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 113th ANNUAL AUDUBON CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT  
On Saturday, December 22, bird watchers and nature enthusiasts, armed with binoculars, bird 
guides, and checklists, will try to count all the birds they can identify from Little Valley Road to 
Big River.  On Saturday December 29, many of them will get up and do it again, on the south 
coast from Elk to Point Arena.  They will be joining tens of thousands of birders across the 
Americas who will brave the uncertain weather (or stay home and watch a feeder) to count every 
bird of every species they can find in one day. If you think this sounds like fun, you're right.  The 
Mendocino Coast Audubon Society invites you to join us, no matter what your level of birding 
experience. Everyone who takes part in the Christmas Bird Count does it for love of birds and the 
excitement of friendly competition, with the knowledge that their efforts are making a difference 
for science and bird conservation. 
To learn more ,visit   

www.mendocinocoastaudubon.org 
Tim Bray, North Coast (707) 937-4422 or tbray@mcn.org  

Dave Jensen, South Coast (707)964-8163 or  djensen@mcn.org 
Joleen Ossello, bird feeder/yard count (707) 962-0142 or j_ossello@earthlink.net 

CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT REVIEW 
FORT BRAGG TOWN HALL 

Monday, December 17th at 7:00 p.m. 
December’s special program is a review of the birds that spend the winter 
along the Mendocino coast and a preview of the upcoming coast 
Christmas Bird Counts. We will discuss what a Christmas Count is, how it 
works, what we learn, and how you can be an important participant, 
regardless of your identification skills. We will share photos of local 
wintering species and compare and contrast similar birds that may be 

difficult to differentiate, such as House Finch and Purple Finch. 
The count is a wonderful opportunity for beginning or intermediate bird watchers to go 

out with more experienced birders and learn to identify birds. We will also explain how you can 
participate from the comfort of your home by reporting feeder birds. 

Christmas Bird Counts have been an Audubon tradition since 1900. Join us in celebrating 
the end of the year and the start of a new count circle in the Fort Bragg area. Holiday 
refreshments will be available. Feel free to bring some to share. 

 

http://www.mendocinocoastaudubon.org/�


In the mid-seventies some friends and I spent nearly two 
years building an ocean-front house from bridge timbers 
and stone. It was large, inspired, rough and dramatic. We 
labored hard and were very proud of what we had            
accomplished.  
 On house warming day, we entered the home 
for the first time and were struck dumb by what we saw: 
two small people with their pale Danish furniture in a dark 
rough-hewn cavernous redwood cave. We had gone to great 
lengths to build a home in which they would never be   
comfortable. That day I learned the  difference between la-
bor and value, between efforts exerted and results             
appreciated.  
 Successful companies devote significant resources to 
determine what the public needs and what their customers 
value. Others simply plow ahead on the assumption that 
they know what is best for others, until it’s too late. 

 During my five years as president of your chapter, I have continually wondered, to the 
point of worry, whether we are leading this organization in the direction that you want it to go. 
Are we meeting your needs and the needs of this community, or are we building  a house in 
which no one will be comfortable? 
 So my resolution for the new year is to phone or personally speak with each member of 
our chapter in the hope of learning how you think we are doing. What are we doing right and 
what can we do better? Should we spend more time and money on community outreach, on            
education, on citizen science, on habitat protection? What are we not doing that we should be? 
How can we make this a better, more effective organization? 
 I want to learn what you like or dislike about our programs: do you want more talks 
about birds or more about other topics, more about local subjects or do you like to see the exotic 
destinations? If you don’t come on our field trips, why not? Can we make them more inviting or 
accessible? How can we better serve you with your particular needs and interests? 
 My young bride must be shaking her head as she reads this. She knows how much I     
dislike talking on the phone, and the thought that I would willingly offer to call over 100 mem-
bers must seem to her to be a sign of the apocalypse. 
 The truth is, I am passionate about this chapter and I believe that there is no other way to 
assess our performance except by an effort of this type. It is too important to entrust to a survey 
company or a mailer insert.  Our membership is diverse, and no single set of questions can     
provide the opportunity for all voices to be heard. 
 So please, if I call at a bad time I hope that you will understand. If you would prefer, you 
can call me during working hours at 463-4575 or at 964-8163 on the weekends. I would really 
love it if you could meet with me on a field trip or bird walk. But in any event, I look forward to 
speaking with you and hearing your concerns. And I thank you for your support. 
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                                         PRESIDENT’S CORNER                 David Jensen 
 



Page 3 The Black Oystercatcher, December 2012 

BIRD WALKS AND FIELD TRIPS 
The Mendocino Coast Audubon Society 
conducts two bird walks each month at 
the Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens: 
the monthly beginners’ bird walk on the 
first Saturday of the month, and the 
midweek walk on the third Wednesday. 
Each month we hold at least one field trip, 
on the second weekend of the month. 
Special field trips are occasionally 
scheduled throughout the year. The 
location of each field trip varies according 
to the seasonal distribution of the birds. 
Birders with all levels of experience are 
invited to attend these events. Binoculars 
will be available for those who need them.  
 The December field trip will focus 
on the birds of Fort Bragg and areas that 
are included in the local Christmas Bird Count.  
Saturday, December 1. Beginners’ Bird Walk: 9:00 am at Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens. 
Admission is free to Gardens members. 
Sunday, December 9. Field trip around Fort Bragg – CBC preview: 9:00 am, meet at the CV 
Starr parking lot. 
Monday, December 17. Christmas Bird Count Review, Fort Bragg Town Hall, 7:00 pm. 
Wednesday, December 19. Bird Walk: 8:30 am at Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens. 
Admission is free to Gardens members. 
Saturday, January  5. Beginners’ Bird Walk: 9:00 am at Mendocino Coast Botanical Gardens. 
Admission is free to Gardens members. 
Saturday, January 12. Field 
trip to view birds of the Ten 
Mile River. 9:00 am, meet at 
south end of Ten Mile River 
bridge.   
Wednesday, January 16. Bird 
Walk: 8:30 am at Mendocino 
Coast Botanical Gardens. 
Admission is free to Gardens 
members. 

                      

This image and the 
one on page one, 
were taken from 
cards by Ron 
LeValley available 
at the Mendocino 
Coast Photograper's  
Gallery in Fort 
Bragg  

 

Participants in last month’s hawk watching 
field trip to the south coast were greeted 
by a Bald Eagle perched within view of the 
meeting place by the Navarro River.     This 
photo by Ron LeValley 
www.LeValleyphoto.com 
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Holiday Greetings from Save Our Shorebirds, a Mendocino Coast Audubon Society  
long term citizen science project in partnership  

with State Parks and FLOCKworks.   
We monitor shorebirds on three MacKerricher State Park beaches.   

To help with surveys, please contact State Parks Environmental Scientist  
Angela Liebenberg at ALIEBENBERG@parks.ca.gov  

 And please visit us at  
www.facebook.com/SaveOurShorebirds 

We will give you something to smile about. 

P •E •A •C •E 
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Four thrushes visit The Woods: our common 
thrush , the American Robin; the Swainson’s 
Thrush with its beautiful song; the Varied 
Thrush; and the solitary Hermit Thrush.  

I love its shape, so perfectly proportioned 
and gracefully “bird-like”. It is a delicate bird at 
about seven inches long with an eleven inch 
wing span, making it larger than sparrows, but 
little more than half the size of Steller’s Jays. I 
love its upright posture while foraging in 
tangled salal or along the roadside in dead 
grass. It runs a couple of feet, stops with its head 
held high… searching… searching then runs 
again. Note the frequent wing and tail flicking, 
an important point to remember when 
identifying a Hermit Thrush. 

Morphology and behavior are the easiest 
way to identify this bird because its plumage is 
not showy. Other than the conspicuous rust- 
colored tail and rump feathers, it shows a greenish brown-gray mantel which blends with dead 
leaves and shriveled brush. If you observe closely, you will notice the white breast with greenish-
brown spots and a delicate white eye-ring surrounding the large brown eyes. Hermit Thrushes 
hunt by sight during morning fogs and fading evening light. 

For wild birds of the deep woods, they are surprisingly easy to approach and watch. 
Unlike its more secretive and similar cousin, the Swainson’s Thrush, which skulks in brush and 
dense trees, this bird forages along the edge of open areas and trails. 

The Hermit Thrush gleans insects on low vegetation with a quick strike. They also eat 
huckleberries in prodigious quantities then disappear from the coast when huckleberries are 
gone. When the weather cools, watch for the solitary Hermit Thrush poking about in the 
huckleberry bushes or running along the ground in your yard. 

Locally migratory, the Hermit Thrush moves from our coast to the hills and mountains 
where they breed in spring. Forested hillsides and mountainsides and open lush  meadows up to 
10,000 feet provide preferred nesting sites. After breeding, family members disperse solitarily, 
hence the 'hermit' name, and head south and downhill as winter snows fly.  After they arrive on 
our coast, they stay until spring when sunny mountains again beckon. 

Naturalist John Burroughs wrote about the Hermit Thrush: “Listening to this strain on the 
lone mountain, with the full moon just rounded on the horizon, the pomp of your cities and the 
pride of your civilization seemed trivial and cheap.” 

So observe the small brown bird with brown eyes and speckled chest flicking its tail as it 
stalks bugs and huckleberries in our yards . In the rainy days ahead, think of the mountain 
meadow and the rising moon and that elusive something we lost long ago. 

                                             HERMIT THRUSH                           Rick Harris 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                Hermit Thrush  



Surfbirds enjoy the status of rock stars among Save Our Shorebirds volunteers. They constitute 
one member of the rock band which includes Rock Sandpipers, Wandering Tattlers, Ruddy 
Turnstones and Black Turnstones. Surfbirds spend their entire lives in rocky areas. You will find 
them on outlying rocky ledges, reefs and promontories along our coast. As the name implies these 
are birds of the surf line, unmindful of the flying spray. They well deserve their generic name 
Aphriza, which is taken from two Greek words, aphros, meaning sea foam, and zao, I live. 
 In 1927 John Dixon described his discovery of their nesting ground in Alaska: "Near the 
end of their northward migration in spring, these birds abandon the seacoast and take up their 
summer residence far in the interior, from 300 to 500 miles from salt water. This involves a great 
altitudinal shift. Instead of living at sea level as they do at other seasons, during nesting time they 
live on barren, rocky mountains, high above timber line. They do not descend below 4000 feet 
elevation during the summer. On Mount McKinley, the summer range of the surfbird mirrors the 
range of mountain sheep." 
 The Surfbird's winter range is among the longest and narrowest of any North American 
breeding bird. During the winter it can be found from Alaska to the Tierra del Fuego in southern 
Chile, a distance of more than 11,000 miles, but this range extends inland only a few yards above 
the tide line. Twice each year some individuals make this long journey, while others remain 
scattered along the coast from southern Alaska southward.  

When Dorothy Tobkin introduced Becky Bowen to Surfbirds, she remarked on their 
smoothness. They are indeed a smooth and handsome medium-sized shorebird, stocky with a 
short, stout bill and yellow legs. Surfbirds in breeding plumage show heavy grayish-black streaks 
on the head and breast, with dark spots continuing the length of the bird along the flanks. A 
broad swath of prominent rufous feathers mark the darkish upperparts of breeding birds. In 
winter, Surfbirds appear predominantly pale gray, with white visible on the lower belly. Their 
short, blunt bill, with yellow-orange at the base, distinguishes this species from Black Turnstone, 

                                                       SURFBIRD                     Donald Shephard      
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Surfbird and Black 
Turnstones at Virgin Creek 
Beach.  
Photo by Becky Bowen 
 



Wandering Tattler, and the other "rock-pipers" which it accompanies along the Pacific Coast 
during winter. The Surfbird uses its bill to pry food from rocks. Accompany a Save Our 
Shorebird volunteer and you will see Surfbirds running over rocks chasing prey, moving 
continuously. Train your binoculars on them as they pull mussels and barnacles from rocks and 
swallow them whole. 

The breeding biology for this species remains a mystery because of its remote nesting 
habitat on rocky ridges above the timberline, where sheep and caribou graze. Among these large 
beasts, Surfbirds remain tight on the nest until the last moment, then fly in the intruding animal's 
face, a defense move also used on humans. In fact, that is how John Dixon stumbled on the first 
nest seen by a westerner. 

The male performs a long display flight in which he flies on fluttering wings, then glides 
through the air and calls or sings harshly. Surfbirds locate their nests on the ground in rocky, 
natural depressions, usually completely exposed, which they line with Avens leaves, lichens, and 
moss. Males are known to incubate, but female incubation has not been confirmed. Incubation 
lasts for 22-24 days. The young leave the nest within a day or so of hatching and feed themselves. 
It is not clear whether the male or both adults tend young. Fledging age is not known. Immature 
Surbirds resemble non-breeding adults, distinguished from them by slight head streaking,  fine 
bars on the breast, and subtle pale edges on back feathers. 

On the breeding grounds, Surfbirds prey mostly on insects. The summer diet consists of 
insects, spiders, and other invertebrates. They also consume seeds. In coastal areas, they eat 
mussels, barnacles, and limpets, shells and all, unlike the Black Turnstone which pulls the 
creature from its shell. 

The U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan lists Surfbird as a "Species of High Concern," based 
on a suspected population decline and threats on the non-breeding grounds. As with other 
species strictly tied to the rocky shores of the Pacific Coast, oil spills threaten Surfbirds. Increased 
human development of the Pacific Coast, especially from Vancouver Island southward, could 
lead to increased disturbance to Surfbird roosting and feeding habitats. Their place on the North 
American Watchlist reflects concern for their small populations and limited distribution, rather 
than documented population declines. 

Becky tells me we see fairly good numbers of Surfbirds here on SOS surveys, especially at 
Glass Beach and Virgin Creek. We don't know why, but their numbers shot up in July, 2011, a 
good year for Surfbirds on the 
Mendocino Coast. An analysis of 
Christmas Bird Count data from 
1959 to 1988 from the Pacific Coast 
south of Alaska showed a non-
significant decline of 1.2% per 
year. Whether Surfbird 
populations decline or not, they 
remain rock stars to the dedicated 
group of Save Our Shorebirds 
volunteers. 
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                                                      SURFBIRD                                   continued 

 
 
Surfbird 
overwintering on 
the California coast 
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Becky Bowen writes: Win and I have 60 
birds on our yard list--61 if you count both 
Audubon's and Myrtle Warblers.  
Accidental visitors over the last ten years 
include a Ring-necked Pheasant, a Western 
Kingbird and a Red-necked Phalarope that 
dropped into a front-yard puddle on 
Christmas Day, 2005.  My favorites 
are mixed winter flocks that currently 
include Western Bluebirds (a relative 
newcomer to the Caspar bluffs), White-
crowned Sparrows and Yellow-rumped 
Warblers.  These birds teach me something 
every day--especially about their diet 
which favors native plants.  The only 
drawback I see to backyard bird watching 
is it requires one to wear binoculars in the 
house, which is really no inconvenience at 

all unless you are at the dinner table.  Such is the life of a curious bird watcher. 

 Dorothy Tobkin writes: My total is 121 species seen and/or heard in or from  my yard in 
the middle of Fort Bragg. My “best” three birds are a Ferruginous Hawk, a Yellow-bellied 
Sapsucker, and a Tennessee Warbler on almost the same date two successive years.  

Members may submit yard list totals including location, and the two or three rarest or most 
interesting birds to the editor: P.O.Box 1031, Mendocino CA 95460 or donshephard@comcast.net 

YARD BIRDS 

Yellow-rumped Warbler  
photo by Becky Bowen 

Congratulations are in order for the Mendocino “Spartan” 4-H kids who birded their way 
through “Big October”.  The winner for the second year in a row was Jillian Anton of Elk. She 
saw and checked off 72 birds. We are hoping that she will join in the Manchester Christmas Bird 
Count again too. The runners up reported seeing “lots”,  “61”, “53”,  “lots”, “lots” and “lots of 
birds.” Hooray for all. 
 Our second walk started at Van Damme Beach where we observed gulls, Black 
Oystercatchers, Killdeer and American Pipits. We searched for the Gray Jays to no avail, but were 
rewarded with a close look at a fallen  “granary tree”, full of acorns stashed there by Acorn 
Woodpeckers. We also spotted a Red-shouldered Hawk.   
 We wrapped up the month with a lovely walk around Lake Cleone, starting with a good 
look at the Greater White-fronted Geese and ending with a view of a phenomenal feeding frenzy 
at the surf line where Heermann’s Gulls, Brown Pelicans, grebes and loons feasted on small fish.  

                                        BIG OCTOBER WRAP UP               Sarah Grimes 
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PAM HUNTLEY ON KZYX FM 88.3, 90.7, AND 91.5 

     TUNDRA SWAN 
The Tundra Swan used to 
be called the Whistling 
Swan. The Latin name, 
Cygnus columbianus, 
because Lewis and Clark 
first saw them on the 
Columbia River. This small 
white swan favors un-
peopled, open spaces. This 
is why hundreds choose to 
winter in the Manchester. 
Area.  From October 
through March, they rest 
on the flats of the Garcia River. They feed on grass, water plants and insects. Their elegant, long 
necks and strong bills allow them to reach deeper than geese and ducks. By breaking up plant 
roots  they help stimulate growth, resulting in more food for themselves and other water fowl. 
 Tundra Swans build mounded nests in tundra ponds and lakes. When the young hatch, 
they are fed aquatic insects, a richer source of protein than plant food. The abundant insects 
allow them to nest in the Arctic in May. They raise only one brood because of the short season. 
The young stay with the parents for a full year. They do not attain white, adult plumage until 
they reach two years. 
 The adult Tundra Swan was never hunted because the meat is too tough, however, the 
young were taken while still flightless and tender. Probably the reason they are so numerous is 
the tundra is so nearly impassable for humans. 
 The Tundra Swan is credited with the term "swan song", the sound they make when shot 
and falling, mortally wounded, to the ground. This might have occurred in the late 1800s when 
birds were shot for feathers for fashionable hats. 

Swans die regularly from other causes. In 1975, five hundred swans died on one refuge 
from lead poisoning from eating buckshot left in the marshes. A few die each year on the north-
bound migration, when, on misty nights, they alight on the Niagara River and are swept over 
the falls in what is called the "Niagara Falls swan trap". 

 

MCAS can now accept credit card payments through our web site.  Donations as well as 
membership renewals can now be accomplished on line.  Please consider MCAS when making 
end-of-year donations.  

MEMBERSHIP AND DONATIONS  
Charlene McAllister 
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MENDOCINO COAST AUDUBON SOCIETY 
P.O. BOX 2297 
FORT BRAGG, CA, 95437  

MISSION STATEMENT 
 
The mission of the Mendocino Coast Audubon Society is to help people appreciate and 
enjoy native birds, and to conserve and restore local ecosystems for the benefit of native 
birds and other wildlife. 

MCAS BOARD MEMBERS AND PROGRAM CHAIRS 2011-2012 
President  
Vice President 
Secretary 
Treasurer 
SOS Program 
Membership 
Programs 
Conservation 
Education 
Newsletter 
At large 
At large 

David Jensen           
Tony Eppstein           
Joleen Ossello 
Judy Steele 
Angela Liebenberg 
Charlene McAllister   
Adam Hutchins 
Joleen Ossello 
Sarah Grimes 
Donald Shephard 
Tim Bray  
Cate Hawthorne 

964-8163 
937-1715 
391-7019  
937-2216 
962-9267  
937-4463 
962-9055 
391-7019  
937-4322 
962-0223 
937-4422 
962-1623 
 

djensen@mcn.org 
tonyepp@mcn.org 
j_ossello@earthlink.net 
judys@mcn.org 
aliebenberg@parks.ca.gov 
charmac@mcn.org 
raptorous@mac.com 
j_ossello@earthlink.net 
zewa@mcn.org 
donshephard@comcast.net 
tbray@wildblue.net 
thorn91@hotmail.com 
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