
MIDDLE PACIFIC COAST REGION.-The win
ter season along the Middle Pacific Coast had two 
major characteristics that appeared to affect birdlife. 

Berries and cones were abundant, the result in part 
of last year's heavy snow pack, and snow was almostly 
completely absent this year in the Sierra. Most ob
servers believed that this combination of factors, 
rather than some hypothetical mass mortality due 
perhaps to insecticides, explained the relative scarcity 
along the coast and in the lowlands of some wintering 
species, insofar as any explanation accounts for a 
complex pattern of scarcities. An open winter and 
abundant food possibly enabled such species as 
Robins and Cedar Waxwings to remain in the north 
and in the high country, and probably accounted for 
the absence of Clark's Nutcrackers and Evening Gros
beaks in the lowlands, in marked contrast to last 
winter. 

Late December and January were cold and dry. • 
In spite of record lows at many points in the Region 
during January, however. an unusual number of 

stragglers survived the winter, including a Tropical 
Kingbird, an Orchard Oriole, a Rose-breasted Gros
beak, and an Indigo Bunting. Other species wintered 
north of their usual limits, or higher in the mounta.ins 
than usual. 

An uoalleviated stretch of forty-two days without 
rain, the longest mid-winter rainless period on record, 
was broken only on the last day of January. The 
precipitation that fell during the warmest February 
on record, however, often took the form of rain 
rather than snow in the mountains. The result was 
the thinnest Sierra snow pack ever known. At the 
end of February the ground was bare at Norden 
(Donner Summit), an unprecedented condition at a 
spot where an average 93 inches usually lies at that 
date. The lightest previous snow pack since measure
ments began at Norden in 1908 was 13 inches two 
years ago. Only the late spring rai•ns of March and 
April alleviated an incipient drought condition with 
dangerous implications for food and cover for next 
winter. 

Grebes, Petrels, Herons--Red-necked Grebes 
seemed commoner this winter than usual. Eight 
Horned Grebes on Conn Lake, Napa County, on Dec. 
2 (PdeB, G.G.A.S.) were an unusual number for so 
far inland. In oontrast to last year's Fulmar invasion, 
only three were reported this season (Tomales Bay 
Christmas count). Wintering Green Herons were 
reported as far north along the coast as Humboldt 
Bay, where Black-crowned Night Herons (80) and 
Common Egrets (30) were also common through the 
winter (BDP). 

Ducks, Geese, Swans--Geese, swans, and dabbling 
ducks all appeared to begin northward migration 
somewhat earlier than usual, Pintail and Am. Widg
eon leaving Lake Merritt in Oakland by Feb. 6 
(AWa) and duck numbers at Merced Nat') Wildlife 
Refuge dropping sharply after Feb. 17 (RVP). A 
Trumpeter Swan wintered again on Abbott's Lagoon, 
Marin Co. (PdeB, many other observers). Last year's 
coastal invasion of geese was not repeated, although 
4 White-fronted Geese wintered west of Santa Rosa 
(GLB). 

William Anderson of the California Fish and 
Game Department writes: "By neck-banding Ross' 
Geese with colored plastic bands on their breeding 
grounds in northern Canada and later observing the 
ratio of banded to non-banded birds on the wintering 
grounds, it now appears that the total population may 
be in the neighborhood of 40,000. This is not to be 
interpreted as an increase in Ross' Geese. That many, 
or perhaps more, may have existed for many years. 
Techniques for counting them have improved." Five 
thousand were seen near Merced on two occasions. 
Mr. Anderson and Charles Macinnes observed a total 
of 5 Blue Geese in our area this winter. 

A Fulvous Tree Duck, rare this far north in winter, 
was noted on Jan. 28 at Merced NWR (Melvin Ford, 
fide RVP). The second sight record of a Common 
Teal in Califomia was made on Jan. 19 at Arcata, 
Humboldt Co. (BDP). Cinnamon Teal wintered as 
commonly in the Humboldt Bay area ( 13, Mad River 
Slough, BDP), as in the San Francisco Bay Area ( 16, 
Oakland Airport, ER). Seven European Widgeon 
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were reported from five local ities . 
U nusually large concentrations of winter ing W ood 

Ducks were noted near Santa Rosa (2 2, GLB) and 
near Chico (7 5- 100, JT, fide TLR). Another unusual 
concentration was 225 Ring-necked Ducks on Conn 
Lake, Napa Co. , D ec. 2 (PdeB, G.G. A .S.). Reports 
of Redheads ( over 500 in Humboldt Bay, BDP; 80 
at Freedom Pond, near Santa Cruz, RLB) are en
courag ing. Barrow's Goldeneyes may be more regular 
along thi s coas t than supposed. Three females or 
young males were at Abbott's Lagoon on D ec. 3 
( GSP, HHJ, ROP) , and one ad ult male was there on 
Jan. 20 (TC, WFN, ENA). Six Oldsquaws seen at 5 
places in central California, in conjunction w ith ob
servations farther south , suggest a la rger fli ght this 
yea r than norma l. H arl equin Ducks, however, were 
less common than usual ( 3· observed ). 

Hawks, Eagles-The White-tailed Kite apparently 
continues to increase, especially along the coast (re
ports from Moss Landi ng-GPL; Inverness-GM; Fort 
Bragg-RC; and Eel Ri ver, Humboldt Co.-BDP). 
This was n ot a flight year for Rough-legged H awks, 
onl y a few coming into the Point Reyes Peninsula in 
late January, for instance (TC, JPFN, ENA). Winter
ing Bald Eagles were reported from Tulare County 
(MEM) ; Chico (LR, HW) ; D onner Lake (MS) ; Lake 
Tahoe (HBH) ; Garlem River (RGMcC) and Los 
Banos (PdeB, EW). An Osprey nea r Big Lagoon, 
north of Humboldt Bay, on Dec. 17 ( PdeB, RGMcC ) 
was an extremely far north wintere r. Another was at 
Bodega Bay at least ,as ear ly as Feb. 11 ( JV A ) . 

Cr anes, Gallinules- The northward movement of 
wintering Sandhill Cmnes appears to have been ear ly 
this yea r. Whereas Central Valley o bservers usua ll y 
see mig rating fl ocks during the first week in March, 
reports this year centered about the period Feb. 21-25 
( VKC, TLR, EH). Common Gallinul es were far more 
common than in the past 17 years at Gray Lodge State 
Game Refuge, Butte Co., wi th about 60 seen on Jia n. 
26 (TLR) . 

Shorebirds- One Am . Golden Plover wintered in 
a dry field near Bodega Bay fo r the third successive 
year, and several ,others were found in a field on the 
Point Reyes Peninsula (MM, AW, PdeB, GLB). 
Si nce all three previous California winter specimens 
belong to the Eas tern Siberia- W es tern Alaska race, it 
was not surprising that one of these birds coll ected 
by George E. Chaniot on Apr il 2 could also be ,as
signed to f ulva. 

Intensive development around San Francisco Bay 
has not destroyed the area's usefu lness as a wi ntering 
ground for shorebirds. " A hundred thousand shore
birds ca n be fo und within a few hours' search time" 
by visit ing several favored loca lities (HLC ) . Fresh
water pools in the new Oakla nd Airport provided 
"loafing grounds" at high tide for thousands of 
shorebirds which coul d continu e to feed there w hen 
all tidal fl ats were covered. As an ex•ample of mid
wi nter numbers, a total of about 32,400 shorebirds 
were found ,on D ec. 30 during the two hours on 
either side of high tide by Marshall J enks, J ames 
Linford, and H oward L. Cogswell along the south 
shore of Al ameda, on the west end of Bay Farm 
Isl and, and at the Oakland Airport : 
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Semipalmated Pl over 
Snowy Pl over 
Killdeer 
Black-bellied Pl over 
Long-bill ed Curlew 
Willet 
Grea ter Yellow-legs 
Knot 
Least Sandpiper 
Dunlin 
dowitcher ( sp.) 
W estern Sandpiper 
Marbl ed Godw it 

21 
40 
24 

1,260 
120 
520 

4 
1 

550 
18,000 

520 
7,200 

550 
American Avocet 2,300 

Shorebirds also w intered in good numbers well to 
the north of the state, although o ur reports may be 
more a result of good coverage of the Humboldt Bay 
area than of spec ial conditions this w inter. A few 
Semi pal mated Pl overs wi ntered in Humboldt Bay ( 4 
on Jan. 20) , whil e Black-bellied Plover remained in 
numbers up to 250 at Arca ta Bay, Humboldt Co. 
(BDP) . A si ngle Ruddy Turnstone at Mad Ri ver 
Slough, Humboldt Co ., on Feb. 22 may be the first 
winter record so fa r nor th (BDP) . Ten others re
mained as far north as Bodega Bay (PdeB) . As in 
recent winters, a few W andering Tattlers remained 
as far north and a few Rock Sandpipers came as far 
south as the north jetty at the entrance to Humboldt 
Bay (BDG, RGMcC, PdeB, EJP). Up to 25 dow itch
ers (Short-billed? ) rema ined at Field's Landing, Hum
boldt Co. , into January (BDP) . Am. Avocets a lso 
wintered that fiar north , with up to 35 in D ecember, 
January, and February at Arca ta ( BDP) . 

A Killdeer on the Yosemite Park Christmas count 
was an ind ication of the winter's unusuall y open 
conditions . Since Lesser Yell ow-legs are not reported 
every winter, a sing le bird at Oakland (RS & JK) , 
and 1 at Santa Cruz, 2 at Palo Alto, and 10 at San 
Jose suggest an unusually high w intering population 
( Christmas cou nts) . 

Knots , once considered stri ctl y migrant, wi ntered 
for the fo urth consecutive yea r in the San Francisco 
Bay area in numbers second only to the peak year of 
l9 59-60. Nine remained "all winter" along Frontage 
Road in Oakt,and (RS & JK) , and 2 at the eas t end 
of the Oakland Bay Bridge in D ecember and January 
(PdeB, EIV). Red Phalaropes a.re probably also regu
lar in w inter in small numbers . El even were seen off 
Poi nt Lobos on Dec. 28 (RLB) , a nd a single bird a t 
Dill on's Beach, Marin Co., on Jan. 1 (RS & JK) . 

Jaegers, Gulls, Alcids- Occasional jaegers con
tinue oo turn up in wi nter, sometimes inland. In 
addition to 2 Paras itic Jaegers off San Francisco on 
D ec. 23 (RS & JK) and one probable Pomarine 
Jaeger off Abbott 's Lagoon on Jan. 1 (PdeB) , a 
probable dark-phase Parasitic was noted "on several 
occasi,ons" between Feb. 3 and March 23 passing over 
San J ose with the gull s that travel from San Francisco 
Bay to Calero Reservoir (DDMcL). An adul t Frank
lin' s Gull was closely observed at W ood land , Y olo 
Co., on Feb. 16 (RS & JK). Ancient Murrelets oc
curred as usual along the coast with a peak single 
observa tion of 17 together in the mouth of Hu mboldt 
Bay on Jan. 19 (BDP). 



Hummingbirds-An Allen's Hu mmi ngbird on the 
Monterey Peninsul a on D ec. 26 (VLY) , a male 
Cosra·s Hummingbird at Patterson Pass, Stanislaus 
Co. , Jan. 5 (BCS) , a nd a Rufo us Hu mmingbird seen 
repeated ly in Golden Gate Park, San Francisco 
( G .G.A.S.) reinforced the over-all impression of a 
wi nter marked by stragglers. 

Flycatchers, Swallows, Wrens- Although ap
parentl y regular fall vagrnnts, Tropical Kingbirds had 
not been known to survive the winter along the Mid
d le Paci fi c Coas t. A bird that appeared in Alameda 
on N ov. 15 was seen regularly until at least March 27 
except for short absence during the midw inter cold 
spells when it (ER and many other •observers) was 
thought to have moved to other feeding grounds. An
other appeared in Pacifi c Grove, Iv[onterey Co., on 
D ec. 26 (Christmas count, fide V LY) . V iolet-green 

wa ll ows were reported w intering in large numbers 
( over 300 ) in the Sebastopol area, Sonoma Co. , 
where they ou tnu mbered the rnore typica l win teri ng 
species, Tree Swallows, about 20 to 1 ( GLB) . A 
Canon ·wren in Tilden Park , Alameda Co. , D ec. 30 
(RS & JK) was about 30 mil es frorn the neares t 
known breeding locali ty to the south . 

Thrushes, Waxwings, Phainopeplas-In great 
contrast to last year these conspicuous berry-eating 
birds were late arriving and never made a good wi nter 
showi ng in thi s Region. Most observers commented on 
the scarcity of Robins, H errn it Thrushes, and Cedar 
W axwi ngs which contrasted so noticeabl y with las t 
year's exceptiona l flight. At sou thern San Jose Robin, 
were 30 per cent of normal (DDMcL ) . In the wake 
of Silent Sp,·ing, rnany suggested that the birds had 
perished f rorn insecticides; others made the far more 
likely sugges tion that the open winter permitted these 
species to w inter far ther north or higher in the 
mounta ins than usual. Ava il able ev idence seems to 
support this latter hypothesis , at least as a partia l 
ex planation. 

In Tu lare Cou nty, for exampl e, the light snowfal l 
a ll owed H errn it Thrushes to winter in the chaparral 
and lower fo res t zone between 2000 and 6400 feet, 
where they are usually absent (M EM ; see si milar 
observation on Fox Sparrows, below ). Mountai n Blue
birds were more numerous in the Lake Tahoe area in 
late D ecember than in the previous 5 yea rs ( RGMcC). 
The berry-ea ting birds were no more numerous in 
northern coas tal and valley areas, however, than in 
central low land areas (Eu reka, BDP; Yreka, MSC) . 

Further complexi ty is added to the picture by the 
fac t that whil e some normal w intering species were 
reduced in numbers, others were observed in nu m
bers equal to o r grea ter than last yea r. Varied 
Thrushes, for exam ple, Christmas counts to the con
trary, were somewhat more numerous in sui table 
habitat than last year, al though not sufficiently nu mer
ous to spill over into less typi ca l habitats as they 
did in the banner flight of 1958-59 (MM, MS, PdeB) . 
Sorne 15 Phainopeplas, more than usual, were re
ported frorn 5 localities this winter, the northernrnost 
being a male in Colusa rate Park , Col usa Co., on 
Dec. 28 (BM) . This " increase" rnay, of course, re
flect merely rno re observa tion w ithin the wi nter range 
of the species. 

In the second place, alrnos t all observers noted an 
increase of both Robins and Cedar W axwings after 
the very cold periods of mid-January. Robins increased 
onl y relatively, from g roups of 4-5 in early J anuary 
at Berkeley, for instance, to groups of 15-20 in late 
January . Cedar \Xfaxw ings, present in some areas by 
mid-October, were firs t seen in o ther parts of the 
Region only by late J anuary. This complex picture of 
selective scarci ti es sugges ts that there is rno,re than 
one sirnple explana tion fo r this wi nter's low popula
tions. 

Gnatcatchers, Kinglets, Shrikes, Starlings- A 
Blue-g ray Gnatca tcher at Elkhorn Ferry, Yolo Co. , 
Jan. 5 (RS & JK ) , may be the firs t winter record 
for the Sacrarnento Vall ey, although it is known to 
wi nter on the coas t in very small nurnbers. Whil e 
Ruby-crowned King lets were noticeably scarce in some 
lowland regions (fewest in 13 yea rs at San J ose, 
with 5 records between Nov. 1 and March 22-
DDMcL) , a sing le bird at a feeder in Tahoe City, at 
6250 feet, was unprecedented. The species usuall y 
leaves that eleva tion by mid-November (RGMcC) . A 
notable isolated record was an immature at the Sacra
rnento Bypass, Y olo Co. , on D ec. 1 (RS & JK) , one 
of the very few records for the Sacramento Va lley. 
Fo ll owing the cold spel l of mid-January, tarl ings 
di appeared from a few areas, especially northward 
a long the coas t (E ureka, BDP; Santa Rosa, GLB) . 

Warblers-Orange-crowned W arblers were judged 
more numerous than last winter in the Stockton area 
( 6 compared with O in a census area, BM) ; a wi nter
ing bird was found as fa r north as Requa, D el N orte 
Co. (J{GMcC, EW); the arriva l of si nging birds was 
"o n tirne" in mid-February. A ashville Warbler, 
carefully described, appeared at a feeder at Jnverness, 
Marin Co., Feb. 10-27 (GM) , w ith another bird 
possibl y thi s species at Soqu el, Santa Cru z Co. , on 
D ec. 29 (FEH) . To date there is no winter speci
rnen of this species fo r California, and sight records 
must be carefu ll y disti nguished from a similar gmy
crowned plurnage in the Orange-crowned Warbler. A 
Y ellow IIY a.-ble,· at Pac ific Grove, Monterey Co., a t 
the end of D ecember (VLY) is believed to be the 
second California winter record . On the coast Myrtl e 
and especially Audubon's Warblers were less nu rner
ous than last w inter; in the Centra l Valley, where 
most observers reported a decrease in numbers, the 
one quantitati ve study area in the Valley had about 
twice as many of these species as las t year (BM) . 
These data point up the need for more Winter Bird
population Censuses in th is Region. A Black-throa ted 
Gray W arbler was seen in Pac ific G rove at the end of 
D ecember ( VLY) , and 5 H ermit W arbl ers were 
reported from vari ous poin ts a ll the way north to 
Sonoma County ( GM, GLB, BDP, RLB) , usually 
wi th flocks of wintering T ownsend's W arbl ers. Of 
parti cul ar note were two eas tern species co ming sug
gesti vely after a fa ll migrati on season in which un
precedented nurnbers of eastern warblers were fou nd 
both in this Region and in Southern Cal ifornia. A 
Palm llYa,-ble,· was fou nd in utro H eights Park, 
San Francisco, on D ec. 23 ( RS & JK) , and an im
mature ma le Am. Redsta1't near Sebastopol , Sonoma 
Go. , Feb. 24-March 9 ( GLB-probably also present 
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in January). Although both of these species straggle 
to the coast with some regulvity in fall, this appears 
to be the third winter record for our Region for the 
Palm Warbler (specimen in 1953, 2 birds in 1954-5), 
and the first for the Am. Redstart. 

Orioles, Tanagers-An adult male Ore-hard 
Oriole was found at Lover's Point, Monterey Co., on 
Jan. 2 and was joined about Jan. 8 by a small all-yel
low female oriole, the same size and shape as the 
male, and about Jan. 12 by a second female or im
mature, slightly larger, showing all the marks of a 
Baltimore (PdeB & AWa). Although sight identifica
tion of winter female orioles can probably not be 
definitive, the presence of any orioles in the Region 
in winter is noteworthy. The male was photographed 
by RLB and remained until at least the end of March 
(VLY). An adult male Hooded Oriole was seen in 
San Jose on Feb. 7 (DDM,C). Western Tanagers 
were reported from Glen Ellen, Sonoma Co. in Jan
uary ( 1, MS); El Cerrito, Contra Costa Co., in late 
December (ALC) ; and Stockton in December and 
early January (V/). 

Fringillidae--Male Black-headed Grosbeaks were 
seen in Oakland on Jan. 18 (RS) and near Chico on 
Dec. 31 and Jan. 4 (/T, EH). More unusual was the 
female Rose-breasted Grosbeak trapped and banded 
in Santa Rosa, Sonoma Co. on Jan. 13 by MS. The 
bird was taken to the Museum of Vertebrate Zoology 
in Berkeley for authoritative identification and re
leased in Santa Rosa, where it it was still present 
at the end of the report period. Although there are 
a number of sporadic records for this species, none 
has been known to winter. A male Indigo Bunting, 
the fourth record for this Region, was present at a 
feeder at Ferndale, Humboldt Co. from early January 
to the end of the period (BDP). 

Normal winter fringillids, like the berry-eating 
birds, showed a complex pattern of abundance, with 
some species unusually scarce and others in normal 
or even increased numbers. Evidently some species 
remained at higher altitudes because of the light 
snowfall. In Tulare County, for example, Fox Spar
rows were reported from the high chaparral ( 2000 
to 6400 feet) where they are usually absent (MEM). 
At Lake Tahoe, Cassia's Finches and Pine Siskins 
were more numerous than in any of the 5 previous 
winters (RGM,C). Only Yreka (MSC), at the 
northern limit of the Region, reported normal num
bers of White-crowned Sparrows, Fox Sparrows, and 
Oregon Juncos. 

In the lowlands and along the coast these species 
were widely reported as reduced in numbers. Even at 
Lake Tahoe, where they have wintered before, White
crowned Sparrows and Oregon Juncos were largely 
absent (RGM,C). A banding station in San Jose 
where about 40 Fox Sparrows were noted last winter 
had none this winter (DDM,L); in a winter census 
area near Stockton, where sixteen were found last 
year, there were none this winter (BM). At San 
Jose, Gambel's White-crowned Sparrows were off 
40 per cent from last year, and the Puget Sound race 
off 25 per cent (DDMcL). This species and Oregon 
Juncos showed some tendency to build up in late 
January. Golden-crowned Sparrows were, if anything, 
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more numerous than last year. Normal scattered in
dividual Slate-colored Juncos and White-throated 
Sparrows were reported, as well as 2 of the less fre
quent Harris' Sparrow, one at Santa Cruz on Dec. 15 
(RGM,C) and one at San Jose (DDM,L). 
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