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BIRDWATCHING IN THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST



The corner of the world we know as the Pacific Northwest is home to an amazing array of bird life. From the southern borders of Oregon and Idaho, north to southern British Columbia, to the Pacific Ocean in the west, and east to the Rocky Mountains, almost 400 bird species occur. This includes nearly 300 breeding species, thanks to the region’s incredibly diverse habitat types: open ocean, beaches and bays, coniferous forest, deciduous woodlands, mixed forests, high mountains, deserts, shrub steppe, rivers and lakes big and small, just to name a few. Such a rich and varied assemblage of habitats assures an equally varied avian population, from bird species that occupy very small enclaves of the region, to widespread generalists that occur in many habitats. Birding strategies here are diverse, as well—from a casual interest to the near-addictive pursuit of certain species. Indeed, birdwatching enthusiasts from the far-flung corners of the United States and beyond routinely travel to the Pacific Northwest to pursue their passion—and for good reason: they can see birds found few other places and they can observe substantial numbers of species that are new to them.


We ourselves are Pacific Northwest lifers; we’ve lived in various parts of both Oregon and Idaho, and traveled substantially throughout the region. This is our home, and the amazing diversity of birds and habitats in the Northwest is a big reason why. This guide is the culmination of our passion for birds, the Pacific Northwest, and in particular, Pacific Northwest birds.


Our hope for Birds of the Pacific Northwest is to serve all levels of birdwatchers, whether you simply enjoy feeding songbirds in your backyard or are an ardent enthusiast who considers birding your primary hobby. Carry the book with you in the field, keep it handy on your bookshelf, study it and learn more about your favorite species and birds that are new to you. Above all, enjoy it and embrace the wonder of Northwest birds.
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Basic equipment for birdwatching is simple: a pair of binoculars and this book.






TOOLS OF THE TRADE



Birdwatching is remarkably low tech compared to many other hobbies, encumbered by only 2 essential accoutrements: a pair of binoculars and a bird book. Binoculars come in myriad brands, models, and prices, and generally, you get what you pay for—quality, meaning both image quality and product durability, comes at higher prices. Importantly, binoculars vary in magnification power, field of view, and light gathering ability; binoculars or their packaging are marked with a code that provides those details, so binoculars marked “7×35” (popular with birders) offer magnification 7 times greater than what you see with the naked eye, and a front lens diameter of 35 millimeters. Also popular among birders, 8×42 binoculars have a magnification factor of 8, and a front lens diameter of 42 millimeters. The diameter of the front lens dictates the lens’s ability to gather light; the more light gathered, the brighter and more detailed your view. However, the larger the lens diameter, the smaller the field of view.


The highest magnification and the largest front lens diameter possible might seem ideal, but binoculars more powerful than 10×50 enter the realm of diminishing marginal returns. For starters, smaller fields of view with larger-diameter lenses make finding the object you want to look at more difficult because the binoculars see a smaller area. A 50-millimeter lens views a smaller area than a 35-millimeter lens. A small field of view plus lots of magnification can make tracking a small bird at close range very difficult. Also, more powerful binoculars tend to be bigger and heavier, and they exaggerate the consequence of even slightly shaky hands into substantial image shakiness, although binoculars with image stabilization technology are also available. In essence, powerful 10×50 binoculars are best for distant birds that don’t move quickly, and for stable hands (or simply rest your elbows on a solid surface when you use them). For magnification greater than a factor of 10, spotting scopes (tripod mounted or vehicle-window mounted) are a better option than binoculars and can be very useful in identifying birds at extreme distances.


You’ll spend most of your birdwatching time outdoors, under a variety of conditions, so dress for the weather and the landscape. A sturdy, comfortable pair of hiking shoes or boots makes birding by foot much less fatiguing, and layered clothing for cool or cold weather is essential, including a rain parka. When you venture outdoors in the Northwest, remember that in many areas mosquitos abound in spring and summer, and ticks are often common. The sun can be intense, as can the cold of winter and early spring. Plan ahead and protect yourself accordingly.


Birdwatching by vehicle is also very popular—you can see many different species just by keeping your eyes open on a drive through the countryside or by parking at places that provide excellent viewing opportunities. Slowly driving a forest road deep in the mountains, windows down so you can hear the birds, is a decidedly pleasant way to spend an early morning, but even commuting along ever-busy Interstate 5 (or virtually any other freeway in the region) offers ample opportunity to see a wide variety of interesting birds. Safety first, however—the driver needs to do the driving, not the watching.


The Pacific Northwest offers adventurous birders a chance to visit remote regions, from the deserts of southeast Oregon to the mountains of central Idaho. Off-the-beaten-path birding mandates a few extra precautions. Backcountry roads in the Northwest can be rugged and sometimes downright treacherous. If you will be driving remote desert or mountain roads, consider carrying 2 spare tires, rather than one, and make sure you have all the tools and know-how you need to change a tire in the middle of nowhere. Be aware that many backcountry roads, especially in the desert, can quickly turn to unpassable goo in the rain. Also consider carrying 5 to 10 gallons of extra gasoline (on the exterior of the vehicle), and give a spare vehicle key to a member of the party or stash a spare key on the vehicle where any member of the party can get to it if needed. Remember a couple of valuable adages we’ve learned to embrace: use four-wheel drive to get out of trouble, not to get into trouble, and if you can walk a road faster than you can drive it, you probably ought to walk it.
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Spotting scopes mounted on tripods (or vehicle windows) are especially useful for viewing distant birds.





Carry basic emergency supplies to get you through a few extra days should you happen to be stranded by weather, road conditions, vehicle breakdown, or any other form of just plain bad luck. Essentials include plenty of extra drinking water, extra food, and a sleeping bag or two for emergency warmth.


In remote areas of the Northwest, don’t count on cell phone service, and by all means don’t navigate backroads by GPS. Get good old-fashioned paper maps, the most up-to-date available for the areas in which you will be traveling, and familiarize yourself with these maps. Good information and map sources include the Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Forest Service, and U.S. Geological Survey (as well as the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for federal refuges, and state fish and wildlife agencies for state wildlife areas). Plan your trip by checking road conditions and weather forecasts, and if you are counting on fueling up or getting supplies in tiny, remote towns, call ahead to check hours of operation and available services. Armed with good maps, proper equipment, and common sense, you can find amazing birds in remarkable untrodden places in the Pacific Northwest.





BIRD IDENTIFICATION



Bird identification begins with observation, and the more acute your observation skills, the easier it becomes to identify birds. Many birds are easily identified even by novice birders because they are either familiar and iconic—the American Robin and adult Bald Eagle, for example—or because they are easily separable from all other species and thus easy to find in a bird book—a Brown Pelican or a male Yellow-headed Blackbird, for instance.


Others require more scrutiny, and therein lies the challenge (and much of the fun) in birdwatching. Learning to properly identify birds requires familiarity with the characteristics and behaviors that aid in distinguishing one species from another, as well as a general understanding of the birds likely to occur in a specific place at a particular time. Physical characteristics include body shape and size, plumage color and pattern, physical attitude and posture; behaviors that aid in identification include flight pattern, feeding habits, and songs and calls.
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While many birds are easy to identify, others, such as this juvenile Brewer’s Sparrow, can be very challenging, requiring close scrutiny not only of appearance, but also consideration of the location, habitat, and time of year.





Physical traits that help identify birds begin with general characteristics that provide clues to a bird’s taxonomy and thereby help you to look for that species in the correct part of this book, which is organized in taxonomic order (except in a few cases where a slightly altered order aids in comparing similar species). Is the bird small or large? Slender or compact? Does a small songbird have a thin, sharp bill or a thick, conical bill? Does a bird of prey have a long, slender tail or a short, fanlike tail? Identifying birds requires that you learn what to look for—color and pattern isn’t always enough. Practice looking carefully at general body shape and head shape, bill shape and size, tail length and shape. Also learn to carefully study plumage colors and patterns—sometimes the slightest variation separates similar species.


Beware, though, that for many species, plumage colors and patterns change with the seasons, the bird’s sex, and with age (see the section on “Plumage Variation in Birds”). Body shape can change depending on the bird’s posture and activity; size is relative and often difficult to judge. For example, a small sandpiper might appear a bit larger than it really is until a blackbird lands nearby and you realize that the tiny sandpiper—perhaps a Least Sandpiper—is no bigger than a sparrow and certainly not as large as the blackbird.
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Accurately judging the size of a bird can be difficult, but is easier when nearby objects or other species lend comparisons, such as with this Black-bellied Plover (right), which is clearly larger than the dowitcher (left) standing nearby.





At the same time, note the bird’s habits and habitat: does that conical-billed songbird stick to the ground or does it remain up in the trees? Did you see it in arid southeast Oregon, temperate western Washington, or montane central Idaho? Does that thin-billed songbird slowly feed among the tree leaves or dash about frenetically catching insects? Did you find it high in the mountains or along a lowland stream? Does that hawk soar over open country or fly expertly through the forest? Does that sandpiper feed in flocks on the beach or by itself in a plowed field?


Vocalizations, too, are often helpful—and sometimes critical—in differentiating between similar species; learning different bird songs and calls can add immeasurably to the joy of birdwatching. After all, the remarkable variety of sounds made by birds is intriguing and frequently mesmerizing. Who doesn’t enjoy the cheery musical songs of skilled feathered vocalists, the haunting calls of an owl or a loon, or the bizarre sounds produced by a Virginia Rail or American Bittern?
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Learning to identify birds by their songs and calls is fun and rewarding; here, an aptly named Warbling Vireo delivers its distinctive and musical song.





Finally, consider the time of year and specific location. Many birds are migratory and occur in the Northwest only in specific seasons, while others are year-round residents. If you find a hummingbird in the Northwest during January, for example, it’s a very safe bet you are seeing an Anna’s Hummingbird; the other species that live here migrate to warmer climes for the winter. Ranges—the areas within the Northwest where each species is normally found—likewise provide a significant clue to identification. Even relative abundance can be an important clue to identifying many birds simply because all things being otherwise equal, rare birds are less likely to be seen than common birds.


Learn to not only look carefully at birds, but also to consider the totality of evidence in identifying challenging species: habits, habitat, range, time of year, vocalizations, and relative abundance. That totality of evidence is what really helps discern the differences between similar-looking species.
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Bird Topography These terms are used frequently in the species descriptions in this book.
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Head and Face Details
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Wing Details






Plumage Variation in Birds



Birds can exhibit a wide range of plumage variations within a species. In some cases, males look different than females; this is called sexual dimorphism, and it can vary from extreme (such as in most ducks) to minor. The male Downy Woodpecker has a bright red patch on the back of his crown, whereas the female does not—the only difference between the two. In a few cases—notably the phalaropes—the female wears a brighter breeding-season plumage than the male (reverse sexual dimorphism).


Also, birds swap out feathers seasonally through a process called molting, shedding old, worn feathers for new plumage. The extent to which the molt changes a bird’s appearance varies with the species. Molt generally occurs in late summer and fall, when some birds transition to a nonbreeding (winter) plumage, and others (ducks, for example) begin regrowing their breeding-season plumage in preparation for the following year. Birds that transition to a distinct nonbreeding plumage molt again in late winter or spring, transitioning back to breeding plumage. The difference between breeding and nonbreeding plumages can be dramatic.
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Surf Scoters are sexually dimorphic, meaning the male (top) and female (bottom) differ from one another in color. Sexual dimorphism can range from fairly extreme, such as in ducks like these, to minor variations in plumage between the male and female of a species.





The timing of the molt varies both from species to species, and within species. A flock of sandpipers migrating through the Northwest in midspring, for example, often has individuals ranging from winter (nonbreeding) plumage to full breeding plumage; members of a flock of Golden-crowned Sparrows wintering in the Northwest acquire their beautiful black-and-yellow crowns at different rates, so that some individuals in the flock attain breeding plumage in March and others a month or more later. Moreover, many species retain their breeding plumage only for a scant 3 months or so. Because of the comparatively short duration of full breeding plumage in many birds, ornithologists use the term “basic plumage” to describe the nonbreeding plumage, and “alternate plumage” in reference to the breeding-season plumage. In this book, however, we have opted for the more comfortable and familiar labels of “breeding” and “nonbreeding” plumage.


Also, while many birds, especially songbirds, acquire their adult plumage before one year of age, others require more than a full year, and in a few species—the Bald Eagle, for example—as many as 5 years are required to reach maturity and full adult plumage.


Because feathers can fade and become damaged with age, many birds can appear substantially different with worn plumage than with fresh plumage, creating further identification challenges. Typically such worn plumage occurs after the breeding season, so birders need to be especially aware of such possibilities in late summer and fall.
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Many birds change with the seasons, transitioning between breeding and nonbreeding plumages, and the timing of such changes, called molts or molting, varies with the species and within the species. These Dunlins are in the process of molting from nonbreeding plumage to breeding plumage.





Bear in mind also that light plays a significant role in how colors appear, or fail to appear. This is especially true in birds with iridescent feathers. Both the male Brewer’s Blackbird and the Tree Swallow, for example, are extensively iridescent, but when seen in poor light—on a cloudy day or near sunset—the colorful, shiny feathers may simply appear black. Hummingbirds can be especially tricky; the iridescent gorgets—the layered platelike feathers on the throat of male hummingbirds—can appear dark and colorless or can flash like a strobe light in brilliant colors, and the color can vary based on light conditions. For instance, the male Anna’s Hummingbird’s gorget, when perfectly illuminated, appears brilliant fuchsia, but depending on the angle of the light, can vary from deep blood red to coppery.
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This male Anna’s Hummingbird exhibits just a hint of bright color on his throat and crown when viewed from the side (left), but when he turns his head at just the right angle (right), his gorget—the shiny bib—and his crown flash like neon lightbulbs.





Identification Challenges: Lookalikes


With Birds of the Pacific Northwest at your side, you’ll find most of the birds in the Northwest are recognizable and identifiable through observation and scrutiny of key field marks. But in some cases, similar or even virtually identical-looking species are very difficult to distinguish, even for expert birders. Among the most problematic are gulls, Empidonax flycatchers, Calidris sandpipers, and a handful of others.


Gulls are especially challenging because many species require several years to reach maturity and thus adult plumage, and their plumage is different each successive year leading to adulthood. Moreover, most adult gulls look somewhat different in winter than during the breeding season of spring and summer. Lastly, hybridization between some species of gulls is common, leading to individuals with intermediate physical characteristics that are not easily reconciled with the features that identify either of the parent species. For these reasons, identifying gulls in their various age-determined plumage stages frequently requires attention to relatively minute details, which are described in this book for each species.




[image: Image]


Empidonax flycatchers, such as this Dusky Flycatcher, are notoriously difficult to identify, and in many cases, totality of evidence—plumage, song, habitat, location—is key to determining the species.





Empidonax flycatchers—a genus that includes 7 very similar-looking species in the Northwest—require acute attention not only to plumage details, but also to habitat, range, and voice. In fact, successfully identifying one of these lookalike flycatchers—separating a Dusky Flycatcher from a Hammond’s Flycatcher, for example—usually mandates that observers consider the totality of evidence, especially if the bird is not singing or calling. Photos can help immeasurably, allowing for scrutiny of field marks that are very difficult to study in the field, such as relative wingtip length and bill length. But in the absence of photographic support, identification typically hinges on considering a collage of details in addition to appearance. A few other species are equally inseparable where their ranges overlap: the Juniper Titmouse and Oak Titmouse, for example; they co-occur in Oregon’s Klamath Basin and even their various vocalizations overlap enough to render calls and songs unreliable in separating the two. Similarly, the female Rufous and Allen’s Hummingbirds, which co-occur along the southwest Oregon coast, are effectively indistinguishable in the field.


The smaller Calidris sandpipers, colloquially and collectively referred to as “peeps,” are likewise challenging to identify in the field and require close study. Some prior knowledge of what to look for helps a great deal when you see peeps in the field—a concept that holds true for all birds, but especially lookalikes. Peeps wear a breeding plumage in spring and part of summer, but then molt to a drabber nonbreeding plumage. In most cases—again, as with many birds—they are easier to identify in breeding plumage, but that only accounts for a few months during the year. Juvenile peeps account for a third plumage variation during late summer and autumn, in which they are often easier to identify. In addition to basic colors and patterns, key field marks to differentiate peeps include leg color and length; bill color, length, and shape; head and body structure and posture; and in-flight color and pattern, especially of the dorsal surface.
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Colloquially known as peeps, tiny sandpipers of the genus Calidris are represented by several very similar species in the Northwest, and identifying them often requires considering all the evidence: plumage (which varies with the age of the bird and with the season), as well as location, habitat, behavior, posture, shape, leg color, and relative abundance.
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The Lesser Scaup (left) and Greater Scaup (right) resemble each other so closely that careful study is required to tell them apart.





Lesser and Greater Scaups, female Common Goldeneyes and Barrow’s Goldeneyes, female hummingbirds in general, various sparrows in nonbreeding and/or juvenile plumages—these are just a few examples of the many birds that are so similar, identifying them requires careful study. In almost all cases, however, proper identification is not only possible, but fun and challenging, adding an enjoyable dynamic to birdwatching.
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Cooper’s Hawks (left) and Sharp-shinned Hawks (right) are very similar and closely related; adults can be identifed by considering a variety of characteristics, including the head pattern—a dark hood on the Sharp-shinned Hawk and a dark cap strongly contrasting with the light gray nape on the Cooper’s Hawk.





All told, correctly identifying lookalike species begins before you ever see them. First, familiarize yourself with the species most likely to be seen in specific places at specific times of year. Next, study and try to remember at least a few key species-specific field marks, including plumage, voice, and behaviors. Finally, realize that sometimes precise identification of a certain bird may not be possible for a variety of reasons, including the conditions under which you see the bird. After all, a stationary bird in good light at close range is far easier to study than a frenetic speedster or a shy skulking bird or an individual seen in poor light or at long range. And don’t worry—veteran birders make identification mistakes, too, often with very challenging birds such as the Empidonax flycatchers, but also for other reasons. Once, while driving along Brownlee Reservoir on the Snake River just past dusk on an early summer evening, we stopped suddenly at the sight of a small owl perched atop a wooden fencepost, silhouetted against the hillside above the road. The first stars had appeared in the east, and darkness was upon us, but we could plainly see the owl in profile, and viewing it through binoculars, we were perplexed: a chubby little short-tailed owl with no ear tufts. We ruled out Northern Pygmy-Owl and Burrowing Owl; Western Screech-Owl was the only logical choice, but despite swiveling its head around frequently and altering its perch slightly, this owl showed no indication whatsoever of having ear tufts.


We considered: a Northern Saw-whet Owl in a treeless desert environment? A Flammulated Owl far from its normal pine tree habitat and steadfastly refusing to raise its ear tufts? We groped through the cargo box for a powerful flashlight, but none was to be found; we thumbed frantically through a bird book. And then an adult Western Screech-Owl appeared like a ghost, and fluttered down to feed its fledgling, which we had not recognized as such. Of course. We had simply not considered all the possibilities, temporarily forgetting that this was the time of year that fledgling owls are out of the nest. We laughed about it and thoroughly appreciated the rare treat of watching an adult owl feed its offspring.
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Female Common Mergansers (front) and female Red-breasted Mergansers (behind) are quite similar; the differences between such similar birds are clearly explained in the bird species accounts.











GLOSSARY OF PLUMAGE AND ANATOMY TERMINOLOGY



Alternate plumage Breeding plumage (see also “Basic plumage”)


Auricular Area around the ear


Basic plumage Nonbreeding plumage (see also “Alternate plumage”)


Cere A waxlike casing on the upper mandible, including the nostrils


Chin The small area immediately below the bill


Crest Tuft of feathers protruding from a bird’s crown; most species can raise and lower the crest


Crown Top of the head (sometimes called “cap”)


Culmen Center ridgeline of the upper mandible (jaw) of a bird’s bill


Decurved bill Downward-curved bill


Eclipse plumage A plumage molt stage, best known in ducks, during which the bird acquires a drab post-breeding plumage (late summer) before beginning to regrow breeding plumage for fall and winter courtship. Eclipse phase is a complete molt, including flight feathers, so ducks become temporarily flightless at this time.


Eyebrow stripe or supercilium A stripe of contrasting shade running laterally above the eye


Eye ring A feathered ring of contrasting shade encircling or partially encircling the eye


Eye stripe or eye line A stripe of contrasting shade running laterally through the eyes on the sides of the face


Flanks The area along the bird’s sides beneath the wings and above the base of the legs


Forehead The front of the crown, directly above the bill


Form A regional variation of a species with slightly different color or markings, but not one that has taxonomic status as a subspecies


Gorget A patch of iridescent feathers on the throat of male hummingbirds (some females and immature males have partial gorgets)


Lores The space between the eye and the base of the bill


Malar The cheek area


Malar stripe Cheek stripe


Mandible, lower Lower bill


Mandible, upper Upper bill (also correcty termed “maxilla”)


Mantle Upper back; often used to describe a bird’s back, tertials, and scapulars taken together


Moustache stripe or moustachial stripe A stripe of a contrasting shade resembling a moustache on the sides of a bird’s throat


Nape Back of the neck


Necklace A band of contrasting shade running across the upper breast, as in the Varied Thrush


Orbital ring A ring of unfeathered skin surrounding the eye


Primaries Outer flight feathers, projecting from the outer half of the wing


Primary coverts The row of feathers that veils the basal portion of the primary flight feathers on the dorsal surface of the wing


Scapulars Feathers at the base of the dorsal wing surface along each side of the bird’s back


Secondaries Inner flight feathers, projecting from the inner half of the wing


Secondary coverts Feathers covering the dorsal surface of the wing, exclusive of the secondary flight feathers; these comprise 3 rows: lesser secondary coverts, median secondary coverts, and greater secondary coverts, respectively, starting at the leading edge of the wing


Semipalmated Partially webbed toes


Sides The area on the sides of a bird forward of the shoulders


Spectacles White- or light-colored lore and eye ring combination


Speculum The row of colorful, often iridescent, feathers on the dorsal wing surface of many ducks


Subterminal band A band of contrasting shade across the tail, just above the tip


Supercilium See “Eyebrow stripe”


Supraloral The area on the face above the lores


Tail coverts and upper tail coverts Small dorsal feathers covering the base of the tail


Tertials Inner flight feathers at the base of the wings


Throat The area below the bill, between the chin and the upper breast


Transient A species found in an area between its breeding and nonbreeding ranges


Undertail coverts Ventral feathers covering the base of the tail feathers


Vagrant A bird that has strayed from its normal breeding range, wintering range, or migration route


Wingbars Stripes on the wing surface usually produced by differently colored wing covert tips


Wingtips The outer ends of the primary flight feathers








FINDING BIRDS



Trite as it may sound, birds truly are where you find them, and such a broad statement hints at an important strategy in birdwatching: if you want to see a certain kind of bird, go to where that bird is most likely to be found, at the time it is most likely to be there. For finding unusual and/or less-than-common species, it’s best not to leave your fate to chance. Use this guide to study species you may want to see, then go to the right places at the correct times, armed with some knowledge about that bird’s habits and habitat.


Conversely, many people simply enjoy visiting interesting places to see a variety of species, and perhaps even keep a trip record of all species found on each outing. Such field trips often lead to extraordinary places in the Pacific Northwest—a bay or estuary on the Oregon coast, a national wildlife refuge in the arid interior, a verdant woodland in Washington, a ponderosa pine forest in British Columbia, or a mountain summit in Idaho. Still others prefer a more passive strategy of adding birdwatching and bird identification as another layer to other outdoor activities. Whether you enjoy hiking, biking, boating, fishing, country driving, or other activities, identifying species seen along the way adds immeasurably to the intrigue.


When you visit new places in search of birds, familiarize yourself ahead of time with some of the key species that might occur there. This book and other resources can provide helpful information such as species lists generated by previous visitors and posted online, as well as checklists for some locations, especially wildlife refuges.


Throughout the Northwest, the mix of species changes with the time of year. Many migratory birds depart the region for the winter or return in spring, others arrive here to spend the winter, and yet others pass through along their migration routes between breeding ranges and wintering ranges outside the Northwest. Generally speaking, the diversity of species is greatest during spring and fall migration, when birds that breed in the Northwest arrive or depart at the same time that transient species are passing through.


The peak of spring and fall migration varies annually to some extent, and also varies with species and location. Some species that arrive in southwest Oregon in early March may not appear in northeast Washington until late May. As a generalization, however, spring migration—especially important to birdwatchers because many species arrive in prime breeding plumage—lasts from late February until early June, with much depending on species and location. Fall migration, when birds head south (or to the coast) for winter, begins as early as late July for some species and lasts into early winter for others.


In most of the Northwest, species diversity is at its lowest during winter, but winter also brings species that are uncommon or absent at other times of year. On coastal waters and shores, however, the diversity of species is often higher in winter than in summer because many birds winter on Northwest bays, estuaries, beaches, and nearshore seas.


Birds tend to be most active at specific times of day. For songbirds, morning is the time of frenetic activity, so birders should be in the field early to maximize opportunity. In warm spring and summer weather, the difference between early morning songbird activity and afternoon activity tends to be dramatic—the same location that was buzzing with activity at 8 a.m. may seem devoid of bird life at 1 p.m. Many other species are likewise most active in the morning; in fact entire wildlife communities, in spring and summer, tend to be liveliest in the morning.


Other birds might be more active at midday, such as raptors (birds of prey) that hunt by soaring and rely on thermals in the warming air to make for easy flight. Most owls and Common Poorwills are nocturnal, while birds such as nighthawks and swifts (which capture insects in flight) tend to be most active when flying insects are most abundant—often around dusk. In winter, when birds conserve body heat and energy, they may be most active at the warmest time of day.


Frequently, finding birds means entering their habitat as unobtrusively as you can. Some species are very tolerant of humans, even seemingly curious at times and thus easy to approach. But many birds are secretive and retiring by nature and may go undetected by birders who are not stealthy. So walk and talk quietly, stopping often to look and listen—birds often reveal their presence by sounds even if they remain well hidden. Consider other clues as well: bird tracks in the dust, droppings, feathers on the ground.
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From well-known hotspots to places rarely visited by humans (let alone birders), the Northwest offers countless places to see a wide array of bird species.





Best of the Northwest


Following are sites throughout our region that offer particularly rich opportunities for birding. We make no promises, but if you travel to these areas and practice sound birdwatching behavior, the chances are high that your efforts will be rewarded.


Idaho
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Swans stage at Camas National Wildlife Refuge in eastern Idaho.





Camas National Wildlife Refuge and Market Lake Wildlife Area Diverse, expansive wetlands on the upper Snake River Plain provide nesting and migration habitat for a surprisingly robust list of birds. What birders don’t find on the federal refuge, they’ll likely find a short distance away at the state wildlife area.


Coeur d’Alene Chain Lakes and Lane Marsh Extensive wetlands bordering forested uplands create a tremendous variety of species for birders by foot, car, or canoe.
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Deer Flat National Wildlife Refuge in southwest Idaho hosts a substantial population of nesting Clark’s Grebes, as well as many other species.





Deer Flat National Wildlife Refuge The premier birding site in western Idaho, with expansive wetlands and waterways, riparian woodlands, and associated prairie and sagebrush uplands, Deer Flat serves as a critical migration stopover for myriad species, and provides nesting habitat for a variety of intriguing birds.
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Sandhill Cranes abound at eastern Idaho’s Grays Lake National Wildlife Refuge.





Morley Nelson Snake River Birds of Prey National Conservation Area The massive Snake River canyon provides prime nesting habitat for a number of raptor species, while the surrounding riparian margins and sagebrush uplands are home to an impressive array of other birds.


Grays Lake National Wildlife Refuge A rare and bird-rich example of a high-elevation wetlands and meadow ecosystem, Grays Lake is the world’s largest hardstem bulrush marsh and supports the world’s largest concentration of nesting Sandhill Cranes.


Oregon


Klamath Basin Here you’ll find extensive wetlands, including units of the Klamath Basin National Wildlife Refuge Complex as well as the serenely bucolic Wood River Valley, plus diverse forestlands—plan on 2 or 3 days to explore this extensive region.
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The overlook at Vista Station provides a panoramic view of one small corner of southeast Oregon’s Malheur National Wildlife Refuge.





Malheur National Wildlife Refuge One of the nation’s premier birding sites, and an important staging area and breeding habitat for myriad waterbirds, Malheur is also a Northwest hotspot for rare vagrant species.




[image: Image]


Central Oregon’s bird-rich Metolius Basin is home to 11 species of woodpecker, including the White-headed Woodpecker.





Metolius River Basin A ponderosa pine and mixed-species conifer forest, most of it within national forest lands, provides habitat for a wide variety of montane species, including 11 of the Northwest’s 12 species of woodpeckers.


Upper Rogue River Valley From Ashland to Shady Cove to Grants Pass, diverse geology and habitat types support bird species absent from or difficult to locate elsewhere in the Northwest. Ample enticing public access sites make the birds easy to find.
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The Willamette Valley National Wildlife Refuge comprises 3 refuges that protect habitat for geese, waterfowl, and a diverse array of other species.





Willamette Valley National Wildlife Refuge Complex Three separate refuges—Finley, Ankeny, and Baskett Slough—preserve a variety of wetland, prairie, and woodland habitats in the central Willamette Valley, creating superb habitat for an extensive mix of birds throughout the year.
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Oregon’s bays are great places to find many different waterbirds; among the best bay locales are Tillamook Bay and Yaquina Bay (pictured).





Yaquina Bay and Tillamook Bay Two bays, an hour apart on the Oregon coast, host an impressive quantity and diversity of migrating and wintering species, along with excellent access to prime habitat, including mudflats, sand flats, jetties, beaches, and more.


Washington


Blaine area and Drayton Harbor Incredible concentrations of migrating and wintering waterbirds and shorebirds use this expansive saltwater wetlands just south of the Canadian border.
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An intriguing land where water meets sagebrush steppe, east-central Washington’s Desert Unit (Desert Wildlife Area) provides habitat for species such as the Yellow-headed Blackbird





Desert Unit, Columbia Basin Wildlife Area One of the premier sites east of the Washington Cascades, with wetlands amid desert-scrub and sagebrush steppe habitats, the colloquially named “Desert Wildlife Area” is home to an intriguing mix of resident and migrating birds.
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The Grays Harbor area is renowned for prodigious numbers of migrating shorebirds.





Grays Harbor This massive bay complex attracts tremendous numbers and varieties of waterbirds and shorebirds (a term used for sandpipers, plovers, and related species), with excellent access for birders. Shorebirds are such a major attraction that the area is home to an annual shorebird festival.
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Hurricane Ridge provides both excellent birding and stunning views.





Hurricane Ridge, Olympic National Park Drive from low-elevation, old-growth conifer forests all the way up to subalpine environs, and experience the changing mix of woodland species along the way.
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A male Hooded Merganser stretches its wings on a pond at Little Pend Oreille National Wildlife Refuge in northeast Washington.





Little Pend Oreille National Wildlife Refuge This little-known national refuge ranges from lowland lakes, ponds, and marshes up into forested mountains, meaning a tremendous variety of birds, including species seldom seen in other regions of the Northwest.
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A Great Blue Heron huddles in its roost at southwest Washington’s Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge.





Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge Vast managed wetlands on the Columbia River plain host staggering numbers of waterbirds, making it a favorite among regional birders, especially from autumn through late spring.




British Columbia
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Boundary Bay near Vancouver is one of the Northwest’s premier birdwatching locations.





Boundary Bay One of the great birding sites of the entire West, this sprawling estuary provides critical stopover and wintering grounds for countless birds, from tiny sandpipers to Snowy Owls.
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Scenic Cathedral Provincial Park offers birders a chance to find high-elevation species.





Cathedral Provincial Park These intoxicating highlands rank among the best and most scenic locations in southern British Columbia for finding high-elevation specialties, such as Spruce Grouse, White-tailed Ptarmigan, White-winged Crossbill, Boreal Owl, and Boreal Chickadee—among a host of other mountain species.
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Fertile and rich in water, the Creston Valley Wildlife Management Area is one of British Columbia’s top birding sites.





Creston Valley Wildlife Management Area More than 250 species have been tallied at this expansive site in southeastern British Columbia, and birders can also visit other prime sites nearby: Moberly Marsh, the Columbia River wetlands, and the Wasa Sloughs.




[image: Image]


Southern British Columbia’s Okanagan Valley is home to many uncommon species, such as Pine Grosbeaks.





Okanagan Valley A verdant swath of wetlands, pine forests, quiet towns, and agrarian lands squeezed between rugged, forested uplands creates so much habitat diversity that birders need several days to sample this unique area.


Victoria area waterfront and Saanich Peninsula Especially during migration and winter, incredible numbers and a variety of waterbirds and shorebirds abound in the rich habitat where southwest Vancouver Island meets the Strait of Georgia.


Ethics of Birdwatching


Enjoying birds in their natural habitats carries with it the essential responsibility to do no harm. Many birds are, to varying degrees, tolerant of human intrusion on their habitat and their daily activities, but birdwatching ethics mandate that we always do our best to limit our intrusion so as not to disturb birds unnecessarily. This is a fluid concept that takes on different meanings and parameters for different situations: a hummingbird feeding amid the flowers and foliage of a blooming tree is not easily put off and close approach won’t likely disturb the bird. If the little hummer decides you are a bit too close, it can easily fly a few feet away to other flowers. But a raptor that has made a kill and is sitting on the ground or on a perch with its hard-won meal may fly off and leave its prey behind if you approach too closely, necessitating the hunt to begin anew, perhaps while hungry chicks wait back at the nest.
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In some places, special restrictions limit access so that birds are not unduly disturbed. No matter where birders pursue their hobby, they must place the well-being of birds ahead of all else.





Seeing birds, however, often does require that we intrude upon their habitat, so it falls to common sense to manage our intrusion so as not to unduly disturb their activities. Just because an owl on a day roost, or a grouse feeding along the edge of a forest road, or a flock of terns on the beach might allow close approach does not mean birders should necessarily keep trying to inch closer and closer. Whenever possible, enjoy birds from a respectful distance. Luckily, many prime birding sites, especially wildlife refuges, include observation stations and even photography blinds from which you can scan important locations without being intrusive.


Throughout North America (and the world), many bird species are critically imperiled, and others are in serious population decline. Birdwatchers can be important allies to scientists by providing empirical data. Events such as Christmas bird counts, breeding bird surveys, migration watches, and other opportunities to systematically quantify particular species help ornithologists build databases that show population trends. Additionally, birders can enjoy the opportunity to work directly with scientists on projects such as bird banding and site monitoring, and also to work with conservation organizations on projects ranging from observation and recording to habitat restoration and nesting box installation.


Various federal and state agencies are deeply involved with bird population monitoring, species protection, and habitat preservation and enhancement. As well, many private national and regional conservation organizations play important roles in habitat preservation and improvement, ornithology, and even species-specific population monitoring and conservation. See the Recommended Resources section at the end of this book for names and websites of government agencies and private organizations germane to birders.


Birds in the Backyard


Bird-friendly yards are great places to watch and study a variety of species, and attracting birds to your yard can be as simple as hanging a feeder, or as all-inclusive as installing a variety of bird feeders, watering stations, birdbaths, and bird houses. You can even landscape with specific plants that attract birds.


Many birds have specific food preferences, but high-quality seed mixes that include a high percentage of black-oil sunflower (in the shell, or shelled for a cleaner yard) attract a variety of songbirds. Certain species are especially fond of thistle seed, which can be contained in special thistle feeders; peanuts and other nuts can also be popular. Suet cakes and suet cylinders attract many species that don’t normally frequent seed stations, including woodpeckers, and fruit stands can attract striking Bullock’s Orioles.


The Northwest as a whole is breeding range for at least 5 species of hummingbirds, and all are easily attracted to special hummingbird feeders filled with a simple mix of sugar diluted in water (one cup of sugar per every 3 to 4 cups of water). Many hummingbird feeders are built so that bees and wasps cannot reach the nectar inside, and these are advantageous in areas with lots of such insects. Change the water often, especially in hot weather; it will last longer in shade than in direct sun. And keep those hummingbird feeders up and maintained during winter if you live in areas home to Anna’s Hummingbirds, the only species that routinely stays year-round in the Northwest. Also, most hummingbirds, especially males, are territorial and will aggressively defend a feeder they have chosen as their own. So if you have more than one feeder, space them apart, and on different sides of the house.
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American Goldfinches (left) and a Pine Siskin—two of the many species of birds that frequent bird feeders in the Northwest.





Water is critical for birds throughout the year, but especially at times when little is available—during summer, and also during subfreezing conditions in winter, when a heated water source can provide drinking water. A birdbath kept full of clean water is a great way to attract birds in summer and provides often-humorous entertainment, as various kinds of birds show up to splash about and take baths.
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Throughout the Northwest, hummingbirds are easily attracted to sugar-water feeders, and are always a joy to watch.





Be forewarned that backyard bird-feeding stations can attract more than just birds. Entire product lines are dedicated to strategies for keeping squirrels out of bird feeders; chipmunks, mice, rats, woodrats, and other rodents can be equally persistent; even deer frequent birdfeeding stations in many places. Rodents aren’t there to eat birds, but rather to enjoy the bounty you provide. But bird feeders can also attract neighborhood housecats, and to counter the feline menace, you’ll need to remain vigilant. If you own an outdoor cat, consider placing a little bell on its collar to help warn birds away—many cats quickly learn to operate effectively even with the bell, so watchfulness on your part is the best protection for birds.
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Birdhouses can provide nesting homes for a wide variety of species, and in some cases, boxes provide valuable habitat where natural cavities have been lost to land-use changes and invasive species.





Throughout the Pacific Northwest, whether you live in the city or country, certain bird-eating raptors, especially Sharp-shinned Hawks and Cooper’s Hawks, may include your backyard in their hunting grounds, and while a hawk materializing out of nowhere and snatching a songbird from your feeders in a puff of feathers comes as a sudden and disconcerting surprise, it also comes with the territory. In backyard bird feeding, sometimes you must simply take what nature gives you.


Other birds can likewise become problematic for other reasons. Flocks of starlings, blackbirds, and various other species can mob bird-feeding stations, rapidly eating everything in sight and aggressively driving off other species. If these species become too bothersome, you may have to stop feeding the birds for a week or two, although even then the pest birds tend to return quickly once you resume feeding. Also, woodpeckers—especially Northern Flickers—can damage buildings. Often they and other woodpeckers drum on buildings, including metal drainpipes and gutters, as a territorial announcement, but they may also drum into wood structures in search of food or nesting sites. Swallows, American Robins, Starlings, House Sparrows, and other species often build nests in crevices and platforms on buildings, and these nest sites can quickly become messy.
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Bird-feeding stations often attract Sharp-shinned Hawks such as this beautiful adult, as well as Cooper’s Hawks, both of which feed on smaller birds.





Insects can become a problem as well, ranging from ants to bees and even notoriously aggressive yellow jackets. If oriole feeders or suet feeders begin attracting insects, you may simply need to remove them, at least for a time. In some areas, you can turn the tables on insects by erecting houses for insectivorous swallows and Purple Martins, and even bats for that matter.


All told, though, the good usually outweighs the bad in creating a bird-friendly yard, and your property can become an attractive refuge for migrating, wintering, roosting, and nesting birds if you provide for some or all of their basic needs: food, water, and cover.





USING THIS BOOK TO IDENTIFY BIRDS



Birds of the Pacific Northwest provides the essential information needed to help you identify each of the bird species found within this region, including the vagrant species (birds occurring outside of their normal ranges) found with the most regularity. The photos, range maps, and information provided in the species accounts all work in unison to help you identify the birds you see.


Like all living things, birds are organized scientifically through the system called taxonomy, which seeks to categorize organisms based on their natural relationships. Taxonomy classifies organisms on an ever-narrowing scale, beginning with their broadest relationships (for example, animal or plant?) to their closest relationships (species and then subspecies, for instance). The scale begins with kingdom (animal kingdom and plant kingdom are examples). Next, respectively, come phylum, class, order, family, genus, species, and subspecies. This book adheres to taxonomic classification in the grouping of species included herein, and generally this book is also organized to follow the order in which groups and species of birds are presented by the American Ornithologists’ Union (AOU) Checklist of North and Middle American Birds. We have deviated from that order in a few cases. For example, while the AOU lists falcons well removed from the hawks and other raptors, we list them in the same section of this book for the simple reason that it seems logical for a field guide to group all the birds of prey together, so readers can more easily compare species that might have similar appearances in the field.


In all cases, Birds of the Pacific Northwest adheres to the accepted North American common names for all species, but birders should be aware that many species are known by other names, some of which are simply nicknames, such as “Hungarian partridge” or “Hun” for the Gray Partridge. Others are cases of pure colloquialism based not so much on misidentification as on uninformed but harmless local or regional tradition, such as both the California Scrub-Jay and Steller’s Jay often being labeled simply “blue jays” by nonbirders, even though the Blue Jay is a separate species altogether. The surest way to avoid confusion over common names is to also include Latin scientific names in a field guide such as this—so while scientific names may not be particularly useful to most birdwatchers, they can be critical to scientists who might otherwise need to laboriously grapple with multiple monikers for a single species. Scientific names appear in parentheses after the common name for each species in the Bird Species Accounts chapter. To separate bird groups for easier referencing, we have color coded page edges. However, colors are not unique to individual bird groups and are repeated.


Photos Throughout this book, we have chosen photos that best depict the key features needed to identify each species. Beyond normal photo editing for light and color detail, we have opted not to alter the images in any way that misrepresents the photographer’s work and vision. In a very few cases, we cloned out objects (such as limbs) that might obscure key parts of the bird in a photo; otherwise we have left natural elements unaltered. Many birds change little throughout the year, but others molt into different seasonal plumages; so too, sexual dimorphism (males and females differ) is common among birds, and juvenile plumages can differ markedly from adult plumages. Also, some birds have distinct color variations within the species, independent of age or sex. In all cases, we have included photography to represent the plumage stages and variations likely to be seen. Within each species account, the photos and text are intended to be used together to allow you to confidently identify the birds you see.
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The distinctive pattern of this sandpiper’s back, tail, and wings readily identifies it as a Surfbird.





Range maps The geographical area in which a particular species occurs is known as its range. Range provides valuable information for identifying birds, and in a few cases, range is essentially the only way to distinguish between lookalike species. The Juniper Titmouse and Oak Titmouse, for example, are identical, and probably only co-occur in Oregon’s Klamath Basin. So if you see a Titmouse in southern Idaho or southeast Oregon, you can safely identify it as a Juniper Titmouse, and if you see one in Oregon’s Rogue River Valley, you can rest assured that it is an Oak Titmouse.


The area in the Northwest occupied by each species can be quite static over time, changing little with the seasons or the decades, or be substantially dynamic. Some birds—Crossbills, for example—are notoriously nomadic; others reliably do not stray from their ranges in the region. Some species are expanding their ranges rapidly in the Northwest, such as the Eurasian Collared-Dove and Barred Owl; others are dwindling in population, and consequently, range. The maps in this book, color coded for seasonality (see Range Maps Key) are as accurate and up to date as possible, though birders should expect to occasionally find various birds outside their normal ranges—indeed, such sightings frequently stir excitement in the birdwatching community and are often rapidly shared via websites and internet forums. They are part of what makes birdwatching fun.


Birds that occur well outside their normal ranges are termed vagrants, and in this book, we have chosen not to include maps for the vagrant species described and shown, simply because in most cases they can and do show up nearly anywhere in the region, but only very rarely. Of course some vagrants are more likely to occur in broad general areas. For example, pelagic (open ocean) vagrant species are generally only seen out at sea, and certain vagrant songbirds are perhaps more likely to be found in specific general areas, such as the northernmost coverage area of this book, or west of the Cascades, or well inland. These tendencies are based on decades of sightings, but it pays to remember that sightings of rare birds occur most often in places visited most frequently by birders—in other words, having lots of eyes out there increases the chance that someone will find an oddity. But vagrants can and do show up in locations visited by few people, so of course by extension, they must also show up in many places where no one sees them at all.


Length, Wingspan, Sexes similar, Adult, Male, Female, Juvenile These headings and other variations describe the size, color, pattern, and shape of the bird. Measurements are given in length, and where useful, the wingspan measurement is provided (wingtip to wingtip). “Sexes similar” indicates that both sexes are largely identical, varying only slightly in brightness of plumage or size, but otherwise sharing the key physical attributes described. When male, female, and juvenile physical characteristics differ, they are called out as such. Plumage phases are also noted where relevant, such as breeding (spring and summer) and nonbreeding (fall and winter) plumage, juvenile plumage, and plumage variations. These descriptions focus on key field marks for identifying each species (and supspecies where appropriate) and call attention to details that help separate similar-looking species.


Voice Describing bird songs phonetically is both subjective and challenging. To arrive at our descriptions, we listened to as many recorded samples as possible, as well as live examples in the field. Certainly other listeners might translate songs and calls into different verbiage than we have done, but our hope is to provide concise enough descriptions of vocalizations (and some nonvocal sounds) to allow you to compare what you hear in the field with our descriptions in an effort to aid in identification. Punctuation in our bird song and call descriptions is related to cadence. For example, chip chip chip conveys a song with a distinct pause between notes, chip-chip-chip describes a song with indistinct pauses between notes, and chipchipchip describes a rapidly delivered song with no discernible pause between notes. Many birds vary their cadence so that a song might be described as chip-chip chip-chipchip. Additionally, we describe emphasis in some songs by using capital letters, such as the song of the House Sparrow, which we describe as “… slightly wavering cheeeeup cheeeeup often punctuated by a screechy terweeeeEEE twitter call.”


Behaviors Some bird behaviors are diagnostic, allowing certain or near-certain identification even if you don’t benefit from a close look at the bird’s color and pattern. Examples include the way a Wilson’s Snipe flushes, the way a Belted Kingfisher hovers and then plunges into the water, and the way a Vaux’s Swift flies on stiff, rapidly beating wings unlike the flap-and-glide style of a swallow. In the bird accounts herein, we strive to offer behavioral traits that can aid in identification, especially flight characteristics and feeding habits.


Habitat While some birds are habitat generalists, able to thrive in a variety of places, others are quite specific in their habitat requirements, offering not only a clue to identification based on where you see them, but also allowing you to know where to look if you want to see a certain species. The Northwest features numerous specific habitat categories; in fact, the Northwest Habitat Institute recognizes 32 different “wildlife-habitat types,” with just a few examples including “montane mixed conifer forest,” “ponderosa pine forest and woodlands,” “shrub steppe,” “herbaceous wetlands,” “coastal dunes and beaches,” and “marine nearshore.” This book uses some of those same categories in describing habitat that supports certain birds, but also relies on more general as well as more specific habitat descriptions, depending on the species.


Status This heading describes the relative abundance of a bird species, ranging from abundant to very rare. Additional descriptors include the words “local” or “locally,” which, when combined with a term of relative abundance, indicates that a species is rarely found outside a specific area. A good example in the Northwest is the Scott’s Oriole, which is a rare summer resident that appears only in a single small, isolated mountain range in southern Idaho; hence, the bird is described herein as “very rare and local.” As previously noted, some species are described as “vagrant,” which means they are outside their normal ranges when seen in the Pacific Northwest, including outside of their normal migration paths. By definition, vagrant species are rare, and in choosing which vagrant species to include in this field guide, we opted to leave out species that have only been recorded a handful of times in the region. Status also describes the general time of year you can expect to find each species in the Northwest. Some birds are year-round residents, while others are summer residents (breeding), winter residents, spring and/or fall migrants, or nonbreeding visiting species that are most likely to occur in the Northwest at specific times of year. The climate and geography of the Northwest differ dramatically between the west side of the Cascade Range and the east side of this formidable spine of mountains, so in many cases the status of birds differs substantially west and east of the Cascades. So, for example, the Snowy Egret’s status is an “uncommon summer resident and migrant in southeast Oregon and southern Idaho; rare but regular summer resident and migrant in eastern Washington. Rare migrant and winter visitor to western Oregon and Washington.”


Such specific status details are only possible because of the defined, limited geographic scope of this book—the Northwest—and because we, the authors, are lifelong residents of the region, able to draw on decades of experience with Pacific Northwest birds. Throughout Birds of the Pacific Northwest, we have noted such differences in relative abundance and temporal status for many species to help you better discern the likelihood of finding specific birds in certain locations at specific times of year. Moreover, in some cases, we are able to provide detailed information on locations, such as in the case of the Greater Scaup: “Fairly common winter resident and migrant; large numbers winter in Puget Sound, the Victoria and Vancouver, British Columbia, areas, and the Columbia River; occasional summer visitor in the Columbia River mouth and coastal waters.”


Key sites For many species described in this book, we have included a short list of key sites where these species are likely to be found. We chose these locations based on frequency of sightings, but in most cases, the bird in question can be found at many other sites in the region. Nonetheless, birders seeking to find specific birds will find these key site suggestions a valuable resource. In choosing each site, we considered the likelihood of finding the bird in question at that location, so if you visit a key site at the proper time, you should stand a good chance of finding that species. Naturally you must still seek the specific habitat preferred by the bird you wish to see within that key site, and must also consider the bird’s habits. Please note that when mentioning national wildlife refuges, we have used the abbreviation NWR.


Similar species For 16 species described herein we have added a brief description of a bird close in appearance to the species in question, primarily to describe very rare vagrants that look similar but which are not common enough to merit full species accounts. We also use this subhead to describe the Northwestern Crow (essentially identical to the American Crow); the Eurasian Skylark, which is superficially similar to the widespread Horned Lark, and comprises a small introduced population in Victoria, British Columbia; and to provide some additional help in differentiating between Golden Eagles and juvenile Bald Eagles.








RANGE MAPS KEY
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The area covered by this book—Pacific Ocean nearshore, southern British Columbia, Oregon, Washington, and Idaho—with sample seasonal and migration ranges. (Montana and southern Alberta are not included.)





Summer Range Summer range generally indicates the area where birds breed and rear young, so in this sense, summer means the timeframe strongning from the arrival of the species in question in spring to its departure in fall. This timeframe often ranges from midspring to late summer, but varies by species and location.


Winter Range Many birds spend only the winter in the Northwest, typically dispersing southward from breeding ranges farther north. Some winter visitors consistently and predictably occupy the same areas at the same time each year, while others are highly variable and unpredictable.


Year-round Range A variety of bird species live in the Northwest year-round. In some cases this represents stationary populations, and in other cases it fully or partially represents replacement populations, wherein breeding birds of the species in question depart the area but are replaced by individuals of the same species migrating or dispersing in from other places.


Migration Range Migration patterns vary among species, but in most cases they are at least fairly predictable and consistent. These consistent migratory routes are mapped for species that occur as migrants in the Northwest. However, birds that occur only as summer residents or winter residents are also, by definition, migrants, as they migrate in and out of the Northwest seasonally. So, for example, if a bird winters along the Columbia River but breeds in the Far North, it must spend time in transit between those places, so appropriate habitat could attract it to locations not shown on the maps herein so long as the locations sit within the assumed migration route.








BIRDS of the PACIFIC NORTHWEST
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Ducks, Geese, and Swans



Commonly and collectively called waterfowl (order Anseriformes), ducks, geese, and swans come in myriad varieties and sizes, ranging from the tiny Green-winged Teal, which weighs a scant 2⁄3 of a pound or less, to the massive Trumpeter Swan, which can weigh 30 pounds. Swans and geese are large and stately; ducks exhibit some of the most striking and colorful patterns in the avian world, making them favorites among birdwatchers. During migration and winter, most waterfowl form flocks, and the Northwest hosts massive congregations of numerous species, such as the thousands-strong flocks of Snow and Ross’s Geese that annually stage in several Northwest locations. Such flocks rank among the must-see spectacles in birdwatching.
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Hooded Merganser







DUCKS, GEESE, AND SWANS



Greater White-fronted Goose (Anser albifrons)


Harkening the arrival of autumn, Greater White-fronted Geese typically begin showing in the Pacific Northwest in September after summering on their Arctic breeding range. Their distinctive call can be heard overhead at any time of day or night during migration. Oregon’s Klamath Basin is a critical staging area for the entire West Coast population of this species.


LENGTH 26–31 inches. WINGSPAN 53–60 inches. Grayish brown overall, with buffy breast and belly marked with large irregular black splotches or bars; pinkish bill, with white around face at base of bill, forming low white forehead; orange legs; ventral area is bright white; black rump, and white tail with broad black subterminal band and thin white tip. JUVENILE Similar to adult but not as strongly marked, and usually lacking the dark belly mark; paler legs; minimal white around base of bill. VOICE High-pitched, slightly raspy, laughing caa-AAR-aaha, as well as similar-toned single notes; overhead flocks emit a cacophony of such intermixed calls. BEHAVIORS Frequently grazes in open fields; often migrates at night; migrating flocks often fly very high. HABITAT Large agricultural fields, pastures, shallow wetlands, estuaries. STATUS Fairly common migrant, uncommon winter resident. KEY SITES Idaho: Lower Boise River (Parma area). Oregon: Klamath Basin; Willamette Valley NWR Complex. Washington: Nisqually NWR; Ridgefield NWR. British Columbia: Saanich Peninsula and Victoria area.
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Greater White-fronted Goose range
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Greater White-fronted Goose
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Greater White-fronted Goose in flight







DUCKS, GEESE, AND SWANS



Snow Goose (Chen caerulescens)


Thousands of Snow Geese taking to the air is one of the iconic sights in Northwest birding, and this phenomenon occurs regularly in key wintering and staging sites in the region. Snow Geese, headed for the Arctic nesting grounds, depart the Northwest by early spring; best viewing time for large flocks west of the Cascades is November through March; in the interior Northwest, highest concentrations occur from March through mid-April.


LENGTH 27–32 inches. WINGSPAN 53–56 inches. Pure white, with black primary flight feathers; fairly large pinkish bill has distinct black “grin patch,” separating this species from the very similar Ross’s Goose; head and upper neck feathers occasionally lightly stained from feeding in mud; juvenile birds show light gray wash or patches. Morph describes a color variation within a species; rarely, a dark morph Snow Goose (“Blue Goose”) occurs with flocks in the Northwest. Coloring will be steel-gray overall, or a steel-gray back and collar and white breast and belly; base of neck gray, head and neck white; white-edged black wing coverts; in flight, silvery gray wings with dark primaries; juvenile is ashy gray overall. VOICE High, hornlike honks, and low grunting honks, with various pitches in between. BEHAVIORS Migrating and wintering flocks typically feed in densely packed large flocks; in flight, they form wavering V shapes. HABITAT Large agricultural fields and fallow, pastures, shallow wetlands, estuaries. STATUS Locally abundant migrant in eastern Oregon and Washington and southern Idaho; locally common winter resident in Skagit Valley, Washington; uncommon migrant and winter resident elsewhere. KEY SITES Idaho: American Falls Reservoir; Camas NWR; Fort Boise Wildlife Area; Roberts area (Jefferson County). Oregon: Malheur NWR; Silvies River floodplain (Burns). Washington: Skagit River Delta. British Columbia: Richmond.
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Snow Goose range
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Snow Goose
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Snow Geese in flight
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Dark morph Snow Goose Snow Goose (“Blue Goose”)







DUCKS, GEESE, AND SWANS



Ross’s Goose (Chen rossii)


Noticeably smaller than the Snow Goose, with which it often occurs, the diminutive Ross’s Goose takes a migratory path that does not include Washington and British Columbia, so it is a rare sight in much of the Northwest. Oregon’s Klamath Basin as well as Silvies River floodplain (Burns) host the largest concentrations. Large migratory flocks stage in these areas, primarily in early spring.


LENGTH 23–25 inches. WINGSPAN 47–51 inches. Pure white, with black primary flight feathers; stubby pinkish bill lacks the obvious black “grin patch” of the very similar Snow Goose. JUVENILE Slight gray wash over mantle and crown. Very rarely, blue morph Ross’s Geese occur in the Northwest (see description of dark morph Snow Goose). VOICE Abrupt grunting honks and a high-pitched, rusty kee and kee-kee. BEHAVIORS During feeding and staging, often occurs within or adjacent to flocks of Snow Geese; typically forms wavering V shapes in flight. HABITAT Large agricultural fields and fallow, pasturage, shallow wetlands. STATUS Locally common migrant (March–April) in Oregon; uncommon in Idaho; rare in Washington and British Columbia. KEY SITES Idaho: Camas NWR; Roberts area (Jefferson County). Oregon: Klamath Basin; Malheur NWR; Silvies River floodplain (Burns).
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Ross’s Goose range
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Ross’s Goose
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Ross’s Geese in flight







DUCKS, GEESE, AND SWANS



Emperor Goose (Chen canagica)


A goose of the high Arctic that winters mostly on the Alaska Peninsula and Aleutians, the Emperor Goose is a rare winter straggler to the Northwest, with a few individuals appearing almost annually, typically in saltwater environs, but with occasional sightings in the Columbia River corridor east to Portland, and in the Willamette Valley.


LENGTH 26 inches. WINGSPAN 46 inches. Gray overall, with distinct scaled appearance, and diagnostic white head and nape in adult, with gray foreneck and chin; dark undertail coverts and ventral surface; large, stubby, pinkish bill; yellow-orange legs; juvenile has gray-flecked head and nape. VOICE High-pitched barking yelps and low, drawn-out growling grunts. BEHAVIORS Generally feeds on intertidal invertebrates and marine vegetation, such as eelgrass and sea lettuce. HABITAT Estuaries, saltmarshes, bays, agricultural fields, pastures. STATUS Rare winter vagrant, often within flocks of other waterfowl.
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Emperor Goose
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Brant (Branta bernicla)


A saltwater-specific, medium-sized goose, Brants nest in the high Arctic, and return to the Pacific coast as far south as Baja California for the winter and early spring. Oregon’s wintering population totals only about 3000 birds, while Washington hosts some 25,000, and British Columbia about 8000.


LENGTH 22–26 inches. WINGSPAN 42–47 inches. Blackish brown above; blackish brown belly (lightest in Western High-Arctic breeding population that winters primarily in Puget Sound); black breast, neck, and head, with partial white neck ring; silvery white flanks; white rump and ventral area. JUVENILE Less strongly patterned, with gray flanks. VOICE Raspy, grunting honks. BEHAVIORS Feeds by grazing on tide-exposed eelgrass and other vegetation; very fast and direct flight, in staggered lines. HABITAT Estuary environments, especially eelgrass flats and shallows in bays; also saltmarshes, saltwater mud flats, coastal lakes, pasturage. STATUS Common winter resident (November–May) in Washington and British Columbia; locally uncommon in Oregon. KEY SITES Oregon: Netarts Bay and Tillamook; Yaquina Bay. Washington: Dungeness Spit and Dungeness NWR; Padilla Bay and Fidalgo Bay; Willapa Bay. British Columbia: Boundary Bay; Parksville area and Qualicum Beach.
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Brant range
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Brant
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Brant in flight
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Cackling Goose (Branta hutchinsii)


The Cackling Goose, also known as the Cackling Canada Goose and colloquially as “cackler,” was, until 2004, considered part of the Canada Goose species. This species now co-opts the 4 smallest former Canada Goose subspecies; all of them nest in the Arctic, but winter to varying degrees in the Northwest. Branta hutchinsii minima, the traditional cackler, is the smallest, but size alone (because of substantial overlap) is an ineffective field mark in separating Cackling Geese from Canada Geese. Bill size helps substantially in identifying minima, less so in the other cackler subspecies detailed below. All told, differentiating the various subspecies of Cackling and Canada Geese is often very difficult, but a tiny specimen not much larger than a Mallard, and with a short, stubby bill, is safely identified as a Cackling Goose.


LENGTH 22–30 inches. WINGSPAN 42–48 inches. Brownish above, pale grayish tan below; black head and neck with distinctive white cheek patches that form chinstrap; black tail with wide white subterminal band. Cackling Goose: 3–4 pounds; dark overall; darker breast often with a purplish cast; small, stubby bill and short neck; sometimes a white neck ring; diagnostic high-pitched yelping (“cackling”) call. Common in Willamette Valley, Oregon, north to Columbia River. Taverner’s Cackling Goose: 4.5–6 pounds; light brown above, with silvery gray breast; no neck ring; short, thick neck; steep forehead in contrast to nearly inseparable Lesser Canada Goose. Common in western Oregon and western Washington. Aleutian Cackling Goose: 4.5–5.5 pounds; broad white collar at base of neck is complete or nearly so; chinstrap usually divided by narrow black band (difficult to see); short neck, and blocky, square-ish head; fairly stubby bill; dark brown above; dark breast, often with purplish cast. Locally common along coast. Richardson’s Cackling Goose: 3–7 pounds; complete white chinstrap, no neck ring; pale breast and light color overall; short neck, stubby bill. Rare in Northwest. VOICE Distinctive honking (high-pitched yelping in minima subspecies). BEHAVIORS Migrating and wintering Cackling Geese readily mix with Canada Geese and other waterfowl. HABITAT Fields, pasturage, marshes, estuaries, lakes, mudflats, parks. STATUS Common migrant and winter resident.
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