Trip Report — Slice of California: Seabirds
to Sierra I 2025

September 4-13, 2025 with Chris Benesh

The group standing beneath some Giant Sequoias at Calaveras Big Trees. Photo by Chris
Benesh.

The Field Guides Slice of California tour offers up a great overview of the
diversity that is California. Transiting between the coast near San Franciso to
the great Mono Basin, we saw nearly 200 species of birds. Our first day of
birding was dedicated to birding along the south end of San Francisco Bay.
We started off at Byxbee Park, hoping for Ridgway’s Rail. No luck there, but
we had a nice White-tailed Kite and masses of Violet-green Swallows. Lots
of Song Sparrows, California Towhees, and Yellow Warblers in the fennel.
Then a stop nearby at the Palo Alto Baylands proved amazing. Right away
Richard spotted our Ridgway’s Raill Then we enjoyed masses of shorebirds
shifting with the changing tides. We then headed over to Alviso where we



had a Burrowing Owl, and off to the McClellan Ranch for a mix of oak
woodland species. Great views of Oak Titmouse, Nuttall's Woodpecker, and
a roosting Western Screech-Owl. Then it was back to the bayside where we
picked up Black Skimmer before finishing up the day at Coyote Point with a
nice mix of shorebirds, including Black Oystercatcher and Black Turnstone,
Elegant, Caspian, and Forster’s terns.

A Townsend's Solitaire belts out its song in the high Sierra. Photo by Bill Thompson.

Our second day took us to Mines Road and Del Puerto Canyon Road in the
first half of the day. Yellow-billed Magpies started things off for us. Then it
was California Quail, California Thrasher, Wrentit, Bell's Sparrow,
Lawrence’s Goldfinches, vying for highlight of the day. We also found a few
Tricolored Blackbirds roosting in a tree by an isolated pond. Then the
afternoon was spent traveling to Sonora, home for the next two nights.

Day three included a drive up Highway 4 to the Calaveras Big Trees State
Park. A White-headed Woodpecker appeared soon after. Then we spent a



little time at a seep that had birds trickling in. This included a fabulous Pacific
Wren. Once on the trail, we were really fortunate to encounter a small covey
of Mountain Quail, perhaps our most hoped for species. The Giant Sequoias
themselves were breathtaking! Later that afternoon we headed further up
Highway 4 with one of the highlights being a Pileated Woodpecker.

This Pacific Wren popped up in front of us at the Calaveras Big Trees. Photo by Chris Benesh.

The fourth day was traveling from Sonora to Lee Vining with multiple stops
along the way. The first was unplanned, when a small covey of Mountain
Quail crossing the highway in front of us. We stopped in at Cascade
Campground for a nice mix of birds. We had a nice Nashville Warbler here, a
couple of White-headed Woodpeckers, a “Thick-billed” Fox Sparrow, and a
couple of flyover sapsuckers. Next was Donnell Vista, less of a vista due to
smoke from the giant Garnet Fire burning to the south. New for us here were
Cassin’s Vireo, Clark’s Nutcracker, and Cassin’s Finch. We also had better
views of Williamson’s Sapsucker and some nice Black-throated Gray
Warblers. Along Clarks Fork Road we had a small flock of Vaux’s Swifts and



an American Dipper. More Clark’s Nutcrackers were at the top of Sonora
Pass. Then it was on to Bridgeport for lunch. Afterward, we headed out to
Bridgeport Reservoir where we spotted our only Pinyon Jay in a yard. There
were the typical masses of birds out on the reservoir, with many too distant
to easily identify. There were hundreds, perhaps thousands of Gadwall.
Eared, Pied-billed, and Western grebes were all present, with some begging
young Westerns. American White Pelicans, hundreds of Violet-green
Swallows, and smaller numbers of Barn Swallows were also seen. We
spotted a Bald Eagle here, and a Merlin and Peregrine Falcon both putin
brief appearances. Our last stop for the day was at Mono Lake County Park,
where the highlight was a Red-breasted Sapsucker. Much of the surrounding
habitat was sadly burned by the Inn Fire in June of this year.

A female Greater Sage-Grouse foraging among the buildings at Bodie. Photo by Chris Benesh.

Conditions were smoky owing to the Garnet Fire. This morning was spent out
early at the South Tufa area taking in the sunrise. Surprising was the lack of
phalaropes here, but we saw some good birds. The biggest surprise was a



juvenile Ash-throated Flycatcher. We managed to squeeze out our only
Yellow-headed Blackbird of the trip here. We had some good birds on the
drive out though, including Sage Thrasher, Sagebrush Sparrow, and Brewer’s
Sparrow. There were a couple of Western Meadowlarks, lots of Horned
Larks, and lots of Killdeer hanging out in the burn scarred areas from the
Beach Fire of 2020. After breakfast in Lee Vining, we headed south along the
highway to Owens River Road and headed out to the Owens River Ranch
area. It was pretty active here with good looks at a young Red-shouldered
Hawk, Black-billed Magpies, and Vesper Sparrow among the 21 species
seen. Other stops along the road produced a perched Cassin’s Finch and a
really nice study of a male Williamson’s Sapsucker. We made a stop along
the highway on the northwest shore of Mono Lake and were able to scope
some rafts of Red-necked Phalaropes. Then it was on to Bodie for the rest of
the afternoon. There we met our host Dave Swisher, who shared with us
some wonderful historical gems from this famous gold rush ghost town.
After a brief grouse search with Dave, we headed into town itself and found
a female Greater Sage-Grouse quietly foraging among some old buildings.



This Northern Pygmy-Owl put on a remarkable show near Half Moon Bay. Photo by Chris
Benesh.

Our last morning near Mono Lake started with a visit to the Lee Vining Creek
Delta. We saw some 25 species of birds here, including a couple of Lazuli
Buntings and another MacGillivray’s Warbler. Then a last stop at Mono Lake
County Park. There were a few migrants evident here, including our first
Western Warbling-Vireos of the trip. There were several Western Wood-
Pewees, Lark Sparrows, our first Downy Woodpecker, and our only Black-
headed Grosbeak. Climbing up the east slope toward Sonora Pass, we
spotted a few Townsend’s Solitaires that showed off well. The rest of the
day was spent driving across to Half Moon Bay in preparation for our pelagic
trip.



A stunning Black-throated Gray Warbler taken by Bill Thompson.

Having had a productive pelagic trip, Alex Sundvall and | decided to combine
our efforts on the final day and go off in search of California Condors. Our
destination was Pacheco Peak Ranch where we were treated to nice views of
up to a dozen condors. This proved to be a highlight for nearly everyone. Up
to five Golden Eagles here were also a treat. Then it was on to Moss Landing
with a stop along Dolan Road for Tricolored Blackbirds. Lunch at Sea Harvest
with views of the harbor. Then a walk on the beach for Snowy Plover and
many hundreds of Sanderlings. Then it was off to Pescadero Beach for a
rocky shorebird fest. Great views of a couple of Wandering Tattlers, and
many Surfbirds, Black Turnstones, and several Black Oystercatchers. Then
off to Tunicas Creek, which was somewhat quiet. However, a Northern
Pygmy-Owl sitting out right in the open was a treat, and a Chestnut-sided
Warbler was a surprise find. And lastly, we paid a visit to Purisima Creek
Redwood grove to take in the majestic coastal redwoods. A fine conclusion to
the Slice of California Tour.



One of the many highlights of our pelagic trip was the Black-footed Albatross such as this one
taken by Chris Benesh.

Other critters seen on the tour:

Brush Rabbit (Sylvilagus bachmani)

Mountain Cottontail (Sylvilagus nuttallii)

Least Chipmunk (Neotamias minimus)

Long-eared Chipmunk (Neotamias quadrimaculatus)
California Ground Squirrel (Otospermophilus beecheyi)
Eastern Gray Squirrel (Sciurus carolinensis)

Western Gray Squirrel (Sciurus griseus)

Douglas’s Squirrel (Tamiasciurus douglasii)

Bigg’s Killer Whale (Orcinus orca rectipinnus)

Pacific White-sided Dolphin (Sagmatias obliquidens)
Dall’s Porpoise (Phocoenoides dalli)

Humpback Whale (Megaptera novaeangliae)

Bobcat (Lynx rufus)



Coyote (Canis latrans)

Northern Raccoon (Procyon lotor)

Pacific Marten (Martes caurina)

Sea Otter (Enhydra lutris)

California Sea Lion (Zalophus californianus)
Northern Fur Seal (Callorhinus ursinus)
Harbor Seal (Phoca vitulina)

Western Fence Lizard (Sceloporus occidentalis)

California Banana Slug (Ariolimax californicus)
Signal Crayfish (Pacifastacus leniusculus)

While we saw a great assortment of mammals on the trip, perhaps none were more exciting than
this Bigg's Killer Whale. Photo by Chris Benesh.

Thanks to each of you for making the Slice of California tour such a treat.
Special thanks to Alvaro Jaramillo, Malia de Felice, Chris Hayward, and



Caitlin Chock for spotting so many great finds on our pelagic trip. And thanks
to Alex Sundvall and his crew for our two days of joint birding on the pelagic
and condor quest.

You can see my complete trip report on eBird at this
link: https://ebird.org/tripreport/409054

Chris
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Canada Goose Branta canadensis

Cinnamon Teal Spatula cyanoptera

Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata

Gadwall Mareca strepera

Mallard Anas platyrhynchos

Green-winged Teal Anas crecca

Surf Scoter Melanitta perspicillata

Ruddy Duck Oxyurajamaicensis

Mountain Quail Oreortyx pictus

California Quail Callipepla californica

Wild Turkey Meleagris gallopavo *

Greater Sage-Grouse Centrocercus urophasianus
Rock Pigeon Columba livia *

Band-tailed Pigeon Patagioenas fasciata
Eurasian Collared-Dove Streptopelia decaocto *
Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura

Vaux's Swift Chaetura vauxi

Anna's Hummingbird Calypte anna
Ridgway's Rail Rallus obsoletus

American Coot Fulica americana
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Black-necked Stilt Himantopus mexicanus
American Avocet Recurvirostra americana
Black Oystercatcher Haematopus bachmani
Black-bellied Plover Pluvialis squatarola
Killdeer Charadrius vociferus

Semipalmated Plover Charadrius semipalmatus
Snowy Plover Anarhynchus nivosus
Hudsonian Whimbrel Numenius hudsonicus
Long-billed Curlew Numenius americanus
Marbled Godwit Limosa fedoa

Short-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus griseus
Long-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus scolopaceus
Red Phalarope Phalaropus fulicarius
Red-necked Phalarope Phalaropus lobatus
Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularius
Wandering Tattler Tringa incana

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
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Pomarine Jaeger Stercorarius pomarinus
Rhinoceros Auklet Cerorhinca monocerata
Tufted Puffin Fratercula cirrhata

Cassin's Auklet Ptychoramphus aleuticus
Marbled Murrelet Brachyramphus marmoratus
Common Murre Uria aalge

Scripps's Murrelet Synthliboramphus scrippsi
Guadalupe Murrelet Synthliboramphus hypoleucus
Sabine's Gull Xema sabini

Heermann's Gull Larus heermanni
Ring-billed Gull Larus delawarensis
Western Gull Larus occidentalis

California Gull Larus californicus

Black Skimmer Rynchops niger

Caspian Tern Hydroprogne caspia

Forster's Tern Sterna forsteri

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

Black-footed Albatross Phoebastria nigripes
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Wilson's Storm-Petrel Oceanites oceanicus

Ashy Storm-Petrel Hydrobates homochroa

Black Storm-Petrel Hydrobates melania
Pink-footed Shearwater Ardenna creatopus
Buller's Shearwater Ardenna bulleri

Sooty Shearwater Ardenna grisea

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

Green Heron Butorides virescens

Great Egret Ardea alba

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

Sharp-shinned Hawk Accipiter striatus
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Cooper's Hawk Astur cooperii

Northern Harrier Circus hudsonius

Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus
Red-shouldered Hawk Buteo lineatus
Red-tailed Hawk Buteo jamaicensis
American Barn Owl Tyto furcata

Western Screech-Owl Megascops kennicottii
Northern Pygmy-Owl Glaucidium gnoma
Burrowing Owl Athene cunicularia

Belted Kingfisher Megaceryle alcyon

Williamson's Sapsucker Sphyrapicus thyroideus

Red-breasted Sapsucker Sphyrapicus ruber
Acorn Woodpecker Melanerpes formicivorus
Downy Woodpecker Dryobates pubescens
Nuttall's Woodpecker Dryobates nuttallii

Hairy Woodpecker Leuconotopicus villosus

White-headed Woodpecker Leuconotopicus albolarvatus

Pileated Woodpecker Dryocopus pileatus

Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus

American Kestrel Falco sparverius

Merlin Falco columbarius

Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus

Western Wood-Pewee Contopus sordidulus
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Western Flycatcher Empidonax difficilis
Black Phoebe Sayornis nigricans

Say's Phoebe Sayornis saya

Ash-throated Flycatcher Myiarchus cinerascens
Hutton's Vireo Vireo huttoni

Cassin's Vireo Vireo cassinii

Western Warbling Vireo Vireo swainsoni
Loggerhead Shrike Lanius ludovicianus
Pinyon Jay Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus
Steller's Jay Cyanocitta stelleri

California Scrub-Jay Aphelocoma californica
Black-billed Magpie Pica hudsonia
Yellow-billed Magpie Pica nuttalli

Clark's Nutcracker Nucifraga columbiana
American Crow Corvus brachyrhynchos
Common Raven Corvus corax

Mountain Chickadee Poecile gambeli
Chestnut-backed Chickadee Poecile rufescens
Oak Titmouse Baeolophus inornatus

Horned Lark Eremophila alpestris

Tree Swallow Tachycineta bicolor
Violet-green Swallow Tachycineta thalassina

Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica
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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
Canyon Wren Catherpes mexicanus
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
Western Bluebird Sialia mexicana
Mountain Bluebird Sialia currucoides
Townsend's Solitaire Myadestes townsendi
American Robin Turdus migratorius
House Finch Haemorhous mexicanus
Cassin's Finch Haemorhous cassinii

Lesser Goldfinch Spinus psaltria
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5 Lawrence's Goldfinch Spinus lawrencei il
60 Chipping Sparrow Spizella passerina a5
24 Brewer's Sparrow Spizella breweri [ 13
4 lark Sparrow Chondestes grammacus W2
3 Fox Sparrow Passerellailiaca 2
45 Dark-eyed Junco junco hyemalis (115
3 White-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia leucophrys i3
2 Sagebrush Sparrow Artemisiospiza nevadensis ]l
3 Bell's Sparrow Artemisiospiza belli BNlW2
4 Vesper Sparrow Pooecetes gramineus i3
10 Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis a4
38 Song Sparrow Melospiza melodia mo
13 California Towhee Melozone crissalis (14
4 Green-tailed Towhee Pipilo chlorurus W3
16 Spotted Towhee Pipilo maculatus w6
1 Yellow-breasted Chat Icteria virens il
1 Yellow-headed Blackbird Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus il
5 Western Meadowlark Sturnella neglecta i3
45 Red-winged Blackbird Agelaius phoeniceus (1)
109 Tricolored Blackbird Agelaius tricolor 04
58 Brown-headed Cowbird Molothrus ater )
259 Brewer's Blackbird Euphagus cyanocephalus a2

6 Orange-crowned Warbler Leiothlypis celata a5
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Nashville Warbler Leiothlypis ruficapilla

MacGillivray's Warbler Geothlypis tolmiei

Common Yellowthroat Geothlypis trichas

Northern Yellow Warbler Setophaga aestiva

Chestnut-sided Warbler Setophaga pensylvanica

Yellow-rumped Warbler Setophaga coronata

Black-throated Gray Warbler Setophaga nigrescens

Wilson's Warbler Cardellina pusilla

Western Tanager Piranga ludoviciana

Black-headed Grosbeak Pheucticus melanocephalus

Lazuli Bunting Passerina amoena

ADDITIONAL TAXA

2000

21

duck sp. Anatidae (duck sp.)

Short-billed/Long-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus griseus/scolopaceus

tern sp. Sterninae sp.

Accipitrine hawk sp. (former Accipiter sp.) Aerospiza/Tachyspiza/Accipiter/Astur sp.

new world flycatcher sp. Tyrannidae sp.
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