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There’s a Marmot in my Pack 
with Ernie Cowan, Wednesday, January 18 
Social: 6:45 p.m., Program: 7:00 p.m. 

Join us via Zoom to relive the 
adventures and wildlife encounters of 
noted photographer, lecturer, 
instructor, and author, Ernie Cowan. 

For six years, Ernie wrote the 
monthly Backyard Birdwatching 
column for the San Diego Union-
Tribune and currently writes a twice-
monthly Nature and Outdoors column 

for the newspaper. He is the author of two books, the latest being 
There’s a Marmot in My Pack, a collection of mysteries 
and adventures from 30 years as an outdoor writer.  

Ernie began his photography career as a journalist; has 
operated a photography studio; was a photography 
instructor at Palomar College; and has led tours to the 
Eastern Sierras, Alaska, the Caribbean, Hawaii, Japan, 
and Hong Kong, in addition to many tours in the 
Southwest.  

Ernie is the former Mayor of Escondido, but his love of 
the outdoors has been his life-long passion. Take a 
virtual walk down memory lane with Ernie, as he relives 
his adventures through stories and photographs, from 
the Anza-Borrego Desert to the frozen Arctic, the Everglades of Florida to the Eastern High 
Sierras, and everything in between.  It is sure to be a night to remember! 

Photos: Ernie Cowan 
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Please RSVP to Bob Crowell at bva3ruddyducks@att.net if you would 
like to join us on Zoom. The Zoom link will be emailed to you on the day 
of the lecture.

mailto:bva3ruddyducks@att.net
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When the American Robin Comes Bob, Bob, Bobbin’ Along

by Tina Mitchell 

If you have ever lived somewhere that 
American Robins breed, a spring without 
their bright, lilting “cheerily, cheer up, 
cheerily, cheer up” song lacks something 
magical. Yet in 1959, Michigan State 
University (my alma mater—go Spartans!) 
faced this catastrophe. In the early 1950s, 
campus arbor specialists began trying to 
eradicate Dutch elm disease on campus by 
spraying the thousands of elm trees with 
DDT. The insecticide manufacturer had 
assured them that the spray was not harmful 
to birds. But the oily residue stayed on the 
leaves; the leaves fell to the ground; the 
earthworms ate the decayed leaves; the 
robins ate the earthworms. Within a week 
after each new wave of migrant robins 
arrived, all of them were dead. By 1959, 
robins had been completely extirpated from 
the bucolic, 5,200-acre campus. Faculty 
ornithologists eventually identified the culprit
—as few as 11 earthworms delivered a lethal 
dose of poison to a robin—and their research 
stopped the use of DDT locally. This 
investigation became one of the cornerstones 
of Rachel Carson’s powerful and ground-
breaking Silent Spring, which resulted in the 
banning of DDT as a pesticide throughout the 
U.S. In the meantime, the MSU robin 
population had returned to its pre-1950s 
level within two decades.  

The American Robin is the largest species in 
the thrush family, which includes not only all 
three bluebird species but also some of the 
most talented songsters in the avian world. 
Among my favorites are the songs of the 
Hermit Thrush, Swainson’s Thrush, Veery, 
and the inimitable Wood Thrush—one of 
which surprised local birders by visiting 
Palomar Mountain from November at least 
into December! American Robins inhabit 
every state in the continental U.S. and much 
of Canada. Saddled with the easily ridiculed 
scientific name of Turdus migratorius, the 
American Robin is known in Latin as the

“wandering” (migratorius) “thrush” (turdus). 
(Since most thrushes wander—migrate—to 
some degree, it’s not really clear why the 
robin was singled out for this particular 
moniker.)  Its common name arose from 
homesick European settlers in the U.S., who 
thought the birds looked like the English 
Robin, commonly found in Europe (but to 
which our robins are not closely related). 

Even if you don’t live with robins, they are 
among the most familiar birds. Slate gray 
upperparts, white markings around the eyes, 
rusty-orange breast and flanks, and a dark 
tail with white corners mark this bird. 
Stunning, lovely, and pretty much 
unmistakable. Adult males and females look a 
lot alike, although you can often differentiate 
them by the color of their heads: Males’ 
heads are darker—almost black—than their 
gray-brown backs while females’ heads are 
grayer and show less contrast to their backs. 

In San Diego County, unlike much of the rest 
of the U.S., the American Robin is a 
traditional harbinger of winter rather than 
spring. A robin’s spring and summer diet is 

Continued on page 3

American Robin (B. Swanson)
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90% soft-bodied invertebrates, especially earthworms. 
But in fall and winter, it flips to 90% fruit. At that point, 
the robin becomes an irregular visitor here, common in 
some winters, scarce in others, as flocks roam in search 
of berry-bearing plants such as toyon, wild grape, 
California coffeeberry, and many ornamentals. In the 
mountains, the robin is fairly common among conifers. 
The importance of orchards as American Robin habitat 
was highlighted during field work for The San Diego 
County Bird Atlas. The region from Bonsall east to 
Valley Center, with extensively planted avocado and 
citrus groves, emerged as one of the robin’s major 
population centers. And of course, lawns with berry-
laden ornamental plants offer the robin traditional 
suitable habitat as urbanization has expanded. 

Robins move nomadically through these habitats. As 
winter visitors, they are widespread but very irregular—
abundant in some years, scarce in others. Even within 
the county, invasions take place at different times. 
American Robins don’t follow a rigid schedule of 
migration, at least in southern California. But in 
general, if robins don’t breed in your area, these winter 
visitors begin to arrive in October and leave for their 
breeding grounds starting in April. 

On those breeding grounds, American Robins greet the 
morning long before most humans and other birds are 
up—as much as an hour before dawn. This behavior 
gave rise to the adage “The early bird catches the 
worm.”  During breeding season, robins are among the 
last to sing in the long summer twilight after sunset. 

In my Oceanside neighborhood, I generally hear the 
“chup-chup-chup” call of our first winter robins in our 
fruit-laden toyon bushes in mid- to late October. I’m 
immediately transported to my earlier life in the 
Midwest, surrounded by robins. The one whose lovely, 
lilting song woke me up at 5 a.m. and that same one 
that sang me to bed at night. The one I can still hear as 
that eight-year-old version of myself in April, sitting 
cross-legged under the giant maple tree in my backyard 
in southwestern Michigan, knowing that good things 
beckoned with the ending of a long, snowy winter and 
the emergence of spring as announced by the robins. 
Harbingers, they may be. Lyrical troubadours, they are. 
Welcome, always. 

Other 

Thrushes

Top to bottom: Townsend’s Solitaire (N. 
Christensen), Swainson’s Thrush (B. 
Swanson), Hermit Thrush (J. Mygatt), 
Mountain Bluebird (N. Christensen), and 
Western Bluebirds (S. Aldern)



STEVE BRAD’S TWO MONTHLY BIRD WALKS 
(DATES AND TIMES WILL VARY) 
Join Steve for these surprise-location offerings 
which include a good dose of education on bird 
identification. When and where we go is Steve’s 
choice! Starting times and days vary, so send 
Steve an email if you are interested in being on 
his notification list. 
Leader: Steve Brad (stevanbrad@gmail.com) 

BARBARA’S BIRDING (LOCATIONS WILL 
VARY MONTHLY) 
Saturday, Jan 21— 7:30 a.m. 
Every third Saturday Barbara will guide us to a 
new area around San Diego County. This month 
we will explore Kit Carson Park in Escondido. 
Location: Meet at Eagle Scout Lake. (eBird 
hotspot is called Sand Lake). There is free 
parking just to the east off Casteneda Drive 
near Entrance Drive. 
Leader: Barbara Swanson 
(baswanson100@hotmail.com) 

SAN DIEGUITO 
RIVER PARK 
Discontinued. Eve  
Martin will be  
offering a new  
birding opportunity  
for beginning 
birders starting in 
February! 

COASTAL 101 BIRDING (Oceanside) 
2202 S Coast Highway 
Saturday, Jan 28 — 9:00 a.m. We start along 
the Buena Vista Lagoon, visit Maxton Brown 
Park, travel to the ocean and weir, and return to 
the Nature Center along Coast Hwy. 
Location: Buena Vista Nature Center, 2202 S. 
Coast Hwy., Oceanside. Meet in the parking lot. 
Leader: Tom Troy (760-420-7328) 

RANCHO CARRILLO TRAIL (Carlsbad) 
Friday, Jan 6 — 7:30 a.m. 
We will remain along the Rancho Carrillo Trail 
going west to the bridge and then returning. 
Location: Park along the trailhead near 
2955 Via Conquistador. 
Leaders: Eve Martin, Kathy Aldern, and  
Jane Mygatt (jane.mygatt@gmail.com) 

WHELAN LAKE BIRD SANCTUARY 
(Oceanside)  
Saturday, Jan 7 — 8 a.m. 
Directions: From I-5, take Hwy 76 east; 
turn left at Douglas Drive; continue to the 
light at North River Road; go left on North 
River Road. Pass through entrance gate and 
follow signs to the lake. 
Leaders: Denise Riddle 
(driddle1855@att.net) and Jane Mygatt 

EL CORAZON GARRISON CREEK 
(Oceanside) 
Wednesday, Jan 11 — 7:30 a.m. 
Directions: From the intersection of El 
Camino Real and Oceanside Blvd., go east  
on Oceanside Blvd., turn left (north) into  
the first gate. Park to the left. 
Leader: Denise Riddle (driddle1855@att.net)  

LET’S GO BIRDING! 
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Grab your binoculars and join 
one or more of our free guided 
bird outings. New birders are 
always welcome!

NEW

Tennessee Warbler (P. Langen)

Downy Woodpecker 
(P. Langen)

NOTICE

mailto:stevanbrad@gmail.com
mailto:baswanson100@hotmail.com
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General Plans and Conservation 
by Joan Herskowitz 

For people who participated in the Christmas Bird Counts in 
December or saw the count reports, they are reminders of 
the diverse bird life in our region. However, we are also 
aware of the many threats to birds and other wildlife, 
including habitat loss from development, degraded habitat 
from encroachment and edge effects, hazardous materials 
that contaminate the environment, as well as climate change 
that effects the long-term sustainability of native plants and 
animals. What can we as individuals do?   

Of course, you can join environmental organizations such as 
Audubon that advocate for conservation with government 
agencies and elected officials, and you can make lifestyle 
changes that reduce your carbon-generating energy use that 
causes global warming. But local, State, and Federal elected 
officials regularly make decisions that have widespread 
impacts on our biological resources, and they are very 
sensitive to input from individual constituents. An important decision local officials make is 
what to include in the General Plan, a State-required document that is a long-term plan for 
the physical development of cities and counties. It describes where development will occur 
and the goals and policies for preservation of native habitat and wildlife. It contains the 
criteria by which all new development will be evaluated in future years. 

Close to home, the City of Oceanside is currently in the process of updating its General Plan. 
It is important to ensure that, in concert with expected growth, the proposed policies will 
maintain the natural biodiversity of the City and region. Since the start of the process, Buena 
Vista Audubon Board of Directors has advocated for inclusion of policies that favor the 
sustainability of native wildlife. We have particularly focused on what was formerly called the 
Conservation Element of the General Plan and is now called the Vital and Sustainable 
Resources Element. Although we support many of the goals and policies presented at a 
recent workshop, we have suggested numerous revisions. We did that because when work 
was suspended on the Multiple Habitat Conservation Draft Oceanside Subarea Plan, City staff 
indicated that those policies would be maintained by incorporating equivalent policies into the 
General Plan Update.  Our comment letter provided a list of policies that were either missing 
in the General Plan or needed to be strengthened, since we believe they are critical to 
conserving habitat and wildlife in Oceanside and to maintaining biodiversity. We are also 
concerned about the environmental impact of increased housing development proposed in 
the Draft South Morro Hills Community Plan, which the City is working on alongside the 
General Plan. 

Oceanside staff encourages public participation. We also strongly encourage individuals who 
have an interest in ensuring protections for wildlife in our region to sign up for emails on the 
progress of updates to the General Plan at onwardoceanside.com. In this way, you can let 
your voice be heard in support of conservation. Hopefully it will make a difference. 

Anna’s Hummingbird and 
House Finch (F. Landerville)

http://onwardoceanside.com
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Have you missed a Monthly Program or Want to Watch it Again? 

Did you know BVAS has its own YouTube Channel? We have three playlists to choose 
from: BVAS Zoom Lecture Series, Around Buena Vista Lagoon, and San Diego County Birds. 

The link for our YouTube Channel is found at https://www.youtube.com/
@buenavistaaudubon6787 or go to youtube.com and search on Buena Vista Audubon. 
Please subscribe! 

At the end of November, Patti Langen and Denise Riddle 
led a bird tour around Anstine-Audubon Nature 
Preserve in Vista. Anstine-Audubon is managed by the 
San Diego Audubon Society. Open to the public for free on 
Saturdays, 9 a.m. — 12 p.m., from October to June. 
Register here: https://www.sandiegoaudubon.org/what-
we-do/anstine.html. (Scroll down about halfway.)                    

American Robin 
(B. Swanson) 

An Acorn Woodpecker 
stores an acorn. 
(B. Swanson)

Our leaders, Patti Langen (left), and 
Denise Riddle (right), scan for birds. 
(B. Swanson)

https://www.youtube.com/@buenavistaaudubon6787
https://www.youtube.com/@buenavistaaudubon6787
http://youtube.com/
https://www.sandiegoaudubon.org/what-we-do/anstine.html
https://www.sandiegoaudubon.org/what-we-do/anstine.html
https://www.sandiegoaudubon.org/what-we-do/anstine.html
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Check it Out 
Does your New Year's resolution 
involve reading, learning, or anything 
involving nature? The BVAS Nature 
Center library can help with that! 
Besides many factual books on birds, 
animals, and plants, we have a large 
collection of naturalist essays — John 
Muir, Rachel Carson, etc. Why not 
cuddle with a blanket and some 
inspirational words from other 
explorers to motivate you on your 
own future explorations?  

Jean Booth, BVAS Librarian

Nature Center Garden Crew 
Join the Garden Crew every Monday 
from 9-11 a.m. to help out and learn 
about native plants. To convert your 
yard to natives, take a hike! Find your 
favorite spot in our local habitat and 
recreate it.  

After we talk about drainage (think dry 
streambed), we can help you choose 
plants from Calscape’s website: 
https://gardenplanner.calscape.org/.    

Joan Bockman, BVAS Garden Crew

Sonya and Phoebe’s Clubhouse 

Sunday, January 8, 10:00 a.m.-noon. 

Bring your school-aged children to the 
Nature Center to create Winter Trees. 

Join Us for Preschool  
Nature Storytime at the  
Nature Center 

Monday, January 23, 10:00 a.m.  
Join us for a nature-themed storytime at the Nature 
Center. We will read, sing, and talk about “Animals 
in Winter.” Weather permitting, we will walk the 
trail, as well as make pine cone bird feeders.  
Questions? Call Sally Bickerton, 760-525-2351. 

Animals in Winter

 (J. Mygatt)

https://gardenplanner.calscape.org/
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Cameras and Practicing 
by Barbara Swanson 

This year I will write a series of articles 
about photography. While the emphasis 
will be on bird photography, much of 
the information can be used for other 
types of nature photography. 

Photography begins with a camera and 
light, so I will begin these articles with a 
short discussion of cameras. The 
camera system you choose will depend 
on your goals and budget. Many folks 
now have a cell phone with a camera. 
These cameras are often excellent for 
landscapes, flowers, macro, and people. 
However, since most do not have an 
optical zoom feature, wildlife is often 
challenging to photograph. 

Fixed lens cameras are reasonably small 
and can work well for photos of perched 
birds. Flight shots of birds are very 
difficult. When I walk around my 
neighborhood or don’t want to carry my 
large camera system, I use my Canon 
SX720 HS fixed lens camera with a 40x 
zoom. I put it in a small pouch that I 
can loop around my belt, keeping my hands 
free. It is hard to get a totally sharp photo 
when zoomed out due to camera shake.  
(A monopod or tripod would help with this.) 
But it is very convenient for taking ID photos 
of birds or the environment. 

For high-quality wildlife images, a D-SLR or mirrorless camera with interchangeable lenses 
is the best choice. The industry seems headed towards mirrorless systems, so that is what I 
recommend for new buyers. While there are many features to consider, the size, weight and 
how it fits in your hands are very important. For birds, I suggest a zoom lens that goes to 
500 or 600 mm, but the lens weight (and price) does add up. I prefer a full-frame camera 
so I can crop later and I am less likely to accidentally crop part of a bird in-camera. But 
other photographers prefer cameras with a crop factor (a smaller sensor). 

While camera gear is important, the most critical things are the person behind the camera 
and knowing how to use equipment. Consistent practice pays off—I like to regularly 
photograph in my backyard. If you are having problems, search online to find an article or 
video about it, or ask another photographer. 

Song Sparrow singing. Nikon D800, 80-400 
mm Nikon lens, 1/1000 sec, f/5.6, ISO 1000. 
Practicing photography in my yard improves 
my skills and sometimes I make photos that I 
would not be able to find elsewhere.



WITH THANKS 
The newsletter continues to be a group effort. Thanks to all the contributors and proofreaders. 
A special thanks to Tina Mitchell, who meticulously edits every article.  
Jane Mygatt, Newsletter Editor 

BIRDS AROUND TOWN 
VOLUME 52 / NUMBER 1 / JANUARY 2023 / 9 

Red-footed Booby 

Photo: Nancy Christensen

Seven Simple Actions to Help Birds 
from The Cornell Lab of Ornithology 
 
In 2019, scientists documented North America’s 
staggering loss of nearly 3 billion breeding birds  
since 1970. Helping birds can be as simple as  
making changes to everyday habits. Here’s our quick 
list of seven simple actions you can take. 
 
And in case anyone asks you why bird conservation  
is so important, here are five specific reasons why 
birds matter and an in-depth article on the economic 
value of birds. 
 

https://www.birds.cornell.edu/home/seven-simple-
actions-to-help-birds 

The Goose is Afoot  
Last October, while watching the 
Dodgers-Padres game on his La-Z-
Boy, Steve Brad captured an image 
of the most talked-about goose to 
grace brightly lit Dodger Stadium. Initially 
reported as a duck, in fact this Greater 
White-fronted Goose is a rarity in Southern 
California. At least until this year.  

An all-time high count of Greater White-
fronted Geese has been reported throughout 
the county. Severe drought at important 
wetlands along the California-Oregon border, 
and loss of half the usual flooded rice fields in 
the Sacramento Valley might explain the large 
influx of geese in our area.  

If you watched the BVAS Program on Light 
Pollution, you already know that bright lights 
confuse birds during migration, possibly 
accounting for this wayward goose’s landing 
on the ball field. Loss of wetlands and light 
pollution are only a few of the serious issues 
affecting bird populations in North America. 

I’m Helping 
Birds!

Make Windows Safe

Keep Cats Indoors

Less Lawn, Plant Natives

Avoid Pesticides

Drink Shade-Grown Coffee

Use Less Plastic

Watch Birds, 
Share What You See

Find out more: bit.ly/7-simple-actions

Wood Thrush by John Petruzzi/Macaulay Library 56732651; Graphic by Sarah Seroussi.

https://www.3billionbirds.org/why-birds-matter
https://www.3billionbirds.org/why-birds-matter
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/news/analysis-the-economic-value-of-birds/?__hstc=161696355.59077558bff0fb0b7716ae30f2668958.1670208285845.1670208285845.1670208285845.1&__hssc=161696355.1.1670208285845&__hsfp=2364510760
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/news/analysis-the-economic-value-of-birds/?__hstc=161696355.59077558bff0fb0b7716ae30f2668958.1670208285845.1670208285845.1670208285845.1&__hssc=161696355.1.1670208285845&__hsfp=2364510760
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/home/seven-simple-actions-to-help-birds
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/home/seven-simple-actions-to-help-birds
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Embark on a comprehensive 
excursion perfect for avid birders 
wishing to add to their life list: You’ll 
be rewarded with ample opportunities 
to seek out some of the hundreds of 
avian species that call Costa Rica 
home. Visit hotspots encompassing 
a variety of habitats—such as 
Caribbean lowlands, premontane 
forest, tropical dry forest, mangroves, 
páramo, and more—during hikes, 
boat rides, and a hanging bridge 
canopy tour. Accompanied by one 
of our expert birding guides, you’ll 
experience the breadth and depth 
of the country’s diverse natural 
beauty while identifying resident 
and migrants alike, including rare, 
endangered, and endemic targets. 

• Bird	the	trails	of	the	world-renowned	La	Selva	Biological	Station,	where
more	than	half	of	Costa	Rica’s	species	have	been	recorded.

• Enjoy	excellent	vantage	points—including	grassland,	secondary	forest,
a	river,	and	a	natural	spring—at	a	private	ecological	reserve	near	Arenal
Volcano.

• Spend	a	full	day	in	Carara	National	Park,	an	ecologically	diverse	hotspot
due	to	its	location	at	the	convergence	of	northwestern	tropical	dry	forest
and	humid	southern	Pacific	rainforest.

• Seek	out	regional	endemics	like	the	Volcano	Junco	and	White-throated
Mountain-gem,	plus	the	highly	coveted	Resplendent	Quetzal,	in	the
temperate	forest	and	páramo	habitats	of	Cerro	de	la	Muerte.

PRogRAM HIGHLIGHTS

holbrook.travel/buenavista-cr23

• Bilingual	local	birding	expert
• Accommodations
• Activities
• Private	transportation
• Meals
• Beverages	with	meals
• Carbon	offsetting

WhAt’S INCLUDED?

COSTA RICA with Buena Vista Audubon Society
Birder’s Paradise: Savegre, Sarapiquí, Arenal, and Carara
11 DAYS  |  May 5-15, 2023                                               $3,350 per person plus airfare, based on 8 participants                                                                                                                                           

More info or to Register: http://holbrook.travel/buenavista-cr23

RESPLENDENT QUETZAL (PHAROMACHRUS MOCINNO)

SuSPENSioN	BRidgE	By	gREg	BASCo

Contact Stan Walens  stanwalens@gmail.com or debbie@holbrooktravel.com



Our Mission: Conservation through education, advocacy, land management, 
and monitoring.

Buena Vista Audubon Nature Center 
2202 S. Coast Highway 
Oceanside, CA 92054  (760-439-2473) 

Nature Center Hours 
Tuesday-Saturday: 10 a.m.-1 p.m. 
Sunday-Monday: Closed

BVAS acknowledges that we are on Payómkawichum land and the shared space of the 
Cahuilla, Cupeño, and Kumeyaay Nations.

Become a Member! 

Help support our work and become a member of BVAS. All donations of $25/year or more 
qualify as membership dues. As a BVAS member, you will receive the chapter newsletter, voting 
privileges at our Annual Meeting and other member meetings, and the satisfaction of belonging 
to a group that supports nature in North County. All donations are tax-deductible. BVAS is a 
501(c)(3) non-profit corporation and will receive 100% of your contribution. 

https://bvaudubon.org/donate/

HAPPY NEW YEAR! 
VOLUME 52 / NUMBER 1 / JANUARY 2023 / 11 

Nature Center Quick Calendar 

Birding – see page 4 
Garden Crew – Mondays, 9 – 11 a.m. 
Nature Guides – First Friday at 10 a.m. 
Sonya and Phoebe’s Clubhouse – 2nd 
Sunday at 10 a.m.  
Program on Zoom – 3rd Wednesday at  
7 p.m. 
BVAS Board Meeting – 3rd Friday at 9 
a.m. (via Zoom) 
Preschool Nature Storytime – 4th 
Monday at 10 a.m. 

House Wren (B. Swanson)

https://bvaudubon.org/donate/

