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By Barry Zimmer

Our 2018 Avian Jewels of Arizona tour was chock-full of memorable moments
and exciting highlights. From Tucson to the Chiricahua Mountains we tallied
virtually all of our avian targets, saw unexpected rarities, and marveled at many
mammals, reptiles, and butterflies in addition to all of the great birds.

We began with a brief late afternoon outing to Sweetwater Wetlands in Tucson.
Among the over thirty species seen on our introductory outing were Gila
Woodpecker (our first bird of the tour), the very localized Tropical Kingbird,
Brown-crested Flycatcher, and the often shy Abert’'s Towhee.

The following morning, our birding began in earnest. A pair of Burrowing Owls
inhabiting a bank parking lot (!) got the day off to an auspicious beginning. A walk
through the residential areas of Green Valley ensued and yielded a wealth of
new species. Stunning views of Rufous-winged Sparrow topped the list, but
Zone-tailed Hawk, Gambel’s Quail, Verdin, Black-tailed Gnatcatcher,
Phainopepla, and Black-throated Sparrow were likewise memorable. Grasslands
en route to Madera Canyon produced Botteri’'s Sparrow from ten feet away and
skylarking Cassin’s Sparrows (both species hit the peak of their breeding during
the summer monsoon season). Soon, we arrived at the famed Santa Rita Lodge,
where the feeder set-up is renowned. | had taken one step out of my van, when |
noticed an adult Gray Hawk soaring overhead—quite the nice greeting party! As
we approached the feeders, birds were appearing at a dizzying pace—-Bridled
Titmouse, Broad-billed Hummingbird, Acorn Woodpecker, Black-headed
Grosbeak, and Mexican Jay. Frankly, it was hard to know where to look first.
Over a short time, a few other good birds arrived including the likes of two
Costa’s Hummingbirds (rarely seen at this elevation), Rivoli's Hummingbird,
Broad-tailed Hummingbird, and a Rufous-crowned Sparrow. Suddenly, we heard
the distinctive barking call of an Elegant Trogon coming from the creek bed right
behind the lodge! We scrambled up the road to a point where we could access
the creek trail and headed towards the call. We were quickly distracted by a pair
of noisy Sulphur-bellied Flycatchers and then by an Arizona Woodpecker over
our heads. Unfortunately, the trogon went silent, and lunchtime was rolling
around quickly. We decided to head to lunch and then return immediately to look
for the trogon. This strategy paid off well. Although it took a bit of patience, we
eventually had nice scope studies of a spectacular male Elegant Trogon—the
iconic bird of southeastern Arizona—on our first day!
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Elegant Trogon, Madera Canyon, Arizona, July 17, 2018, Barry Zimmer
We followed that success with a trip into nearby Box Canyon to look for a Five-
striped Sparrow that had been discovered there recently. One typically has to
venture to remote California Gulch (west of Nogales) to find this highly sought
and incredibly localized species. When we arrived at the described location,
Brennan almost immediately heard the Five-striped down in the bottom of the
canyon. Within minutes it was next to the road, singing from a tall agave stalk,
and everyone enjoyed lengthy, close views. A Canyon Wren showing off from a
rocky outcrop was just the icing on the cake. What an amazing first day!

Day two started with a male Vermilion Flycatcher right near our hotel, followed by
a return to the Santa Rita Mountains. Lower elevations in the vicinity of Proctor
Road produced Northern Beardless-Tyrannulet, Bell's Vireo, several gorgeous
Varied Buntings, and Blue Grosbeak, while Florida Canyon yielded three Gray
Hawks at once, Western and Summer tanagers simultaneously, Pyrrhuloxia, and
another Varied Bunting. We then headed south to pursue a very rare pair of
Rose-throated Becards that had been found in the Tubac area. A slow, slippery
walk up the Santa Cruz River bed resulted in both male and female becard
(prolonged scope studies of the female) being seen near their massive nest. This
species has been recorded on this tour only once previously in the past decade!
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Western Tanager, Florida Canyon, Arizona, July 18, 2018, Barry Zimmer

Because we had already seen the Five-striped Sparrow earlier, we were able to
alter our schedule on the third day. We still opted to bird the early parts of Ruby
Road and, as a result, found a pair of the nearly mythical Montezuma Quail,
Rock Wren, and Lucy’s Warbler. With the rest of the morning, we headed to
Patagonia Lake State Park. Birds were plentiful here with Common Black Hawk
(a real rarity anywhere on this tour route), Neotropic and Double-crested
cormorants side by side, a pair of the rare Black-capped Gnatcatchers right over
our heads, and scope views of a Yellow-breasted Chat topping the list. In the
afternoon, we birded the famous Patagonia Roadside rest area, where we tallied
a Thick-billed Kingbird on a nest, and the Paton Hummingbird Center which
produced two or three Violet-crowned Hummingbirds, Rufous Hummingbird, and
Inca Dove among others. In the last hour of daylight, we hit Ash Canyon near
Sierra Vista. Here we marveled at Lucifer Hummingbirds from close range, as
well as Anna’s Hummingbird and more Rivoli’'s Hummingbirds—yet another
wildly successful day!
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