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This was our third tour in three years to SE Arizona in the winter, with one more tour planned for 2027. It was an interesting tour with us missing some common birds like Brewer’s and Black-throated Sparrows yet finding some nice rarities like Northern Saw-whet Owl, Eurasian Wigeon, Red-breasted and Williamson’s Sapsucker and Gray Catbird. If given a choice, I would prefer to miss common birds and see rarities as opposed to the other way around. Temperatures were cool to cold most days and wonderful on the last day, maybe even too warm. The tour was unique in that one couple (Ed and Bernice) have been on tours with me since the first Alaska tour in 1998 and the other couple, first timers. Brandon and I are pleased to have been serving participants since 1998 and even earlier (Mike) as well as serving new participants (Bill and April). 


Brandon and I arrived in Phoenix early enough to scout several bird locations before the four participants arrived on Wednesday at Sky Harbor Airport on separate flights within minutes of each other. Brandon and I scooped them up in the rental Ford Expedition and hustled to Kiwanis Park for great looks at a lone Rosy-faced Lovebird. 

After a good night’s sleep, early Thursday morning we headed to nearby Riparian Preserve at Gilbert Water Ranch where we scored big on ducks up close including Cinnamon and Green-winged Teal, Northern Shoveler, American Wigeon, Northern Pintail, and Ringed-necked Duck, Lesser Scaup, the ubiquitous Ruddy Duck, Anna’s Hummingbird, Long-billed Dowitcher, egrets and herons, Gila Woodpecker, Verdin, Curve-billed Thrasher, numerous Abert’s Towhees, and the Audubon’s subspecies of Yellow-rumped Warbler. After more than two hours of strolling around ponds and desert scrub we headed to Veterans Oasis Park in Chandler for Ross’s Goose, more and more ducks, Gambel’s Quail, Costa’s Hummingbird, Common Gallinule, Pied-billed Grebe, Cactus Wren, and Orange-crowned Warbler. After our easy stroll around the park, we headed for our first rarity, Eurasian Wigeon and after a bit of searching Brandon located the wigeon from Europe and we all enjoyed nice scope looks. As the clouds were forming and rain threatening we hustled to Riggs and Price Roads Ponds near Chandler where an adult male softball game was going on in the rain and distant thunder rumbling. After watching one sixth of an inning, we spotted a beautiful Ferruginous Hawk on the ground in an adjacent alfalfa field. With the rain and thunder in full display we called it a day.

Friday would prove to be a long day in terms of miles driven and hours birded. After breakfast we headed straight to the traditional thrasher spot at the intersection of Baseline and Salome Roads where we nailed Bendire’s Thrasher straight away. Plenty of them close up as well as in the scope. However, we called it quits after an hour and a half of trudging through desert scrub looking for LeConte’s Thrasher. Seeing Black-tailed Gnatcatcher and Sagebrush Sparrow was a fine consolation, sort of. The plan was to zoom to Picacho Peak State Park about halfway between Phoenix and Tucson for an early sack lunch, hopefully with Gilded Flickers. However, an unplanned roadside stop at a flooded alfalfa field yielded views of Sandhill Crane, Long-billed Curlew, Black-necked Stilt, Greater Yellowlegs, White-faced Ibis, Ferruginous Hawk (a stunning dark morph), Peregrine and Prairie Falcons, Osprey, Bald Eagle, Horned Lark, American Pipit, and Western Meadowlark. We quickly realized that we needed a new lunch spot. By chance and a little skill, we found 9/11 Memorial Park in the small town of Gila Bend. At Picacho Peak State Park we located our sought after Gilded Flicker on a saguaro cactus and later “hiding” in plain sight on a mesquite. While birding around the campground area we spotted Anna’s Hummingbirds coming to feeders, Say’s Phoebe, Black-tailed Gnatcatcher, Cactus Wren, Curve-billed Thrasher, and White-crowned Sparrow, but nary a Back-throated Sparrow. From here the rush was on to get to Agua Caliente Park in east Tucson before dark to try for the Northern Saw-whet Owl that had been roosting “in the eucalyptus tree just past the gray metal bridge a short distance down the nature trail,” as our directions stated. So off we went, down the trail, past the bridge, to the eucalyptus tree that did indeed have a resting Northern Saw-whet Owl peering down as birders were peering up. What a great bird. 

After sleeping in a bit Saturday, we headed to a staked out Red-breasted Sapsucker location where we spotted a flyover Merlin instead. From there we went to Canoa Ranch Conservation Park south of Green Valley for the “easy to find” Lawrence’s Goldfinch and Brewer’s Sparrow, neither of which we found. Last year we had close to a hundred Brewer’s Sparrows and the staked-out Lawrence’s Goldfinches were easy to find, but despite intensive searching we dipped on both species. However, we had a pleasant walk around the lake and spied Vermilion Flycatcher, Black Phoebe, Northern House Wren, Lark Sparrow, Song and Lincoln’s Sparrows, and Abert’s Towhee. A quick trip to nearby Amado Water Treatment Plant yielded our first wastewater treatment plant experience along with species that included Mallard, Hooded Merganser, Ladder-backed Woodpecker and others. Lunch was at Desert Meadows Park in Green Valley providing us with looks at the unsightly tailings from the Duval Copper Mine and Anna’s, Costa’s and Broad-billed Hummingbirds, Ruby-crowned Kinglet, House Finch and Lesser Goldfinch. From here we headed up Madera Canyon to the Santa Rita Lodge feeders, where we picked up Wild Turkey, Inca Dove, Rivoli’s Hummingbird, Acorn and Arizona Woodpeckers, White-breasted Nuthatch, Mexican Jay, Bridled Titmouse, Pine Siskin, both Dark-eyed and Yellow-eyed Juncos, Painted Redstart, and Hepatic Tanager. Further up Madera Canyon at Madera Kubo B&B we had similar species along with a Spotted Towhee scratching in leaf litter. After some hot chocolate and a trip through the gift shop we worked our way down canyon to Proctor Road for a quick but nice look at the newly named Coppery-tailed Trogon and another Painted Redstart. On the drive back to the Red-breasted Sapsucker spot two Crested Caracaras flew past us. This time the sapsucker was right where it was supposed to be. Go us.

After our first of three nights in Sierra Vista, home to the sprawling Fort Huachuca, we stopped at San Pedro House where we watched Northern Harrier, a roosting Western Screech-Owl, numerous Gila Woodpeckers, a lone  Gilded Flicker, the staked out Greater Pewee spotted by April was nowhere near where it was supposed to be staked, Loggerhead Shrike, Bewick’s Wren, Green-tailed Towhee, Northern Cardinal, and numerous Pyrrhuloxia. A stop at Ash Canyon Bird Sanctuary produced Acorn and Ladder-backed Woodpeckers, and Green-tailed, Spotted and Canyon Towhees, and other typical feeder birds. Next was a stop at the famous Ramsey Canyon Inn where we were allowed to eat our sack lunch on their front porch and bird their property at our leisure. As we downed another sack lunch, we kept the “Wild” Turkeys at bay, and enjoyed feeder birds like Rivoli’s Hummingbird, Bridled Titmouse, White-breasted Nuthatch, Lesser Goldfinch, Dark-eyed and Yellow-eyed Juncos, and a Painted Redstart. A casual walk around the property produced Brown Creeper, Hermit Thrush, and an unexpected Gray Catbird found by Bill. What a treat to get to eat on their front porch and bird the property. From here it was a short walk to the world-renowned Ramsey Canyon Preserve where we perused the gift shop and spotted a most cooperative adult male Olive Warbler not far up the trail in Ramsey Canyon. A quick stop at Casa de San Pedro House produced typical desert birds along with a flyby Belted Kingfisher and a female Lazuli Bunting. Our last stop of the day was at Whitewater Draw for the thousands of Sandhill Cranes, Snow and Ross’s Geese, numerous ducks, heard only Virginia Rail and Sora, numerous Least Sandpiper, a calling Marsh Wren, and more.

Monday was devoted to birding in the Patagonia area and our first stop was the San Pedro Riparian National Conservation Area (RNCA) Grasslands, where the darned Chestnut-collared Longspurs would not cooperate, but a perched Prairie Falcon seen first through the scope, then through the bins, and finally with naked eye was outstanding. It was oblivious to our presence and never flew while we were there. We continued to Patagonia Park in the small town of Patagonia where we finally nailed the staked out Williamson’s Sapsucker along with a Red-naped Sapsucker. From here it was a short drive to the Paton Center for Hummingbirds where we scored big on Violet-crowned Hummingbird and a male Lazuli Bunting. A Cooper’s Hawk catching and eating a Gambel’s Quail was interesting. Next up was Patagonia Lake State Park for lunch, where we were joined by a nearby and cooperative Northern Beardless-Tyrannulet. The Greater Scaup and Spotted Sandpiper seen here added to our growing species list. A return visit to the Chestnut-collared Longspur area resulted in brief but still not very satisfying looks at the birds as they circled a cattle watering pond and occasionally landed momentarily on the mud. 

On Tuesday, our last day of birding, we worked our way back to Tucson with a stop at another wastewater treatment plant, Benson Sewage Treatment Plant (STP). Here there were Canvasbacks a plenty, and numerous Bufflehead along with Eared Grebe and other waterfowl. In Tucson at the fabulous Sweetwater Wetlands Park, we took the easy walk around the park, finding more ducks up close, two Greater Roadrunners, our first Northern Rough-winged Swallows, Northern Yellow Warbler and more of the same species we had already seen. Our final picnic style lunch was enjoyed at Danny Lopez Park, and then we were off to Reid Park where we found an amazing variety of migrant waterfowl joining the domestic ones. Nice  close looks were had of Northern Shoveler, Gadwall, American Wigeon, Northern Pintail, Green-winged Teal, Canvasback, Redhead, Ring-necked Duck, and American Coot. We also found our first Western Bluebirds, and Cedar Waxwings bringing our total number of species for the trip to 152. 

This proved to be another wonderful winter tour to SE Arizona; you just never know what will show up. We plan to return for one more winter tour and a summer tour in August or September of 2027. The summer tour was a suggestion by a past tour participant who wanted to visit Arizona during the height of hummingbird migration. She and a friend have already signed up for our 2027 summer in Arizona tour.


