
CALIFORNIA – Central Coast 
10th – 17th March 2007  
By Steve Arlow (birder.steve@btinternet.com)  
 
10th March – Saturday  
Flight to San Francisco arrived at 1.30pm. After obtaining my car hire vehicle from Alamo, a free 
upgrade as they didn’t have any economy cars available I was on the road south to Salinas where I 
would overnight at Motel 6. I had pre-booked the motel as US Immigration requires the first nights 
accommodation, or an address to stay at, to be booked in advance, or they don’t let you get on the 
plane. Along Highway 101 south the first identifiable bird seen was a European Starling, not the great 
start I was hoping for, a bird I get in my own back garden. However this was followed by an adult Ring-

billed Gull sat on a lamppost, again a species that is currently in residence local to me. During the 
course of the next two hours drive I noted many large gulls flying over the highway, mostly Western 

Gulls, probably American Herrings as well, but a few identifiable Glaucous-winged types. There 
were several more Ring-billed Gulls en-route along with several Turkey Vultures, 3 Great Egrets, a 
White-tailed Kite, several probable Coopers Hawks, a probable Prairie Falcon, numerous Brown-
headed Cowbirds, 2 Canada Geese and a number of Red-tailed Hawks  
I stopped at a McDonalds just north of Salinas and found a pair of Western Scrub Jays foraging on the 
verge in the car park only feet away from the car, and the camera was still in the bag in the boot. I 
watched them for a few minutes before Big Mac time. I found the Motel easy enough which was 
standard but at least they’re amongst the cheapest and most widespread motel chains in the US. Didn’t 
take long to zonk out. 
 

11th March – Sunday 
Up and out at 7.00 am, it had been fully light at least half an hour. Outside the motel were many 
European Starlings, House Sparrows and Brewers Blackbirds gathered on the telephone wires. I 
headed off towards Moss Landing, a drive of only 40 minutes though I did miss the turn off at first and 
had to double back. My first proper birding trip was along the road to Moss Landing State Beach where 
the road disects the bays estuary. There were just bucket loads of birds. There were hundreds of gulls 
gathered on the south side, mostly California Gulls with two dozen or so Western Gulls and two 
Ring-billed Gulls mixed in. From the road I was able to watch many Willets, Marbled Godwits, 

Western Sandpipers, Brown Pelicans, Least Sandpipers, Grey Plovers, Great Egrets, Red-
winged Blackbirds, Surf Scoters, Long-billed Curlews, 12 Black Brant, many Buffleheads, a 
couple of Ruddy Duck, Slavonian and Black-necked Grebes, a couple of Pied-billed Grebes, a 
drake Greater Scaup, a Great Northern Diver, Caspian Tern, Semipalmated Plovers (the only ones 
of the trip), Red-breasted Mergansers, House Finches and a hummingbird (probably Anna’s). 
What a way to start and all in glorious warm and sunny, T. Shirt wearing weather. Just along the road a 
side pool had a couple of American Avocets.  
 
I drove back along the road to Moss Landing Road turnoff located at the ‘The Whole Enchalada’ 
restaurant. Following the road I eventually came to the end parking area and walked to the raised 
embankment where several locals were fishing. 
This channel is the mouth of the bay and it was 
teaming with wildlife. There were Harbour 

Seals, Californian Sealions and over 20 Sea 
Otters. There was a constant stream of 
Pelagic, Double-crested and Brandt’s 

Cormorants flying up and down the channel 
along with numerous Surf Scoters and many 
Black-necked Grebes. Brown Pelicans 
gathered on the promontory on the other side of 
the channel in some numbers and gulls were 
represented by Western, American Herring, 

Glaucous-winged and California. The first 



Great Blue Heron of the trip was seen here. Further into the channel near the Marina many hundreds 
of all cormorants had gathered on a platform. Back by the car I was distracted by a male White-

crowned Sparrow by the bonnet. I drove a short way to Elkhorn Slough National Marine Research 
Reserve, again missing the left hand turn off along Dolan Road. There is an entrance fee of $3 but 
there are some decent trails here and some fine mixed species. In the 3 hours I spent here I got rather 
toasted by the now 86degrees. Tree Swallows flew around the visitor centre whilst the first group of 
White-crowned Sparrows by the car park proved to be the first of many to come. There were 
numerous raptors out with Red-tailed Hawks, Turkey Vultures, a Northern Harrier and a mating pair 
of American Kestrels. American Crows were widespread and seen most days during the trip. Most of 
the waders seen at Moss Landing State 
Beach were also here but included more 
Long-billed Curlews, Hudsonian Whimbrel, 
even more Marbled Godwits, Short-billed 
Dowtichers, small flock of American Avocet 
and 2 Lesser Yellowlegs. ‘Barn’ Swallow 
was added to the trip whilst the first of many 
to come Song Sparrows were seen along with 
several House Finch. Both Snowy and Great 

Egrets were present but a confiding 
Slavonian Grebe along the boardwalk was 
duly photographed at close range. Red-

breasted Merganser, the only Belted 

Kingfisher of the trip, numerous Forsters 
Terns, Buffleheads and 6 Great Blue 

Herons were noted. On the other side of the railway line, known as hummingbird island, the small 
patch of woods held Yellow-rumped Warblers, a Gnatcatcher and 3 Bushtit. Butterflies were obvious 
with numerous Swallowtails competing with Monarchs as to most striking. A cracking male 
Yellowthroat was seen briefly on the walk back to the car whilst a Western Gull took umbridge with a 
Glaucous-winged Gull near the boardwalk. A small pool off the main path had Green-winged and 
Cinnamon Teals. A hot but rewarding visit. 
 
I returned to Moss Landing State Beach to find that people were very much out in force. I noted that 
later in the week there were hardly any people so try and visit outside of a weekend. Pretty much the 
same array of species were seen again as to this morning but there were a lot more Bufflehead, Surf 
Scoter and Black-necked Grebes present, some very close, along with the first Guillemot of the trip.  
I decided to visit Roberts Lake and risk it being gull-less and swamped with people. Thankfully it was 
the other way around and I settled down for a few hours gulling. There were many Western, 
Glaucous-winged, California and American Herring Gulls of various ages as well as some clear and 
some not so clear hybrids. Pride of place goes to the stunning adult Heermann’s Gulls that were 
present. I couldn’t believe my luck as I though I may have to search hard for this species though this 
was my main site for them. In fact I only encountered several juveniles elsewhere. On the lake itself 
was a brief Red-throated Diver, Pied-billed Grebes, at least 50 Ruddy Duck, dozens of American 

Coot and Double-crested Cormorants. Whilst feeding the gulls several Great-tailed Grackles paid a 
visit and Red-winged Blackbirds were nesting in the small patches of reedbed near the parking areas.  
 
I finally headed off to secure a room at the Motel 6 along North Fremont Street, $48 per room per night. 
After dumping the gear, and briefly looking at 3 American Robins in the grounds on the other side of 
the road at the back of the motel and an Oak Titmouse in a tree just above the car I headed off to the 
famous Monterey Fishermans Wharf. Parking is not free here but as I was only going to have about half 
hour of light anyway it wasn’t going to cost me much. From the Old Fishermans Pier there were 
hundreds of Surf Scoters and at least 70 Black-necked Grebes and 6 Great Northern Divers 
(Common Loons) whilst the now usual gulls were also present. An off shore platform held lots of 
Pelagic Cormorants whilst California Sea Lions were at the pier head. The first Mew Gull of the trip 
was also seen here in the fading light which drew the first days birding to a very satisfactory close. 
 
 
 



 
12th March – Monday  

I was up and out early this morning for the drive to Point Pinos before to many people were about. I 
made several stops along Ocean Boulevard looking for Black Turnstone, Black Oystercatcher and 
Surfbird but found none. I eventually reached Crespi Pool, obvious on the left on the edge of the golf 
course, and parked up in one of the many pull in’s (known as pull out’s in America) and immediately 
found 10 Black Turnstone feeding amongst the rocks below me with Sanderling. The birds proved to 
be quite approachable and I was able to obtain a good series of images. An American Buff-bellied 

Pipit also fed amongst the rocks and seaweed nearby. After three quarters of an hour I continued along 
the cost road making several stops. Off shore there were thousands of Pelagic Cormorants and 
hundreds of Surf Scoters and Pelicans and numerous Guillemots. I found a confiding Willet posing 
on a large rock and a nearby gull flock contained several Glaucous-winged. Three Black Brant flew 
over with a flock of Canada Geese and it was apparent that Canada Geese were to be found in many 
locations during the trip, about 15 were in tidal rock pools here. I continued further along the coast 
making regular stops but only finding Black Turnstones and was becoming quite concerned. A familiar 
sound was heard which I traced to a pair of Black Oystercatchers where were feeding out on the 
further rocks.  
 
A large layby further on had several cars and people about in the rock pools so I didn’t hold much hope 
of finding Surfbird here. A scan of the rocks nearest the ocean revealed 9 Grey Plovers and a 

Surfbird. Distant scope views but 
mission accomplished. I gave the 
area some scrutiny and found 
another on closer rocks and I 
could see it may be possible to get 
a lot closer. With heavy camera 
over shouldered the locals must 
have wondered what the hell I was 
doing wading through pools and 
clambering over sharp and 
slippery rocks with a huge camera 
lens stuck to a tripod. I eventually 
reached a point where I could go 
no further and settled in for an 
hour watching and photographing 
8 Surfbirds on the nearby rocks 
that would intermittently feed on 
the rock directly opposite me. At 

least one bird was in near full breeding plumage. Cracking stuff. Before heading back along the coast I 
gave the sea another look and found a distant Western Grebe, 2 Ospreys, single Red-throated Diver, 
4 Pacific Divers, a few Mew Gulls and many more Scoters and Cormorants plus Sealions and Sea 

Otters and a single Red-throated Diver. By the car were numerous Red-winged and Brewers 

Blackbirds and an oblivious to my presence singing White-crowned Sparrow.  
 
The temperature was up again and I could feel my neck burning so I headed for the Monach sanctuary 
at Palm Grove not to far away. This sanctuary holds over winter flocks of Monarchs and large roosts 
can often be found though I was a little late in the day to see any of those. The butterflies, though, were 
common and active in the shady parkland habitat and proved difficult to photograph but at least some 
settled long enough to get some shots of. Violet-green Swallows flew overhead whilst a noisy family 
party of Acorn Woodpeckers flew around the conifer trees. Amongst the Yellow-rumped Warblers 
were 2 simply stunning Townsend’s Warblers and I forgot all about photographing them as the lit up 
the place. Ruby-crowned Kinglet was also present and a Black-tailed Deer seemed out of place.  
By early afternoon it was in the 80’s again and I was heading towards the Carmel River Mouth but 
pulled into 17 Mile Drive instead. This is a private road through a private estate, which you pay $9 to 
drive around. There are several entry/exit points and you are supplied with a road map. The woods 
looked good but a detour due to road works got me off the main road and lost again. This did mean 
though I found a fine trail from the road through nice habitat on the edge of Spyglass Hill Golf Course.  



 
The forest trail produced some excellent birding with no one else present. Here I had excellent views of 
a Red-shouldered Hawk, Yellow-rumped and Townsend’s Warblers, Band-tailed Pigeons, Ruby-
crowned Kinglets, Bushtits, Wrentits, Chestnut-backed Chickadees, Spotted Towhees, Western 

Scrub Jays, a hummingbird species, Song Sparrows, several Acorn Woodpeckers, Brown 

Creepers and Pygmy Nuthatches. The trail came to an open area near a recreation building and 
picnic site and it was then clear that the trail was in fact a nature trail that lead up from the coast road at 
Bird Rock. Around the open area were House Finches and some excellent Dark-eyed Junco’s of the 
‘Oregon’ variety. The woods around here had American Robin, Black Phoebes, Black-tailed Deer, 
Steller’s Jays, Northern Flickers, a pair of Hairy Woodpeckers excavating a nest hole, Hutton’s 

Vireos, Nuttalls, Woodpeckers 
and Coopers Hawk. The trail 
eventually opened out by a 
summer house on the hill above 
Bird Rock and the dunes here held 
Say’s and Black Phoebe’s, 

White-tailed Kite and Red-tailed 
Hawks. This was a superb few 
hours of birding without bumping 
into anyone. After returning to the 
car I drove to Bird Rock where 
thousands of Pelagic Cormorants 
were nesting whilst the immediate 
area had Western Meadowlarks, 
Ground Squirrels, Cinnamon Teal, 
a Black Brant, Pelicans and the 
usual gulls which also had 2 
juvenile Heermann’s. By the time I 

departed it was getting late so I returned via Point Pinos to Crespi Pool to wait for dusk to look for Rails 
and Crakes. The Golf Course however was busy with people everywhere with only American Coots 
not phased by all that was going on around them. I decided to give up and have a seawatch instead in 
the chilly wind. There now three Black Oystercatchers on the rocks and the sea had the now familiar 
species though 2 Marbled Murrelets were compensation for missing out on Virginia Rail.  
 
I was amazed by how much bird life the place had, not just in terms of species but in overall numbers, it 
was a pleasure to be birding here. 
 
13

th March – Tuesday 

This morning I headed south along the Carmel Valley Road from the junction of Highway 1 near Carmel 
to bird along the Tassajara Road to Chews Ridge and China Camp. It took about 40 minutes to reach 

the right handside turning. The 
first few miles of the road is 
paved before giving way to a 
dusty and bumpy track to the top 
and the camp beyond. There are 
some large houses and gardens 
along the early stretch of road 
and some good broad leafed 
woodland which soon began 
revealing quality birds. Perhaps 
bird of the trip came when only a 
short distance from the end of 
the paved section two stunning 
Varied Thrushes were on the 
road. These were the first of at 
least 15 or more though all 
proved to be flighty and difficult 



to approach but I was able to obtain at least some reasonable images. They were simply stunning. 
Along the road to the ridge were many ‘Oregon’ Dark-eyed Junco’s, 3 California Towhees, 15+ 
Acorn Woodpeckers, American Robins, 2 Oak Titmice, 5 California Quail, Western Scrub and 
Stellers Jays, House Finches, 3 Spotted Towhees and 5 Band-tailed Pigeons. On reaching the dirt 
track there were ‘Road Closed’ signs but with space enough to get vehicles through so bugger it. The 
dirt track was very bumpy but not in-passable. Near the ridge it opens out to more scrubby area before 
descending the other side of the ridge towards China Camp. This was actually rather disappointing with 
’only’ Steller’s Jays, 2 Spotted Towhees, a Hermit Thrush and 2 Varied Thrushes located. There 
was clearly more birds along the road the other side of the ridge so wasted no time in heading back. I 
made a short stop at Chews Ridge where Oak Titmice showed very well. 5 Northern Flickers were 
added to the previous species on the return drive. On reaching the main road I noticed a magpie on the 
fence by the entrance to Oak Ridge Ranch and almost dismissed it before the grey matter kicked in, it 
was a Yellow-billed Magpie. I pulled over by the entrance to the ranch and found 5 magpies in the 
field though the original bird favoured the fence post 
and despite the heat haze I rattled of some excellent 
shots. Also in the field were at least 8 Golden-

crowned Sparrows.  
 
After an hour I headed back towards Monterey but not 
without a few stops along the way. 3 Western 
Bluebirds were on overhead wires and in nearby 
fields and several Red-tailed Hawks and Turkey 

Vultures were overhead.  
 
Back at Highway 1 I headed south towards the Big 
Sur Coastline but found dense fog patches that 
obscured much of the view though fine views of a 
Prairie Falcon circling on thermals with Turkey 

Vultures was worth to short visit.  
 
I had intended on driving 100 miles down the coast to 
Morro Bay but with an increasing headache and fog 
building up I decided to change my plan and spend 
another few days around Monterey before heading 
inland to Merced. I rechecked in at the Motel 6 back 
in Monterey and round the day off back at Roberts 
Lake where I spent a good few hours photography the 
multitude of gulls. Also here were 3 Pied-billed 

Grebes, Tree Swallows, Northern Rough-winged Swallows, Great Blue Heron, Double-crested 

Cormorant, Swallows and an adult Night Heron. The other side of the inland side of the road the 
park continues where there is significant cover and becomes known as Laguna Grande Park. I spent 
the last hour of day light birding here and had some good birding. Two Lincoln’s Sparrows and 
numerous Song Sparrows, a fine Allens Hummingbirds, 4 Chestnut-backed Chickadees, Ruby-

crowned Kinglet, Black Phoebe, the only Bewick’s Wren of the trip, Yellow-rumped Warblers, 
Western Scrub Jays, a Townsends Warbler, a roosting flock of 30+ American Robins, several 
‘Oregon’ Junco’s, a fine though brief Fox Sparrow and a Spotted Towhee. Not bad for a town park.  
 
14th March – Wednesday  

I arose early to find that there was very thick fog outside which meant my plan of birding at Moss 
Landing was scuppered. I decided that a visit inland to Fremont Peak State Park would more than likely 
be fog free. It was only meant to be a 40minute drive but some two hours after I should have been 
there I still was having trouble locating the place. I eventually had to stop at a gas station and by a local 
map. From there on it was easy, my previous directions had left out an important piece of information. I 
soon located the correct turn off from the Hollister Road but still I missed the subsequent State Park 
turnoff only 150metres from the highway. This was not a disaster though as the birding along my wrong 
road was excellent and a field on the right was covered in Lark and Savannah Sparrows, House 

Finches and American Robins whilst a Nuttalls Woodpecker inspected the wooden fence posts and 



Western Bluebirds used the wires to hawk form for a while. There were also a good number of 
Western Meadowlarks. A stop by a thicket by a house had some interesting species with Golden-

crowned Sparrows and ‘Oregon’ Juncos aplenty and at least three California Towhees. Further 
along the road there was at least 40 California Quail on the roadside along with a Black Phoebe and 
an Allens Hummingbird whilst a Northern Harrier done a flyby. After spending to long photographing 
the Lark Sparrows I headed back along the road towards the highway where I found the State Park 
road. The road to the top passed through patches of woodland where a Varied and Hermit Thrushes 
were noted along with the now common White-crowned Sparrows and Stellers Jays. The first 
Killdeers were seen in a small paddock.  
 
After paying the park fee at the car park I had a wander up the hill to the first picnic site where a family 
party of Acorn Woodpeckers had taken over the telegraph post. In this immediate area were Yellow-

rumped Warbler, some vocal Oak Titmice, 3 Spotted Towehees and a Northern Flicker. I had no 
idea as to where to start searching for main reason for coming here so I took a trail map and headed 
towards Fremont Peak itself. On the scree slope on the other side of the peak I found both target birds, 
still singing despite being mid morning, which was a relief. The first was actually on a small stone on 
the side of the path, a Canyon Wren. It flew up to the large boulders further up the hillside where I 

eventually located several more 
plus a pair of superb Rock Wrens. 
Both species were curious and 
seemed to holding territories so 
regular circuits were around me 
were noted. Great stuff. There 
were plenty of Ground Squirrels 
here and a male American 

Kestrel was using the mast on top 
of the peak as a lookout whilst 
other raptors included a fly over 
Sharp-shinned Hawk and 
numerous Red-tailed Hawks and 
Turkey Vultures. From the peak it 
was strange looking towards the 
coast and down onto the to of the 
fog blanket. 

 
 
 
I headed back to the coast and found the Moss Landing area was nearly clear of fog. I found the first 
Black-necked Stilts of the trip on a roadside pool before heading towards Elkhorn Slough Reserve to 
get information on the location the wetlands at Merced. The staff at the visitor centre were extremely 
helpful. I had about an hour before the park closed so I set off along one of the trails in search of Red-
breasted Sapsuckers which I failed to find. Much the same species as before were noted again along 
with Allens Hummingbird, Nuttalls Woodpecker and Black Phoebe. 
 
 
I returned to Moss Landing State Beach where there was a gathered flock of at 700 California Gulls 
on the mud. Sea Lions were hauled out in some numbers and 45+ Sea Otters put on a great show from 
the end car park. There were at least 130 Bufflehead from road, 5 Brant, plenty of the familiar waders, 
30 Black-necked Stilts, 8 Greater Scaup, 3 Red-breasted Mergansers, Pelicans, all the 
Cormorants, 2 Pied-billed, 2 Slavonian and 3 Black-necked Grebes, 15 Forsters Terns, 3 
dowitchers that were probably Long-billed and 3 Guillemots. I carefully searched the gathering gull 
flocks and found Mew Gull, several Ring-billed Gulls and what looked like a 2nd winter Glaucous 

Gull, a local scarcity. There certainly were no other Glaucous-winged or hybrids that I had seen that 
even came close. 
 
On the drive back to the motel I made a brief stop at Roberts Park with all the usual gulls present along 
with 4 Heermanns. Tree Swallows were ever present over the lake. 



15th March – Thursday 

I was up and out pre-dawn this morning driving through patchy fog to Crespi Pool, which was thankfully 
fog free. I parked by the public toilets and walked to the reed fringed pool where there were at least 10 
Black-capped Night Herons. Pied-billed Grebes, 2 Cinnamon Teals and many American Coot 
were on the open water and Lincoln’s Sparrows flitted around the reed mace. There was a lone Kinglet 
and several Mourning Doves nearby but it took at least an hour before I saw any crakes, two Sora’s. 
There was no sign of any Virginia Rails. A 1st summer Mew Gull flew over the Golf Course.  
 
Before leaving I had a short sea watch from the nearby roadside layby produced new birds for trip in 
the form of 2 distant Sooty Shearwaters, lots of Kittiwakes and a flyby Pigeon Guillemot. There were 
also 2 Pacific Divers, a Western Grebe, lots of Guillemots and Pelagic Cormorants. I didn’t linger 
long as I knew there was a long drive ahead so I departed and stopped briefly at Fishermans Wharf in 
Monterey where there were stacks of Slavonian and Black-necked Grebes and Surf Scoters. A noisy 
group of Sealions had bunched together at the end of the pier and proved to quite entertaining. On 
walking back to the car after just 20 minutes I added 6 Great Northern Divers, 3 Western Grebes, 
many Guillemots and a Pacific Diver but best of all were 2 Pigeon Guillemots close to the 
boardwalk.  
 
Next stop was Moss Landing State Beach again, just couldn’t get enough of the birding here. The tide 
was up this morning and there was little in the way of waders present so I had to hang around for a 
while for the falling tide. I did make brief visits to the other side of the bay to photograph Surf Scoters 
from the Marina by the bridge along Moss Landing Road. The Surf Scoters here showed down to just 
a few feet. At the harbour mouth I counted 34 Western Grebes, there were no discernable Clark’s 
Grebes, 100+ Guillemots, 10+ Boneparte’s Gulls, many Pelicans and Great Blue Heron. Moss 
Landing Wildlife Area is located about quarter of mile from Moss Landing Road turnoff heading north. It 
is on the right/inland side of the road and 
is identifiable by the small collection of 
buildings and boats. There is a track that 
takes you to the parking area at the end of 
the boardwalk though if the gate is closed 
park carefully and walk in. My visit found 
the lagoons to be rather full of water with 
most waders being distant but it was 
worth the visit for the point blank views of 
Savannah Sparrows here. There were 4 
Caspian Terns on the far side of one of 
the lagoons and 9 American Avocets 
were pretty distant. I returned to the State 
Beach Road as the tide had now revealed 
some mud close to the verge. The next 
hour or so was spent going through the 
growing number of small waders, mostly Least Sandpipers with at least 100+ Western Sandpipers 
mixed in, some already in summer plumage. There were 4 Pintail, very close Great Northern Diver 
and Sea Otter fishing in the current where the pipes outflow from under the road. Buffleheads were 
again in evidence as were Greater Scaup. Amongst the gulls were both Ring-billed and Mew.  
 
After speaking with a local birder I headed inland and away from the coast along Highway 156 where I 
had 2 Sharp-shinned Hawks and many Turkey Vultures. Instead of taking the direct route to Los 
Banos I took the more scenic Mercey Hot Springs Road, which added an hour and a half to the journey 
with the various stops along the way. I counted 3 American Kestrels along the road and the first 
Western Kingbird. In addition to the numerous Scrub Jays were 3 Yellow-billed Magpies, 100+ 
‘Oregon’ Junco’s, 3 Ravens, a Prairie Falcon, numerous Western Meadowlarks and white-

crowned Sparrows by the wheelbarrow load. I had a short pit stop at the Mercey Hot Springs Camp 
Site where there is an island of trees in the surrounding expanse of grassland. There were quite a lot of 
birds here though mostly White-crowned Sparrows though Lark and Golden-crowned Sparrows 
and House Finches were mixed in. A Raven toured the campsite and 2 Say’s Phoebes and a 
Western Kingbird used nearby prominent perches. There were a number of Hares nearby but a dead 



long legged rodent, Kangaroo Rat type thing, was unexpected. I just about to leave when everything 
scattered and a Prairie Falcon flew through the site before returning and perch in the top of a nearby 
tree briefly before dashing off again. I drove out along the camp track in pursuit and found a cracking 
Golden Eagle circling overhead. Not a bad driving break.  
 
An hour later I arrived at Los Banos and I checked in at the Days Inn motel which proved to be the most 
expensive motel of the trip, $79, but at least it had a cold drinks machine just outside and a fridge. I 
then drove towards Merced National Wildlife Refuge taking the Turner Miller Road. This road comes up 
on you quickly but is about 6km from the motel. 
 
A stop along Sandy Mush road produced 11 Wilsons Snipe and a flock of 70 Long-billed Curlew. A 
flooded area on the right held many waterbirds including the only Ring-necked Ducks of the trip, a pair 
The entrance to the refuge was further along the road on the right side. There is an automatic gate that 
closes half hour after dusk and reopens half hour before dawn. The approach road is along a tree-lined 
avenue to the visitor information board and viewing platform which overlooks a superb wetland pool. 
From here there is a 5mile loop track that passes various pools with the best wader pool being at the 
south west corner though in the afternoon this is looking directly into the sun. This evening the best 
wader pool was that viewed from the parking lot. On this pool were many American Avocets, Short-

billed Dowitchers and Killdeers whilst wildfowl were represented by Green-winged Teals, many 
Mallards and Cinnamon Teals. I made two loops of the refuge before leaving just before dawn but 
without doubt the highlight was the 20,000+ gathering of Ross’s Geese, with a few Snow Geese 
mixed in. This swathe of white was visible at close range on one of the large pools about a mile from 
the visitor parking bay and much time was spent here before continuing round.  

 
 
From the rest of the refuge the following were noted: 70+ Cinnamon Teals, 3000+ American Coot, 
10+ Greater Yellowlegs, hundreds of Least Sandpiper, 100’s of Green-winged Teal, 270+ Short-

billed Dowitchers, 10+ Killdeers, 20+ White-faced Ibis, a Great Blue Heron, 100+ White-fronted 
Geese, numerous Red-tailed Hawks and Northern Harriers, an American Buff-bellied Pipit, 
Loggerhead Shrike, Pheasant, Black Phoebe, many Snowy and Great Egrets, a very showy 
American Bittern, 30+ Gadwall, 100’ of Pintail, Yellow-rumped Warbler, dozens of Marsh Wrens, 
over 20 Western Meadowlarks, Pied-billed Grebes, 300+ distant Sandhill Cranes (4 seen later on 
the deck), 2+ Dunlin, White-tailed Kite, 30+ Black-crowned Night Herons and many thousands of 
mixed blackbirds going to roost. Only one drake American Wigeon was found which was surprising 
given the amount of wildfowl present. By dusk I was loosing a pint of blood a minute to the mosquito’s 
so it was time to leave.  
 
It was just such a superb birding area to which I would return the following day. 
 
 



16th March – Friday  

I was up and out early today but it had already been light an hour by the time I arrived at Merced 
National Wildlife Refuge, partially due as stopped briefly for the colony, about 300+ birds, of Cliff 
Swallows under the bridge nearby. As expected the pools nearest the visitor parking area were directly 
into the sun so I drove to the south-west corner along the loop track. The open area of mud was 
teaming with birds with fine views of an American Bittern hunting along the reed edge and many 
White-faced Ibis. Pretty much the same species and numbers as yesterday were present around the 
refuge this morning though there were 170+ White-fronted Geese, 3 Loggerhead Shrikes, many 
Meadowlarks, Northern Flicker, 300+ Long-billed Dowitchers (40+ showed well quite close on the 
east side), 2 drake Blue-winged Teals, less than a dozen American Wigeons, many Marsh Wrens, 
several Ring-billed Gulls, 8 American Buff-bellied Pipits, hundreds of Least Sandpipers and 
Western Sandpipers, 2 Greater Yellowlegs etc.  
 
On the east side the Ross’s Geese had gathered and so had a number of local photographers. It was 
simply stunning to watch this huge flock at close range as they gradually went onto the beet fields 
behind us to feed. The fields had a flock of about 10,000+ ‘white’ Geese and at least 400+ Sandhill 

Cranes. Superb. There wader flock also held 40+ Dunlin and 7 Grey Plovers. After nearly two hours 
and once the geese had all moved to the fields I continued the drive round to the beginning again. 
During this section of drive I had Bushtit, Tree Swallows, both Coopers and Sharp-shinned Hawks, 
a Nuttall’s Woodpeckers, Great Blue Herons and Savannah Sparrows.  
 
I decided to drive back to the Meadowlark Trail and have a walk. This was worth it as I had stunning 
views of even more Sandhill Cranes flying in and around me making a tally of at least 1000 birds. On 
exiting the refuge after my 
second loop a Northern 

Mockingbird flew across the 
track and into the scrub and a 
Western Kingbird was seen 
along Sandy Much Road. I 
stopped for half an hour at the 
Cliff Swallow colony and 
managed to obtain a few 
reasonable shots. 
 
 
From here I drove to San Louis 
National Wildlife Refuge about 
half an hour away. This place 
was a great disappointment. I 
expected it to be like Merced, 
only bigger. It was mostly drive 
with scattered pools and few 
birds. Three American Kestrels along the initial section of track were an early highlight. There was 
simply nowhere near the same number or variety of birds here. Of the three Northern Harriers seen 
one was a male. There was a single Northern Rough-winged Swallow, 3 Pied-billed Grebes, Marsh 

Wrens, Great Blue Herons, Sharp-shinned and Red-tailed Hawks and a Loggerhead Shrike. In 
fact during the drive round the refuge the few times I did actually stop were for Coyote, two were seen 
in all and this was the only place that I saw them.  
 
I decided to return to Los Banos and obtain a room for night which I did for $44 at the Los Banos Motel. 
The room was as good as that at Days Inn but half the price and located only a few hundred metres 
further along the same road. I stopped of for a bite to eat and drink before returning to Merced for 
another evening visit. The now usual wetland birds were in attendance and I was able to get some 
pretty good pictures of American Avocets on the nearest pool. A pair of Bushtit were gathering 
nesting material beneath the viewing platform. As it was still pretty hot I walked the nearby bushes and 
trees along the approach track for an hour and actually done quite well. In the mid afternoon stroll I 
clocked up 3 Northern Flickers, many Yellow-rumped Warblers, a Lincoln’s Sparrow, a female 



Yellowthroat, an Orange-crowned Warbler (surprisingly the first and only one of the trip), 2 Fox 

Sparrows, a Hermit Thrush, the Northern Mockingbird from this morning, House Finch and 
American Robin.  
 
I proceeded to drive slowly around the loop trail and promptly found a roosting Great Horned Owl. It 
was located in the trees in the water just after the first interpretive sign. In the southwest corner 3 
American White Pelicans flew over but did not stop. The beet fields on the east side were covered in 
Mourning Doves, at least several hundred were feeding here. There was a build up of blackbirds and 
Starlings in the area and I remembered I hadn’t seen Tricoloured Blackbird yet. After a brief search I 
managed to locate 2 birds. Possibly this mornings Coopers Hawk was seen again. Back on the west 
track I settled down for an hour looking at the ‘white’ geese and found blue morphs of both Ross’s and 
Snow as well as numerous colour neck collared birds. Three Great-tailed Grackles flew past as I just 
chilled out to the sounds of the geese whilst first-winter American Herring Gull made a change from 
the half dozen or so Ring-billed Gulls present. An hour before dusk I called it a day and headed for the 
exit. I passed the Great Horned Owl tree and could see it had moved position but it was only as I 
passed it that I realised it was a different bird as the one from earlier was still in the same spot. I backed 
up and had great scope views of the second bird which was less obscured than the first. I located a 
third bird, on a nest, near the end of the track and almost back to the visitors board but as it was quite 
dark now it wasn’t much more than a pair of ear tufts over the rim of the nest. Nice way to finish up on. 
 
Back at the motel I spent my time packing and soddin about with the dysfunctional smoke detector. A 
repetitive beeping kept coming from it despite being removed from the ceiling and not even having a 
battery in it? 
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th March – Saturday:  
A bit of a lay in this morning before drive north along Interstate 5 to San Francisco which took about 2 
hours with the only bird of real note 
being a White-tailed Kite. Crossed 
Bay Bridge (toll $4) and then drove 
to Fishermans Wharf on the Beach 
front where viewed Alcatraz and 
done a bit of general touristy bits. 
Still managed to see Western and 
finally two Clark’s Grebes at the 
end of the wooden pier at close 
range. The differences were clearly 
visible as the birds were only about 
10metres out. Also a noisy gathering 
of Sealions were in the Marina here. 
Bit foggy today so Golden Gate was 
partially hidden but decided to have 
a drive over it and visit Muir Woods. 
On arriving at Muir Woods found a 
queue to get into the car park and 
people everywhere and with only an hour before I would need to leave any way decided to head for the 
airport. Guess a visit to the woods would be better during the week and earlier in the day. Car drop off 
was easy enough and though the flight was delayed an hour a strong tail wind meant we made the 
flight in less than 9hours to arrive on time. 
 
Conclusion: A thoroughly enjoyable trip, no rushing around, just take it over easy. Fine weather, friendly 
people and some stunning birds, animals and experiences.  
 
In just 7 days I had covered a surprising 1119 miles, the ease on the American roads just goes to show 
that distance is not really an issue. 
 
 


