tympanuchus phasianellus 
Thanks to my friend in Craig we had stunningly close and good looks at this amazing 
dancer from blinds set up right on the leks.  It was probably cold and windy weather that 
kept them from coming in until later than usual in the morning, but when they did oh my 
what a show! 

Greater Prairie-Chicken  Tympanuchus cupido 
Our first chicken of the tour performed typically well at the classic location near Wray, 
though their numbers were somewhat diminished from the previous year due to a 
hailstorm. 

Lesser Prairie-Chicken  Tympanuchus pallidicinctus 
My lek location in SE Colorado pulled through again, with spectacular, prolonged, close 
views of this rare and local species. 

Wild Turkey    Meleagris gallopavo  
PODICIPEDIFORMES: Podicipedidae  
Pied-billed Grebe   Podilymbus podiceps 
Eared Grebe    Podiceps nigricollis 
Western Grebe   Aechmophorus occidentalis 
Clark's Grebe   Aechmophorus clarkii 
SULIFORMES: Phalacrocoracidae  
Double-crested Cormorant  Phalacrocorax auritus 
PELECANIFORMES: Pelecanidae  
American White Pelican  Pelecanus erythrorhynchos 
PELECANIFORMES: Ardeidae  
Great Blue Heron   Ardea herodias 
Great Egret    Ardea alba 
PELECANIFORMES: Threskiornithidae  
White-faced Ibis   Plegadis chihi 
ACCIPITRIFORMES: Cathartidae  
Turkey Vulture   Cathartes aura 
ACCIPITRIFORMES: Accipitridae  
Bald Eagle    Haliaeetus leucocephalus 
Northern Harrier   Circus cyaneus 
Cooper's Hawk   Accipiter cooperii 
Swainson's Hawk   Buteo swainsoni 



Red-tailed Hawk   Buteo jamaicensis 
Ferruginous Hawk   Buteo regalis 

This regal, and local, species was seen only once on this tour, at a nest near the Sharp-
tailed Grouse lek.  Typically the hardest Buteo to find in the state. 

Rough-legged Hawk   Buteo lagopus 
Very late, especially in a warm spring, was one in North Park near the end of April.  I’ve 
only seen them that late in Colorado a couple of times before. 

Golden Eagle    Aquila chrysaetos 
Everyone likes this bird, especially when it’s on a telephone pole right outside your car!  
We saw it in two locations, though the views near Craig were by far superior. 

FALCONIFORMES: Falconidae  
American Kestrel   Falco sparverius 
Prairie Falcon   Falco mexicanus 
GRUIFORMES: Rallidae  
Black Rail    Laterallus jamaicensis 

The bird of the trip!  Most people don’t know that Colorado actually has a fairly large 
and healthy population of this tiny mouse-bird, but even so it is an exceptionally difficult 
bird to see.  But on this trip the whole group managed to get good looks at it as it poked 
its head up at close range right on the edge of the road!  A few more were heard at 
nearby locations. 

Virginia Rail    Rallus limicola 
(H) Sora    Porzana carolina 
American Coot   Fulica americana 
GRUIFORMES: Gruidae  
Sandhill Crane   Grus Canadensis 

This majestic bird was seen a few times in northwestern Colorado, where it is a local 
breeder. 

CHARADRIIFORMES: Charadriidae  
Piping Plover    Charadrius melodus 

Like in most of the interior US this species is very local and rare in Colorado, so we were 
quite lucky to find one at Neenoshe Reservoir, even if the views were less than ideal. 

Killdeer    Charadrius vociferus 
Mountain Plover   Charadrius montanus 

“Mountain” may be a bit of a misnomer, as all three of this species that we saw were in 
very flat prairie and agricultural land.  While it does breed locally in dry mountain 
valleys, it is far more common out on the plains, though still local and uncommon even 
there. 

CHARADRIIFORMES: Recurvirostridae  
Black-necked Stilt   Himantopus mexicanus 
American Avocet   Recurvirostra americana 
CHARADRIIFORMES: Scolopacidae  
Spotted Sandpiper   Actitis macularius 
Solitary Sandpiper   Tringa solitaria 
Willet     Tringa semipalmata 
Lesser Yellowlegs   Tringa flavipes 
Long-billed Curlew   Numenius americanus 



Marbled Godwit   Limosa fedoa 
Baird's Sandpiper   Calidris bairdii 
Long-billed Dowitcher  Limnodromus scolopaceus 
Wilson's Snipe   Gallinago delicata 
Wilson's Phalarope   Phalaropus tricolor 
CHARADRIIFORMES: Laridae  
Franklin's Gull   Leucophaeus pipixcan 
Ring-billed Gull   Larus delawarensis 
California Gull   Larus californicus 
COLUMBIFORMES: Columbidae  
Rock Pigeon    Columba livia 
Band-tailed Pigeon   Patagioenas fasciata 

A surprisingly local and uncommon bird in Colorado; the only ones we saw were near 
Silverthorne on the first day of the tour. 

Eurasian Collared-Dove  Streptopelia decaocto 
Mourning Dove   Zenaida macroura 
STRIGIFORMES: Strigidae  
Great Horned Owl   Bubo virginianus 
Burrowing Owl   Athene cunicularia 

Everybody loves this bird, and we were treated to excellent views a number of times on 
the plains. 

Short-eared Owl   Asio flammeus 
Not an easy bird in Colorado, and even less easy to see well, we had an amazing 
encounter with one near the end of the trip in North Park. 

APODIFORMES: Apodidae  
Chimney Swift   Chaetura pelagica 
White-throated Swift  Aeronautes saxatalis 
APODIFORMES: Trochilidae  
Black-chinned Hummingbird Archilochus alexandri 
CORACIIFORMES: Alcedinidae  
Belted Kingfisher   Megaceryle alcyon 
PICIFORMES: Picidae  
Red-bellied Woodpecker  Melanerpes carolinus 

Unexpected was a single male at Two Buttes, an excellent find by Myles.  While not a 
rare bird, locally, in SE Colorado, I’ve never seen it before at this location. 

Williamson's Sapsucker  Sphyrapicus thyroideus 
One of the weirdest looking, but also best looking, woodpeckers, we found a couple on 
the first day in the Ponderosa pine forests near Denver. 

Red-naped Sapsucker  Sphyrapicus nuchalis 
Our only one of the tour was immediately after enjoying the Dusky Grouse, in a small 
aspen stand. 

Downy Woodpecker   Picoides pubescens 
Hairy Woodpecker   Picoides villosus 
Northern Flicker   Colaptes auratus 
PASSERIFORMES: Tyrannidae  
Gray Flycatcher   Empidonax wrightii 



April is quite early for most flycatcher species in Colorado, so this was the only “Empid” 
we found, in some pinyon-juniper forest near Grand Junction. 

Eastern Phoebe   Sayornis phoebe 
Say's Phoebe    Sayornis saya 
(H) Ash-throated Flycatcher Myiarchus cinerascens 
Western Kingbird   Tyrannus verticalis 
PASSERIFORMES: Laniidae  
Loggerhead Shrike   Lanius ludovicianus 
PASSERIFORMES: Vireonidae  
Gray Vireo    Vireo vicinior 

April is also early for Vireos in the state, and this local bird is often one of the first to 
return.  In the right habitat it isn’t hard to find, and we managed excellent views near 
Grand Junction. 

PASSERIFORMES: Corvidae  
Pinyon Jay    Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus 

It may not be much to look at, but this species is one of the most charismatic corvids, and 
always a pleasure to run into.  A flock in the Colorado National Monument pinyon-
juniper forests put on quite a show for us. 

Steller's Jay    Cyanocitta stelleri 
Blue Jay    Cyanocitta cristata 
Western Scrub-Jay   Aphelocoma californica 
Black-billed Magpie   Pica hudsonia 
American Crow   Corvus brachyrhynchos 
Chihuahuan Raven   Corvus cryptoleucus 

Though quite hard to separate from the species below by sight, this species tends to 
segregate by habitat, and is only found in the southeastern plains in the state. 

Common Raven   Corvus corax 
PASSERIFORMES: Alaudidae  
Horned Lark    Eremophila alpestris 
PASSERIFORMES: Hirundinidae  
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 
PASSERIFORMES: Paridae  
Black-capped Chickadee  Poecile atricapillus 
Mountain Chickadee   Poecile gambeli 
Juniper Titmouse   Baeolophus ridgwayi 
PASSERIFORMES: Aegithalidae  
Bushtit    Psaltriparus minimus 
PASSERIFORMES: Sittidae  
White-breasted Nuthatch  Sitta carolinensis 
Pygmy Nuthatch   Sitta pygmaea 



PASSERIFORMES: Troglodytidae  
Rock Wren    Salpinctes obsoletus 

In addition to the usual locations in the canyon country, we stumbled upon a couple of 
this weird wren migrating through the plains. 

(H) Canyon Wren   Catherpes mexicanus 
Frustratingly this species remained heard only on this trip, and even then heard less than 
usual.  What was up with it I am at a loss to explain. 

Marsh Wren    Cistothorus palustris 
PASSERIFORMES: Polioptilidae  
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher  Polioptila caerulea 
PASSERIFORMES: Cinclidae  
American Dipper   Cinclus mexicanus 

A last minute save by Sheryl was a pair of this unique and very cool species along a 
roadside stream in Middle Park. 

PASSERIFORMES: Regulidae  
Ruby-crowned Kinglet  Regulus calendula 
PASSERIFORMES: Turdidae  
Western Bluebird   Sialia mexicana 
Mountain Bluebird   Sialia currucoides 
Townsend's Solitaire   Myadestes townsendi 
American Robin   Turdus migratorius 
PASSERIFORMES: Mimidae  
Northern Mockingbird  Mimus polyglottos 
Sage Thrasher   Oreoscoptes montanus 
Brown Thrasher   Toxostoma rufum 
Curve-billed Thrasher  Toxostoma curvirostre 

A local species in the state; we found a couple at a well known location for them near 
Pueblo. 

PASSERIFORMES: Sturnidae  
European Starling   Sturnus vulgaris 
PASSERIFORMES: Motacillidae  
American Pipit   Anthus rubescens 
PASSERIFORMES: Calcariidae  
Chestnut-collared Longspur Calcarius ornatus 

This little stunner is always a bit hard to find, and this year even more so than usual 
(quite possibly due to the extremely dry conditions on the Pawnee).  We only managed 
poor views of one bird. 

McCown's Longspur   Rhynchophanes mccownii 
In contrast to the above species, this bird thrives on dry, shortgrass prairie, and we saw a 
decent number of them on the Pawnee on the last day. 

PASSERIFORMES: Parulidae  
Virginia's Warbler   Oreothlypis virginiae 

A tad on the early side was a singing male near Grand Junction, quite possibly a 
migrant. 

Common Yellowthroat  Geothlypis trichas 
Yellow-rumped Warbler  Setophaga coronata 



Black-throated Gray Warbler Setophaga nigrescens 
One of the earliest returning warblers in Colorado, we saw a few in pinyon-juniper 
woodland in the western part of the state. 

PASSERIFORMES: Emberizidae  
Green-tailed Towhee   Pipilo chlorurus 

This unique and beautiful bird was only seen well once on the trip, a singing bird at the 
Black Canyon of the Gunnison. 

Spotted Towhee   Pipilo maculatus 
Chipping Sparrow   Spizella passerina 
Brewer's Sparrow   Spizella breweri 
Field Sparrow   Spizella pusilla 
Black-chinned Sparrow  Spizella atrigularis 

Before 2011 this species was practically unknown in Colorado.  Both then and this year a 
returning pair in Colorado National Monument have made many local birders quite 
happy, and we were able to share in this with repeated excellent views of a singing male. 

Vesper Sparrow   Pooecetes gramineus 
Lark Sparrow   Chondestes grammacus 
Black-throated Sparrow  Amphispiza bilineata 

Always a looker, we had many good views near Grand Junction, where this bird can be 
quite common. 

Sage Sparrow    Amphispiza belli 
A little bit of trying had us getting excellent views of this drab, but vocally talented 
sparrow west of Grand Junction. 

Lark Bunting    Calamospiza melanocorys 
Colorado’s state bird is often hard to find this early in the spring, but we finally had 
some luck with it on the Pawnee on the last day of the tour, with excellent looks at a 
couple of male birds. 

Grasshopper Sparrow  Ammodramus savannarum 
Easily the best looks I’ve ever had at this shy little bird were at the Lesser Prairie-
Chicken lek on this tour. 

Song Sparrow   Melospiza melodia 
White-crowned Sparrow  Zonotrichia leucophrys 
Dark-eyed Junco   Junco hyemalis 
PASSERIFORMES: Cardinalidae  
Lazuli Bunting   Passerina amoena 
Western Tanager   Piranga ludociviana 

One at Two Buttes was an early migrant. 
PASSERIFORMES: Icteridae  
Red-winged Blackbird  Agelaius phoeniceus 
Western Meadowlark  Sturnella neglecta 
Yellow-headed Blackbird  Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus 

Another crowd pleaser, they weren’t quite back on territory yet, but we ran into migrant 
flocks in a few locations. 

Brewer's Blackbird   Euphagus cyanocephalus 
Common Grackle   Quiscalus quiscula 
Great-tailed Grackle   Quiscalus mexicanus 



Brown-headed Cowbird  Molothrus ater 
PASSERIFORMES: Fringillidae  
Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch  Leucosticte tephrocotis 

Probably due to the extremely low snowpack and warm weather, we only managed to 
find one of this species near Silverthorne, and felt lucky at that. 

Brown-capped Rosy-Finch  Leucosticte australis 
Nearly a breeding endemic to Colorado, we saw a few near Silverthorne, though fewer 
than expected for this time of year. 

Cassin's Finch   Carpodacus cassinii 
A few were first seen near Silverthorne, then a few more at the Moose Visitor Center. 

House Finch    Carpodacus mexicanus 
Red Crossbill    Loxia curvirostra 

The only ones we had on this trip were near Silverthorne, and were “type 5” individuals, 
or “Lodgepole Pine” Crossbills. 

Pine Siskin    Spinus pinus 
American Goldfinch   Spinus tristis 
Evening Grosbeak   Coccothraustes vespertinus 
PASSERIFORMES: Passeridae  
House Sparrow   Passer domesticus 
 
Mammals 
 
Muskrat    Ondatra zibethicus 
American Red Squirrel  Tamiasciurus hudsonicus 
Gunnison Prairie-Dog  Cynomys gunnisoni 
White-tailed Prairie-Dog  Cynomys leucurus 
Black-tailed Prairie-Dog  Cynomys ludovicianus 
Wyoming Ground-Squirrel  Spermophilus elegans 
Golden-manted Gr.-Squirrel Spermophilus lateralis 
Thirteen-lined Gr.-Squirrel  Spermophilus tridecemlineatus 
Rock Squirrel   Spermophilus variegatus 
Least Chipmunk   Tamias minimus 
Hopi Chipmunk   Tamias rufus 
American Pika   Ochotona princeps 
Eastern Cottontail   Sylvilagus floridanus 
Black-tailed Jackrabbit  Lepus californicus 
Swift Fox    Vulpes velox 
Red Fox    Vulpes vulpes 
Coyote    Canis latrans 
Pronghorn    Antilocapra americana 
Elk     Cervus canadensis 
Moose     Alces alces 
Mule Deer    Odocoileus hemionus 
Bighorn Sheep   Ovis canadensis 
 
 


