
The sound of Sandhill Cranes fl ying over is a sign of fall
Photo by Rudy Darling

Con  nued on page 2...

www.sierrafoothil lsaudubon.org

nes fl ying over is a s
by Rudy Darling

audubon.org

Th anks to the pandemic and resultant 
sequestration, I have been spending more 
time outside working on the house and 
property. Th is has given me more than the 
usual opportunity to listen to the sounds of 
nature. Th is includes the sound of wind in 
the trees, of which I am ever more cognizant 
during fi re season, and the sound of the 
brook below the house. It includes the 
neighbor’s barking dogs (nature, you ask?) 
and the barking gray foxes, the chatter of 
squirrels, the crunching of leaves as the doe 
and her two fawns fl ee from my approach, 
and the crashing of our local bears through 
the brush. But for me, it is the sounds of 
the birds that give my heart the most joy. 

As I write this, I have been hearing the 
Sandhill Cranes’ prehistoric guttural calls 
for the past couple of weeks as they circle 
overhead, gaining altitude and re-forming 
vees for their fi nal glide down to their 
wintering grounds in the Central Valley. I 
oft en cannot see them for all the tall forest 
trees around my homestead, but to me they 
are the sound of autumn. Th ere are many 
signs of the changing of the season besides 
colorful leaves. I think of seasons as much 
using the bird calendar as the human one. 
Fall in bird time is August – November; a 
time of movement and change. Summer in 
June and July is for raising young. Spring 
from March to May is for migrating, 
pairing, nest-building, incubation. Winter 
from December to February is a time of 
survival, either locally or in exotic places 
to the south or downhill.
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By mid-August, most of the local 
migrants have left . I no longer have 
ravenous hordes of Black-headed 
Grosbeaks at my feeders, and the 
soundscape is devoid of warbler 
song.  Th e neighborhood Pileated 
Woodpeckers are showing their 
young head-bangers how to survive 
the mosh pit of life by rooting out 
larvae burrowing in dead or dying 
trees. Th ere have been three or four 
of them pounding around the house 
this fall (fortunately, not on the 
house this year , but that’s another 
story). At times they sound like 
my human neighbors hammering 
nails into their latest building 
projects. Th ey communicate with 
a loud “kuk-kuk-kuk…” call as 
they fl y from one fodder tree to the 
next. Th e neighborhood Common 
Raven family is a constant 
background cacophony. With the 
fall addition of the year’s fl edglings 
they are especially boisterous in 
fall. Interestingly, there were no 
ravens here when we fi rst came to 
this property some 44 years ago. 
It was maybe 10-15 years ago that 
they became a standard presence.  
American Crows do not breed in 
my neighborhood, but every fall 
it seems a large murder of them 
descends on the forest, making a 
huge racket. Th ey may stay for a few 
days, then mysteriously disappear 
until the next year. About fi ft y of 
them recently fl ew over two days in 
a row cawing noisily.

All spring and summer Anna’s 
Hummingbirds whiz around the 
feeders and fl owers doing their best 
vocal imitation of fi ngernails on 
a chalk board. But I know it’s fall 
when I hear the “chippity-chop” 
calls and wing whirr of migrating 
Rufous Hummingbirds chasing 
them away from the feeders they 
have bickered over all summer. 

And I know winter is not far away 
when I hear the fi rst “jidit” calls 
of the Ruby-crowned Kinglets 
returning from parts north. Our 
few local Golden-crowned Kinglets 
are joined by fl ocks of their 
brethren and add their “zeeeee” 
calls to those of the year-round 
Brown Creepers. Th e kinglets 
join the resident chickadees, 
nuthatches, creepers, and the 
occasional Townsend’s Warbler to 
form large, mixed-species feeding 
fl ocks that make quite a cacophony 
of contact calls when they pass 
through. Th ese fl ocks increase the 
individual birds’ chances of fi nding 
a good food supply and avoiding 
predators during the lean times of 
winter. I know spring is near when 
the imperatives of migration and 
breeding break them apart again.

One of my favorite fall happenings 
is that the owls can again fi nd time 
to sound off  now that the hectic 
period of feeding young is drawing 
to a close. Th e neighborhood 
Northern Pygmy-Owls again toot 
from the forest. Young Great-
horned Owls incessantly utter their 
spine-tingling screech, loosely 
translated as “feed me, feed me,” 
while their parents reaffi  rm their 
pair bond nearby with hoots on 

two diff erent pitches, thinking to 
themselves, “Feed yourself!” Our 
neighborhood Spotted Owls have 
fl edged their owlets and all start 
wandering further afi eld to fi nd 
prey and disperse. Dispersal for 
young Spotted Owls is a dangerous 
undertaking, with only 14-31% of 
them surviving to the next year. 
Th ey may disperse up to 48 miles 
away from their natal site, though 
most don’t go nearly so far. Fall 
and winter is when I usually hear 
them at my house, even though 
they breed less than ½ mile away. 
Th e Western Screech-Owls that 
breed further down the hill from us 
can occasionally be heard outside 
as they, too, wander about post-
breeding.

Th e birds are my closest neighbors. 
During this time of alone-ness 
they bring me solace – visually and 
vocally. Th ey are the neighbors I can 
visit without having to wear a mask. 
Th e only social distancing is their 
comfort level, which for the feisty 
little nuthatches and hummers can 
be less than six feet. I encourage 
you to use this trying time to get to 
know your avian neighbors better.  
It will bring a smile to your heart.
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The Ruby-crowned Kinglet’s return in 
the fall means that winter is on the 

way.
Photo by Rudy Darling

Fall dispersal holds many dangers for 
Spo  ed Owl juveniles.
Photo by Rudy Darling
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Th is is great news from National Audubon on the positive legal decision on 
the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. 

From Sarah Greenberger - Interim Chief Conservation Offi  cer and  Senior 
Vice President, Conservation Policy National Audubon Society

I'm excited to tell you that we won our lawsuit opposing the administration's 
assault on the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA). For more than 100 years, 
the MBTA has been one of our nation's best tools for keeping birds safe from 
oil waste pits, oil spills, power line electrocutions, toxic mining ponds, and 
other hazards. But two years ago, the Trump Administration issued a legal 
opinion that businesses that negligently kill birds aren't accountable under 
the MBTA, overturning decades of bipartisan agreement. 

Audubon responded with a multi-pronged defense of the MBTA-which 
included joining a lawsuit challenging the Trump ruling. Th e decision 
(August 12) by the United States District Court of the Southern District of 
New York noted that the White House's interpretation doesn't align with the 
MBTA's intent and language and is "contrary to the plain meaning of the 
MBTA." Quoting To Kill a Mockingbird, Judge Valerie Caproni wrote, "It is 
not only a sin to kill a mockingbird, it is also a crime." 

Th is is a great moment for birds, but our work isn't over. During the past 
year, we also helped draft  the Migratory Bird Protection Act and engage 
a bipartisan group of co-sponsors in the U.S. House of Representatives to 
introduce it. Th is new legislation would reaffi  rm current law, create more 
certainty for businesses, incentivize bird-protection innovations-and avoid 
future misinterpretations of the MBTA. We rallied our network of members 
and others who love birds to advance and pass similar legislation at the state 
level in California. 

Nevada County Conserva  on Report
 Don Rivenes, Conservation Chair Nevada County

Two levels of membership are 
available: SFAS Chapter Membership 
is $20 annually and includes a 
subscription to The Phoebe newsletter 
and an invitation to the many chapter 
activities. For $200 you receive a 
lifetime membership in the chapter. 
Send a check payable to Sierra 
Foothills Audubon Society, P.O. Box 
1937, Grass Valley, CA 95945.

An introductory membership to the 
National Audubon Society is $20 and 
includes automatic membership in 
the local SFAS chapter.  Subscription 
to NAS includes the bi-monthly NAS 
Audubon Magazine and the SFAS 
Phoebe newsletter.   Send a check 
payable to NAS, Membership Dept, PO 
Box 97194, Washington, DC 20090-
7194.  Or you can join online at www.
audubon.org and click on “JOIN.”   
For more information, contact Kate 
Brennan at 530-268-1682.

Become a
SFAS
Member

Educa  on Commi  ee Report
 By Jim Groeser

 Our winter bird migration is fully underway as the storms to the 
north force the swans, geese, cranes, ducks and numerous others 
south into territory with warmer temperatures and plentiful food.  
Our latitudes have both of these, and due to our extensive  fields of 
rice the central valley acres support massive numbers of the large, 
spectacular migrators.  The stars of the show for many birders are 
the large, gray Sandhill Cranes. ( of note: an upwards of 500 cranes 
were counted, in plain view, from the parking area, at the Llano 
Seco 2 square mile refuge, 13 miles south of Chico on Oct. 24.  The 
observer, counter was Fred Beretta, longtime area birder).

   The Tundra Swans are beginning to arrive in the District 10 rice 
fields, off of Woodruff Rd.  District 10 is the rice district, 36 square 
miles in area, north and east of Marysville.  White-fronted Geese  
are the first migrators to arrive and can be seen in large numbers in 
numerous spots in flooded fields.  A great number of the fields are 
left dry over the winter. Con  nued on page 5...



www.sierrafoothil lsaudubon.org4

Educa  on Commi  ee Report
 By Kate Brennan

WHERE DO THE BIRDS GO?

Have you ever wondered where 
your spring/summer birds go 
when they leave your yard?  Of 
course you have!  

So next question:  Have you ever 
heard of eBird?  

Well, if you have ever participated 
in the Great Backyard Bird Count 
in February and submitted your 
count of birds observed, then you 
have actually contributed data to 
eBird.  Simply put, eBird is a form 
of citizen science that encourages 
you and me to report the birds we 
are able to identify whenever we 
see them.  eBird is a branch of the 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology.  From 
these reports submitted by every-
day citizens, along with the obser-
vations of professionals, a western 
hemisphere database has been 
created by Cornell which can show 
you animated migration maps of 
where individual species overwin-
ter, how they travel from the south-
ern to northern hemisphere, where 
they go, when they are at their final 
destination in the north, as well as 
seasonal abundance maps.  These 
animated maps are easy to view 
and you can track your favorite 
birds’ movements during their 
annual migration cycle.  For me, it 
was really fun watching the maps 
morph as the seasons progress, 
and I’m not one to sit in front of 
a computer for any length of time 
ordinarily.  

But since you are reading this 
Phoebe, then you will probably 
agree that this is a very special kind 

of computer time for people who 
love birds.
This year, when I saw my first 
Bullock’s Oriole, who I consider 
my most beautiful spring visitor, I 
went to these animated migration 
maps, specified Bullock’s Oriole 
and could see exactly how and 
where this bird goes throughout 
the year.  It is quite fascinating.  I 
saw that from Nov. through March, 
he was in Southern Mexico.  I 
learned that they breed June 7 thru 
August 3 in a large swath of west-
ern U.S., but not in mountainous 
areas.  This info is all depicted on 
the maps.  And when you click on 
Abundance Animation, you get 
to watch the population shift by 
season.  

For my Oriole it showed a dense 
population in CA by April 4, and 
by May 16 they were widespread 

across the western U.S.  By Oct. 4 
they had all returned back to So. 
Mexico except for a very small 
population that evidently winters 
along the CA coast from L.A. to 
San Diego.  Who knew???

To find this wonderful tool, go to 
www.eBird.org/science/status-
and-trends.  Once your bird’s 
Abundance Animation map comes 
up and you want to slow down the 
action, click on the small arrow at 
the right of your screen and you 
can control the progress of the map 
week by week.    

If you want to learn more about 
eBird, how you can contribute 
data, and how important all of our 
contributions are, check out the 
website for Cornell Lab of Orni-
thology, www.birdscornell.edu.  
This is a tremendous resource for 
anyone who enjoys watching our 
feathered friends. 

Bullock’s Oriole
Photo by Rudy Darling



5

... Jim's Educa  on Commi  ee Report con  nued from page 3 OFFICERS:
Rudy Darling, President

rdarling@sbbmail.com    (530) 272-6504

William Hall, Vice President
yardcard@usamedia.tv

Pa    DeLuca, Secretary 
drpa   27@gmail.com

Don Rivenes, Treasurer
rivenes@sbcglobal.net    (530) 477-7502

ELECTED AT LARGE BOARD MEMBERS:

Jim Groeser (2)
redtailh@gmail.com

Dan Stewart (2) 
dcstew@hotmail.com 

Theresa Thomas (2)
rand  homas@sbcglobal.net

Heath Wakelee (2)
hwakelee@gmail.com

Dale Rubach (1)
rugby7676-birds@yahoo.com

Jane Hall (1)
yardcard@usamedia.tv

Steve Rose (2)
gnateater@gmail.com

NOMINATING COMMITTEE CHAIR:

Appointed each year

STANDING COMMITTEE CHAIRS:

Don Rivenes, Conserva  on Chair (Nevada City)   
rivenes@sbcglobal.net  (530) 477-7502

Jim Groeser, Educa  on Chair (Nevada City)   
(530) 913-2240

redtailh@gmail.com

Dale Rubach, Field Trip Chair
rugby7676-birds@yahoo.com

Theresa Thomas, Program Chair
rand  homas@sbcglobal.net

SPECIAL COMMITTEE CHAIRS:

Heath Wakelee, Scholarship  Chair
hwakelee@gmail.com

Jane Hall, Publicity/Hospitality 
yardcard@usamedia.tv

Kate Brennan, Membership
katebrennan6699@gmail.com

OTHER POSITIONS:
Emily Rivenes, Phoebe Publica  on

phoebe@sierrafoothillsaudubon.org

The Phoebe is published fi ve times per year on or about the fi rst 

of January, March, May, September and November. Newsletter 

submissions are due by the 10th of each month preceding 

newsletter publication.

SFAS Offi  cers, Board
and Committee Chairs

www.sierrafoothil lsaudubon.org

   The closest and quickest area to get to for wildlife entertainment 
and study is the several square miles around Woodruff Rd..  Farther 
out is the rice acreage cornered by The Colusa Refuge, Sacramento 
Refuge and Llano Seco Refuge.  So, get out there on a nice day, or 
any day, with sandwiches and coffee, or whatever, and take in a 
magnificent show.  Along with the visual array often there is the 
audible din of thousands of contented , big birds as they feed in 5 to 
6 inches of rice field water.

   The rice industry makes a huge effort to provide the migrating 
birds the water and rice kernels needed while they winter for about 
3 months.  After harvesting, 10% of the rice kernels remain in the 
fields for the birds.

   Worldwide the abundance of food governs the areas birds choose 
to inhabit.  Most of them nest in areas where the feeding is best.  
And the area must have a certain warmth.  The only bird known to 
hibernate is the poor will in the western U.S..

   Nearly half of the birds of the world have a winter and a summer 
home. These are the birds that nest in the higher latitudes.  Differ-
ently, the tropic birds have way fewer migrators.  80% of Mexican 
species are year round residents.  Mexico has close to 950 species.

   Birds choose the easiest routes for their migratory journeys.  The 
direction and speed of the winds are the major factors along coasts, 
through mountain passes, along hill ridges with prevailing air-lift 
winds, and over deserts where day time hot air rises giving lift and 
saving stored-up energy.  October 24 nine V's of noisy Snow Geese 
flew over my house, barely in sight, around 15,000 ft. up.  This was 
the altitude of the best wind for them, heading southwest.  

   One last little bit on this year's Turkey Vulture migration through 
Auburn.  The heaviest migration flight days, Sept. 23 through Oct. 
7 were stretched to Oct. 15 this year as the flights kept coming 
southward from Bowman, on Rt. 80.  Deren Ross figures the wild-
fire smoke through the northwest was a big factor in holding many 
vultures from proceeding southward, plus the warmer weather.  
Great fun watching the big birds "kettle" ( called a "kettle" because 
the increasing globs of vultures, growing in numbers, are likened to 
bubbles of air spiraling to the surface in a kettle of boiling water), 
letting thermal updrafts spiral them upward to a suitable wind cur-
rent going south toward Mexico.  The vulture migration is sort of a 
prelim to the later October migratory arrival of the rice field crowd.        
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eBird tutorial

Do you want to record your bird sightings? 
Keep your bird list? 
Learn about trends in populations or migration patterns?

If so… Join us for an eBird tutorial. 

This program is expertly presented by Diane and Steve Rose and is now up on our Sierra Foot-
hills Audubon Facebook page. It is a quick overview of the eBird website and details on how 
to submit your checklist to eBird.  This tutorial makes eBird accessible even for an absolute 
beginner birder.  You can access it by searching for Sierra Foothills Audubon on Facebook.  
Additionally, we are working on the technical difficulties to get it up on You Tube or on our 
website - so it goes - always a learning process.  The program is excellent and I encourage you 
all to watch it.  You do not need a Facebook account, just go to Facebook and put Sierra Foot-
hills Audubon into the search bar then look for the eBird video.

Happy birding and keep those lists coming!

Theresa Thomas
Program Chair 


