Trip Report — Slice of California: Seabirds
to Sierra I 2024

September 5-14, 2024 with Chris Benesh & Alex Sundvall

The mighty sequoia! Our group enjoyed a few mornings walking among these giants. Photo by
guide Chris Benesh.

California is a large and diverse state with wide ranges in habitats and
elevations. From coastal forests to desert scrubland, to mountain sequoia
forests and high alpine meadows, the Slice of California aims to see it alll We
saw elevations from sea level all the way up to over 9600 feet, and
temperatures ranging from 38 degrees on our coldest morning in Lee Vining
to 104 degrees on our hottest afternoon in the central valley.

Our slice this year was a little more of a chunk due to a small piece of the
highway closed down for the construction of a wildlife bridge. Because of
this small 5 mile closure, it caused us to detour all the way into Nevada! A



fun diversion that ended up with more positives than negatives. Overall we
saw nearly 200 species of birds on the tour, with our favorite bird being one
we almost didn’t see: the California Condor. We had a very successful tour
with very few misses of the major target species, with excellent looks at
some targets like Ridgway’s Rail, White-headed Woodpecker, and Yellow-
billed Magpie.

From Chris and | and all of us at Field Guides, we want to thank you for
traveling with us and choosing us for your California adventure. You were a
wonderful and kind group, and were very understanding when hiccups arose.
We wish all of you well and hope to see you again soon! Happy birding to
everyone!

During our morning along Mono Lake we got to watch this young Great Horned Owl get
harassed by a Prairie Falcon and a Northern Harrier! Photo by Russ Cole.



Day 1: We started our tour birding around San Francisco and the baylands.
Our first stop was heading up to a local park that was hosting California’s
first state record of Slate-throated Redstart! Thankfully the bird was very
cooperative and didn’t take too long to track down. While at the park we also
got our first taste of some of the local birds like Steller’s Jays, Pygmy
Nuthatch, and Nuttal's Woodpecker. We even got a glimpse of another
rarity, a nice adult male Summer Tanager! From there we headed south to
the baylands in hopes of finding shorebirds and more coastal species. While
Ridgway’s Rails evaded us this time, we saw hundreds of American Avocets,
Western and Least Sandpipers, Black-necked Stilts, and even a few Long-
billed Curlews. Then after a quick lunch, we headed to a nearby drier forest
where we searched for (and got!) Oak Titmouse, more Pygmy Nuthatches,
California Towhees, and California Scrub-Jays. We then ended our day again
along the bay looking for more shorebirds on a high tide roost. We lucked
into a big group of Black Turnstones and Surfbirds thanks to some sharp
spotting from Lori! We also had a group of close Whimbrels and Black
Oystercatchers with our first group of Western and California Gulls.

Day 2: Today was a longer travel day along Mines Road as we traversed the
Central Valley. It was very hot and very dry, a stark change from the previous
day's fog and relative coolness. Our first priority was the endemic Yellow-
billed Magpie. While they weren’t at the first spot we checked, we eventually
got wonderful views of a couple birds right on the side of the road. Another
big target along this first leg of the road was California Thrasher, which can
be a bit challenging and skulky. Thankfully it didn’t take too long to spot one
and we got prolonged views of a singing bird! Later we stopped on the side
of the road hoping for one of the local Bell's Sparrows. These are the prettier,
more richly colored nominate subspecies that breed up in the rolling
chaparral of the Central Valley. While the sparrow wasn’t very cooperative at
this stop, we did get our first glance at a roving flock of Lawrence’s
Goldfinches! On our way to our picnic lunch spot, we found a trickle of a
creek that was drawing another large group of Lawrence’s Goldfinches
giving us much better looks than the first group. Later on down the road, we
went through some more chaparral habitat where we had significantly better
looks at multiple Bell's Sparrows. Thanks to some keen eyes from Dan, we



were able to see a Greater Roadrunner right along the side of the road on our
way to the hotel, an often missed species for this tour!

The salt tufas of Mono Lake are an otherworldly sight! Big salt pillars from the lakes heyday.
Photo by Russ Cole.

Day 3: This was our first of two days exploring the Sierra. We started off the
morning with a slightly longer than expected hike through the mighty
Calaveras Big Trees State Park. Here, taking in the glory of these massive
trees we saw the ghost bird: White-headed Woodpecker. Our first gave us
great views, but stayed high. Later in the hike we found an incredibly
cooperative bird that came much lower and provided some of the best looks
I've ever had of the species! We also saw a couple confiding Pacific Wrens, a
gorgeous rufous morph Red-tailed Hawk, and a high migrating flock of
Lewis’s Woodpeckers. After a brief lunch stop, we headed higher up into the
mountains searching for more alpine species. We had some great success



with more woodpeckers, getting awesome views of both Red-breasted and
Williamson’s Sapsuckers, Pileated Woodpecker, and another White-headed
Woodpecker. A lovely female Evening Grosbeak was also a great highlight of
our first afternoon birding in the high Sierra.

Day 4: Here is where our normal tour plan started to go off the rails. While
driving our main road over to Lee Vining, our van was greeted with a sign
indicating that the road is closed up ahead and the only way to get to where
we are going is a 70 mile detour that would take us into Nevada. After a
quick powwow, we decided this was still our best option, and to look on the
bright side of things (hey, we get to bird a whole other state on the tour
now!) The day started as normal, we made it to our intended birding spot
right at dawn where we witnessed a bit of morning flight! Migrants were
everywhere, with Audubon’s Yellow-rumped Warblers dominating the
scene. The mixed flocks included Townsend'’s, Hermit, Orange-crowned,
Wilson’s, Nashville, and MacGillivray’s Warblers; Cassin’s Vireos, Thick-
billed Fox Sparrows, a Green-tailed Towhee, and even some more Red-
breasted Sapsuckers and another White-headed Woodpecker. Most
importantly, we heard a small covey of Mountain Quails calling in the alpine
brush. Unfortunately, try as we might to glimpse these birds or coax them
out of hiding, they would not show themselves. And despite our many
attempts, this was the only whiff of the species we had the whole tour! They
really lived up to their mysterious and skulking pedigree! Next on the agenda
was a quick jaunt down to the Clark Fork Campground where we found a
few American Dippers bathing and foraging in a mountain stream. Then we
crested the summit, nearing 10,000 feet, and while we came over the other
side a few folks spotted our first Black-billed Magpie, completing our Magpie
sweep for the tour! As we hit the detour and started heading north toward
Nevada, we stumbled across a huge flock of Pinyon Jays raucously calling
and drinking from a stream. This area has been in an extreme drought for
months now and water is scarce. But, as soon as we found them, the flock
dispersed and flew back up into the mountains in search of food. On the
Nevada border we stopped at the huge Topaz Lake, our first taste of high
desert pothole birding. With how scarce water can be in this habitat, these
lakes can often act as a bit of a vagrant trap, and we were lucky enough to



find a nice adult Sabine’s Gull amongst the birds there! We quickly made our
way through Nevada and as we looped back into California, we stopped on
the side of the road to look at some ducks when a Sage Thrasher popped up
alongside us! After a long day of travel, we settled into our hotel in Lee
Vining preparing ourselves for another great day of birding tomorrow.

The bird that wasn't supposed to be! Due to our successes earlier in the trip, we got to take a
detour a little farther south to see a continuing group of California Condors. This one, Hasso,
was a wild hatched male. Photo by Lori Arent.

Day 5: The Slice Of California tour has some of the widest changes in
temperature of any Field Guides tour. Our warmest day was heading through
the dry central valley where it topped out at 104F, and our coldest morning
was this one starting out at just 38F. The air was cool and crisp as we
headed to Mono Lake to explore the Tufas, large salt columns protruding
from the lake’s southern shore. A mother and baby Great Horned Owl called



to each other as we watched the sun rise over the lake. Ospreys were
screaming to each other from their nests out on the Tufas. Thousands of
Ducks and hundreds of Gulls were out eating brine shrimp on the water’s
surface. It was truly a beautiful morning! On our way out, we watched a
gorgeous young Northern Harrier sail over the sagebrush and a stunning
Prairie Falcon dive bomb and harass the poor young Great Horned Owl. It
was an incredible show to watch! We also had a large group of sparrows
flying between the sagebrush. While many of these were Brewer's
Sparrows, we were able to pick out a couple larger Sagebrush Sparrows in
the mix! After heading back into town for a big breakfast, we headed south of
town towards Mammoth. The roads where we normally search for Black-
backed Woodpeckers were soft and sandy with the lack of rain, so we
pivoted to birding around Lake Mamie where we found a stunner of a male
Williamson’s Sapsucker that just hung out with us for a while, sitting on the
side of the tall ponderosa pines providing exceptional looks. After a brief
afternoon break, we headed to the ghost town of Bodie, an old mining town.
Bodie is second only to Barrow, AK in the US for the most daily lows below
freezing. The main attraction here other than the historic scenery is the local
population of Greater Sage-Grouse! As we walked through town, we got our
first glimpse of one, like the Loch Ness Monster sticking its neck out of the
tall grasses. We were beginning to worry this would be our only experience
with the grouse, but as we were walking to our car we were stopped by a
small group of them walking down the path towards us! We sat with these
birds for what felt like forever, watching them forage in the sagebrush and
walking around us. Truly a magical experience and a wonderful way to cap
off the day!

Day 6: Today we began our long journey back to the coast, made even longer
by having to detour through Nevada! This was mostly a travel day with a
little bit of birding interspersed to stretch our legs. Our first birds of the day
were a pair of high flying Golden Eagles just across the border into Nevada.
The detour took us right through Lake Tahoe, where we walked around
hoping for Black-backed Woodpeckers. Unfortunately, we didn’t luck into
any, but we did have a nice scoped view of an Olive-sided Flycatcher and a
large flock of Vaux’s Swifts flying around us in the mountains! Many hours



later, we arrived in Half Moon Bay with just enough time for a quick dinner
before preparing for our boat trip the next day.

One of the big targets for the tour, Yellow-billed Magpie, showing off by flying right toward us!
Photo by guide Chris Benesh.

Day 7: Today was the day of our boat trip! Unfortunately, when we arrived
we were informed that the weather would be too rough to make it out to the
shelf, and we wouldn’t be able to go too far offshore. We crossed our
fingers, hoped for the best, and started out on the water. Our first success of
the day was spotting Morus the Northern Gannet sitting on the breakwall
amongst the hundreds of Brown Pelicans, Brandt's Cormorants, and Western
and Heermann’s Gulls. Morus has been in the area for years now and is the
only Northern Gannet to ever see the Pacific Ocean. After we left the harbor,
we spotted a couple of Marbled Murrelets playing in the surf near the beach!
We also had our first few pelagic birds with views of Common Murres, Sooty
Shearwaters, and Pelagic Cormorants. As we edged farther and farther
offshore, we started seeing more Pink-footed Shearwaters mixed in with the



Sooty Shearwaters, and small groups of Rhinoceros Auklets. At our farthest
point we could reach (about 15 miles offshore) we had a magnificent Tufted
Puffin sitting on the water, giving us spectacular views. We also spotted a
few Ashy Storm-Petrels and even a pair of Buller's Shearwaters! An Arctic
Tern also flew right over the boat! For only getting out 15 miles, we had a
spectacular day out on the water and a much better day than any of us really
expected! Our afternoon was spent going up and down the coast where we
tracked down a few Black Turnstones and Wandering Tattlers after scanning
some rocky beaches.

Day 8: We have this day as a sort of makeup day to try and find some of the
more challenging birds we might have missed! Our first stop was back at
Byxbee park where we finally tracked down a few Ridgway’s Rails crawling
around in the muddy saltmarsh. This subspecies of Ridgway’s Rail is endemic
to the San Francisco area and only found around the baylands! From there
we headed south towards the Casa de Fruta where a small group of
California Condors had been hanging out. Since we had done so well on the
rest of the tour birds, we decided that we had the time to go try for these
extra birds! We spent the morning driving up and down the highway and
scanning from viewpoints, but unfortunately didn’t have any luck spotting the
condors. We did have a bunch more Golden Eagles and a gorgeous
Swainson’s Hawk! While we’re eating lunch at the Casa de Fruta, Lori
spotted a high flying Condor! In the rush, | don’t think anyone else spotted
this bird. On high alert now, we quickly finished up lunch and got back to
searching. Thankfully, the bird came back and we all got incredible views of
Hasso, a 4 year old wild hatched California Condor. On our way back toward
the coast, we finally stumbled on the big group, and quickly pulled over to
watch a kettle of TEN(!) California Condors. Our next stop was the Moonglow
Dairy Farm, where we sifted through hundreds of Red-winged Blackbirds to
find some endangered Tricolored Blackbirds. We ended up getting really nice
views of a few birds, some flying right over our heads as they went between
pastures! We also saw some distant Sea Otters in the slough behind the
farm. It was a spot we could have spent hours at, unfortunately our time was
limited and we had to move on. On our way back to Half Moon Bay, we made
a quick stop on the side of the road to catch up with Wrentit, a species we



had encountered but not well yet. These birds were much more cooperative,
perching out in the open for a few brief moments allowing everyone to get
eyes on them! Then after our final dinner and final night in Half Moon Bay,
we headed back into San Francisco and to the airport, saying our final
goodbyes and heading home.

You can see my complete trip report on eBird at this link:
https://ebird.org/tripreport/336044

Chris and Alex
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Canada Goose Branta canadensis
Cinnamon Teal Spatula cyanoptera
Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata
Gadwall Mareca strepera

Mallard Anas platyrhynchos

Northern Pintail Anas acuta
Green-winged Teal Anascrecca
Common Merganser Mergus merganser
Mountain Quail Oreortyx pictus

California Quail Callipepla californica
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21 Wild Turkey Meleagris gallopavo * a2
16 Greater Sage-Grouse Centrocercus urophasianus 1l
54 Rock Pigeon Columba livia * (K3
2 Band-tailed Pigeon Patagioenas fasciata 1R

6 Eurasian Collared-Dove Streptopelia decaocto * (K3
20 Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura o
1 Greater Roadrunner Geococcyx californianus il
24 Vaux's Swift Chaetura vauxi 2
1 White-throated Swift Aeronautes saxatalis (1l
14 Anna's Hummingbird Calypte anna o
4 Ridgway's Rail Rallus obsoletus (1l
156 American Coot Fulica americana [115)
189 Black-necked Stilt Himantopus mexicanus W4
1402 American Avocet Recurvirostra americana w6
15 Black Oystercatcher Haematopus bachmani 02
13 Black-bellied Plover Piuvialis squatarola 2
82 Killdeer Charadrius vociferus (V4
8 Semipalmated Plover Charadrius semipalmatus 03
23 Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus a4
7 Long-billed Curlew Numenius americanus i3
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Marbled Godwit Limosa fedoa

Short-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus griseus

Long-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus scolopaceus

Wilson's Phalarope Phalaropus tricolor
Red-necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus
Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularius
Wandering Tattler Tringaincana

Willet Tringa semipalmata

Greater Yellowlegs Tringa melanoleuca
Black Turnstone Arenaria melanocephala
Surfbird Calidris virgata

Sanderling Calidris alba

Least Sandpiper Calidris minutilla
Western Sandpiper Calidris mauri
Parasitic Jaeger Stercorarius parasiticus
Rhinoceros Auklet Cerorhinca monocerata
Tufted Puffin Fratercula cirrhata

Marbled Murrelet Brachyramphus marmoratus
Common Murre Uria aalge

Sabine's Gull Xema sabini
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Heermann's Gull Larus heermanni

Ring-billed Gull Larus delawarensis

Western Gull Larus occidentalis

California Gull Larus californicus

Caspian Tern Hydroprogne caspia

Forster's Tern Sterna forsteri

Arctic Tern Sterna paradisaea

Common Tern Sterna hirundo

Elegant Tern Thalasseus elegans

Pied-billed Grebe Podilymbus podiceps

Eared Grebe Podiceps nigricollis

Western Grebe Aechmophorus occidentalis

Clark's Grebe Aechmophorus clarkii

Red-throated Loon Gavia stellata

Common Loon Gaviaimmer

Ashy Storm-Petrel Hydrobates homochroa

Pink-footed Shearwater Ardenna creatopus

Buller's Shearwater Ardenna bulleri

Sooty Shearwater Ardenna grisea

Northern Gannet Morus bassanus
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Brandt's Cormorant Urile penicillatus

Pelagic Cormorant Urile pelagicus
Double-crested Cormorant Nannopterum auritum
White-faced Ibis Plegadis chihi

Black-crowned Night Heron Nycticorax nycticorax
Snowy Egret Egretta thula

Great Egret Ardeaalba

Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias

American White Pelican Pelecanus erythrorhynchos
Brown Pelican Pelecanus occidentalis

California Condor Gymnogyps californianus
Turkey Vulture Cathartes aura

Osprey Pandion haliaetus

White-tailed Kite Elanus leucurus

Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos

Cooper's Hawk Astur cooperii

Northern Harrier Circus hudsonius

Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus
Red-shouldered Hawk Buteo lineatus

Swainson's Hawk Buteo swainsoni

https://ebird.org/tripreport/336044
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Red-tailed Hawk Buteo jamaicensis

Great Horned Owl Bubo virginianus

Belted Kingfisher Megaceryle alcyon
Williamson's Sapsucker Sphyrapicus thyroideus
Red-breasted Sapsucker Sphyrapicus ruber
Lewis's Woodpecker Melanerpes lewis

Acorn Woodpecker Melanerpes formicivorus
Downy Woodpecker Dryobates pubescens
Nuttall's Woodpecker Dryobates nuttallii
Hairy Woodpecker Dryobates villosus
White-headed Woodpecker Dryobates albolarvatus
Pileated Woodpecker Dryocopus pileatus
Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus

American Kestrel Falco sparverius

Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus

Prairie Falcon Falco mexicanus

Olive-sided Flycatcher Contopus cooperi
Western Wood-Pewee Contopus sordidulus
Willow Flycatcher Empidonax traillii

Western Flycatcher Empidonax difficilis

https://ebird.org/tripreport/336044

w22

mll

mll

W3

W2

W4

s

W2

4

W3

s

Wi

WS

WO

ml

W2

wi

a2

all

w2


https://ebird.org/species/rethaw
https://ebird.org/species/grhowl
https://ebird.org/species/belkin1
https://ebird.org/species/wilsap
https://ebird.org/species/rebsap
https://ebird.org/species/lewwoo
https://ebird.org/species/acowoo
https://ebird.org/species/dowwoo
https://ebird.org/species/nutwoo
https://ebird.org/species/haiwoo
https://ebird.org/species/whhwoo
https://ebird.org/species/pilwoo
https://ebird.org/species/norfli
https://ebird.org/species/amekes
https://ebird.org/species/perfal
https://ebird.org/species/prafal
https://ebird.org/species/olsfly
https://ebird.org/species/wewpew
https://ebird.org/species/wilfly
https://ebird.org/species/wesfly
https://ebird.org/submit
https://ebird.org/explore
https://ebird.org/myebird
https://ebird.org/science
https://ebird.org/about
https://ebird.org/news
https://support.ebird.org/support/solutions/48000298808
https://join.birds.cornell.edu/ea-action/action?ea.client.id=1806&ea.campaign.id=39939&ea.tracking.id=EBR&__hstc=60209138.15c25b33a69a61b900585391e64e8729.1715985260118.1740687095102.1740778748099.122&__hssc=60209138.1.1740778748099&__hsfp=554079324
https://ebird.org/profile
https://ebird.org/manage/contacts
https://ebird.org/prefs
https://secure.birds.cornell.edu/cassso/account/edit?service=https://ebird.org/myebird?pe=true&locale=en&__hstc=60209138.15c25b33a69a61b900585391e64e8729.1715985260118.1740687095102.1740778748099.122&__hssc=60209138.1.1740778748099&__hsfp=554079324
https://ebird.org/j_acegi_logout?logoutSuccessUrl=https://secure.birds.cornell.edu/cassso/logout?service=https://ebird.org/home?logout=true

2/28/25,3:54 PM Field Guides Birding Tours - SLICE OF CALIFORNIA, 2024 (with guides Chris Benesh and Alex Sundvall) - eBird Trip Report

18 Black Phoebe Sayornis nigricans (1RA
4 Say's Phoebe Sayornissaya i3
1 Western Kingbird Tyrannus verticalis (1l
3 Cassin's Vireo Vireo cassinii Wi
2 Loggerhead Shrike Lanius ludovicianus 2

50 Pinyon Jay Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus Wi

35 Steller'sJay Cyanocitta stelleri (1K)

28 California Scrub-Jay Aphelocoma californica 0o

12 Black-billed Magpie Pica hudsonia [ 1R¢
6 Yellow-billed Magpie Pica nuttalli 02
3 Clark's Nutcracker Nucifraga columbiana a2

25 American Crow Corvus brachyrhynchos (14

46 Common Raven Corvus corax W22

45 Mountain Chickadee Poecile gambeli (14

19 Chestnut-backed Chickadee Poecile rufescens i3
4 Oak Titmouse Baeolophus inornatus i3

14 Horned Lark Eremophila alpestris il
3 Tree Swallow Tachycineta bicolor 1R
1 Violet-green Swallow Tachycineta thalassina (1l
1 Northern Rough-winged Swallow Stelgidopteryx serripennis 1R
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Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica
Bushtit Psaltriparus minimus
Wrentit Chamaea fasciata

Golden-crowned Kinglet Regulus satrapa

White-breasted Nuthatch Sitta carolinensis

Pygmy Nuthatch Sitta pygmaea
Red-breasted Nuthatch Sitta canadensis
Brown Creeper Certhia americana

Rock Wren Salpinctes obsoletus

Northern House Wren Troglodytes aedon
Pacific Wren Troglodytes pacificus

Marsh Wren Cistothorus palustris
Bewick's Wren Thryomanes bewickii
American Dipper Cinclus mexicanus
European Starling Sturnus vulgaris
California Thrasher Toxostoma redivivum
Sage Thrasher Oreoscoptes montanus
Northern Mockingbird Mimus polyglottos
Western Bluebird Sialia mexicana

Mountain Bluebird Sialia currucoides
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American Robin Turdus migratorius
Phainopepla Phainopepla nitens

House Sparrow Passer domesticus *
American Pipit Anthus rubescens
Evening Grosbeak Coccothraustes vespertinus
House Finch Haemorhous mexicanus
Purple Finch Haemorhous purpureus
Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra

Pine Siskin Spinus pinus

Lesser Goldfinch Spinus psaltria
Lawrence's Goldfinch Spinus lawrencei
American Goldfinch Spinus tristis
Chipping Sparrow Spizella passerina
Clay-colored Sparrow Spizella pallida
Brewer's Sparrow Spizella breweri

Fox Sparrow Passerella iliaca

Dark-eyed Junco Junco hyemalis

White-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia leucophrys

Sagebrush Sparrow Artemisiospiza nevadensis

Bell's Sparrow Artemisiospiza belli
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Vesper Sparrow Pooecetes gramineus

Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis

Song Sparrow Melospiza melodia

California Towhee Melozone crissalis

Rufous-crowned Sparrow Aimophila ruficeps

Green-tailed Towhee Pipilo chlorurus

Spotted Towhee Pipilo maculatus

Yellow-headed Blackbird Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus

Western Meadowlark Sturnella neglecta

Red-winged Blackbird Agelaius phoeniceus

Tricolored Blackbird Agelaius tricolor

Brown-headed Cowbird Molothrus ater

Brewer's Blackbird Euphagus cyanocephalus

Orange-crowned Warbler Leiothlypis celata

Nashville Warbler Leiothlypis ruficapilla

MacGillivray's Warbler Geothlypis tolmiei

Common Yellowthroat Geothlypis trichas

Yellow Warbler Setophaga petechia

Yellow-rumped Warbler Setophaga coronata

Black-throated Gray Warbler Setophaga nigrescens
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Townsend's Warbler Setophaga townsendi

Hermit Warbler Setophaga occidentalis

Wilson's Warbler Cardellina pusilla

Slate-throated Redstart Myioborus miniatus
Summer Tanager Piranga rubra

Western Tanager Piranga ludoviciana
Black-headed Grosbeak Pheucticus melanocephalus

Lazuli Bunting Passerina amoena

ADDITIONAL TAXA

1500

100

75 Western/Clark's Grebe Aechmophorus occidentalis/clarkii

duck sp. Anatidae (duck sp.)

shorebird sp. Charadriiformes sp. (shorebird sp.)
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