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WildWings trip report 

Colorado Grouse leks Tour  

11th – 22nd April 2015 

by tour leader Dick Filby 

Yet again we had a very successful trip with pretty much the best possible experience at all leks, plus most of the other target 
species giving us good views too. The weather in the Eastern Plains on the first part of the trip was very pleasant, and remained 
so until we arrived at Gunnison where it started snowing just after we got into the van on the way out to the lek. It then snowed 
on and off for almost the entire rest of the trip. However the van proved very adequate, the excellent tyres and appropriate 
loading ensured that we always got where we needed to, even up snowy and muddy tracks. Some birds, like the Pinyon Jays and 
Rosy-Finches, were truly spectacular as a result of the weather, as they flocked in magnificent hordes to the feeders that Denise 
and I had maintained for weeks prior to the tour. Sharp-tailed Grouse and Greater Sage-Grouse were all the more spectacular 
lekking in the snow, and seeing White-tailed Ptarmigans above the tree-line in driving, blowing snow was an experience in 
itself.  Our final day and half was decidedly more relaxed as we did not need to return to any leks, so, according to plan, we 
birded some of my favourite spots in the hills near Denver, and at one of the best metropolitan State Parks anywhere.  We 
seriously extended the trip list with some great birds and had many more great photo opportunities too. It was an excellent end 
to a great trip. 

Day by day - with selected highlights 

Day 1 

Everyone arrived at Denver in a timely and uneventful fashion, and we were at the motel within minutes of leaving the airport. 
Those who wanted an early night took full advantage, whilst others, including myself, walked to the nearby diner for a meal. 

Day 2 

After an early breakfast we set off for the Pawnee Grasslands via a couple of special stops in the Fort Collins area en-route.  
First off we stopped at Gravel Pit close to I-25 where amongst other birds there was a Long-tailed Duck – new bird for the 
Colorado Grouse tour! We continued to some streamside Cottonwood trees southwest of town where Eastern Screech-Owls 
nest, and sure enough there was one sitting out in the entrance of its nest hole. Several common species were enjoyed here too, 
including Mountain Chickadee, Downy Woodpecker and Blue Jay. A nearby reservoir yielded several Horned (Slavonian) 
Grebes but a stiff breeze ensured that we enjoyed these from inside the van. 

Heading out towards the Pawnee Grasslands we searched diligently for longspurs in favoured locations, and came up trumps 
with excellent views of McCown’s, but the initial views of Chestnut Collared were less than satisfactory. We continued through 
the grasslands, in search of more longspurs and one of the main prizes, breeding Mountain Plovers. White-tailed Prairie-Dogs 
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were frequently encountered, but the breeze probably ensured that any Burrowing Owls kept their heads down. Not to worry as 
we were to see them later in the trip. After a picnic lunch we continued the search, and in some favoured agricultural fields we 
first found a pair of breeding plumaged Mountain Plovers, and then a few miles further on, we turned off the road and headed to 
some fields favoured by longspurs. We were thrilled to see many hundreds of them, mainly, as expected, McCown’s but with 
several Chestnut-collards too. We all enjoyed scope views of both, prior to departing for Wray.  A roadside stop en-route 
yielded a family of Great Horned Owls on the nest in a barely leafed-out Cottonwood tree, and after enjoying scope views and 
some photos we continued to Wray in time for an early dinner and early to bed 

Day 3 

We were all aboard the van at a suitably early hour, met up with our local contact and headed out to a hide on a Greater Prairie-
Chicken lek. Safely ensconced before first light, it was not long before the air was filled with sounds of displaying males, and 
soon afterwards we could see them as they boomed, clucked, fought each other and vied for the attentions of the five or so 
females that showed up this morning. It was a dramatic and much appreciated start to our leks. Eventually, after all the females 
had left and the remaining males were standing around “bored”, we too left for a hearty breakfast back in town. Afterwards four 
Blue Jays accompanied us out of town as we started our journey south, pausing initially in the rolling hills southeast of town, 
and close to the Kansas border, in search of Northern Bobwhite Quail, here right on the edge of their range. Unfortunately we 
could not find any – but this was to be our only native game bird missed on the entire trip. Red-bellied Woodpecker was a nice 
consolation though. We stopped briefly at the Bonny River, where there was a Great Egret, some Blue-winged Teal, a Greater 
Yellowlegs and several Lesser Yellowlegs. Next was a stop at the picnic tables in the settlement of Sheridan Lake, which 
provided a welcome break and some lunch, before we arrived in southeast Colorado. We picked up dinner in Lamar, and headed 
on down to the ranch where we were to stay for the night. Before we even got there, a roadside stop at  Prairie Dog “town” 
revealed at least eight Burrowing Owls, and shortly afterwards a very obliging Loggerhead Shrike along with the first Vesper 
Sparrows of the trip.  On arrival at the ranch there were great birds right by the buildings, including Ladder-backed 
Woodpecker, Curve-billed Thrashers, White-crowned Sparrows and the only Lincoln’s Sparrow of the trip. Some chose to relax 
around the ranch, whilst the rest of us drove out to the nearby canyon. It was a peaceful end to a long day, with good looks at 
Townsend’s Solitaire, Rock Wrens, Eastern Phoebe, and a pair of Cassin’s Finches.  We had chicken dinner back at the ranch, 
and then, for those who wanted, we went for a night drive in search of Western Screech-Owl and animals. It was another great 
evening. As soon as we left the gates, there was a Gray Fox giving excellent views, the first of four in the drive, and other 
mammals included the amazing Ord’s Kangaroo Rat, 8+ Raccoons, and a similar number of Striped Skunks – one of which 
came perilously close to the van before I decided to move on, a single Elk, Mule Deer and White-tailed Deer. Added to all the 
Pronghorn Antelope we had seen earlier in the day, it was quite the mammal list. The owls did not disappoint either.  We got out 
of the van to look for the Western Screech and sure enough there was one right there. It took several minutes to locate – but it 
was quite a surprise when we did – as it was calling from the ground only a few feet away from us, underneath the Cottonwood 
tree that we all thought it was in! By using a red light it accepted our presence and continued to show until we left. 

Day 4  

After a comfortable and almost long night’s sleep, we arose at dawn (instead of way before as on lek days) and continued our 
exploration of the area. Our first target was Rufous-crowned Sparrow, a scarce local breeder in these parts. We arrived at the 
site, to be greeted by a singing Canyon Wren that performed very well, soon to be followed by great views of Rufous-crowned 
Sparrow too. Close by, a Canyon Towee, another local speciality, sat up and sang in the dawn sunshine. It was a great start to 
the day!  We soon filled the first three hours of the day before heading back for a hearty ranch breakfast. More Canyon Wrens, 
Rock Wrens, Bewick’s Wrens, lots of White-crowned Sparrows, and great views of American Beaver feeding in the creek, 
another Canyon Wren, Wild Turkeys, and finally, just after we had all got back in the van to head to breakfast, a Long-billed 
Curlew flew over us calling loudly.  Back at the ranch there was an Audubon’s Yellow-rumped Warbler – we were not to see 
any more before the very last day. The Ladder-backed Woodpecker and Curve-billed Thrashers were still to be seen, but before 
long we bade fond farewells to our hosts, leaving them a veritable mountain of washing up at a table that had probably groaned 
under the weight of the breakfast until we arrived to do it justice. 

Heading off on a much shorter drive to our next destination, we paused often along the way, in search of the near mythical 
Roadrunner, but more successfully for Ferruginous Hawk, several more Vesper Sparrows, and then at Two Buttes reservoir, 
where we saw several species of ducks, but perhaps best of all, two Scaled Quail that walked out close to the van as we paused 
for a snack lunch. 

Soon we were in the small town of Holly, for an early dinner and early to bed as it was another very early rise the following day. 
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Day 5 

Up early we met Fred who welcomed us onto his school bus and he drove us out of town and down onto the prairie close to the 
Kansas border to one of the very last Lesser Prairie Chicken leks in Colorado. The species is in dire trouble, due to a 
combination of factors including severe drought throughout its very limited range, as well as pressures from agriculture and oil 
and gas exploitation. At the start of 2014 lekking season it was announced that the population had been estimated to have halved 
in just the previous year, falling to an alarming low of around just 18,000 birds. Last year was not a good breeding for them 
either, so they remain perilously close to a disaster. Fred told us that he thought there were only 24 lekking males left in 
Colorado. The New Mexico Lesser Prairie Chicken Festival was not running again (for the third consecutive year) due to lack of 
birds. Kansas, reportedly their stronghold, had announced that their last public lek, which still held a couple of birds last year, 
was now closed due to lack of birds this year.  We thus felt very privileged and relieved when three males appeared just before 
dawn in the open area some 100 yards away. They lekked like crazy, chasing each other around, sparring and giving us a great 
show. Unfortunately we were the only ones to be impressed, as no females showed up at all.  

We headed back to town, where, apart from breakfast, we enjoyed good views of Great-tailed Grackles. We then headed west, 
towards Gunnison, with a few roadside stops to break up the day. First was one of my favourite lakes to find waders 
(“shorebirds”) at this time of year. We were not disappointed, with some decent looks at Baird’s Sandpipers and Snowy Plovers, 
three Black-necked Stilts and an American Avocet. Later, in Pueblo West we paused by a cactus bush that “always” has Scaled 
Quail hiding under it. Sure enough – two were there! Followed by lunch in Canon City and thence up and up into the Rocky 
Mountains.  Within the hour we were at 11,300 feet at the top of Monarch pass, where the temperature was just above freezing, 
and no birds were showing – we tried for American Three-toed Woodpecker, but enjoyed the same lack of success here as at 
every subsequent site on this year’s trip. Soon we were down near Gunnison and enjoying the warmer and sunny conditions at a 
mere 8,000 feet, reviewing the lek site for the following morning and watching the nearby colony of Wyoming Ground-
Squirrels. Soon afterwards we saw our first-of-the-trip Mountain Bluebirds, a beautiful pair, the sky-blue male particularly 
stunning. In the streamside willows sang two “Rocky Mountain” Fox Sparrows, but they were extremely well hidden and only a 
glimpse of one was had. 

Early dinner and early to bed. 

Day 6 

Up early we greeted our local guides at the motel. Light snow had been forecast, but although it was overcast and cold (below 
freezing) we had had none. My cheery comments on this were soon dashed as we headed through town as it started to snow 
almost immediately, and by the time we arrived at the lek there was at least an inch on the ground and more falling on and off, 
reducing visibility and making for quite a wintry scene. Safely installed in the hide we waited until almost first light before 
opening the front, and letting a light dusting to drift in on the breeze. Gunnison Sage-Grouse are listed as endangered by the US 
Government as it is thought there are only around 5,000 left. Habitat loss and other factors such as electricity pylons across their 
habitat – providing great perches for Golden Eagles, are some of the reasons. It also means that this is the only lek that is open to 
the public. It used to provide fairly long-distance views, until last year when the lek flooded during spring snow melt, and the 
birds moved even further away. They have remained faithful to their new position this year, with the only benefit being that they 
are less flighty and are now regularly staying on the lek after sunrise, which is quite a bonus in itself. It used to be that paranoia 
of predation by the Golden Eagles and Coyotes that had come to frequent the lek – with more than occasional success, caused 
them to leave earlier and earlier.   

The snow tapered off and we managed scope views of several displaying males, probably around a dozen or so. The more 
powerful scopes were the most popular ones!  Eventually all the birds left and we headed to breakfast, pleased that we had been 
privileged enough to see them, but wishing for better views. 

Driving west out of Gunnison afterwards, our first stop was at a Gunnison Prairie-Dog “town”, where we had good looks at this 
limited range mammal. Continuing west we soon drove into heavy snow showers that continued on and off all morning. The 
drive involves two relatively low mountain passes, which being snow-packed we negotiated with care and without incident. The 
drive up to South Rim of the Black Canyon saw several inches of snow on the road and trees, and the scenery was accordingly 
stunning. Apart from the breathtaking views of the Canyon, worth the drive in itself, we enjoyed some good birds including 
White-throated Swifts, Western Scrub-Jays, Spotted Towhees, Bushtits, as well as Golden-mantled Ground Squirrel and 
tantalising views of very fresh Bobcat scat and tracks. By very fresh, I mean within 10 minutes or less – as the snow plough had 
just passed us in the opposite direction, and there was the scat and tracks on the road where it had ploughed! 

We brushed the picnic tables clear of snow and enjoyed our lunch before heading down into Delta and a brief stop for fuel and 
food as we were to be self catering that night. Not far out of town we stopped by a couple of large Cottonwoods favoured by the 
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incredibly gaudy Lewis’s Woodpecker and were not disappointed!  Continuing we arrived at Fruitgrowers reservoir where a 
plethora of ducks and other waterfowl greeted us. Best of all perhaps, some 20 or more Sandhill Cranes that flew around and 
provided great views. Yellow-headed Blackbirds were, as always, a terrific treat. Amongst 50 or more Western Grebes we found 
two Clark’s Grebes, and there were several Pied-billed Grebes too. The duck list was long, including Blue-winged, Green-
winged and Cinnamon Teals, American Wigeon, Redhead, Ring-necked Duck, Lesser Scaup, Ruddy Duck, Buffleheads and 
Common Mergansers, in addition to familiar ‘UK’ species of Mallard, Gadwall and Northern Shoveler. Killdeer and Lesser 
Yellowlegs provided some wader interest, whilst on the gull front we were pleased to see both Franklin’s and Bonaparte’s Gulls 
in addition to the Ring-billed Gulls. 

All too soon it was time to leave and head up into the higher country again – the reservoir is down at “only” 5,500 feet.  
Climbing up onto the Grand Mesa we soon reached over 10,500 feet and were in the Spruce – Fir forest, with dry roads and 
much snow under the trees. All was quiet however as we checked into our self catering condominiums in an area favoured by 
Northern Pygmy Owls. The apartments were lovely and warm, modern and inviting. We unpacked our dinner shopping and sat 
down to a hearty meal before heading out in search of owls with a local birding friend. It soon started snowing again however 
and there was no sight nor sign of any Pygmy Owls at dusk, so some of the party elected for an early night – which coupled with 
the fact that there was no early start tomorrow, meant a really long night’s sleep. The rest of us headed up the road, by van, into 
the highest elevations, above 10,000’. Here we stopped frequently by the roadside to listen for Boreal (Tengmalm’s) Owl, but 
despite our best efforts we neither heard nor saw any. It was however quite thrilling to be out in the wilderness on a snowy 
night.  However, as the snow was coming down quite heavily now, we gave up and headed “home” to bed.  It snowed all night, 
and the occasional “avalanche” off the roof was heard by the lightest sleepers.  

Day 7 

At dawn we made tea and coffee and took our time as the snow lay several inches deep outside. Venturing forth we soon were 
watching a large number of noisy and somewhat curious Steller’s Jays that were gathering in some numbers. We heard the Snow 
Plough head up the main road, so most of the party got into the van to try for some of the higher altitude specialities such as 
Gray Jay, American Three-toed Woodpecker, Red-breasted Nuthatch and Fox Sparrow. Unfortunately the snowy morning was 
not in our favour and all we found was some Mountain Chickadees, although Janet spotted a pure white Snowshoe Hare right 
next to the road. Unfortunately we were driving downhill at the time and after stopping carefully we could no longer see it 
behind us. However the local lodge provided some very welcome hot chocolate and the chance for some retail therapy before we 
headed back to our apartments for breakfast.  Val and Bill, who had stayed behind had been having a good time, seeing and 
photographing Red-naped Sapsucker and Hairy Woodpecker. Fortunately all the rest of us caught up with both species later in 
the trip, on the second to last day. 

We then drove down to the Colorado River and followed it the few miles downstream into Grand Junction, where it was raining 
rather than snowing. The locals, living in the near-desert climate, of course love the moisture, but we were less appreciative. 
Pausing near a gravel pit that has nesting Ospreys, we asked the advice of a local sheriff on where to park as the official car park 
was closed. He told us we must feel right at home in the weather, before adding that it was OK to park by the “No Parking” sign, 
and we could even do that facing the wrong way if we wanted. After he drove off, and we were watching the Ospreys, he 
returned, and when we got back to the van, he said that he came back because he felt bad telling us to park there when the local 
kids have been known to occasionally break the law – although he didn’t volunteer what doing – and he wanted to keep an eye 
on the van for us!  Amazing.  

Our next stop was for Gambel’s Quail, for which my favourite spot is close to a friend’s house – who has recently moved. Well 
not to worry, as we were looking for a new parking spot, one very obligingly sauntered across the residential road in front of the 
van, lingering long enough for a round of photos with most people’s cameras from the driver’s seat. Quite the result in the rain!  
Next stop – the Colorado National Monument – a fantastically scenic National Park, just above town. Well the slightly increased 
elevation was all that was necessary to turn the rain to snow, so we went looking for Black-throated Sparrows, a desert 
speciality, in pouring snow. Well, we succeeded in short order and were soon back at the van, driving up to the rim for the views 
and some more Bushtits. Unfortunately, neither performed very well, so we abandoned picnic lunch and headed to the local 
coffee house and cafe instead.  

Driving east up the Colorado River the weather dried up for a while and we paused at an overlook into a Bald Eagles nest that 
you can see at the same level. One of the adults was feeding two well grown chicks with morsels of what appeared to be a 
Canada Goose. Great views, especially in the telescopes. However the weather was closing in again and as we headed into 
Glenwood Springs and then up the Roaring Fork valley to Carbondale, our stop for the night, the heavens opened with very 
heavy wet snow. This was however good news as we wanted Rosy-Finches the next morning, and there’s nothing better than 
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heavy snow and a full feeder...  Denise (my wife) had ensured the latter, but the rest was with the gods. We ate at what many of 
the party said was to be their favourite restaurant and turned in early. 

 

Day 8 

It was dry in Carbondale as we ate breakfast just before dawn, and we set off on dry roads for Snowmass, well known as the 
largest part of the famous Aspen/Snowmass ski area. We were making for a friend’s house at some 9,000 feet, about 1000 feet 
above foot of the ski-hill. Although he had not been home for some weeks, he graciously allows me to keep his feeders filled – 
even adding a special homemade one that I had a neighbour make for me that holds 22lbs of sunflower seed, in order to allow us 
the best possible chance of a Rosy-Finch or two. Well, I, and then Denise after the tour started, had been driving the near 50 
miles round trip to fill up these feeders several times a week for a month, in the hope that it would be snowy on the day, or at 
least there would be some half-decent showing of Rosy-Finches.  Despite the overnight forecast of maybe a flurry or two in the 
morning, as we drove upvalley, the snow was re-starting and by the time we arrived in Snowmass, it was snowing in earnest.  As 
I entered the code to the gate at the start of the private road, the snow was blowing in the van window, and I finally believed that 
we were probably in for a good morning. The last few yards down his driveway revealed the spectacle – there were at least 500, 
maybe a thousand Rosy-Finches! They were crowding in the trees above and all around the feeders, and on the ground 
underneath too.  We parked to the side of the house and snuck round the back of the van to start looking... mainly Brown-capped 
– the local breeders, but soon enough everyone had seen all three species: Black Rosy Finches, Gray-crowned Rosy-Finches – of 
interior and coastal forms, as well as the Brown-capped.  A pair of Pine Grosbeaks were a bonus in fact almost an interference to 
the real show, as were a couple of Steller’s Jays trying to get in on the act, whilst a small group of American Crows struggled to 
see any of the action at all, although they did occasionally frighten up the Rosy-Finches. The birds were almost oblivious to our 
presence, and after an hour or so, we were able to walk right up to them as they fed on the ground under the feeders. Some of 
them were quite literally hopping around and over our feet, and at least one jacket caught a whitewash souvenir. It was quite 
simply one of the best passerine spectacles that it is possible to witness. Nearly forgot - there were also a few of the gorgeous 
looking “Gray-headed” Dark-eyed Juncos too – they are the local breeding form at this location. One had decided the suet feeder 
was it’s favourite. 

The driveway, uphill as you drive out, had significantly more snow than when we arrived, but the van negotiated it easily, 
everyone got back into the van and we headed back down to the Roaring Fork River, some 2,000 feet lower, in search of 
American Dippers. We found them soon enough at one of the nest sites, and after some great views, only slightly obscured by a 
curtain of snowflakes, we set off for the local reservoir in hope of Barrow’s Goldeneyes. A call from my wife Denise soon 
changed our plans however – there was a big flock of Pinyon Jays at our feeders at home!  It was only five minutes and we were 
there, revelling in their wonderful midnight blue and photographing them as they noisily devoured and scattered Sunflower 
Seeds. After half an hour or more, we set off again for the reservoir where a local birding friend who has access rights took us 
in. It was still snowing, but not heavily enough to obscure the Barrow’s Goldeneye’s that we had hoped for, nor the many other 
ducks, or the summer plumaged Great Northern Diver (Common Loon).  We also found a pair of Great Horned Owls with well 
grown chicks in a large Cottonwood, and a Spotted Towhee that performed wonderfully, as did a Northern Flicker.  Soon 
however we were back home where Denise had prepared a hearty brunch for us to eat whilst we carried on birding out the 
windows. I packed a couple of hides into the van, ready for our next grouse adventure, and we set off. 

It was only about a three hour drive to Hayden, but in heavy snow and icy snow packed roads it took lots of concentration and 
lots of awareness of the conditions and the other traffic. It passed without incident – unless you count the roadside Sandhill 
Cranes and soon we were up at a Sharp-tailed Grouse lek on private property where they had a hide set up, and we added two 
more so we could all view them in comfort the next morning.  Thence followed good looks at a Prairie Falcon and onto dinner 
and early to bed. 

Day 9 

Up early and into the hides after a slow drive up a muddy, snowy track. White-tailed Jackrabbits conspired to distract us as we 
headed up the hill, but we succeeded anyway.  We didn’t have long to wait until the grouse started off whilst it was still very 
dark. The Sharp-tailed Grouse put on an amazing show for us at close quarters, with birds displaying within feet of the hides, 
even landing on top of the hides. The fresh snow added immensely to the scene, with snow flying everywhere as their manic 
displays got going.  Eventually many of the males had “snowballs” matted into their breast feathers – a strange sight to behold.  
Eventually the lekking quietened down as the females disappeared one by one, and we left the hides to look for Dusky Grouse 
which we often find nearby. Sure enough last year’s displaying male was right on territory and despite the relatively late hour, 
displayed a little for us too. We returned to the van, packed the hides away, and headed to a late breakfast (brunch).  
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Afterwards we drove up over Rabbit Ears Pass, where a couple of roadside stops in the very snowy terrain produced little but it 
was a pleasure to be out in the snow and the forest in calm, sunny weather. At our second stop the Colorado State Patrol pulled 
up behind us seconds after we stopped and we were afraid we were going to get moved on as the deep snow in the parking area 
meant that we were not in compliance with the sign “no parking within 20 feet of the road” as we were only six feet or so clear 
of the road - plenty – but not in compliance..  Well no worries at – they were sweet as anything to us, just checking that 
everything was OK, and told us that we were welcome to stay parked there as long as we wanted. 

Down the other side of the pass, to Muddy Pass, and then north up into North Park – the inter-montane, high elevation plain that 
was the setting for our final grouse lek of the tour - Greater Sage Grouse. As we headed north, the sparsely inhabited plain, 
mainly cattle and sagebrush country, rolled out as a picturesque vista, with a backdrop of spectacular snowcapped mountains in 
every direction. The creek bottoms, filled with dogwoods and willows, a riot of red and yellow bark, offset by the fresh snow.  
Stars of the drive were four different Rough-legged Hawks that sat conveniently on telegraph poles for us. Winter visitors to 
Colorado, they seemed right at home even at this late date, but would doubtless be heading north any day soon. On arrival in 
Walden, and a very early dinner,  we found that we had been double-booked at the lek, but with a bit of inventive work, we 
actually got the best of it by using my hides and a hastily borrowed one (amazing what you can do on a Sunday afternoon if you 
know the right people!)  We were all set up for a terrific morning. We then set off for a pre-dusk search for Moose, and it wasn’t 
long before Janet spotted one on the edge of a pasture behind us, rapidly followed by another that she spotted crossing the road 
ahead. We drove up carefully towards it and it lingered close to the road for great views and photos. Early to bed again! 

 

Day 10 

We arose early (of course – it was a lek day!) and headed out to the hides. We had to erect the final one in the dark, but it was 
swiftly accomplished by the now-experienced-team and we were soon settled in and waiting for the action. Well, it wasn’t a 
long wait! Greater Sage-Grouse waste no time in getting going at the lek, and as soon as they was just a vague hint of first light 
in the eastern sky behind us, they started up. The lek was soon filled with the popping noises of their air sacs, swishing sounds 
of the wings being rubbed against chest sides, and the occasional scraps between rival males. As the dawn grew we could see in 
excess of 50 males only about 100 yards away, all performing their regal rituals and vying for the attentions of the score or so 
females in attendance this morning. A passing Golden Eagle did little to disturb them, so intent were they on the matter in hand, 
and it was not until well after dawn that finally, with many of the females gone, most of the males departed too. As a finale, a 
Long-billed Curlew flew over calling, especially appreciated by those who had only seen the last one poorly.  The lek had been 
another great show, and it left us only one major target species: White-tailed Ptarmigan. They are not easy to find as they do not 
lek, and live their entire year above the 11,500 foot treeline, and in late April they are still in their snow-white winter plumage, 
“hiding in full view in the snow”. In order that we are all as acclimatised as possible, I had saved the Ptarmigan search until the 
end of the trip, and we would make our first attempt later in the day.  Meanwhile we paused by some White-tailed Prairie-Dogs 
– our third species of Prairie-Dog for the trip, and then by a flock of 200 or so Rosy-Finches, of all three species again, feeding 
opportunistically by the road before another look at the reservoir, heading back to town, checkout, and brunch. The American 
White Pelicans at the reservoir provided one of the best, unexpected visual and photographic highlights of the trip, set against 
the mountain backdrop. The California Gulls were pretty splendid too, as were the Cinnamon Teal, Canvasbacks and a host of 
other ducks. 

Heading south, we soon encountered Golden Eagles on the roadside poles, and yet more Moose, the first one distant, then two 
much closer. It snowed on and off as the road wound up over Willow Creek Pass, through forests filled with dead pines, killed 
by a massive outbreak of Pine Bark beetle, and thence over Berthoud Pass and down to Georgetown, our base for the White-
tailed Ptarmigan search. Despite our long, and thoroughly enjoyable morning in North Park, the drive was short, only about two 
and a half hours, so we still had plenty of time to head up to the treeline and start the search for the Ptarmigans. Sometimes we 
get very lucky and find them right next to the road – other times it takes much longer, and even involves returning the following 
morning. However, I have never looked and failed. Today it was snowing on and off quite heavily in Georgetown at 8,000 feet. 
We had to drive up to 12,000. The road was good and it didn’t take long. We parked at my favourite, lucky spot. The wind was 
howling and it was just below freezing. It wasn’t actually snowing, but there was lots of blowing snow. We adjusted our layers, 
donned hats and gloves, and more gloves, steeled our nerves and stepped outside. It was icy and cruel if you looked into the 
wind, and we wondered how long we might last before we had our first break back in the vehicle.  Looking downwind was 
fortunately towards the area that I have had most luck in recent years. We stared hard.. a few dwarf willow twigs showed 
through the snow. Beyond them, rocks, blasted clean of snow by the wind and deep pure white snow drifts, without any relief. 
Further away still, tiny dwarf pines, buried deep, and yet more dwarf willow shoots and rocks.. a deep valley in front, rolling 
hills towering a thousand foot and more above - the landscape was endless – and it was starting to snow.. patches of blue sky 
and snow clouds racing to succumb and overwhelm the blue and the sun.. and we had only been out of the van for five minutes. 



WildWings	
  Colorado	
  Grouse	
  Leks	
  tour	
  –	
  trip	
  report	
  2015	
  ©	
  Dick	
  Filby	
  	
  	
  	
  Page	
  7	
  

My thoughts turned to how long could we keep this up? Some time for sure, especially with breaks back in the van, and at least 
the weather was supposed to be nicer tomorrow, so if our search failed today, then at least it could be resumed then..   As the 
snow became more intense, and the visibility was plummeting, Steve, still only 10 yards from the van, spotted one!  Just below 
us, only a few yards away! We struggled to locate them. Their “winter commando” camouflage was too darn good, but one by 
one we all got onto them – four of them we eventually realised, and scope views and photos were had.  Then the weather really 
set in.. the snow howled horizontally on vicious, cutting gusts, visibility dropped to 20 feet or less, but we stood our ground, 
backs to the wind until it passed. Then more views and photos before we left, and all the while, the Ptarmigans either fed on the 
exposed buds, or just sat and looked at us.  To them this was home and this is what the weather does on the top of the Rockies. 
Indeed it was past the end of winter, it wasn’t even cold, and it would be even warmer still in a few days. They had endured the 
short days, the cold nights when the temperature will have plummeted into the minus 30’s, and the days when it snowed several 
feet. They had survived all of that, and now thoughts were turning to breeding. Indeed, two of the four already had a few flecks 
of dark feathers in their plumage. For us, it had been a mercifully brief search, a little out of our comfort zone for sure, but 
modern clothing had made it bearable, and the proximity of the vehicle was extremely reassuring. It had, above all, been an 
extraordinarily memorable and successful experience. Thanks again Steve!  We headed down the hill, Janet spotting some 
Bighorn Sheep above the road, and thence back to the motel and dinner. We celebrated modestly and headed to bed. 

 

Day 11 

A leisurely start a little after dawn saw us driving up a back road and into the higher elevation forest for the last time. We still 
hope for what was now being dubbed the “near mythical” American Short-toed Woodpecker. Well, we drove up as far as the 
point where the road was closed – five feet of snow didn’t tempt you to try any further – and looked long and hard, walking 
back down the road. There was no fairy tale ending for this species on this trip – we just couldn’t find one!  However, we did 
find a splendid showy male Williamson’s Sapsucker, and an equally good Red-naped Sapsucker, except the latter didn’t linger 
quite as long. Some more great scenic photos before we dropped back into Georgetown and then made our way down into the 
foothills.   

Our next stop was in a Ponderosa Pine Forest where we were still at nearly 8,000 feet and over two feet of snow had fallen a 
couple of days ago. However, we didn’t let this get in the way of finding the specialities, including Pygmy Nuthatch, Western 
Bluebird, Hairy Woodpecker, and Williamson’s Sapsucker – although we elected not to follow up on one calling as we had had 
such good views of the earlier one. Pine Siskins have been scarce in Colorado this winter, so seeing two here was a welcome 
addition, but much more appreciated were the four Evening Grosbeaks at a friend’s feeders nearby. Terrific birds! 

Then it was down to the very outskirts of Denver and the famous Red Rocks park, that host a huge amphitheatre where most of 
the world’s big acts have played at one time or another (The Beatles in 1964 for instance). The park has some feeders at the 
visitor centre often good for birds, but workmen were outside so nothing much was happening – though we did see a Western 
Scrub-Jay, and some White-throated Swifts flew over. We move on swiftly to the best place for late Hooded Mergansers and 
were not disappointed – we saw 14, and had great views of many of them, including males displaying with their “hoods” up.  
There were also 12 splendid Buffleheads, some of them displaying, and Great Blue Herons nesting in the same trees as the 
Double-crested Cormorants. There were also fantastic views of a Downy Woodpecker, and in the trees by the creek, a splendid 
adult, breeding-plumaged Black-crowned Night Heron. Janet nearly stood on a Garter Snake, but they are not venomous so 
although it made her jump, she was in no danger! 

 

Day 12 

Our final morning of birding was spent at Cherry Creek State Park, a wonderful expanse of varied habitats around one of 
Denver’s reservoirs. The morning was mild, sunny and calm and we added many species to the trip list, had plenty of photo 
opportunities too, and all whilst enjoying a relaxing pace.  New and other notable species included Snowy Egret, White-faced 
Ibis, some gorgeous Blue-winged Teal, followed by some very photogenic Northern Shovelers.  Later we added Osprey, Bald 
Eagle, American Avocet, Greater Yellowlegs, Willet, Marbled Godwit, 20+Wilson’s Snipe, Franklin’s and Bonaparte’s Gulls, 
White-breasted Nuthatch, House Wren (summer visitors in Colorado), a Myrtle and four Audubon’s Warblers, Savannah 
Sparrow and several American Goldfinches. The Black-tailed Prairie-Dogs put on a special show too, but perhaps most 
impressive was the huge raft of hundreds of Eared and Western Grebes – all in breeding plumage, with a couple of Horned 
Grebes thrown in for good measure.   
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Thanks again to all who came – it was great to share it all with you.  For those who are reading this because you may be 
thinking of coming sometime soon, then talk to anyone who has done it and you won’t hesitate another moment before booking. 
I promise to give you a very special trip that you will remember for a very long time. 

 

 

Species Recorded on the 2015 trip  

Birds (163 species) 

GREAT NORTHERN DIVER  Gavia immer (Common Loon) 

PIED-BILLED GREBE Podilymbus podiceps 

HORNED (Slavonian) GREBE Podiceps auritus 

EARED (Black-necked) GREBE Podiceps nigricollis  

WESTERN GREBE Aechmophorus occidentalis 

CLARK’S GREBE Aechmophorus clarkii 

AMERICAN WHITE PELICAN Pelecanus erythrorhynchos 

DOUBLE-CRESTED CORMORANT  Phalacrocorax auritus 

GREAT BLUE HERON Ardea herodias 

GREAT EGRET Ardea alba 

SNOWY EGRET Egretta thula 

BLACK-CROWNED NIGHT-HERON Nycticorax nycticorax 

WHITE-FACED IBIS Plegadis chihi 

CANADA GOOSE Branta canadensis 

 (MUTE SWAN) (feral) Cygnus olor 

GREEN-WINGED TEAL Anas crecca 

MALLARD Anas platyrhynchos 

NORTHERN PINTAIL Anas acuta 

BLUE-WINGED TEAL Anas discors 

NORTHERN SHOVELER Anas clypeata 

GADWALL Anas strepera 

CINNAMON TEAL Anas cyanoptera 

AMERICAN WIGEON  Anas americana 

CANVASBACK Aythya valisineria 

REDHEAD Aythya americana 

RING-NECKED DUCK Aythya collaris 

LESSER SCAUP Aythya affinis 

LONG-TAILED DUCK  Clangula hyemalis 

COMMON GOLDENEYE Bucephala clangula 

BARROW’S GOLDENEYE Bucephala islandica 

BUFFLEHEAD Bucephala albeola 

HOODED MERGANSER  Lophodytes cucullatus 
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COMMON MERGANSER (Goosander) Mergus merganser americanus 

RED-BREASTED MERGANSER Mergus serrator 

RUDDY DUCK Oxyura jamaicensis 

TURKEY VULTURE Cathartes aura 

OSPREY Pandion haliaetus 

BALD EAGLE  Haliaeetus leucocephalus 

NORTHERN HARRIER  Circus cyaneus 

COOPER’S HAWK Accipiter cooperii 

BROAD-WINGED HAWK Buteo platypterus 

SWAINSON’S HAWK Buteo swainsoni 

RED-TAILED HAWK Buteo jamaicensis 

FERRUGINOUS HAWK Buteo regalis 

ROUGH-LEGGED HAWK Buteo agopus (Rough-legged Buzzard) 

GOLDEN EAGLE Aquila chrysaetos 

AMERICAN KESTREL Falco sparverius 

PRAIRIE FALCON Falco mexicanus 

RING-NECKED PHEASANT Phasianus colchicus 

DUSKY GROUSE Dendragapus obscurus 

WHITE-TAILED PTARMIGAN Lagopus leucurus 

GREATER SAGE-GROUSE Centrocercus urophasianus 

GUNNISON SAGE-GROUSE Centrocercus minimus 

GREATER PRAIRIE-CHICKEN Tympanuchus cupido 

LESSER PRAIRIE-CHICKEN Tympanuchus pallidicinctus 

SHARP-TAILED GROUSE Tympanuchus phasianellus 

WILD TURKEY Meleagris gallopavo 

SCALED QUAIL Callipepla squamata 

GAMBEL’S QUAIL Callipepla gambelli 

AMERICAN COOT Fulica americana 

SANDHILL CRANE Grus canadensis 

SNOWY (KENTISH) PLOVER Charadrius alexandrinus 

KILLDEER Charadrius vociferus 

MOUNTAIN PLOVER Charadrius montanus 

BLACK-NECKED STILT Himantopus mexicanus 

AMERICAN AVOCET Recurvirostra americana 

GREATER YELLOWLEGS Tringa melanoleuca 

LESSER YELLOWLEGS Tringa flavipes 

WILLET Catoptrophorus semipalmatus 

LONG-BILLED CURLEW Numenius americanus 

MARBLED GODWIT Limosa fedoa 
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BAIRD’S SANDPIPER Calidris bairdii 

WILSON’S SNIPE Gallinago  delicata 

FRANKLIN’S GULL Larus pipixican 

BONAPARTE’S GULL Larus philadelphia 

RING-BILLED GULL Larus delawarensis 

CALIFORNIA GULL Larus californicus 

AMERICAN HERRING GULL Larus (argentatus) smithsonianus 

FERAL (ROCK) DOVE Columbia livia 

EURASIAN COLLARED DOVE Streptopelia decaocto 

MOURNING DOVE Zenaida macroura 

EASTERN SCREECH-OWL Otus asio 

WESTERN SCREECH-OWL Otus kennicotti 

GREAT HORNED OWL Bubo virginianus 

BURROWING OWL Athene cunicularia 

WHITE-THROATED SWIFT Aeronautes saxatalis 

BLACK-CHINNED HUMMINGBIRD Archilochus alexandri 

BELTED KINGFISHER Ceryle alcyon 

LEWIS’ WOODPECKER Melanerpes lewis 

RED-BELLIED WOODPECKER Melanerpes carolinus 

RED-NAPED SAPSUCKER Sphyrapicus nuchalis 

WILLIAMSON’S SAPSUCKER Sphyrapicus thyroideus 

LADDER-BACKED WOODPECKER Picoides scalaris 

DOWNY WOODPECKER Picoides pubescens 

HAIRY WOODPECKER Picoides villosus 

NORTHERN FLICKER Colaptes auratus 

EASTERN PHOEBE Sayorni phoebe 

SAY’S PHOEBE Sayornis saya 

WESTERN KINGBIRD Tyrannus verticalis 

HORNED LARK (Shorelark) Eremophila alpestris 

TREE SWALLOW Tachycineta bicolour 

NORTHERN ROUGH-WINGED SWALLOW  Stelgidopteryx serripennis 

CLIFF SWALLOW Petrochelidon pyrrhonota 

BARN SWALLOW (Swallow) Hirundo rustica  

STELLER’S JAY Cyanocitta stelleri 

BLUE JAY Cyanocitta cristata 

WESTERN SCRUB-JAY Aphelocoma californica 

PINYON JAY Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus 

CLARK’S NUTCRACKER Nucifraga columbiana 

BLACK-BILLED MAGPIE Pica hudsonia 
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AMERICAN CROW Corvus brachyrhynchos 

CHIHUAHUAN RAVEN Corvus cryptoleucus 

(Common) RAVEN Corvus corax 

BLACK-CAPPED CHICKADEE Poecile atricapillus  

MOUNTAIN CHICKADEE Poecile gambeli 

BUSHTIT Psaltriparus minimus 

WHITE-BREASTED NUTHATCH Sitta carolinensis 

PYGMY NUTHATCH Sitta pygmaea 

ROCK WREN Salpinctes obsoletus 

CANYON WREN Cartherpes mexicanus 

BEWICK’S WREN Thryomanes bewickii 

HOUSE WREN Troglodytes aedon 

MARSH WREN Cistothorus palustris 

AMERICAN DIPPER Cinclus mexicanus 

RUBY-CROWNED KINGLET Regulus calendula 

WESTERN BLUEBIRD Sialia mexicana bairdi 

MOUNTAIN BLUEBIRD Sialia currucoides 

TOWNSEND’S SOLITAIRE Myadestes townsendi 

AMERICAN ROBIN Turdus migratorius 

SAGE THRASHER Oreoscoptes montanus 

CURVE-BILLED THRASHER Toxostoma curvirostre 

LOGGERHEAD SHRIKE Lanius ludovicianus 

(European) STARLING Sturnus vulgaris 

YELLOW-RUMPED WARBLER (Myrtle) Dendroica coronata coronata 

    Yellow-rumped Wblr (Audubon’s form)    Dendroica coronata auduboni 

SPOTTED TOWHEE Pipilo maculates 

CANYON TOWHEE Pipilo fuscus 

RUFOUS-CROWNED SPARROW Aimophilia ruficeps 

VESPER SPARROW Pooeecetes gramineus 

BLACK-THROATED SPARROW Amphispiza bilineata 

SAVANNAH SPARROW Passerculus sandwichensis 

FOX SPARROW (Rocky Mountain form) Passerella iliaca schistacea 

SONG SPARROW Melospiza melodia 

LINCOLN’S SPARROW Melospiza lincolni  

WHITE-CROWNED SPARROW  Zonotrychia leucophrys 

DARK-EYED JUNCO (Pink-sided form) Junco hyemalis hyemalis 

   Dark-eyed Junco (Gray-headed form)   Junco hyemalis dorsalis 

CHESTNUT-COLLARED LONGSPUR Calcarius ornatus 

MCCOWN’S LONGSPUR Rhynchophanes mccownii 
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RED-WINGED BLACKBIRD Agelaius phoeniceus 

WESTERN MEADOWLARK Sturnella neglecta 

YELLOW-HEADED BLACKBIRD Xanthocephalus xanthocephalus 

GREAT-TAILED GRACKLE Quiscalus mexicanus 

COMMON GRACKLE Quiscalus quiscula 

BROWN-HEADED COWBIRD Molothrus ater 

GRAY-CROWNED ROSY-FINCH Leucosticte tephrocotis tephrocotis 

    “Hepburn’s” Gray-cr. Rosy-Finch    Leucosticte tephrocotis littoralis 

BLACK ROSY-FINCH  Leucosticte atrata 

BROWN-CAPPED ROSY-FINCH Leucosticte australis 

PINE GROSBEAK Pinicola enucleator 

CASSIN’S FINCH Carpodacus cassinii 

HOUSE FINCH Carpodacus mexicanus 

PINE SISKIN Carduelis pinus 

AMERICAN GOLDFINCH Carduelis tristis 

EVENING GROSBEAK Coccothraustes vespertinus 

HOUSE SPARROW Passer domesticus 

 

MAMMALS (26 species) 

EASTERN COTTONTAIL Sylvilagus floridanus 

SNOWSHOE HARE Lepus americanus 

BLACK-TAILED JACKRABBIT Lepus californicus 

WHITE-TAILED JACKRABBIT Lepus townsendii 

Least/Colorado Chipmunk spp     Tamias spp 

WYOMING GROUND –SQUIRREL Spermophilus elegans 

GOLDEN-MANTLED GROUND -SQUIRREL  Spermophilus lateralis 

ROCK SQUIRREL Spermophilus variegates 

GUNNISON PRAIRIE-DOG Cynomys gunnisoni 

WHITE-TAILED PRAIRIE-DOG Cynomys leucurus 

BLACK-TAILED PRAIRIE-DOG Cynomys ludovicianus 

FOX SQUIRREL Sciurus niger 

PINE SQUIRREL (Red Squirrel) Tamiasciurus hudsonicus 

ORD’S KANGAROO-RAT Dipodomys ordii 

AMERICAN BEAVER Castor canadensis 

COMMON MUSKRAT Ondatra zibethicus 

COYOTE Canis latrans 

GRAY FOX Urocyon cinereoargenteus 

RACCOON Procyon lotor 

STRIPED SKUNK Mephitis mephitis 
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ELK Cervus elaphus 

MULE DEER Odocoileus hemionus 

WHITE-TAILED DEER Odocoileus virgianus 

MOOSE Alces alces 

PRONGHORN Antilocapra americana 

MOUNTAIN SHEEP (Bighorn Sheep) Ovis canadensis 
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