
 
 

Trip Report — New Mexico: Birding the 
Land of Enchantment 2025 
 
February 1-8, 2025 with Doug Gochfeld 

The large winter gatherings of white geese (both Snow Geese and Ross's Geese) and Sandhill 
Cranes is the major spectacle of this region and season. Here, the geese are wheeling around in 
mass over the cranes feeding in the foreground, at Bernardo WMA. Photo by guide Doug 
Gochfeld. 
 
I certainly didn’t expect to be heading to New Mexico this year, but 
unexpected calls do keep life interesting! Owen Hilchey guided the group on 
a fantastic day one of this tour around Albuquerque, but the rascally C-word 
reared its head, and he couldn’t continue the tour beyond that first 
day.  Luckily, I was just back from Vietnam, and could get a couple of flights 
from NYC to Albuquerque in time for me to meet the group first thing in the 
morning on day 2! 

The week was characterized by some exceptionally warm weather (near the 
all-time highs for the date range, for the duration of the trip!), which made 
hand warmers, and some of our outer layers, usually staples of this tour, 
completely superfluous! The lovely weather had a mostly very positive 
influence on our birding experience, as birds were active early in the day, 



there was open water in places that are often iced over, and, of course, we 
could feel our fingers and toes! 

One species that provided a bonus spectacle on this year's tour was Mountain Bluebird. A photo 
farther down the list gives some semblance of the congregations we saw, but this one shows how 
close many of them were. There is truly no blue like Mountain Bluebird blue! Photo by guide 
Doug Gochfeld. 
 
Owen laid the groundwork of an excellent tour by providing a wonderful 
experience with Black and Gray-crowned Rosy-Finches up at Sandia Crest, 
including a banding demonstration, with a few participants even being able 
to release birds out of their very own hands! Owen has been involved in the 
Rosy-Finch banding project for many years, and so seeing the rosies up there 
through his lens is a treat indeed. 

I took over as we headed out from Albuquerque, and before long we were 
birding in a new type of habitat – one not natural per se, but very much 
integral to the American west. We birded the agricultural fields at the north 
end of the Estancia Valley, looking specifically for recently tilled fields and 



water. We eventually found both of these bird-concentrating features, and 
amidst the hundreds upon hundreds of Horned Larks, we found quite a few 
Chestnut-collared Longspurs, some of which (including individuals getting 
into breeding plumage) even put down on the ground for nice views. While 
we hunted around for the right spots to find these smaller field birds, we also 
came into good looks at Ferruginous Hawk, “Prairie” Merlin, Northern Harrier, 
and a Chihuahuan Raven. We then headed south through the valley, picked 
up Rt. 60, and drove through the juniper-laden mountain pass and down into 
the grasslands. We kept an eye out for Pronghorn, though we never did 
encounter one. Our vigilance did pay off though, in the form of a Prairie 
Falcon, another Ferruginous Hawk, and a roadside pair of Chihuahuan 
Ravens. And this was all before lunch! 

A woodpecker with shades of pink, green, and red - that's difficult to beat! Lewis's Woodpeckers 
gave us a great show this year - these nomadic birds can be difficult to track down year-to-year, 
but we were able to find a group on our final day of birding. Photo by guide Doug Gochfeld. 
 
We then passed through Socorro for lunch, and continued on down to one of 
the hallmarks of this tour, the world famous Bosque del Apache National 



Wildlife Refuge. We got a primer of the local refuge birds around the visitor’s 
center, and then set out on the wildlife drive, where we worked on an 
impressive list of waterfowl, from swarms of Northern Pintail, Northern 
Shoveler, and Green-winged Teal, to smaller numbers of Canvasback, 
Common Goldeneye, and Ring-necked Duck. Most memorably, we got to 
study, at length, a nice mixed species flock of white geese standing on and at 
the edge of the wildlife drive, which was 25% or so Ross’s Geese, giving us 
plenty of opportunity to compare them to their more abundant larger Snow 
Geese cousins. Perhaps the most memorable stretch this evening was the 
combination of eight or more Coyotes amongst a flock of Sandhill Cranes, 
and over 20 Collared Peccary around the adjacent road as dusk dropped in 
over the refuge. The biomass of the Bosque truly never fails to please. 

The rest of our time down here saw us exploring the refuge and surrounding 
area more, with the highlight perhaps being the pre-dawn takeoff of a large 
flock of Snow and Ross’s Geese swirling around overhead with the first hints 
of sunrise glowing in the distant night. We also ran across Green-tailed 
Towhee, Black-throated Sparrow, Pyrrhuloxia, Verdin, and more around the 
refuge. We also spent a day travelling around the large reservoirs along the 
Rio Grande to the south of the refuge, where Bridled Titmice, Phainopeplas, 
Rock Wrens, and Clark’s and Western grebes highlighted the avian haul. We 
wrapped up our jam-packed 48 hours down here with a stop at Bernardo 
Wildlife Management Area, where thousands each of Sandhill Cranes and 
white geese were busily feeding. The big swirls of Snow and Ross’s geese 
that we saw here would provide another indelible memory. 



Crissal Thrasher gave us some surprise views at Caballo Lake SP. This species can be skulky 
and difficult to lay eyes on, despite it being relatively widespread through our tour route - this 
one apparently didn't get the memo. Photo by guide Doug Gochfeld. 
 
Then it was northward ho, but not without a lunch stop in Albuquerque, 
where the weather allowed us to eat outside in the company of Canvasback, 
Wood Duck, and Hooded Merganser. Here, we also got to watch the comical 
show of Neotropic Cormorants squabbling with each other over fish. When 
lunch was over, a little stroll in the riverside bosque provided us with a local 
rarity in the form of an eventually cooperative Harris’s Sparrow which was 
wintering here with a group of White-crowned Sparrows. We continued up I-
25, and made a couple of afternoon birding stops on the eastern side of 
Santa Fe, before settling into our new digs and having a lovely dinner at one 
of the many excellent eateries up here. 

Our morning of birding around Los Alamos proved fruitful for one of the most 
memorable experiences of the tour – a congregation of over a hundred 
Mountain Bluebirds coming down to drink from the water of a creek on the 
outskirts of “the Atomic City” on a gorgeous sunlit morning. Incidentally, 



“band” is the not-too-colorful collective noun for a group of bluebirds, but 
this experience was a lot more powerful than “band of bluebirds” would 
imply. Watching these indescribably blue balls of feathers flutter down and 
drink heartily over their shimmering reflections before bursting into the air in 
unison made for a fantastic morning. Moving on from the magic of the early 
morning, we availed ourselves of a spectacular view overlooking the upper 
Rio Grande river, which led into a flock of dozens of Bushtits, and then a very 
cooperative Sage Thrasher before we headed up the mountain to try our luck 
at seeing some birds above 9,000’, where a large mixed flock of Mountain 
Chickadees and multiple taxa of juncos entertained us. We then headed back 
to Santa Fe for some unstructured non-group time exploring the downtown 
of this culturally significant New Mexican mountain town, before yet another 
banquetous dinner. 

Some people think that sparrows are drab and boring. I disagree with that in general, and the 
subtlety and intricate patterning makes this one of my favorite groups of birds. In any event, 
Black-throated Sparrow should be able to get even the most hardline sparrow skeptic on board. 
Photo by guide Doug Gochfeld. 



Our final morning up here had one more particularly special birding 
encounter in store for us – a dry creek bed in the juniper foothills with a troop 
of very active Lewis’s Woodpeckers (with three flyover flocks of Evening 
Grosbeaks to boot). It’s pretty hard to top a descent (or drumming, or clatter 
– there’s not obvious agreement on the matter of a collective noun for 
woodpeckers) of pink woodpeckers, so we headed south. We did find 
another lovely flock of drinking Mountain Bluebirds during a brief stop on our 
way south, and then it was back to Albuquerque for some more birding along 
the Rio Grande before an afternoon break and our final dinner (another 
delicious one – a theme of this year’s tour!). The highlights of the tour were 
discussed (Rosy-finches, Mountain Bluebirds, goose and crane spectacles, 
Lewis’s Woodpeckers, Sage Thrashers, and Ferruginous Hawks all got 
multiple nods), and goodbyes were said. 

Pygmy Nuthatch is adorable, even as nuthatches go. We got some lovely views of these up high 
on the mountain north of Santa Fe. Photo by guide Doug Gochfeld. 



In addition to the bird list that can be found at the eBird Trip Report link, we 
also had a modest selection of Mountain West mammals. Here's a list of 
them: 

Desert Cottontail (Sylvilagus audubonii) 
Common Rock Squirrel (Otospermophilus variegatus) 
Abert's Squirrel (Sciurus aberti) 
North American Red Squirrel (Tamiasciurus hudsonicus) 
Coyote (Canis latrans) 
Collared Peccary (Dicotyles tajacu) 
Mule Deer (Odocoileus hemionus) 

In a couple of locations, Mountain Bluebirds adorned trees like they were Christmas ornaments. 
In this tree, a snappy looking male Western Bluebird, with its darker blue plumage and rich red 
back, joined the ornamentation for a great comparison of both species' vivid blues. Photo by 
guide Doug Gochfeld. 



Indeed, it must be said again, that though it was unplanned and very last 
second, I greatly enjoyed traveling with you all, and showing you New 
Mexico birds through the lens of my own experience there. This year’s tour 
was another chapter to remember in the book of my trips in the land of 
enchantment, and it was thanks to both the land, and each and every one of 
you! Fare thee well, until we meet again in some other birdy place on this 
enchanting planet of ours. 

You can see my complete trip report on eBird at this link: 
 https://ebird.org/tripreport/330732 

Doug Gochfeld (Treeswift) 
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For a narrative summary of this tour, including a Field Guides photo gallery and additional…

DATA FOR:

131
Species Observed

40
Checklists

15
Species with Photos

Species Observed Show all details

1615 Snow Goose Anser caerulescens 4

290 Ross's Goose Anser rossii 3

1 Greater White-fronted Goose Anser albifrons 1

165 Cackling Goose Branta hutchinsii 1 2

478 Canada Goose Branta canadensis 11

30 Wood Duck Aix sponsa 1 3

2 Cinnamon Teal Spatula cyanoptera 1 1

854 Northern Shoveler Spatula clypeata 8

116 Gadwall Mareca strepera 7

Group (all people)
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127 American Wigeon Mareca americana 9

818 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos 10

1554 Northern Pintail Anas acuta 3

432 Green-winged Teal Anas crecca 4

11 Canvasback Aythya valisineria 3

1 Redhead Aythya americana 1

44 Ring-necked Duck Aythya collaris 3

6 Lesser Scaup Aythya affinis 3

51 Bufflehead Bucephala albeola 3

4 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula 2

8 Hooded Merganser Lophodytes cucullatus 3

581 Common Merganser Mergus merganser 3

8 Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator 1

291 Ruddy Duck Oxyura jamaicensis 3

26 Gambel's Quail Callipepla gambelii 3

66 Rock Pigeon Columba livia 4

22 Eurasian Collared-Dove Streptopelia decaocto 9

9 Inca Dove Columbina inca 1

24 White-winged Dove Zenaida asiatica 9

124 Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura 3
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3 Greater Roadrunner Geococcyx californianus 3

315 American Coot Fulica americana 9

6823 Sandhill Crane Antigone canadensis 8

11 Killdeer Charadrius vociferus 3

5 Long-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus scolopaceus 1

3 Wilson's Snipe Gallinago delicata 1 2

1 Greater Yellowlegs Tringa melanoleuca 1

6 Least Sandpiper Calidris minutilla 1

1371 Ring-billed Gull Larus delawarensis 1 7

1 American Herring Gull Larus smithsonianus 1

9 Pied-billed Grebe Podilymbus podiceps 4

4 Western Grebe Aechmophorus occidentalis 2

2 Clark's Grebe Aechmophorus clarkii 1

6 Double-crested Cormorant Nannopterum auritum 2

72 Neotropic Cormorant Nannopterum brasilianum 2 3

12 Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias 6

1 White-tailed Kite Elanus leucurus 1

1 Sharp-shinned Hawk Accipiter striatus 1

4 Cooper's Hawk Astur cooperii 4

32 Northern Harrier Circus hudsonius 6
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2 Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus 2

21 Red-tailed Hawk Buteo jamaicensis 9

5 Ferruginous Hawk Buteo regalis 4

1 Great Horned Owl Bubo virginianus 1

1 Belted Kingfisher Megaceryle alcyon 1

1 Red-naped Sapsucker Sphyrapicus nuchalis 1

8 Lewis's Woodpecker Melanerpes lewis 1

4 Acorn Woodpecker Melanerpes formicivorus 1

19 Ladder-backed Woodpecker Dryobates scalaris 8

3 Hairy Woodpecker Dryobates villosus 3

29 Northern Flicker Colaptes auratus 8

7 American Kestrel Falco sparverius 4

2 Merlin Falco columbarius 2 1

1 Prairie Falcon Falco mexicanus 1

4 Black Phoebe Sayornis nigricans 3

14 Say's Phoebe Sayornis saya 6

2 Loggerhead Shrike Lanius ludovicianus 2

2 Steller's Jay Cyanocitta stelleri 1

18 Woodhouse's Scrub-Jay Aphelocoma woodhouseii 4

4 Black-billed Magpie Pica hudsonia 2
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39 American Crow Corvus brachyrhynchos 6

303 Chihuahuan Raven Corvus cryptoleucus 3

66 Common Raven Corvus corax 18

2 Black-capped Chickadee Poecile atricapillus 1

51 Mountain Chickadee Poecile gambeli 7

2 Bridled Titmouse Baeolophus wollweberi 1

2 Juniper Titmouse Baeolophus ridgwayi 1

2 Verdin Auriparus flaviceps 2

401 Horned Lark Eremophila alpestris 2

46 Bushtit Psaltriparus minimus 3

10 Ruby-crowned Kinglet Corthylio calendula 1 8

2 Golden-crowned Kinglet Regulus satrapa 1

14 White-breasted Nuthatch Sitta carolinensis 6

18 Pygmy Nuthatch Sitta pygmaea 3

16 Red-breasted Nuthatch Sitta canadensis 4

2 Rock Wren Salpinctes obsoletus 1

2 Marsh Wren Cistothorus palustris 1

2 Bewick's Wren Thryomanes bewickii 2

254 European Starling Sturnus vulgaris 9

4 Curve-billed Thrasher Toxostoma curvirostre 3
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1 Crissal Thrasher Toxostoma crissale 1

6 Sage Thrasher Oreoscoptes montanus 3

3 Northern Mockingbird Mimus polyglottos 2

77 Western Bluebird Sialia mexicana 7

174 Mountain Bluebird Sialia currucoides 4

16 Townsend's Solitaire Myadestes townsendi 5

2 Hermit Thrush Catharus guttatus 1

66 American Robin Turdus migratorius 10

12 Cedar Waxwing Bombycilla cedrorum 1

19 Phainopepla Phainopepla nitens 2

196 House Sparrow Passer domesticus 10

3 American Pipit Anthus rubescens 2

28 Evening Grosbeak Coccothraustes vespertinus 1

4 Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch Leucosticte tephrocotis 2

54 Black Rosy-Finch Leucosticte atrata 1

245 House Finch Haemorhous mexicanus 19

1 Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra 1

29 Pine Siskin Spinus pinus 4

2 Lesser Goldfinch Spinus psaltria 1

20 Chestnut-collared Longspur Calcarius ornatus 1
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2 Chipping Sparrow Spizella passerina 2

1 Brewer's Sparrow Spizella breweri 1

2 Black-throated Sparrow Amphispiza bilineata 2 1

373 Dark-eyed Junco Junco hyemalis 1 49

316 White-crowned Sparrow Zonotrichia leucophrys 16

1 Harris's Sparrow Zonotrichia querula 3 1

3 White-throated Sparrow Zonotrichia albicollis 2

1 Sagebrush Sparrow Artemisiospiza nevadensis 2 1

5 Savannah Sparrow Passerculus sandwichensis 2

13 Song Sparrow Melospiza melodia 7

5 Lincoln's Sparrow Melospiza lincolnii 2

6 Canyon Towhee Melozone fusca 2

1 Green-tailed Towhee Pipilo chlorurus 1 1

32 Spotted Towhee Pipilo maculatus 9

7 Yellow-headed Blackbird Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus 3 1

40 Western Meadowlark Sturnella neglecta 3

2634 Red-winged Blackbird Agelaius phoeniceus 6

2 Brown-headed Cowbird Molothrus ater 2

251 Brewer's Blackbird Euphagus cyanocephalus 5

677 Great-tailed Grackle Quiscalus mexicanus 4
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9 Yellow-rumped Warbler Setophaga coronata 5

4 Pyrrhuloxia Cardinalis sinuatus 2

HYBRIDS

1 Greater White-fronted x Cackling Goose (hybrid)
Anser albifrons x Branta hutchinsii

1

2 Mallard x Mexican Duck (hybrid) Anas platyrhynchos x diazi 1

1 Western x Clark's Grebe (hybrid) Aechmophorus occidentalis x clarkii 1

ADDITIONAL TAXA

6520 Snow/Ross's Goose Anser caerulescens/rossii 3 3

37 Cackling/Canada Goose Branta hutchinsii/canadensis 2

800 dabbling duck sp. Anatidae sp. (dabbling duck sp.) 1

50 duck sp. Anatidae (duck sp.) 1

75 Larus sp. Larus sp. 2

380 Western/Clark's Grebe Aechmophorus occidentalis/clarkii 2

64 raven sp. Corvus sp. (raven sp.) 8

60 longspur sp. Calcarius/Rhynchophanes sp. 1

57 Western/Chihuahuan Meadowlark Sturnella neglecta/lilianae 4

4500 blackbird sp. Icteridae sp. 2
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