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Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date




Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, roads close, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.




We welcome your comments concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




The Globe Pequot Press




Reader Response/Editorial Department




P.O. Box 480




Guilford, CT 06437




Or you may e-mail us at:




editorial@GlobePequot.com




Thanks for your input, and happy birding!
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This Gray Jay—also known as a Camp Robber—has a bold demeanor!
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Preface





It all started when my scoutmaster challenged me, at age thirteen, to earn Bird Study Merit Badge on my own. My family had a rustic stone cabin in the foothills west of Lyons, Colorado, in a secluded valley with a perfect trout stream, the North St. Vrain, running through it. (The valley is gone—inundated by Longmont to build Button Rock Dam—but my memories remain.) Armed with the first Peterson Field Guide to Western Birds and assisted by my mom and dad, I spent several weeks identifying birds out of the book.




Mom couldn’t believe I’d never noticed a Steller’s Jay, and Dad showed me a dipper nest on a 40-foot cliff above a special trout hole. Pygmy Nuthatches clamored through the ponderosa pines, and I took pride when I identified a Williamson’s Sapsucker. But one bird I absolutely couldn’t find in the field guide was an electric blue number with a pink blotch on its breast. Finally after a week, we figured it out: Lazuli Bunting.




That identification challenge stimulated me to a lifelong fascination with birds that I carried through mountain climbing during my high school years, hiking and canoeing during college, a short stint in the Air Force, and law practice in Denver. When my last employer quit business, I switched gears and volunteered to direct the Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas—a challenging project that enlisted 1,200 volunteers to survey the breeding birds of the state. We surveyed “blocks” 3 miles on a side, one in each topographic map—1,745 blocks in all. We met the challenge and produced a 636-page book that delineates Colorado’s breeding birds.




Urling and I, and lots of companions, “atlased” in over 200 blocks and discovered parts of Colorado we’d never seen before. We drove, we hiked, we backpacked. We studied birds in all parts of Colorado and enjoyed it all (except getting stuck in a mud hole north of Cañon City). We enhanced our appreciation of Colorado birds of the mountains, the plains, the deserts, and the canyons.




We listened to singing Hermit Thrushes in many pockets of the Rockies and Lark Buntings larking across the plains. We watched a Long-billed Curlew frantic because of a bullsnake swallowing eggs in her nest, saw a Barrow’s Goldeneye prospect for a nest-hole in the Flattops Wilderness, and confirmed the presence of ptarmigan by finding one white feather. We marooned (briefly) a baby snowshoe hare between us and its mother, and I met a bear face-to-face—we retreated in opposite directions.




Since 1979, Urling and I have taught a class for beginning bird-watchers twice a year, through Denver Audubon, and at Chatfield State Park we “Walk the Wetlands” with Audubon members monthly. We find fulfillment by sharing our Colorado and our Colorado birds with old and new bird-watchers. And frankly, visiting wild places delights me as much as seeing wild things.




We hope you enjoy your Colorado birding trips as much as we do.












Introduction





The varied landscapes of Colorado defy the popular image of a state that has mountains everywhere. Although we do indeed glory in our incomparable mountain scenery, we bird-watchers also glory in the wide-open prairie, pinyon-clad mesas, dazzling canyons, and even mundane reservoirs.




In the flamboyant language of the early twentieth century, Parsons (1911) opined that Colorado visitors “can revel in the magnificence of nature. The curious rock formations, the riot of color in trees and flowers, the flashing rivulets tumbling down the slopes, and the thundering waterfalls awe and exhilarate. . . . A Colorado summer with the eternal hills, beneath a turquoise sky is an unforgettable experience.”




The plains have their charm, too. Summer ribbons of green along the streams turn to bands of yellow in fall and then in winter to gray and straw colors. Prairie grasslands undergo subtle changes with the seasons—each lovely in its own way.




With these varied habitats and splendid places and its location in the middle of the continent, Colorado has a bird list of 482 species, ranking it among the top-ten states nationwide. We welcome a mix of eastern and western birds, and we welcome birders from east and west to sample our birds and our scenery.
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During migration, ducks such as this American Wigeon flock abundantly at reservoirs and lakes all over Colorado.
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This guide aims to direct budding Colorado bird-watchers and their congeners from other parts of the country and the world to the most birdy sites in the state. We address two types of enthusiasts: visitors vacationing in a particular place (families, hikers, skiers) and birders who want to design specific birding trips for a day, a weekend, or a week or two.




Mountaingoers find a stable collection of birds pretty well defined by habitat—Pygmy Nuthatches piping in ponderosa pines, Ruby-crowned Kinglets chirruping from spruce trees, and American Pipits larking above timberline. American Dippers patrol tumbling mountain streams and Gray Jays float silently into ski slope restaurants searching for handouts.




The short-grass prairie has its coterie of larking songsters (Horned Lark, Lark Bunting, longspurs, and meadowlarks) and a few specialists such as Mountain Plover. Southeastern Colorado’s eclectic mix of species hails from the South and Southwest—Mississippi Kites glide gracefully on insect hunts, Greater Roadrunners and Curve-billed Thrashers sneak around cactus grasslands, Canyon Towhees and Rufous-crowned Sparrows titter from rocky hillsides.




Seven of the nine grouse species of the lower forty-eight states breed here—but a birder must travel to all four corners of Colorado to find them.




Colorado hot-shot birders don’t spend much time in the mountains, where they can fairly well predict the birdlife they will find. With Colorado’s avifauna primarily western, local listers head for the eastern third of the state to seek errant waterbirds and eastern vagrants. These rarity hunters aim for two habitats: woodlands and the hundreds of reservoirs that add water to a dry landscape. Along stream corridors, several eastern species breed (Red-eyed Vireo, Blue Jay, Eastern Bluebird, Brown Thrasher, and Orchard Oriole), and many more drop in during migration. Reservoirs, built for irrigators and municipalities, now double as recreation sites or wildlife areas. They attract an impressive influx of waterbirds, especially during migration. The state list includes 39 duck species, 42 shorebirds, 20 gulls, 24 flycatchers, 46 warblers, and 31 sparrows and longspurs. The list includes many rarities, most recorded in eastern Colorado.




The Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas reported 273 breeding species plus 14 other possible breeders. A few span the state, but many pick specific habitats or geographical regions. Site accounts refer to relevant Atlas data to convey an idea of site diversity. (The Atlas surveyed “blocks” that are 3 miles long on a side, one in each topographic map.) Birders can consistently find breeding birds in specific sites, and this guide emphasizes those places. Too bad a birder can’t bird everywhere in the state in June!




Welcome to our birdlife and to our state.







How to Use This Guide





This book guides you to some of the best places in Colorado for rewarding birdwatching. It tells you how to get there and which birds you might find, and it offers a few facts about history, geology, and ecology. Use it to find tempting places and great birds.




First a few basics:




After each site name, a series of symbols tells you a little about the site:
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	The site has a preponderance of western species, i.e., species that occur mainly in the Rocky Mountains and West.
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	The site charges an entry fee. Several different entrance fees apply. National parks sell passes for the specific park. National forests charge user fees in some places. Colorado state parks charge a daily or annual fee. You may buy these passes on-site. Some private sites also charge fees.
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Colorado Habitat Stamp: As of January 1, 2006, State Wildlife Areas instituted a fee system. Everyone who enters a State Wildlife Area must have a Colorado State Habitat Stamp on his or her person. This is a personal pass, not a vehicle pass. People under eighteen or over sixty-five don’t need one. Those with a hunting or fishing license automatically buy this stamp.
 You must buy the [image: dollar]10 stamp before entering any State Wildlife Area. You can’t get one on-site. Stores that sell hunting and fishing licenses sell them; many big twenty-four-hour box stores carry them. You can also buy them by telephone (800–244–5612) or online at http://wildlife.state.co.us/shopdow/appsandlicenses.
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	The site has at least one facility—a trail or pier—to accommodate people with physical disabilities.
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	You can obtain a bird list for this site, usually from an entrance station or visitor center.
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	The National Audubon Society recognizes the site as an Important Bird Area. This international program identifies sites important to birdlife in one or more respects: breeding, migration, habitat, research. Designation indicates that the owner of the site concurs and has some commitment to management for birds and other wildlife.







The Habitats section lists site characteristics. Consult it, below, for birds in that habitat—you should find them at sites that list the particular habitat.




Specialty Birds suggests likely birds at the site. Up to four subheadings list species that you might find in addition to those typical of the habitat, by season (resident, summer, migrant, winter).




Best times to bird recommends the time of year to find the most birds at the site.




We next describe the site, first to give you general information about why you might like to visit. Directions describe road access: Some are in this special section; some in the text. The birding discusses target species and explains where, once you arrive, to look for them. In this section site names in italics indicate those within the geographic boundaries of the main entry name; those in boldface signify those outside the outline of the entry name.




Maps: You’ll need a map to supplement this guidebook. The state of Colorado issues a highway map, as do various vendors, but these lack necessary detail about county and forest roads. Two detailed atlases map back roads: Colorado Atlas and Gazetteer published by DeLorme Mapping, P. O. Box 298, Freeport, ME 04032, and The Roads of Colorado, Shearer Publishing, 406 Post Oak Road, Fredericksburg, TX 78624. Service stations and other stores that cater to travelers carry one or both. In this guide we reference pages and subdivisions in the first one, the DeLorme guide, for site locations.




Elevation: Listed altitudes represent either the average elevation for relatively level sites or the range of altitudes when driving or hiking involves going up.




Hazards: Lists hazards that you might encounter.




Nearest food, gas, lodging: Lists the closest towns with these amenities.




Camping: Indicates if the site has camping facilities; national forests have multiple campgrounds and nearby towns usually have commercial sites. In many parts of the national forests and on Bureau of Land Management land, you may camp anywhere, as long as you place your tent or trailer 100 feet from any water, road, or trail.




For more information: Tells you where to obtain maps, brochures, and more information. We list post office locations, Web sites, and telephone numbers. Caution: Web sites and pages have a habit of changing their addresses and names. And sometimes they’re not updated in a timely manner, which may limit the usefulness of a site.




Climate




Colorado has more than one climate. It spans an elevation differential of 11,000 feet, from the low point east of Holly where the Arkansas River leaves the state (3,350 feet) to Mount Elbert (14,443 feet). That span and the topography (from the rugged Continental Divide to the barely noticeable Palmer Divide between Colorado Springs and Denver) create local climates of varying temperature, precipitation, and winds. Coloradans use a rule of thumb: For each 300-foot climb in elevation, the temperature drops 1 degree. Average annual temperatures at Pikes Peak and Las Animas (115 miles east) differ by 35 degrees—comparable to the difference between Florida and Iceland. At Manitou Lake west of Colorado Springs, temperatures over sixteen months ranged from –22 degrees to 90 degrees.






A warm day may give way, as you go up, into quite a chilly one. You could start in Estes Park (7,500 feet) at 60 degrees and three hours later on Trail Ridge Road (12,183 feet) find the temperature at 30 degrees. Colorado’s dry climate causes cool nights; temperatures routinely drop at night by 40 degrees. Precipitation varies similarly: from 7 inches annually in the San Luis Valley to 36 inches on the Continental Divide just 30 miles away.




Winter weather can change suddenly—so be prepared with extra clothing, food, and blankets to thwart the elements if you somehow get stranded.






FIRST GUIDELINE: Dress in layers. If it warms up, you can shed your parka; if the temperature drops, you can put it back on. Take extra food and blankets just in case.







We have a dry climate. Rainfall varies from 10 inches in the east to 14 inches around Denver to 35 inches just below timberline. Relative humidity is low.






SECOND GUIDELINE: Take along a couple of bottles of water to avoid dehydration. Drink water frequently in both winter and summer.







This is high country. The air is thin. You may find yourself breathless at 4,000 feet, 8,000 feet, or maybe not until 12,000 feet. Allow yourself a couple of days to get used to our oxygen-deprived air.






THIRD GUIDELINE: If you come from sea level, take it easy the first day or two. Drink lots of water.







Another result of thin air: The sun shines more intensely. We do have lots of sunshine, and that means pleasant weather most of the year, but it also means that you can sunburn more readily, summer and winter. (Sun reflecting off the ski slope, the ptarmigan snow pile, or a summer snowbank does an especially good job of burning your skin.)






FOURTH GUIDELINE: Slather sunscreen on all your exposed skin–face, arms, legs, even the backs of your hands. Wear a hat to keep the sun off your face and sunglasses to protect your eyes.







Lightning can strike unexpectedly, on both mountain and plain. During storms or if you hear thunder, retreat, stay off ridges, and avoid high points, caves, and isolated trees.




Bugs and Other Critters




Colorado harbors a few irritating insects and some bigger fauna that you might prefer to avoid. In spring and summer, ticks spring off bushes and, given four to eight hours, burrow into fleshy body parts. The result can be nothing or maybe Rocky Mountain spotted fever—not a healthy experience.




We also have mosquitoes. Some carry West Nile virus, though this threat receded somewhat after 2004. Reservoir shores may harbor other biting insects—from deer and horse flies (impervious to repellents) down to minute no-see-ums; their reigns are seasonally transitory. Squirrels, prairie dogs, and other rodents carry fleas that may carry plague; this kills their hosts and may (rarely) infect humans. A few deer mice carry a lethal disease called hantavirus. Despite these dire descriptions, we haven’t heard of any bird-watchers being afflicted by these scary things.




Sad to say, that beautiful clear mountain stream may harbor cysts that cause a debilitating intestinal disease called giardia.






FIFTH GUIDELINE: Take and use insect repellent. Check for ticks before you go to bed. Don’t drink water from any stream or lake.







In dry and rocky country, the fauna includes rattlesnakes (active from April to September). Usually they warn before striking, but walk cautiously where you might encounter them. Other attack animals include brown bears (rarely seen), mountain lions (even rarer), moose and bull elk (don’t get close), and porcupines (steer clear).




Only one plant poses a problem: Poison ivy grows in many stream bottoms and some hillsides. Recognize its leaves of three and let it be.




Driving




Many dirt roads suggested in this guidebook get muddy and slippery in wet weather. Even the occasional county road gets mucky; Baca County (southeastern corner) has a reputation during wet spells for sending vehicles into borrow pits (roadside ditches where construction “borrowed” dirt to build up the road). Winter driving requires special caution; sudden storms may crop up, or snowbanks may block the road. Don’t try to get around them; turn around and go back.






SIXTH GUIDELINE: Drive with care. Avoid muddy roads. Don’t buck the snowbank blocking the road.







Roads with steep grades and exposure require extra-cautious driving. As well as brakes, use low gears to slow down. Any time you stop on a busy highway (or not-so-busy road), park well off the traffic lanes, look before you open the door, and don’t plop your scope in the middle of the road.






SEVENTH GUIDELINE: Use common sense and good road sense on backcountry roads as well as highways. Use low gears to temper downhill grades.







Other Resources




Colorado has eleven Audubon chapters, several local bird clubs, and a statewide ornithological organization. See appendix C for contact information. The Rocky Mountain Bird Observatory (RMBO) conducts ornithological field activities such as banding stations, landowner incentive programs, and monitoring programs. An e-mail listserve, Cobirds, facilitates reports and discussion of Colorado birds.




Conditions can change drastically in the mountains with little notice. Even in the middle of July, snow may fall and winds may blow as strong as hurricanes. The Colorado Department of Transportation provides road and weather conditions: (303) 639–1111 (in-state toll-free: 877–315–ROAD); www.cotrip.org. You can obtain site-specific weather predictions at www.noaa.gov.




Habitats




Mountains, despite spectacular calendar pictures and the state’s license-plate outline, cover only a third of Colorado. Plains in the east occupy 40 percent of the landmass, and in the west a mosaic of valleys, mesas, basins, and ridges introduces different topography and different ecosystems. In between, the famous Rockies burst up in dozens of ranges separated by valleys of the great rivers that rise in the high country: the Colorado, North and South Platte, Arkansas, Rio Grande, San Juan, Gunnison, White, and Yampa.




Colorado’s large list of birds flows from a wealth of habitats (and from its middle-of-the-country geographical location). Rarities, especially from the eastern United States, buttress bird lists of parks and reservoirs. Chatfield and Barr Lake State Parks, near Denver, boast bird lists of over 360 species; Bent County claims 374 species; and Pueblo County almost 400, but many on these lists occur only rarely.




Plains




Several habitats spread over the plains: riparian woodlands, short-grass prairie, nonnative grasslands, croplands, rural towns and farms with associated shelterbelts, and reservoirs. For the most part, eastern species populate the plains, especially riparian and human-altered sites. Easterners (i.e., anyone from east of Colorado) see more of these species at home.




Short-grass Prairie




Once upon a time, prairie grasses, mainly buffalo grass and blue grama, covered most of eastern Colorado. Agricultural development has left only remnants, except in the Pawnee and Comanche National Grasslands and on some large ranches. Wind and aridity (7 to 10 inches of rain annually) create conditions that cause the two prairie grasses to form a thick turf of short grass 3 to 8 inches tall. After a wet spring, colorful prairie flowers bloom in profusion in June.




Lacking perches from which to declare their territories, prairie songbirds sing on the wing. The dawn chorus on the prairie features larking songsters: Lark Bunting (Colorado’s state bird), Horned Lark, Cassin’s Sparrow, Chestnut-collared and McCown’s Longspurs, and Western Meadowlark. The largely treeless short-grass landscape hosts only a few other breeding birds, each with its own allure. Burrowing Owls find ready-made tunnel homes in prairie-dog towns, and Mountain Plovers gravitate to them, too, though they also use other parts of the prairie. Swainson’s Hawks look for big cottonwoods and Loggerhead Shrikes for small clumps of little trees such as hackberries. Long-billed Curlew (mainly in southeastern Colorado), Ferruginous Hawk, Common Nighthawk, and Grasshopper and Lark Sparrows seek their special niches. Mid- and tall grasslands (there are not many of either) welcome breeding Upland Sandpipers.




In fall Swainson’s Hawks mass in the hundreds to scour agricultural fields for grasshoppers before they migrate to South America. Undeterred by the terrain underneath, southbound Sandhill Cranes in flocks of 20 to 500 fly over most of eastern Colorado.




In winter thousands of Horned Lark flock together, often joined by Lapland Longspur, and a contingent of raptors descends on the prairies. Northern Harrier, Rough-legged Hawk, Golden Eagle, Prairie Falcon, and Merlin cruise the landscape seeking rodents, rabbits, and larks.




Prairie Woodlands and Wetlands




Gallery forests of cottonwoods line prairie streams and reservoir edges. These attract, at different times during the year, 75 percent of the species recorded in the state. Most of these birds simply pass along streams as transients. During May land-bird migration peaks, and Colorado birders scour their favorite streamsides and reservoir woodlands for eastern flycatchers, vireos, thrushes, warblers, and other rarities. Cottonwood groves with a shrubby understory (more cover and more food) draw a richer variety than those with grassy floors. A breeding-bird census of a cottonwood forest in Chatfield State Park showed a bird density greater than any Colorado habitat except marshes. Many State Wildlife Areas protect islands of these fertile habitats. Plains groves host Northern Bobwhite, Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Red-headed Woodpecker, Eastern Bluebird, and Brown Thrasher. Near the eastern border, stands of trees attract eastern breeders such as Red-bellied Woodpecker, Great Crested Flycatcher, and Orchard and Baltimore Orioles. Dickcissels like weedy patches between shrubby shelterbelts. Cassin’s Sparrows specialize in sandsage and other expanses of low, scattered bushes; in the most easterly part, Bell’s Vireos like plum thickets and Field Sparrows breed in grasslands with shrubs.




Small plains towns and rural farmsteads with shelterbelts transformed the high plains into hybridized riparian boroughs. Generalists among the riparian species tolerate the boroughs: Mourning Dove, Western Kingbird, American Robin, Northern Mockingbird, and House Sparrow, among others, and some species prefer rural habitats, for example, Say’s Phoebe and Barn Swallow. Chimney Swifts colonized many plains towns, followed now by Eurasian Collared-Doves. Northern Cardinals reside in one place only: residential sections of Wray, 10 miles from Nebraska. (In the last five years, they have become regulars in two other places: at the South Platte River within 30 miles of Nebraska and the Arkansas River within 30 miles of Kansas.)
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Cottonwoods dominate eastern Colorado river bottoms.




Historically, plains rivers lacked the green ribbon of cottonwoods that today marches from the state line to the foothills; rampaging spring floods swept clean the river channels, and nibbling bison munched the remaining tender saplings. As settlement removed both factors, trees grew and the streams became corridors for expanding species. Blue Jay and Common Grackle advanced upstream to become common breeders in the cities of the Front Range, and Least Flycatcher and American Redstart timidly moved to the edge of the foothills.




Regular migrants include Swainson’s Thrush (abundant in late May), Orange-crowned, Yellow-rumped, and Wilson’s Warblers, flycatchers, and orioles. Lark Buntings, in flocks of hundreds, roll over the prairie in May. Shrubby thickets and grassy glades on the plains draw migrating sparrows: Chipping, Clay-colored, Brewer’s, Vesper, Lark, and White-crowned. In winter White-throated and Harris’s Sparrows sometimes accompany the abundant American Tree and White-crowned Sparrows.




Southeastern Colorado sports a mixture of southeastern and southwestern U.S. species. Riparian zones feature Mississippi Kite (in Arkansas Valley cities from Pueblo downstream), Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Greater Roadrunner, Ladder-backed Woodpecker, and Eastern Phoebe. They share some species with western riparian streamsides: Western Screech-Owl, Black-chinned Hummingbird, and Lewis’s Woodpecker. On brushy, rocky hillsides, Scaled Quail scurry and Rufous-crowned Sparrows sneak around and sing a subdued trilling song. A few Curve-billed Thrashers stay year-round where a cactus nicknamed “cholla” sprinkles the grassland, and Chihuahuan Ravens nest on power poles.




Lakes and Reservoirs




The plains lack any sizable natural bodies of water, but irrigation and municipal projects created hundreds of reservoirs of varying sizes and varying abilities to attract birds. Particularly productive reservoirs lie between Denver and Fort Collins, northeasterly along the South Platte River from Fort Morgan to the state line, and along the Arkansas River from Pueblo to the state line. A few isolated reservoirs function as oases amid deserts of grassland or wheat fields (for example, Two Buttes and Bonny). Their water and trees draw migrating waterbirds and land birds.




American White Pelican and California Gull breed in fewer than five sites, although nonbreeders populate many reservoirs. From July to October flocks of Franklin’s Gulls spend the night on safe reservoirs and in daylight fan out to feed on flying insects above croplands, urban centers, and mountains (sometimes joined by Common Nighthawks). In late fall, birders search eastern Colorado reservoirs for straggling scoters, grebes, loons, jaegers, and gulls.




Water regimes of irrigation reservoirs directly impact bird distribution, especially shorebirds. Irrigators fill their reservoirs during the winter—October to April–and use the water during the summer months. By August drawdowns of reservoirs that brimmed with water in May create muddy and sandy shorelines that attract migrating shorebirds. The palette can vary from arctic migrants to oceanic vagrants—from Long-tailed Jaeger to White-winged Scoter, from Buff-breasted Sandpiper to Long-billed Murrelet! Which reservoir pulls in the most shorebirds varies year to year among Chatfield, Cherry Creek, Barr, Jackson, Prewitt, Bonny, Blue, Great Plains, and others. In October 2000 Jackson Lake held 7,500 American White Pelicans; in October 2003 it had only 25 to 50.
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Prairie wetlands act as oases for migrating birds looking for relief from monotonous grasslands, desert shrubs, and croplands.






Reservoirs often nourish marshes on their shores, inlets, or below leaking dams and create habitat for breeding and migrating marsh birds. Semivagrants nest in a few places: Great and Snowy Egret, Green Heron, Snowy and Piping Plovers, and Least Tern. Avid birders have found Black Rail—unknown in Colorado before 1991—in over a dozen marshes along the Arkansas River.




Mountain and Western Slope Reservoirs




The largest and deepest natural lake in Colorado, Grand Lake, covers a measly 600 acres; immediately downstream two larger reservoirs (Shadow Mountain and Granby) store water sent by tunnel under the Continental Divide to irrigate farmlands and provide municipal water supplies to the northern Front Range. Dams control the water flow of all the major rivers. Mountain reservoirs, for the most part, attract few waterbirds. IBA Fruitgrowers Reservoir east of Delta stands out as an excellent exception. North Park and the San Luis Valley also buck the norm, each supporting several wildlife refuges and impressive arrays of waterbirds and shorebirds.




Mountain and Plateau Country




Mountain scenery occupies the center of the state. The Colorado Rockies tumble up and down; peaks rise 7,000 feet above the plains (Pikes Peak) or merely 4,000 feet above the valley (Mounts Massive and Elbert). Coloradans contend that if you flattened it out, Colorado would be bigger than Texas.




Within the space of 5 miles, a peak with a bottom-to-top span of 5,000 feet may contain five ecological zones, with an accompanying span of birds. The 10-square-mile Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas block in Rocky Mountain National Park recorded ninety-three species in nine habitats.




The Colorado Rockies have a limited variety of trees (ten species of conifers plus aspen and narrow-leaf cottonwood) that tend to grow in pure stands, separated by altitude and latitude. Five main ones form distinct ecological niches. Elevation provides a clue to likely birds because it equates to tree species. By distinguishing tree species, birders can anticipate the birds they will find. Within a particular habitat, subniches exist so that, for example, a parklike ponderosa pine woodland attracts more species than ponderosas growing densely with no understory of grasses or shrubs.




Pinyon/Juniper (“P/J”) (4,500 to 8,000 feet)




The “pygmy forest” of pinyon pine and juniper blankets the arid mesa and canyon country; the trees grow 20 feet tall and are usually widely spaced. This ecosystem dominates the Western Slope from Wyoming to New Mexico, Eastern Slope hills and mesas from Colorado Springs and Buena Vista south, and the fringe of the San Luis Valley. At higher elevations pinyon pines predominate, and in lower, hotter, drier situations, only junipers grow. Poor soil in many places supports only a sparse understory. Controlling runoff, a thin blackish crust of algae, fungi, lichen, and other micro-organisms creates “cryptogammic” soil that bonds the surface. A delicate organism, the crust, once disturbed or crunched (for example, by birders’ feet) breaks down and erosion accelerates. The most accessible and productive pinyon/juniper stands occur in national park properties: Mesa Verde, Black Canyon, Colorado, and Dinosaur.




P/J has its special suite of bird specialists: Gray Flycatcher, Pinyon Jay, Juniper Titmouse, and Black-throated Gray Warbler. In low-elevation “juniper savannahs,” Gray Vireo and a few Scott’s Orioles nest; higher up in more mixed P/J, Plumbeous Vireo replaces Gray. Clark’s Nutcrackers exhibit a fascinating adaptation to P/J. One bird can gather 120 pinyon seeds in a throat pouch and carry them to higher breeding grounds, bury them individually on south-facing slopes, and six months later remember where it stashed the seeds (sometimes 6,000 in a season) and retrieve them to feed to its young.




Ponderosa Pine (6,500 to 8,500 feet; 10,000 feet in South Park)




An ideal, mature ponderosa woodland features large-trunked trees, spaced wide apart, with grasses and forbs growing in between. Over 150 years of western settlement altered these woodlands; now many ponderosa stands consist of small to medium-size trees, often crowded together. Fire suppression, building, and logging caused the changes. Parklike ponderosa stands provide the best places to sample ponderosa birds, but many comparatively dense forests also support the typical species.




Pygmy Nuthatch and Western Bluebird specialize in ponderosas. The pines also attract Williamson’s Sapsucker, Northern (Red-shafted) Flicker, Western Wood-Pewee, Plumbeous Vireo, Steller’s Jay, Mountain Chickadee, White-breasted Nuthatch, and Western Tanager.




Aspen (7,500 to 10,000 feet)




Quaking aspens form the only deciduous forest in the Colorado Rockies. “By sitting still and watching you can see how the pale shining greenness of new leaves moves up the steep hillsides in the spring and how the duskier reds, oranges, and yellows flow back down in the autumn” (Lavender, in Griffiths, 1984). Coloradans treasure the last half of September for golden aspen gleaming in the sun. Many aspen groves suffer from unwelcome attention by elk and deer, which nibble on the bark, stunt tree growth, and chew seedlings to the ground. They particularly afflict the aspen in Rocky Mountain National Park.




The aspen indicator bird, Warbling Vireo—by far the most abundant species in this habitat—sings from almost every acre of aspen forest and even from patches of only three to five aspens surrounded by conifers. Branches of rustling leaves provide nest sites for vireos and other cup-nesting birds. Woodpeckers and sapsuckers drill holes that swallows, chickadees, nuthatches, wrens, and bluebirds use in the following year(s). One aspen may host five hole-nesting species at once.
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Aspen groves form the only deciduous woodlands in the Colorado Rockies.






Lodgepole Pine (8,000 to 10,500 feet)




Lodgepoles usually grow in dense stands with little undergrowth; they present a uniform habitat and a limited number of birds—both variety and quantity. They host many of the same species that nest in spruce/fir, though the latter habitat supports greater densities of all except Red Crossbill.




Spruce/fir (10,000 to 11,500 feet)




The high-elevation forests of Engelmann spruce and subalpine fir thrive in a moist environment and sustain boreal species. Some of these birds breed at lower elevations, but the spruce/fir forest offers better breeding habitat and supports greater numbers of each species.




Ruby-crowned Kinglets, tiny birds with a huge voice, chirrup every 50 feet along a trail through spruce/fir. Quieter Yellow-rumped (Audubon’s) Warbler and Pine Siskin occur almost as densely. Haunting melodies from Hermit Thrushes echo over the high valleys, particularly at dawn and dusk. American Three-toed Woodpecker and Gray Jay move silently through the trees, and the Boreal Owl feeds voraciously on red-backed voles.






Alpine Tundra (11,500 to 13,000 feet)




Plants in the tundra—alpine grassland—merit close study as they grow only a few inches tall. Exquisite flowers carpet the tundra with bright spots of color. Above 13,000 feet the rocky terrain attracts few nesting species; ravens, pipits, and rosy-finches may explore the really high peaks, but they usually nest lower down. Black Swifts, seeking flying ants far from their midelevation waterfalls, may careen past the peak tops.




The two alpine specialties, White-tailed Ptarmigan and Brown-capped Rosy-Finch, prefer different parts of the alpine zone. Ptarmigan, feathered to blend in with the rocks and convinced they are invisible, skulk through grassy hillocks or scoot along and through snowy drifts. (In winter they roost by tunneling into the snow.) They nest on the ground, sometimes on very steep slopes. Rosy-finches (chocolate brown with bellies colored lingerie-pink), build their nests on steep rock faces, finding space in cracks in the cliffs. To feed, they fly from their cliffs to patches of snow. There they search for insects and seeds in receding snowbanks, often far from their nests.




American Pipits, true birds of the tundra, sing in the air and flutter down to grassy knolls to rest, to feed, and to breed. Only four other species nest above timberline: Horned Larks pick drier tundra than pipits. A few Rock Wrens putter among talus slopes (rock slides), and occasionally Prairie Falcon and Common Raven nest on cliffs. Breeding Wilson’s Warbler and White-crowned Sparrow follow willow-covered streams up above timberline.
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Engelmann spruce and subalpine fir drape the mountainsides across the Colorado high country, such as here, near Independence Pass.
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Summer flowers carpet the tundra with vivid palettes of color.




In late summer other species venture above timberline. Hummingbirds seek lush flower fields, Mountain Bluebirds look for insects, Northern Harriers cruise low over the tundra, and Swainson’s Hawks soar above it. American Kestrel and Merlin seek pikas and mice. Then other surprises materialize: a Western Kingbird flycatching from a rock outcropping, a Pygmy Nuthatch piping from stunted spruces.




Foothills Riparian, Willow Carrs, and Montane Meadows (6,500 to 12,000 feet)




Across the state, willow bushes (several species) line high mountain streams in shrubby patches called “willow carrs" Among the willows, scattered aspen, spruce, and fir provide perches and vary the uniformity of the willow brush. At higher elevations 6-foot willows harbor one set of species, 12-foot willows a different mix.




Stream vegetation provides nest sites and singing perches for Dusky Flycatcher, Yellow, MacGillivray’s, and Wilson’s Warblers, and Song, Lincoln’s, and White-crowned Sparrows. Swainson’s Thrush and Fox Sparrow favor large willows (taller than 10 feet). Rarely, you may notice a Dusky Grouse furtively stepping by a streamside or mountain meadow.




As mountain streams drop through the foothills, trees move in—narrow-leaf cottonwoods and Colorado blue spruce. At these lower elevations (6,000 to 8,500 feet) taller shrubs such as birch, alder, and maple crowd the streamsides. Foothills riparian trees and bushes—coniferous and deciduous—grow separately as well as in combination. They draw birds from the plains below and the conifer forests above.




Nearby hillsides often have open meadows, in summer festooned with brilliant flowers. Mountain Bluebirds forage, and House Wren and Vesper Sparrow burble. Broad-tailed and Rufous Hummingbirds sample flower fields all the way to timberline and higher.




Shrublands (5,000 to 9,000 feet)




A variety of shrubby habitats grows across the state, most extensively in western Colorado. Gambel oak (“scrub oak”) fills foothill canyons south from Denver and blankets mountainsides on the Western Slope. Often other shrubs grow among the oaks: mountain mahogany, three-leaf sumac, squaw currant, snowberry, and others. In the San Juan Basin, scrub oak grows in ponderosa woodlands—and Grace’s Warbler and Dusky Flycatcher like that. At higher east-slope elevations and on the Western Slope, taller bushes such as serviceberry, chokecherry, bitterbrush, and buckbrush create thick shrublands.




Scrub oak and montane shrubs support a similar mix of birds: You’ll hear the small songs of Orange-crowned, Virginia’s, and MacGillivray’s Warblers, the more varied Green-tailed and Spotted Towhees songs, and the scratchy voices of Blue-gray Gnatcatchers. From oak brush, Western Scrub-Jays screech and Black-headed Grosbeaks warble.
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Scrub oak grows in patches and at the edges of ponderosa (here) and pinyon pines.




[image: chpt_fig_019]


The breathtaking view of Unaweep Canyon from Divide Road, Uncompahgre Plateau






At mid-elevations sagebrush and other shrubs line hillsides and provide another habitat and subset of birds. In several parts of the state, sagebrush covers the landscape; it grows extensively in Gunnison and Moffat Counties, the southern San Luis Valley, and Dry Creek Basin in western San Miguel County. Sagebrush stands sustain Greater and Gunnison Sage-Grouse, Sage Thrasher, Green-tailed Towhee, Brewer’s and Vesper Sparrows, and the ringing songs of Western Meadowlarks. Sage Sparrows prefer the sagebrush of far western Colorado.




Canyon and Mesa Country




Western rivers provide habitat islands like those on the plains, although the surrounding habitat varies from desert to P/J to lush shrubland to high mountains. Narrow-leaf cottonwood replaces plains cottonwood, often with lusher shrubby understories, in Nature Conservancy sites on the Yampa and San Miguel Rivers. Other stretches of the western rivers (and the Arkansas east of Pueblo) have been blitzed by the exotic, water-guzzling, nonbirdy tamarisk bush (aka salt cedar).




Here the birds have a distinct western flavor: Gambel’s Quail, Western Screech-Owl, Black-chinned Hummingbird, Lewis’s Woodpecker, Black Phoebe, and Bewick’s Wren. Land birds migrate more sparsely here, although Ruby-crowned Kinglet and Wilson’s Warbler move through in numbers.






These western birds reside in memorable river canyons: the Gunnison through Black Canyon, the San Miguel, the Dolores from Slick Rock to Gateway, and the Yampa and Green Rivers in Dinosaur National Monument.




Semi-desert Shrubland




Parts of the western quarter and the southern tier have a different landscape. Desert, grasslands, and vast expanses of sagebrush, greasewood, and other bushes surround mesas and ridges covered with woodlands of pinyon pines and junipers.




In the western plateau country (4,000 to 6,500 feet) and the San Luis Valley (7,500 to 8,000 feet), low-growing shrubs with narrow, water-saving leaves cover vast expanses; these include greasewood, shadscale, saltbush, and rabbitbrush. Bushes grow a bit taller along watercourses. Few bird species use this habitat (one San Luis Valley Atlas block had only six breeding species).




Sometimes we read nostalgically of early ornithologists—the birds they saw and the adventures they faced. Colorado’s environment has changed significantly since 1858 when western settlement started to leave indelible marks. Remnants of mining persist throughout the mountains, croplands grow where buffalo grass once dominated, reservoirs pepper the plains. Ranching, logging, urban centers, and recreation all leave marks. Our appetite for fossil fuels, shopping malls, bluegrass lawns, ski slopes, and hiking trails affects birdlife. Some new features bring in rare birds that excite bird-watchers; some make it easier for bird-watchers to find birds. But all somehow affect the landscape and the wildlife. Still Colorado retains such a variety of habitats that visiting birders may indulge in quite satisfactory forays throughout the state.








Birding Ethics





FalconGuides encourage our readers to follow the American Birding Association’s Code of Birding Ethics. We hope that everyone who enjoys birds and birding will always respect wildlife, its environment, and the rights of others. In any conflict of interest between birds and birders, the welfare of the birds and their environment comes first.




American Birding Association’s Code of Birding Ethics




1.Promote the welfare of birds and their environment.




	(a) Support the protection of important bird habitat.




	(b) To avoid stressing birds or exposing them to danger, exercise restraint and caution during observation, photography, sound recording, or filming.




	Limit the use of recordings and other methods of attracting birds, and never use such methods in heavily birded areas, or for attracting any species that is Threatened, Endangered, or of Special Concern, or is rare in your local area.




	Keep well back from nests and nesting colonies, roosts, display areas, and important feeding sites. In such sensitive areas, if there is a need for extended observation, photography, filming, or recording, try to use a blind or hide, and take advantage of natural cover.




	Use artificial light sparingly for filming or photography, especially for close-ups.




	(c) Before advertising the presence of a rare bird, evaluate the potential for disturbance to the bird, its surroundings, and other people in the area, and proceed only if access can be controlled, disturbance minimized, and permission has been obtained from private landowners. The sites of rare nesting birds should be divulged only to the proper conservation authorities.
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Pine Grosbeaks, a quiet bird of the subalpine forest, fill their crops with seeds to feed their young.






	
(d) Stay on roads, trails, and paths where they exist; otherwise keep habitat disturbance to a minimum.







2.Respect the law and the rights of others.






	(a) Do not enter private property without the owner’s explicit permission.




	(b) Follow all laws, rules, and regulations governing use of roads and public areas, both at home and abroad.




	(c) Practice common courtesy in contacts with other people. Your exemplary behavior will generate goodwill with birders and nonbirders alike.







3.Ensure that feeders, nest structures, and other artificial bird environments are safe.




	(a) Keep dispensers, water, and food clean and free of decay or disease. It is important to feed birds continually during harsh weather.




	(b) Maintain and clean nest structures regularly.




	(c) If you are attracting birds to an area, ensure the birds are not exposed to predation from cats and other domestic animals, or dangers posed by artificial hazards.





4.Group birding, whether organized or impromptu, requires special care. Each individual in the group, in addition to the obligations spelled out in item nos. 1 and 2, has responsibilities as a group member.




	(a) Respect the interests, rights, and skills of fellow birders, as well as people participating in other legitimate outdoor activities. Freely share your knowledge and experience, except where code 1(c) applies. Be especially helpful to beginning birders.




	(b) If you witness unethical birding behavior, assess the situation, and intervene if you think it prudent. When interceding, inform the person(s) of the inappropriate action, and attempt, within reason, to have it stopped. If the behavior continues, document it, and notify appropriate individuals or organizations.





Group leader responsibilities (amateur and professional trips and tours).




	(c) Be an exemplary ethical role model for the group. Teach through word and example.




	(d) Keep groups to a size that limits impact on the environment and does not interfere with others using the same area.




	(e) Ensure everyone in the group knows of and practices this code.




	(f) Learn and inform the group of any special circumstances applicable to the areas being visited (for example, no tape recorders allowed).




	(g) Acknowledge that professional tour companies bear a special responsibility to place the welfare of birds and the benefits of public knowledge ahead of the company’s commercial interests. Ideally, leaders should keep track of tour sightings, document unusual occurrences, and submit records to appropriate organizations.





Please follow this code and distribute and teach it to others.




The American Birding Association’s Code of Birding Ethics may be freely reproduced for distribution/dissemination. Please visit the ABA Web site at www.americanbirding.org.
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