
   

Volume 37, Number 12—December 2010 

 

SDFO NEWS 
 

Monthly Meeting 
 

 

HOLIDAY PARTY 
 

Tuesday, December 21, 2010 
Liberty Station Command Center 

6:00 – 8:30 PM 
 

 The meeting room will be transformed into a dining room for the annual holiday party.     
 SDFO will provide turkey and ham sandwich makings, salads, coffee, and punch.  If 
 you have other drinking preferences, please bring.  Feel free to bring an appetizer or 
 dessert, if you would like.  Entertainment will be provided. Photos from some of San 
 Diego’s best photographers will be shown in the background throughout eating time. 
 Our honorable president, Paul Lehman, will follow the meal with a review (including 
 photos) of the year’s best bird sightings in the county, as well as ask the audience to 
 make predictions for overdue birds in 2011! And our pelagic guru, Terry Hunefeld, will 
 design a short-but-challenging ID quiz. Come eat, laugh, and groan with your fellow 
 birders!  
 

 Note the earlier start time! 
 

 Directions:  Liberty Station Command Center Building, 2640 Historic Decatur Road. 
 Go south on Rosecrans Street.  Cross Midway and continue south.  Turn left on Roose-
 velt Road into Liberty Station and left again on Decatur. This is our normal meeting  
 location. 
 
 Next month’s meeting:  Tuesday, January 18, 2011, at 7:00 p.m. Independent wildlife 
 biologist John Sterling will speak on Argentina and Antarctica. 
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Christmas Bird Counts in Our Area 
   

Salton Sea: Tuesday, December 14  
Oscar Johnson (805) 276-8878 
  
San Diego: Saturday,  December  18  
Phil Unitt  punitt@sdnhm.org 
 
Anza-Borrego: Sunday, December 19   
Bob Theriault  roberttheriault@juno.com 
 
Lake Henshaw: Monday, December 20  
Gretchen Cummings  
gretchen.bc@sbcglobal.net 

 
 
Rancho Santa Fe: Tuesday, December 28  
Robert Patton  rpatton@san.rr.com 
  
Oceanside-Vista: Thursday, December 30  
Terry Hunefeld  thunefeld@gmail.com 
 
Escondido: Sunday, January 2   
Ken Weaver  gnatcatcher@sbcglobal.net 
 

SDFO News (cont.) 

It’s Dues Time Again! 
 SDFO dues for 2011 can be paid to Membership Chair BJ Stacey at the December meet-
 ing or by mail; see the back page for details. 

 
SDFO New Year’s Day Pelagic Trip 
 If you haven’t already done so, you can still reserve a spot on the Grande for the 
 SDFO’s annual pelagic trip on January 1, 2011. Cost is $50.00 the day of the trip, 
 $40.00 for pre-registration. And paid-up SDFO members will receive a $10.00 rebate 
 the day of the trip. Be at Point Loma Sportfishing by 7:00 a.m.; we will board at 7:20, 
 and the gate to the docks will be closed and locked at 7:45 a.m. The boat returns at 1:30 
 p.m. Call for reservations at (619) 223-1627, or see www.SoCalBirding.com. 
 

Birding on Christmas Day? 
 Most of you have already made plans to spend December 25 with family and loved 
 ones, and we at SDFO wish you all a very Merry Christmas. 
 
 However… 
 
 If you’re by yourself and feeling left out, why not go birding at Tecolote Canyon? The 
 Tecolote Nature Center normally sponsors a fourth-Saturday bird walk in conjunction 
 with the San Diego Audubon Society, led by Tecolote expert Anitra Kaye. Anitra is 
 Jewish, and when she was signing up for her usual fourth-Saturday duty, it didn’t  occur 
 to her at the time that there was anything special about the fourth Saturday in December. 
 The nature center has cancelled the formal walk this month, but she’ll be there anyway 
 at 8:00 a.m., and she invites any birders with no other plans to join her for an informal 
 two-hour stroll up the canyon. The walk starts at the Tecolote Nature Center, at the east 
 end of  Tecolote Road. As she puts it, “It’s a change from the traditional Chinese dinner 
 and a movie.”  
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SAN DIEGO COUNTY BIRD OBSERVATIONS, 
NOVEMBER 2010 

 
Compiled by Guy McCaskie 

A Cackling Goose was on El Camino 
Golf Course in Oceanside 31 Oct-2 Nov 
(MMar), two were with White-fronted Geese 
at Sweetwater Res. 7 Nov (PEL), another 
was on Mission Bay north of Vacation Vil-
lage 11-19 Nov (SMG) and one more was at 
Robb Field 26 Nov (JM)—at this time of the 
year individuals at golf courses and parks 
have a habit of remaining through the winter, 
especially when domestic waterfowl are also 
present. Male Eurasian Wigeon were near 
Ramona 31 Oct (BJS), on the Sweetwater 
River in Chula Vista 1-23 Nov (DWA, AM), 
in the San Diego River Flood Control Chan-
nel 1-25 Nov (EA, CA) along with a female 
there 24 Nov (PEL), and a male at Del Mar 
18-28 Nov (PEL)—observers should be 
aware that hybrid Eurasian x American 
Wigeon exist as evident by a male on San 
Elijo Lagoon 1 Nov (NA) and another on the 
Sweetwater River in Chula Vista 1-23 Nov 
(DWA, AM). A count of 110 Blue-winged 
Teal in the San Diego River Flood Control 
Channel 16 Nov (PEL) established the larg-
est number ever at a single location in San 
Diego County. A Black Scoter, rare this far 
south, flew by Pt. La Jolla 9 Nov (PEL). A 
Hooded Merganser in Mission Valley 10 
Nov (BLC) was the earliest this fall. 

Expected numbers of Pacific Loons 
were flying south off Pt. La Jolla in Novem-
ber, especially visible during stormy weather, 
and one was inland at Fish Creek in Anza-
Borrego Desert S.P. 9 Nov (MJ). Numbers of 
Northern Fulmars have been higher than nor-
mal off the coast, with the first from Pt. La 
Jolla 8 Nov (SW) and 11 in San Diego 
County waters 13 Nov (WTH), and one or 
two found dead on beaches by the end of the 

month. One or two Short-tailed Shearwaters 
were close enough to Pt. La Jolla to be iden-
tified from shore after the earliest was seen in 
San Diego County waters 13 Nov (WTH). 
The only Reddish Egret was an adult on 
south San Diego Bay (7th St. in Imperial 
Beach) since 1 September still present 23 
Nov (PEL). The two adult Yellow-crowned 
Night-Herons present in Imperial Beach (4th 
St. and Caspian Way) since June 2005 re-
mained through the month (GMcC). The 
even longer staying Wood Stork at the San 
Diego Wild Animal Park was still present 15 
Nov (AM). The south bound migration of 
Swainson’s Hawks through Borrego Springs 
ended with 30 passing through there 5-6 Nov 
(PJ); two near Sweetwater Reservoir 2 Nov 
(JM) were west of the mountains where 
much scarcer. An ad. Zone-tailed Hawk at 
the San Diego Wild Animal Park 15 Nov 
(KR) was the only one reported. 

The wintering Pacific Golden-Plover 
present at the Tijuana River mouth since 26 
Aug was still there 25 Nov (PEL). Unex-
pected was a Mountain Plover at Fiesta Is-
land in Mission Bay 14-16 Nov (JS)—
numbers of this species are declining, and it 
is now considered only a casual straggler to 
anywhere on the coast of California. What 
appears to be a “pure” American Oyster-
catcher first seen on Point Loma 11 Sep 
(SBM) was still present with two hybrids and 
five Blacks 27 Nov (TE). Single first-winter 
Black-legged Kittiwakes flew south past Pt. 
La Jolla 24 (BM) and 28 Nov (SW)—this 
species has been unusually scarce in Califor-
nia waters so far this winter. A first-winter 
Franklin’s Gull, a rare visitor to San Diego 
County, was photographed at Torrey Pines 



4  

State Reserve 6 Nov (JF). Unprecedented are 
the numbers of Common Murres flying south 
at Point La Jolla—16 there 8 Nov (SW) and 
115 on 11 Nov (PEL) were eclipsed by an 
incredible 1042 counted there 22 Nov (PEL 
& SW), with similar numbers there 23 Nov 
(EA)—this species is normally considered an 
irregular winter visitor to San Diego County 
waters with only a few recorded in northern-
most Baja California. An Ancient Murrelet 
was photographed flying past Pt. La Jolla 9 
Nov (MS) and two more were there 25 Nov 
(GMcC, DWA). 

A Williamson’s Sapsucker, a scarce 
but probably annual visitor to San Diego 
County, was at Stonewall Mine in Cuyamaca 
State Park 6 Nov (MS). A Hammond’s Fly-
catcher on Gilman Drive in La Jolla 9 Nov 
(PEL) was no doubt the same bird present 
here last winter. The Gray Flycatcher found 
in Ft. Rosecrans National Cemetery on Pt. 
Loma 16 Oct was still present 26 Nov 
(DWA) and another was at the nearby Point 
Loma Nazarene University 7 Nov (VPJ)— 
this is the “expected” Empidonax to be found 
wintering on the coast of San Diego County. 
An Eastern Phoebe at Pt, La Jolla 10 Nov 
(JR) was no doubt a migrant, but one on 
Camp Pendleton 30 Nov (BM) is likely win-
tering locally. Returning wintering Vermilion 
Flycatchers on the coast include single males 
at Nestor Park in Nestor, at the east end of 
Sunset St. in the Tijuana River valley, and at 
Rohr Park in Bonita; a female at Rohr Park 
xx Nov (DWA) may be spending its first 
winter there, and an immature male in 
Jacumba 7 Nov (PEL) was unexpected. 

A Yellow-throated Vireo seen briefly 
at Ft. Rosecrans National Cemetery on Pt. 
Loma 3 Nov (SBM) is one of a very few re-
corded in San Diego County. The Plumbeous 
Vireo, unrecorded in California 50 years ago, 
with the first in San Diego County 40 years 
ago, is now the expected “Solitary Vireo” in 
winter, with the six seen around San Diego 
this month all likely wintering locally; how-

ever, one in Jacumba 7 Nov (PEL) may have 
been a late migrant. A Warbling Vireo in La 
Jolla 9 Nov (PEL) was evidently a very late 
fall migrant—this species has been found as 
late as late December in California, but only 
one or two have remained into January. A 
Philadelphia Vireo was in Ocean Beach 1-3 
Nov (PEL). One or two Mountain Chicka-
dees and a few more Red-breasted Nut-
hatches in the coastal lowlands since late 
September, along with a Brown Creeper in 
residential Pt. Loma 6 Nov (SS), suggests a 
minor movement of these mountain species 
to the coastal lowlands. The presence of a 
few Pine Siskins around San Diego in No-
vember, along with many more in the local 
mountains, may also be associated with this 
movement. 

The Cactus Wren found at the Ti-
juana River Estuary a year ago was still pre-
sent at the end of November (PEL, RAP). 
The A.O.U. recently acknowledges winter 
wrens in North America were in fact two 
species: the Pacific Wren in the “West” and 
the Winter Wren in the “East” (A.O.U. The 
Auk 127(3):726-744, 2010). As such, a well 
documented Winter Wren at the Point 
Loma Nazarine University on Pt. Loma 3 
Nov (PEL), and still present at the end of the 
month, and adds a species to the list of birds 
known to occur in San Diego County. Long-
spurs continued to be seen through Novem-
ber with up to three Lapland Longspurs at 
Fiesta Island in Mission Bay 9-17 Nov (KP, 
GCH, JCS), followed by another there 25-27 
Nov (DM, TE), and fifth at Ream Field in 
Imperial Beach 16 Nov (PEL). A Chestnut-
collared Longspur was found on Camp Pen-
dleton 30 Nov (BM), and the McCown’s 
Longspur at Fiesta Island 19 Oct was still 
present 30 Nov (MS). 

Wood-Warblers continued to gener-
ate interest, with late Tennessee Warblers 
near Mission Bay 5-8 Nov (PEL) and in Bal-
boa Park 19-22 Nov (EGK), a Northern Pa-
rula at Borrego Springs 26 Nov (RT) and a 
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male Black-throated Blue Warbler in Chula 
Vista 3-4 Nov (AM). A Chestnut-sided War-
bler in Balboa Park 16-30 Nov (TC, JW) 
may be attempting to winter locally, as may 
also be the Yellow-throated Warbler at Lindo 
Lake in Lakeside 27-30 Nov (JF, RTP). A 
Palm Warbler near Robb Field in Ocean 
Beach 27 Nov (DA) could well still be pre-
sent, as small numbers regularly winter along 
the coast of California; however, the North-
ern Waterthrush at Cottonwood Creek Park 
in Encinitas 24 Oct-4 Nov (PEL, WTH) ap-
pears to have gone. Some of the ten Black-
and-white Warblers seen around San Diego 
this month must be wintering locally, but the 
only American Redstart known to be so do-
ing is a male present for its third year at 
Viewpoint Park in Encinitas 24 Oct-30 Nov 
+ (JMcM, FW), though one at the Bird & 
Butterfly Garden in the Tijuana River valley 
23 Nov (PEL) could be when the date is con-
sidered. The Painted Redstart, back for its 
fifth winter on 9 October, was still present in 
residential Pt. Loma 30 Nov (SBM). Note-
worthy sparrows included a “red” Fox Spar-
row, a bird from the iliaca group, possibly 
Passerella iliaca zaboria which is a very rare 
to casual straggler to California, at the San 
Diego Wild Animal Park 30 Nov (KR). In 
addition, a Swamp Sparrow was in Nestor 
16-17 Nov (PEL, MS) and a White-throated 

Sparrow was at the Point Loma Nazarene 
University 13-24 Nov (MMas, JLD). The 
male Hepatic Tanager present in Imperial 
Beach each of the past four winters was pre-
sent 10-30 + Nov (JS, SBM). Thirteen Sum-
mer Tanagers along the coast between Enci-
nitas and San Diego in November is impres-
sive, with some, if not most, probably stay-
ing for the winter. Single male Rose-breasted 
Grosbeaks were at different locations in resi-
dential Point Loma 5 Nov (SS) and 27 Nov 
(CH). 
 

Listed observers: Christopher Adler, 
Douglas W. Aguillard, Dennis Ancinec, 
Eitan Altman, Nancy Appel, Barbara L. Carl-
son, Tom Curtis, Jon L. Dunn, Todd East-
erla, Jack Friery, Sally M. Gall, Christine 
Harvey, Gjon C. Hazard, W. Terry Hunefeld, 
Virginia P. Johnson, Mark Jorgensen, Paul 
Jorgensen, Eric G. Kallen, Paul E. Lehman, 
John Martin, Michael Martin, Marcie Mason, 
Sara B. Mayers, Jimmy McMorran, Anthony 
Mercieca, John Morgan, Dominik Mosur, 
Brennan Mulrooney, Kathy Parker, Robert T. 
Patton, Jim Pea, Kim Roth, Matt Sadowski, 
Jim Schlickenreider, BJ Stacy, John C. Ster-
ling, Jeremiah Stock, Sally Symanski, Robert 
Theriault, Stanley Walens, Frank Wong, Jo-
seph Worley. 
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MEET A MEMBER: 
PHIL UNITT 

 
by BJ Stacey 

Phil is a longtime San Diego County birder 
and is the Curator, Department of Birds and 
Mammals at the San Diego Natural History 
Museum. 
 
How long have you been birding? 

 

 Since I was 13 years old. It was in 
1969 that I first looked at a bird book with 
the question "how many of these have I 
seen?" My first dated list is for a family 
camping trip to Cuyamaca Rancho State Park 
over Memorial Day weekend of 1970. 
  
Do you have a favorite birding experience 

that you would like to share? 

 

 Do I have to restrict myself to just 
one? About 15 to 20 years ago I was leading 
a field trip focusing on San Diego County's 
endangered birds to the Tijuana estuary. In 

the marsh just east of the McCoy Trail we 
saw a pair of Clapper Rails leading their 
family of 8 downy black chicks--still one of 
my fondest memories. I have to mention the 
excitement of the last year of the bird atlas 
study as we raced toward our final goals for 
coverage. Driving precariously through the 
Ocotillo Wells off-road-vehicle area (I don't 
have 4-wheel drive), spotting an isolated pa-
loverde, saying "this could have a LeConte's 
Thrasher nest in it," getting out, and, sure 
enough, finding the nest with three brilliant 
blue eggs. This year, it was finding Hepatic 
Tanagers on Santa Rosa Mountain and see-
ing the juvenile Saw-whet Owl a distance of 
only 10-12 feet with Lea Squires and Lori 
Hargrove. 
  

Do you have a favorite bird species? If so, 

what is it and why? 

 
 I've been asked this question before, 
and my standard answer is "whichever I hap-
pen to be talking about at the moment!" That 
said, I have a special fondness for the Empi-
donax flycatchers, as well as for the Hermit 
Thrush, Fox Sparrow, and Dark-eyed Junco, 
with all their complex intraspecific variation. 
In other words, obscure, difficult, and com-
plex puzzles are more fun to solve than easy 
ones. 
  
Are you a lister?? If so, care to share your 

numbers? 

 

 It has been so long since I added up 
my lists I have no idea what the numbers 
are.  So I guess you could say I am a "lapsed 
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lister." 
  
What is your favorite San Diego birding lo-

cation and why? 

 

 There are so many, but I admit a spe-
cial fondness for Cuyamaca Peak and Cuya-
maca Rancho State Park. Our 5 years of 
study of the effects of the Cedar Fire was 
some of the most worthwhile and interesting, 
if emotionally wrenching, birding I have ever 
done. I should have mentioned finding the 
hybrid Black-chinned × Brewer's Sparrow in 
Cuyamaca with Peter Shaw and going back 
to record and photograph it with Tim Burr, 
Tom Blackman, and Jim Wilson as one of 
my favorite birding experiences. Cuyamaca 
Peak is the sacred mountain at the center of 
the universe, isn't it? 
 
What is the best advice that you can give to a 

beginning birder? 

 
 Drill, drill, drill. Spend time in the 
field, especially with a birding friend who 
can quiz you, or you can quiz each other. 
Think critically! Think through "why is this 
bird not an X, Y, or Z" rather than trying to 
justify an identification. Take time to de-
scribe a bird in writing, even a familiar one, 
as if you were writing an identification man-
ual or documenting a rarity. The process will 
oblige you to think analytically and notice 
interesting things you might have passed 
over otherwise. And with this kind of prac-
tice you will be ready to support your identi-
fication when you do discover something 
unusual. I once taught a class in bird identifi-
cation in which I tried this technique. I was 
alarmed to see how large a fraction 
of professional biologists struggled with this 
seemingly basic task.  
 Read! Don't confine yourself to popu-
lar field guides. Even if good, they only 
scratch the surface. Take advantage of our 
San Diego County Bird Atlas (http://

www.sdnhm.org/research/birdatlas/
index.html)! Read older literature as well as 
the new. The 1964 Birds of Arizona is a clas-
sic that every birder, even in San Diego, can 
benefit from. Beautifully written (thanks to 
co-author Joe Marshall), it is a book you will 
want to quote over and over, down to the 
anal circlet of the Yellow-headed Black-
bird! I still refer regularly to the multivolume 
Birds of North and Middle America by 
Robert Ridgway, even though the first vol-
ume was published in 1901. You will learn 
our birds through the eyes of a great pioneer 
ornithologist.  
 Join the Western Field Ornithologists 
(www.westernfieldornithologists.org) and 
come to our annual meetings (next one 17-21 
August 2011 in Sierra Vista, Arizona). They 
get better every year and are a great opportu-
nity to meet and learn from other birders and 
field ornithologists doing all kinds of inter-
esting work.  
 Find an area you like and bird it con-
sistently, whether you participate in a regular 
count like that at Torrey Pines or San Elijo 
Lagoon or do it on your own. That's the way 
to develop a deep familiarity with birds.  
 Finally, record what you see, whether 
through e-Bird or a journal or database of 
your own devising. For me, the joy of bird-
ing is the joy of discovery. The meaning of a 
discovery may not be obvious until it is put 
into context with other observations and a 
hidden pattern emerges. The discovery of 
something hidden is more gratifying than the 
discovery of something obvious. Sorry to go 
on so long dispensing free advice, but what 
better opportunity do I have? 
  
What is the craziest thing that you have done 

to see a bird? 

 

 Hmmm.... How about our field trips 
by helicopter to cover the San Diego County 
portion of the Santa Rosa Mountains for the 
bird atlas? This area of extreme northeastern 
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San Diego County is so remote and rugged 
that one could not hike in, carry enough wa-
ter to survive, and still have sufficient time to 
cover the area adequately for birds. Thanks 
to Paul Jorgensen for making the arrange-
ments for Lori Hargrove, Bob Thériault, Gin-
ger Rebstock, and me to be dropped off by 
helicopter and explore an area that was basi-
cally unknown biologically before our trips 
(http://www.sdnhm.org/research/
birdatlas_draft/santarosa.html). Each of us 
spent three days alone in different areas of 

the wilderness. Birds were sparse, but every-
thing was new! It was exciting to discover 
Scott's Orioles and Sage Sparrows wintering 
in a habitat where they were previously un-
known, and it was a marvel to see spring mi-
gration in action, Townsend's Warblers fly-
ing northwest up out of the desert at dawn, 
barely clearing the knifelike ridge of the 
mountains, and heading in a beeline, still to 
the northwest, over the abyss of the basin of 
Clark Dry Lake. 
 

 

Not a local bird, but congratulations to 
BJ Stacey for his 500th ABA-area spe-
cies, a Common Pauraque at Estero 
Laguna Llano State Park, Texas. 
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JOIN SDFO 
 
Dues for Calendar year: $25.00, including all renewals.   
Add $10.00 for each additional member in same house- 
hold.  MAKE CHECKS PAYABLE TO SDFO and 
mail or  give check to Membership Chair: BJ Stacey, 
9407 Domer Rd., Santee, CA 92071. For membership 
information, call BJ at (619) 596-8133. 
 
 

 
Visit our website at 

 

www.sandiegofieldornithologists.org 
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