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This tour came about when the Pennsylvanians asked for a tour to see longspurs. I put together an itinerary spending time in Colorado on the Pawnee National Grasslands and plenty of time on the grasslands southeast of Cheyenne, maximizing our opportunity to find longspurs and the many other birds found in the grasslands. Turns out the Pennsylvanians could not make it in 2026, however, that made way for the Houstonians to fill the trip. I had not birded all the locations we visited on this tour, though Brandon had several times and this allowed us to have a remarkable tour that I plan to repeat next year, but will add one extra day of birding in Wyoming.

Once all our people arrived at Denver International Airport, Brandon and I swooped in for the airport pickup and off we went to bird Rocky Mountain Arsenal NWR, about twenty minutes from your hotel. The arsenal is huge and filled with buffalo and pronghorn, and of course birds. At our first stop, Lake Ladora, we found our first of many ducks including Blue-winged and Green-winged Teal, Lesser scaup and Ruddy Duck. Once we studied those, we enjoyed the spotted Spotted Sandpiper, lone breeding plumaged Eared Grebe giving a show, Say’s Phoebe, Eastern and Western Kingbirds, Lark Sparrow, singing Western Meadowlark, Bullock’s Oriole, Yellow-headed Blackbird and Northern Yellow Warbler. It seemed no matter the habitat or time of day there were Northern Yellow Warblers near us singing and showing off. Today it was hotter in Denver than Houston, but we persisted and drove the wildlife loop finding Wood Duck, American Avocet, our first of many Wilson’s Phalarope, Western Grebe, Bald Eagle, Swainson’s Hawk, a surprise find Red-headed Woodpecker, Black-billed Magpie, Horned Lark, Tree and Northern Rough-winged Swallows, more Yellow-headed Blackbirds trying to sing, and of course Northern Yellow Warbler. What a great way to start a tour and this was day one, a travel that morphed into a very birdy half day. I had arranged for people to arrive before noon on day one allowing us the opportunity to bird on a travel day. 

After a good night’s sleep and a good day one checklist, we set off north toward Wyoming with many stops in Colorado along the way. Our first stop was a wetland in Weld County called Wetland in Weld CR-46 where we found Cinnamon Teal, a fantastic flyby female Ring-necked Pheasant, Black-necked Stilts calling along with breeding plumaged American Avocets, Long-billed Dowitcher, Wilson’s Phalarope, and the ubiquitous Common Grackle. Further along at Stewart’s Pond we found more of the same ducks, more of the same shorebirds, however, we did find Red-necked Phalarope, beautifully plumaged Stilt Sandpiper, the common raptor of the trip, Swainson’s hawk and more Yellow-headed Blackbirds. Another nearby wetlands in the prairie produced many of the same species plus Northern Shoveler, Semipalmated Plover, Least, Western and Semipalmated Sandpiper, and Cliff Swallow. As we were working the barbed wire fences for sparrows, up popped a cooperative Cassin’s followed by and even more cooperative Grasshopper Sparrow and finally several diminutive Brewer’s Sparrows. The more than a hundred Lark Buntings in breeding plumage proved to be a participant’s favorite experience of the tour and Frank’s photo of one in flight is quite the photo. Lunch at Crow Valley Campground was a mixed bag. We had nice looks at Blue Jay, Plumbeous Vireo, Brown Thrasher, and breeding plumaged Audubon’s Yellow-rumped Warbler, however, the fifty or so second graders detracted from the solitude of the moment. So, north we went for the Wyoming border, our hotel, dinner, and then our first official birding stop in Wyoming, the Wyoming Hereford Ranch. The ranch was established in 1883 by Alexander Swan when he brought from England 146 Hereford cattle from eight of the best English herds. The ranch is massive with ranch hands working the herds and others catering to weddings, parties, other social and, BIRDING galore. 

There are three main areas to bird on the ranch, the first is the ranch area near headquarters about ten minutes from our hotel, then reservoir one and reservoir two, both have willows and other trees nearby that are ideal for migrants. We arrived around 3:30pm at our hotel, took a short break, then had and early dinner, then those that wanted to bird after dinner made the quick trip to ranch headquarters. After signing in and paying no entrance fee we found Northern Flicker, Western Wood-Pewee, Blue-gray Gnatcatcher, Northern House Wren, Gray Catbird, Swainson’s Thrush, and of course Northern Yellow Warbler. A quick stop at reservoir one produced plenty of ducks, a surprise Red-breasted Merganser, a lot of Eared Grebes, Western Grebe, and American White Pelican. We felt this was a good way to start our Wyoming birding. The following morning, we decided to head west into the mountains and then return to the ranch the following day.

Our first stop in the mountains was Curt Gowdy State Park, named after the famed American sports announcer. Here we started off with Mountain Bluebirds and Broad-tailed Hummingbirds distracting us as we tried to check in and use the restrooms. Further along we found the flock of Common Mergansers, California Gull, an adult Bald Eagle, a fly over Belted Kingfisher, and American Kestrel carrying breakfast and a photo to prove it, more Eastern Kingbirds than Western Kingbirds (strange in the west), Black-billed Magpie, great looks at Violet-green Swallow, White-breasted and Pygmy Nuthatches, the Red-breasteds would come later, Rock Wren, a cooperative flock of Red Crossbills, Brewer’s Blackbirds, and more stunning looking breeding plumaged Audubon’s Yellow-rumped Warblers. What a day in the park. From here was off to the higher in elevation Happy Jack Trailhead where we slowly walked up slope finding Hairy Woodpecker, Steller’s Jay, Clark’s Nutcracker, Common Raven, Black-capped and Mountain Chickadees, Ruby-crowned Kinglet, and the aforementioned Red-breasted Nuthatch. While in Laramie, after scoping out campus a bit, we found hundreds of Wilson’s Phalaropes, Broad-winged Hawk, Mountain Chickadee, House Finch, Pine Siskin, and many of the species we had already seen. On our way back to Cheyenne, we found White-throated Swift, Cooper’s Hawk, Mountain Bluebird, and Lark Sparrow. Once in Cheyenne, it was an early dinner and then those that wanted to get some steps in returned to Wyoming Hereford Ranch to work the headquarters again finding Western Warbling Vireo, numerous Swainson’s Thrush, Chipping, Clay-colored, and Lincoln’s Sparrows, Green-tailed Towhee, MacGillivray’s, Orange-crowned, and Wilson’s Warblers, and a sharp looking male Western Tanager and Black-headed Grosbeak. What a day.

Today we had all day to bird the ranch and other areas in and around Cheyenne. We were able to contribute species to the Laramie County Big Day which was fun and appreciated by the locals. Highlights from our personal big day included extended looks at both Chestnut-collared and Thick-billed Longspurs, Horned Lark, Brewer’s Sparrow in the prairie off ranch. New birds on the ranch and at a nearby park included Gadwall. American Wigeon. Redhead, Canvasback, and Ring-necked Ducks, Franklin’s Gull, Black and Forster’s Terns, Least, Dusky, and Western Flycatchers, Plumbeous Vireo, Bullock’s Oriole, Yellow-breasted Chat, Common Yellowthroat, American Redstart, Ovenbird, and Black-and-white, Tennessee, and Mourning Warblers. The Mourning Warbler was photographed by Frank providing solid documentation for only the fifth state record. What a find by Brandon. This was an amazing day of birding in Wyoming. Our big day in Laramie County turned up 109 species with our nemesis bird, Veery, finally being seen as the light was fading on our big day.

On our final morning in Wyoming, we decided to spend more time birding the ranch, overnight rain might have knocked down a few more species, Nebraska would have to wait. We decided to revisit reservoir number one and happened on a swallow extravaganza, voted the most favorite experience by three people, me included. When I pulled up to the fenced in reservoir, we noted Bank and Cliff Swallows perched on the fence right in front of us. From the van, we watched swallows come and go with eventually Northern Rough-winged, Barn, and Tree joining the spectacle. It was remarkable being able to study the breast markings on adjacent Bank and Northern Rough-winged Swallows. This might be the first time everyone had five swallow species perching adjacent to each other just a few feet away. After quickly scoping the reservoir and refinding the rare for the area Red-breasted Merganser, we hit the willows and found a cold looking Olive-sided Flycatcher, Western Warbling Vireo, Gray Catbird, Clay-colored Sparrow, Swainson’s Thrush, and a female Blackpoll Warbler which was new for the trip. 

Now it was time for the forty-five minute drive to our first Nebraska hotspot, Pine Bluffs—exit 1. This is the first exit in Nebraska and turns into a nice dirt road once away from the interstate. Here we started our Nebraska list by adding Cassin’s and Western Kingbirds, Horned Lark, Lark Sparrow and the ever-present Western Meadowlark. We worked over Lodgepole Creek for Eastern Kingbird, Eastern Warbling Vireo, and others. At Oliver Reservoir things really picked up with plenty of ducks, Long-billed Dowitcher, Forster’s Tern, Eastern Warbling Vireo and another rarity, Blue-headed Vireo. The Gray-headed Dark-eyed Junco was a very late bird requiring documentation that Frank provided. We ended up with a total of fifty species in Nebraska before we heading south to Denver for our last night and flights home the following day.

Here is a link to photos of some of the above birds taken by Frank Farese.
 https://lightroom.adobe.com/shares/f7770ec72149475a8cf650704c0cb1a9

Here is a link to photos of some scenery from our trip taken by Maragaret Farese.
https://lightroom.adobe.com/shares/a730fb9e48ae4a2faf4f230f5d32a062

Here is a link to our trip report.
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