COLORADO GROUSE LEKS
APRIL 7-17, 2005

The following is a list of the birds that were seen during the Colorado Grouse Leks tour. The first column represents the numbers of days that the species was seen during the tour and the second column represents the highest daily count. The daily count figure is an estimate for many of the common species that were seen during the trip.  Species that are preceded by an asterisk were “heard only.”

Species


# Days

High Count
Snow Goose


1

1

Canada Goose


10

50+

Wood Duck


1

6

Gadwall


5

35
Eurasian Wigeon

1

1

American Wigeon

4

100+

Mallard


9

50+

Blue-winged Teal

2

25

Cinnamon Teal

4

8

Northern Shoveler

3

100+

Green-winged Teal

3

20

Redhead


3

7

Ring-necked Duck

2

4

Lesser Scaup


4

15
Bufflehead


3

1

Common Goldeneye

1

1

Hooded Merganser

1

1

Common Merganser

4

30

Ruddy Duck


1

9

Chukar



1

3

Ring-necked Pheasant

4

12

Greater Sage-Grouse

1

40

Gunnison Sage-Grouse
1

35

White-tailed Ptarmigan
1

1

Blue Grouse


1

1

Sharp-tailed Grouse

1

19

Greater Prairie-Chicken
1

26

Lesser Prairie-Chicken
1

7

Wild Turkey


2

5

Scaled Quail


2

8

Gambel’s Quail

1

12

Northern Bobwhite

1

2

Pied-billed Grebe

1

2
Eared Grebe


1

3

Western Grebe

3

35

Clark’s Grebe


2

1

American White Pelican
3

150

Double-crested Cormorant
5

75

Great Blue Heron

9

8

White-faced Ibis

1

1

Turkey Vulture

9

25

Osprey



4

2

Bald Eagle


2

1

Northern Harrier

3

5

Sharp-shinned Hawk

2

2

Cooper’s Hawk

4

2

Northern Goshawk

1

1

Swainson’s Hawk

5

15

Red-tailed Hawk

10

15

Ferruginous Hawk

1

1

Rough-legged Hawk

1

25

Golden Eagle


5

3

American Kestrel

10

45

Merlin



2

1

Peregrine Falcon

1

1

Prairie Falcon


1

1

American Coot

7

35
Sandhill Crane


2

7

Snowy Plover


1

1

Semipalmated Plover

1

2

Killdeer


7

6
Mountain Plover

1

1

Black-necked Stilt

1

5

American Avocet

1

4

Greater Yellowlegs

1

1

Lesser Yellowlegs

1

5

Solitary Sandpiper

1

1

Long-billed Curlew

2

7

Marbled Godwit

1

1

Western Sandpiper

1

1

Baird’s Sandpiper

1

2

Wilson’s Snipe

2

1

Wilson’s Phalarope

1

1

Franklin’s Gull

4

8

Bonaparte’s Gull

1

3

Ring-billed Gull

1

50

California Gull

3

75

Herring Gull


1

4

Glaucous Gull


1

1

Rock Pigeon


10

40
Eurasian Collared-Dove
6

10

White-winged Dove

1

3

Mourning Dove

9

50

Greater Roadrunner

1

1

Barn Owl


1

2

Western Screech-Owl

1

2

Great Horned Owl

2

2

Burrowing Owl

3

4

Long-eared Owl

1

1

White-throated Swift

4

10

Belted Kingfisher

3

1

Lewis’s Woodpecker

1

1

Red-bellied Woodpecker
2

1

Williamson’s Sapsucker
1

2

Ladder-backed Woodpecker
1

1

Downy Woodpecker

3

3

Hairy Woodpecker

1

1

Am. 3-toed Woodpecker
1

1

Northern Flicker

8

25
Eastern Phoebe

2

3

Say’s Phoebe


5

4

Loggerhead Shrike

2

8

Gray Jay


2

3

Steller’s Jay


4

4

Blue Jay


3

2

Western Scrub-Jay

3

12

Pinyon Jay


1

35

Clark’s Nutcracker

1

2

Black-billed Magpie

8

60

American Crow

6

150+

Chihuahuan Raven

1

2

Common Raven

8

30

Horned Lark


6

100+

Tree Swallow


2

6

Violet-green Swallow

1

2

Cliff Swallow


1

1

Barn Swallow


4

4

Black-capped Chickadee
3

4

Mountain Chickadee

3

6

Juniper Titmouse

1

5

Bushtit



1

10

White-breasted Nuthatch
2

2

Pygmy Nuthatch

2

5

Rock Wren


3

2

Canyon Wren


3

2

Bewick’s Wren

2

2

House Wren


1

1

American Dipper

3

3

Ruby-crowned Kinglet
2

2

Blue-gray Gnatcatcher
2

3

Western Bluebird

2

4

Mountain Bluebird

6

15

Townsend’s Solitaire

4

7

American Robin

10

75

Northern Mockingbird
3

1

Sage Thrasher


1

1

Brown Thrasher

1

1

Curve-billed Thrasher

1

2

European Starling

10

100+

Bohemian Waxwing

1

8

Cedar Waxwing

1

7

Orange-crowned Warbler
1

5

Yellow-rumped Warbler
1

35

Yellow-throated Warbler
1

1

Spotted Towhee

2

6

Canyon Towhee

2

2

Cassin’s Sparrow

1

2

Chipping Sparrow

1

4

*Field Sparrow

1

1

Vesper Sparow

3

40

Black-throated Sparrow
1

2

Savannah Sparrow

1

1

Song Sparrow


6

4

White-crowned Sparrow
4

12

Dark-eyed Junco

6

15

McCown’s Longspur

1

6

Chestnut-collared Longspur
1

3

Red-winged Blackbird
9

300+

Western Meadowlark

9

50

Yellow-headed Blackbird
2

7

Brewer’s Blackbird

2

15

Common Grackle

5

35

Great-tailed Grackle

4

4

Brown-headed Cowbird
3

15

Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch
1

2

Black Rosy-Finch

2

35

Brown-capped Rosy-Finch
1

40

Cassin’s Finch


2

5

House Finch


6

20

Red Crossbill


2

8

Pine Siskin


4

125
American Goldfinch

2

4

House Sparrow

10

20

Mammals
Desert Cottontail

Eastern Cottontail

Black-tailed Jackrabbit

Common Muskrat

Mink

Eastern Fox Squirrel

Red Squirrel

Abert’s Tassel-eared Squirrel

White-tailed Prairie Dog

Black-tailed Prairie Dog

Yellow-bellied Marmot

Rock Squirrel

Thirteen-lined Ground Squirrel

Wyoming Ground Squirrel

Golden-mantled Ground Squirrel

Coyote

Mule Deer

Pronghorn

Bighorn Sheep

Elk

Moose

     Our Colorado Grouse Lek tour was an exhausting adventure that provided a plethora of challenges beyond finding the birds. Between blizzards, wind, forgotten luggage, barking dogs, inept hotel managers and bad tires we somehow managed to find 174 species including almost all of our major target birds (the single exception being the always elusive Northern Cardinal).  I suppose if one drives the entire perimeter of Colorado in April they can’t help but compile an interesting bird list. 
     The trip began smoothly enough on April 7th with everyone arriving on time at our Denver hotel. After a brief meeting we did a little birding before dinner. Our first stop was Morrison Park west of Denver where we watched an American Dipper cavorting in a rushing stream. We also spent time at Red Rocks Park where we had great looks at a perched Prairie Falcon and a singing Canyon Wren. 

     The next morning we headed to the Pawnee National Grasslands. After a brief McD’s breakfast we found a small flock of Bohemian Waxwings in a trailer park near Fort Collins. After a moderate amount of searching we were able to locate Mountain Plover, Chestnut-collared Longspur and McCown’s Longspur and were headed back to Denver by lunchtime. Various lakes and ponds along the way produced a nice variety of waterfowl.
     The following day we headed west over the mountains to Walden. The weather was absolutely gorgeous and we found it hard to imagine that a major storm was imminent. We stopped at Genesee Mountain Park where we found two Williamson’s Sapsuckers and a band of Pygmy Nuthatches. Later, at Loveland Pass, we were amazed to see a lone White-tailed Ptarmigan roosting under an evergreen only a few feet from the parking area. This had to be a sign that “lady luck” was to be with us during the upcoming week. 

The drive to between Silverthorne and Walden was good for raptors and we counted 25 Rough-legged Hawks and several Golden Eagles along the way. After checking in to our hotel we discovered that 10-15 inches of snow was expected by the following morning. Not wishing to be stranded in Walden, we decided to abandon the Round Up Motel for the comforts of Steamboat Springs. This meant we would have one brief opportunity to find Greater Sage-Grouse on a lek south of town. As we left Walden a mix of sleet and snow began pelting the van and I felt very pessimistic about the chances of this day ending happily. As we drove on the sky brightened and the snow stopped. We arrived at the lek at 4:00 PM and were ecstatic to find the grouse in full display. Eventually there were at least 40 Greater Sage-Grouse displaying around the vehicles—some within 50 feet of us.  After a satisfying performance we continued our retreat and made it over Rabbit Ears Pass and into Steamboat Springs before dark—disaster averted!
     After a short night’s sleep we found ourselves at a Sharp-tailed Grouse lek in the pre-dawn gloam. After some anxious waiting we finally located the dancing grouse on a hilltop fairly close to the road. Eventually we counted 19 birds and they put on quite a show as they stomped, jumped and cackled. Deciding Grand Junction offered more birding opportunities we left Steamboat Springs and again took to the open road. A detour to Rio Blanco SWA produced a Marbled Godwit, Merlin and an assortment of waterfowl. Upon arrival in Grand Junction we were afforded one of the week’s true luxuries—two nights in the same hotel.
    A calm, clear morning greeted us as we emerged from our slumber and we set out for another day in the field. A fairly brief stop at Cameo produced several Chukars and our first Townsend’s Solitaire. The remainder of the day was spent touring the Colorado National Monument where between breathtaking vistas we found Black-throated Sparrow, Juniper Titmouse and Gambel’s Quail. An evening foray north of Grand Junction produced our first owls—a nesting Great Horned and two agitated Western Screech-Owls.

     After partaking in a finally adequate hotel breakfast we continued our odyssey. A brief stop at Confluence Park in Delta produced White-faced Ibis, Common Goldeneye and our only Lewis’s Woodpecker. At Black Canyon of the Gunnison NP our focus was Blue Grouse which we expected to find on the park road. When this failed we began bushwhacking through the Gambel’s Oak and thanks to Jim Johnson’s sharp eyes we were all eventually able to see a male Blue Grouse displaying on the freshly fallen snow. After lunch in Gunnison we drove to Crested Butte which stood to be our final chance to see rosy-finches. Arriving at the designated home we found the feeders empty but the trees filled—with rosy-finches. Within five minutes all three species were added to the trip list and we motored back to Gunnison with another notch on our belt. An evening presentation by Dr. Patrick Magee at Western State College in Gunnison whet our appetite for our next objective.
     At 5:15 the next AM we were all seated in a dark, cold trailer awaiting the appearance of one of North America’s rarest birds: the Gunnison Sage-Grouse. Fortunately we were not disappointed as over 30 of these magnificent birds appeared at the lek and performed lustily. Though they were distant the differences between them and Greater Sage-Grouse were apparent through spotting scopes. From the lek we were eastward bound with more target birds in mind. A northerly detour to Buena Vista produced a flock of Pinyon Jays and dogged determination at Monarch Pass yielded an American Three-toed Woodpecker. Later, near Pueblo, we added Scaled Quail and Curve-billed Thrasher to our list. A pre-dinner excursion to Pueblo City Park produced Eurasian Wigeon, Wood Duck and Snow Goose.

     After a notably bad hotel breakfast (and a stop at Starbucks) we continued east into the plains. We found a nesting Long-eared Owl at Rocky Ford SWA and Lake Holbrook hosted American Avocet, Black-necked Stilt and Ruddy Duck. At Lake Cheraw we found Snowy Plover, Baird’s Sandpiper and Wilson’s Phalarope. Two hours later we finally arrived at Cottonwood canyon for lunch where a brief walk produced Eastern Phoebe. In the fields between the canyon and Springfield we found Long-billed Curlew and Ferruginous Hawk and many Vesper Sparrows. 

     After dropping our luggage we headed south to Campo in hopes of seeing Lesser Prairie-Chickens. Before going to the lek we checked several abandoned homesteads and were treated to 2 Barn Owls, nesting Chihuahuan Ravens and a Ladder-backed Woodpecker. Though the show at the lek was brief we did see 7 Lesser Prairie-Chickens perform for about 15 minutes before their premature departure. 
     After a trucker’s breakfast we began the long, flat drive to Wray. A stop at Two Buttes added a hunting Greater Roadrunner, an adorable baby Great Horned Owl, Cliff Swallow, Canyon Towhee and a Yellow-throated Warbler which was likely the rarest bird of the trip. In Lamar we missed Northern Cardinal but added Red-bellied Woodpecker, Chipping Sparrow and Brown Thrasher. 
     Thanks to the Colorado Division of Wildlife and the Wray Historical Society we began our final morning on a private ranch north of town. As the sky lightened and we peered from our blind, dark shapes emerged on the prairie and a low booming resonated across the plains. A magnificent show ensued as 26 Greater Prairie-Chickens displayed before us—some at distances of less than 20 feet. Most of us agreed that the numbers and proximity of these birds made this one of the week’s most memorable experiences. 

     On the trip back to Denver added a few more birds but by then the numbers were immaterial. We arrived at the Comfort Inn exactly where we had started but 2600 miles and immeasurable memories from where we began—but let’s not talk about the Comfort Inn!
