Washington County Big Day

Greg Gillson

Part 1:

Introduction

On Saturday, April 29, 2006 a team composed of Jay Withgott, Tim Shelmerdine, and Greg Gillson set a new record for identifying the most species of birds in a single day within the borders of Washington County, Oregon.
The first bird of the day at 3:00 a.m. was SORA; the final bird at 7:12 p.m. was AMERICAN DIPPER. In between we saw or heard 121 other species for a single day total of 123 species. This shattered my previous best attempt of 109 species on May 15, 1993 and surpassed by 4 the previous high record of 119 set by John Gatchet and Verda Teale in May 1983 or 84.
I must say that this was the most fun I've had birding in a long while. It's spring, so there are many birds. Some are residents, some are just passing through. New migrants are arriving daily from the south, while the last stragglers of many wintering species disappear day by day. The challenge of finding as many species as possible in a single day has been part of my birding experience since the 1970's. Other people must enjoy the activity, too, as The American Birding Association annually devotes a single publication to the records and narratives of Big Day attempts in North America.
When are the most species present? Should the attempt be earlier in spring when more sandpipers and ducks are present? Or is the peak number of species later in spring when more flycatchers, warblers, and other Neo-tropical species are present? What route should we follow? How much time should we spend at each location? If we intensely bird one area to pick up all species present, will we run out of time to visit other areas? If we go too fast in order to cover more areas, how many species might we miss? These questions had occupied Jay Withgott and me since December 2004. Yes, that's right; Jay and I have been talking about and planning this Washington County Big Day attempt for 16 months!
Then, last year, a Benton County team (Dossett, Fairchild, Herlyn, and Stryker) shattered that county's Big Day record of 113 by finding 139 species on April 30. In many ways Washington County and Benton County are similar. Both are about the same size and positioned on the west side of the Willamette Valley and extending into the Coast Range. They have about the same species list. It was settled. Jay and I chose the last weekend in April for our Big Day attempt in 2006. We had contacted several people about the Big Day attempt; by February it was down to Jay, Tim, and me.
As the date approached the weather forecast turned from partly sunny to a forecast of rain. That would ruin everything! Nevertheless, we went on with our plans...
The weather would be a deciding factor, nearly ruining our day. But then the weather surprised us with an amazing birding spectacle that turned around our dwindling fortunes. We'd have to work hard for most of our species—even giving way to our "one species per stop" afternoon lament. And we had one "easy" species that we tried for all day without success. It was a fun adventure and I would like to share the experience by telling you all about it while it is still fresh in my mind.
Stay tuned for Part 2...
Part 2:
2:30-5:35 a.m.: Owling
5:40-7:30 a.m.: Scoggins Valley Road
7:30-8:50 a.m.: Hagg Lake

We arrived at the North Plains McDonald's at 2:30 a.m. where Tim and Jay loaded their gear into my car. Owling was the first order of business. The forecast still called for possible morning showers and afternoon rain. However, the skies above were clear. Jupiter was shining brightly, nearly at its zenith in the sky. Since we were close, I thought that we'd go over to Killins Wetlands (a.k.a. Cedar Canyon Marsh) as there was at least one report of Barred Owl—a species I have yet to see (or hear) in the county.
When we arrived, it was fairly breezy. In spring, many marsh birds call through the night. All was quiet. We walked along the road quietly straining to hear any owls, rails, or bitterns. "We're doing this wrong," I said. Jay clapped his hands and a nearby SORA erupted into voice—our first bird!
Killin Wetlands:
3:00 a.m.:
Great Blue Heron
Sora
We drove the farm roads down Hwy 47 and past the big red barn on Fernhill Road. No Barn Owls were in the window as is often the case. We stopped at Gaston to listen for Great Horned Owls, but the breeze was keeping things quiet. Next we drove out Patton Valley Road, which is a sure bet for both of those owls. Nothing. We drove up and over Lee Road, stopping near Hagg Lake. It was about 4:15 a.m. There we found our first owl for the day. A NORTHERN SAW-WHET OWL was calling away. Jay heard a WESTERN SCREECH-OWL, but neither Tim nor I picked up on it. Further around the lake, at Sain Creek, a GREAT HORNED OWL was calling. As we continued around the lake Tim and I got our WESTERN SCREECH-OWLS. As dawn approached we encountered a family of GREAT HORNED OWLS, with whooping and begging young. None of these birds were near the road, so my new bright flashlight was fairly worthless. A flock of AMERICAN WIGEON wheezed by in flight overhead, and a single LEAST SANDPIPER repeatedly called "jeeet" as it flew by in the dark. Otherwise it was fairly quiet. There seemed to be no nocturnal migration. Owling ended at 5:25 a.m.
The dawn chorus was picking up and we stopped along the lake shore where I've had Ruffed Grouse in the past. Soon various early-rising birds started singing: WINTER WREN, AMERICAN ROBIN, MOURNING DOVE, CHESTNUT-BACKED CHICKADEE, WHITE-CROWNED SPARROW, and others. But without Ruffed Grouse, and with it almost light enough now to start actually seeing birds, we headed up Scoggins Valley Road and into the forested foothills of the Coast Range.
At mile post 3 we walked the lone parcel of Willamette Industries land surrounded by the off-limits timberlands owned by Stimpson. We heard RED-BREASTED SAPSUCKER drumming. A distant NORTHERN PYGMY-OWL was tooting, but Tim missed it in among the other birds. I had the same problem with a PACIFIC-SLOPE FLYCATCHER, but eventually detected part of its song. As we were walking up the logging road a burst of loud wing beats announced a quail or grouse taking flight. Jay was ahead a few steps and had flushed the bird, though he didn't see it. It flew back around below the level of the road down the side of the valley. Tim, back a few paces, had his view blocked by brush. I had a brief view of the bird. We were expecting it to be Mountain Quail, as this was the target bird for this area. However, the brown wings and black tail belonged to BLUE GROUSE. Tim and I later heard one hoot of a BLUE GROUSE, but Jay missed it. 
We picked up many forest species here, including EVENING GROSBEAK, BROWN CREEPER, BAND-TAILED PIGEON, HAIRY WOODPECKER, RED-BREASTED NUTHATCH, and PILEATED WOODPECKER. Many thousands of CACKLING GOOSE flew overhead. In the clearcut we picked up WESTERN BLUEBIRD, MACGILLVRAY'S WARBLER, and HOUSE WREN. On the way back down to Hagg Lake I hit a pothole in the gravel, banging the undercarriage fairly hard. Immediately I had a very loud vehicle, as the exhaust manifold tore loose. It didn't affect the engine, and nothing was dragging on the ground, so we continued on. But now we had the world's first Big Day racing car, sounding much like my youngest daughter's first car. We also noticed that exhaust fumes were entering the car. 
We passed an area where I've often seen California Quail, but none were present....
Birds first spotted above Hagg Lake on Scoggins Valley Road:
5:40-7:30 a.m.
Cackling Goose
Blue Grouse
Red-tailed Hawk
Band-tailed Pigeon
Northern Pygmy-Owl
Red-breasted Sapsucker
Downy Woodpecker
Hairy Woodpecker
Northern Flicker
Pileated Flicker
Pacific-slope Flycatcher
Hutton's Vireo
Steller's Jay
Common Raven
Chestnut-backed Chickadee
Red-breasted Nuthatch
Brown Creeper
House Wren
Western Bluebird
Yellow-rumped Warbler
Black-throated Gray warbler
MacGillivray's Warbler
Western Tanager
Spotted Towhee
Golden-crowned Sparrow
Dark-eyed Junco
Brown-headed Cowbird
Purple Finch
American Goldfinch
Evening Grosbeak
Back down at Hagg Lake we drove around to the entrance booth to pick up a Day Pass for the park. We would only need it for another hour, but felt it best to abide by the rules. Back around the lake again we went. This time we scoped for waterbirds and walked a couple of the paths through the mixed woods. Jay spotted a female HOODED MERGANSER flying over the dam as we drove along it slowly. I spotted the day's only GREEN HERON a minute later, while still making our way across the dam. We picked up a BLACK-HEADED GROSBEAK and BLACK-THROATED GRAY WARBLER at one stop. We searched for a warbler singing a song very like, but not quite like, a Nashville Warbler, which would be quite rare in NW Oregon. Eventually Jay spotted the oddly singing bird--a WILSON'S WARBLER.
At Sain Creek we picked up a WHITE-BREASTED NUTHATCH, always one of those "worry" species that can be missed. Jay picked up on a NORTHERN ROUGH-WINGED SWALLOW calling over head, which we then spotted.
There were no California Quail, though, at the boat landing...
We picked up many ducks at the mouth of Tanner Creek, including a pair of COMMON MERGANSERS. We also spotted several WESTERN GREBES and COMMON LOONS. Oddly we didn't hear any of the loons singing during the predawn owling period, as is usual.
Birds first spotted at Hagg Lake including owling:
4:50-5:35 a.m. and 7:30-8:50 a.m.
Wood Duck
American Wigeon
Mallard
Northern Shoveler
Green-winged Teal
Ring-necked Duck
Hooded Merganser
Common Loon
Western Grebe
Green Heron
Osprey
American Kestrel
Killdeer
Least Sandpiper
Mourning Dove
Western Screech-Owl
Great Horned Owl
Northern Saw-whet Owl
Rufous Hummingbird
Western Scrub-Jay
American Crow
Tree Swallow
Violet-green Swallow
Northern Rough-winged Swallow
Cliff Swallow
Barn Swallow
Black-capped Chickadee
White-breasted Nuthatch
Bewick's Wren
Winter Wren
Ruby-crowned Kinglet
American Robin
European Starling
Orange-crowned Warbler
Common Yellowthroat
Wilson's Warbler
Song Sparrow
White-crowned Sparrow
Black-headed Grosbeak
Red-winged Blackbird
It was now 8:50 a.m. Hagg Lake and Scoggins Valley Road produced 71 species, and our day's total was 73 species. Two years ago, on May 10, I had 68 species leaving Hagg Lake, when my day's total was 107 species. So we were still on track for a good day and in good shape to be successful in our quest to break the record of 119 species. Though the forecast called for rain and a high of 60 it was already well into the 70's and we were down to short-sleeved shirts. There wasn't a cloud in the sky...
To be continued with Part 3...

Part 3:
8:50-9:15 a.m. Lee Road and Patton Road.
9:55 a.m. Goddard Road off Dixon Mill Road
10:20 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. Fernhill Wetlands
We left Hagg Lake at 8:50 a.m. with 73 species. We had 4 species of owls, most of the expected forest birds, and numerous birds on and around Hagg Lake. We felt we were on target to hit 110 species, or possibly even go for the record of 119 set in 1983 or 84 by John Gatchet and Verda Teale.
Climbing over the hill on Lee Road we made our way from Hagg Lake towards Patton Valley. A stop on top of Lee Road was unsuccessful for Cassin's Vireo—a nesting site. The birds were either silent or had not yet migrated in to the area. Further down the road, though, we picked up BUSHTIT—a sometimes difficult one to find, even if common. Jay and I also got our GOLDEN-CROWNED SPARROW that Tim had seen earlier in the clear cuts, but we had missed.
We passed by another area without California Quail...
8:50-9:00 a.m.
Species first detected on Lee Road:
Vaux's Swift
Bushtit
We then drove down Patton Valley Road to Gaston. One field had three NORTHERN HARRIER working it.
However, there were no California Quail in the farmlands...
9:00-9:15 a.m.
Species first detected on Patton Valley Road:
Turkey Vulture
Northern Harrier
Rock Pigeon
House Finch
House Sparrow
Next, we drove over Iowa Hill on Dixon Mill Road. There wasn't much of any bird activity going on in the woodlands. We drove up the private lane of Goddard Road where we spotted several more WESTERN BLUEBIRDS. We also picked up CHIPPING SPARROW here in its usual location in the overgrown spruce Christmas tree lot. This is a rather tough species to find in Washington County.
There weren't any California Quail in their usual location...
9:15-10:10 a.m.
Species first detected on Dixon Mill Road:
Ring-necked Pheasant
Savannah Sparrow
Chipping Sparrow
We were at 83 species and now our day was hinging on what kind of waterbirds and shorebirds we could find at Fernhill Wetlands, in Forest Grove. Most of the wintering ducks moved out in mid April. Water levels were so high that there were not really any mudflats to speak of. It was getting hot, perhaps 75 degrees, and clear. We laughed at the weather forecasters and their prediction of 60 degrees and rain.
We picked up a soaring BALD EAGLE, which we had missed at Hagg Lake. I checked out a brush pile for early Lazuli Buntings, but picked up only a LESSER GOLDFINCH. Tim and I turned around, but Jay dallied for a moment, then called us back. He had a LINCOLN'S SPARROW in his scope! Unfortunately the California Quail that are usually here weren't calling...
At Dabbler Marsh Jay and I simultaneously called out YELLOW WARBLER immediately after it sang, but Tim missed it. We spent almost 5 minutes here finding only a singing SONG SPARROW. Could we have both misheard that badly? It seemed so, until I heard it again over there. Then a few minutes later Tim and Jay heard it back behind them. So, with Jay and I having heard it twice, and Tim once, we decided it wasn't our imagination, and added it to the day's tally.
Down the back dike along the mitigation wetland Jay spotted the SNOW GOOSE that had been hanging around since early winter. We also spotted a couple of RUDDY DUCK. We spotted a very distant BELTED KINGFISHER. Though regular, it was one species that I didn't locate two years ago when I last tried a Big Day. Then we spotted a lone female CANVASBACK. We couldn't believe how many species we tallied this day were represented by only one bird!
Around the corner at Eagle Perch Pond the water levels were down a bit, but quite vegetated, rather than mudflats. Nevertheless, we spotted some LEAST SANDPIPERS scurrying around, and scoped them and the ducks out. We filled out the teal trifecta with a pair of BLUE-WINGED TEAL. A single DUNLIN and (what's that?) a BLACK-BELLIED PLOVER at the edge of the vegetation! A single AMERICAN PIPIT flew over calling, which we then spotted.
What luck! A great bunch of unexpected birds!
10:20 a.m. to 12:00 p.m.
Birds first detected at Fernhill Wetlands:
Snow Goose
Canada Goose
Gadwall
Blue-winged Teal
Cinnamon Teal
Northern Pintail
Canvasback
Bufflehead
Ruddy Duck
Pied-billed Grebe
Bald Eagle
Virginia Rail
American Coot
Black-bellied Plover
Greater Yellowlegs
Spotted Sandpiper
Western Sandpiper
Dunlin
Belted Kingfisher
Marsh Wren
American Pipit
Yellow Warbler
Lincoln's Sparrow
Lesser Goldfinch
It was now noon and we headed to the nearby Dairy Queen for a quick drive-through lunch. We noticed some fluffy clouds above the Coast Range....
Next: We meet the Society for Creative Anachronisms (really)...

Part 4:
12:15-1:00 p.m. Forest Grove
1:35-2:30 p.m. Jackson Bottom
3:50 p.m. leave Tualatin Hills Nature Park
4:30 p.m. North Plains
The two main stops of the day were over. We had 73 species leaving Hagg Lake, and were up to 108 species leaving Fernhill Wetlands, thanks to several unexpected shorebirds and waterfowl there. It seemed likely we could make a good run at breaking the 119 species record.
A quick stop at Dairy Queen for lunch nearly turned into a 20 minute wait, stuck in the drive-through. Dark clouds showed that it was now raining in the Coast Range. During the wait we debated our next tack. With decent weather we could hope for Mountain Quail, Gray Jay, Varied Thrush, Golden-crowned Kinglet, Hammond's Flycatcher, and perhaps other migrants in the hills. However, there wasn't any migrant fallout during the night. With the impending bad weather it seemed best to hunt out the remaining resident lowland birds on our list, rather than head into the rainy hills.
What could we get yet? Acorn Woodpecker at Pacific University was a given. Plus there was a chance for waxwing, siskin, and oriole or other migrant there. There was a nesting Cooper's Hawk, an easy Anna's Hummingbird, and perhaps Townsend's Warblers at Tualatin Hills Nature Park. We needed Bittern, Snipe, and perhaps Solitary Sandpiper at Killin Wetlands. We had a spot for a Dipper. Jay had scouted out Jackson Bottom yesterday and found cormorant and Great Egret. We might break the record, but we would need some help. We'd need to get most of the birds on this list, plus 4 or 5 unexpected species. So, if we hit some more wetlands, they would likely give us the best shot at adding species—waterfowl and shorebirds. With that decision, and finally our food, we drove over to Pacific University.
The traffic was at a crawl in downtown Forest Grove. There was obviously some kind of event happening in town. We parked on Pacific Avenue at the first place we could grab. We'd have to walk in to Pacific University from the back side. As usual there were many oddly-dressed young people about. When we walked into the main campus area it was obvious that the University was the center of the commotion in town. There were tents and exhibitors and many people dressed in medieval-looking garments. There were lots of plastic swords and oddities. A group of people in one garden area were making lots of loud noise on musical instruments—by the sound of the racket it was the first time they had ever attempted playing musical instruments in their lives.
We were trying to search the tree tops for any Acorn Woodpeckers. But they'd be mad to hang around their nests with the 2,000 people below. Jay looked up and spotted a PEREGRINE FALCON (#109) soaring very high overhead! "What are you looking at?" asked one lady in a long green dress. While we explained our purpose, we found out that the Medieval Faire was being sponsored by the University's History Department and the Society for Creative Anachronisms! Yes, that would explain it. This was a marketplace scene from Xena, Warrior Princess, or the "Thieves Forest" from The Princess Bride or rejects from Bilbo's birthday party. Well, we didn't expect any birds here, but we might as well take a walk around the outside. I really didn't want to have to drive 4 blocks over to Roger's Park to get the woodpeckers. So, past the not-so-authentic Honey Bucket port-a-potties we went, around the back of the building with the grimacingly bad "musicians," through a throng of people at a marketplace, past the smoking wenches and a few Goth teenagers who had crashed the party, around the sword fighting instruction arena, and mercifully back toward the car. Just then, three ACORN WOODPECKERS (#110) flew above us into a tree in the midst of the mayhem. Let's get out of here!
We checked out the Beale Road ponds before taking the back roads around the Forest Hills Golf Course heading to Jackson Bottom Wetlands in Hillsboro. Some brief stops along the way yielded no additional birds.
12:52 p.m.
Pacific University, Forest Grove.
We walked around the Jackson Bottom Interpretive Center, missing the California Quail that are nearly always present. We spent some time at Gene Pool trying to turn this large KILLDEER chick into some other kind of plover with one band, but to no avail. We did spot a group of 6 LONG-BILLED DOWITCHER (#111). On our way back to the car we finally spotted a GREAT EGRET (#112) fly from Kingfisher Marsh. By this time it was fully cloudy. We put back on our sweaters and coats. A few sprinkles swirled around. We weren't doing well getting new species. We were working very hard for each new species we got.
We stopped in at the north viewpoint, saying a brief hello to Dennis Manzer. We did pick up our target species here—DOUBLE-CRESTED CORMORANT (#113).
1:30-2:30 p.m.
Jackson Bottom Wetlands, Hillsboro.
As we drove down Baseline to Beaverton the skies opened up and it began raining in earnest. We could only keep hoping, and press on.
It was raining steadily at Tualatin Hills Nature Park. No birds at all were making any noise. In fact, I think we only saw one species. One of the COOPER'S HAWK (#114) was sitting on the nest, enduring the rain while protecting the young. Only the tip of the rounded tail showed with two pale bands. In fact, until it moved, it almost looked like part of the tree. We hurried to the Anna's Hummingbird perch, but it was empty, and we were getting soaked through.
3:50 p.m.
Tualatin Hills Nature Park, Beaverton
Our next stop was to be Killin Wetlands, where we hoped for bittern, snipe, and maybe solitary sandpiper. After that we had dipper. Those would leave us one species short of tying the record. We needed more.
On our way we stopped by the West Union ponds. Nothing we hadn't seen before. We drove West Union Road back to North Plains, hoping beyond hope for a bunting or kingbird.
At 4:30 p.m. we entered North Plains where we had begun 14 hours earlier. Could it be—a break in the clouds? Yes! But was it too late? We wasted 2 hours on the jaunt over to Beaverton and only picked up the tail of one new species. But in that downpour what else could we have done? We still needed 5 more species to break the record.
Driving by a farm field in North Plains we saw a huge group of geese. I turned around and found a spot to park, just in case there was a white-fronted goose among the cacklers.
Stay tuned as our fortunes change and our Big Day comes to a resounding climax….
Part 5:
4:30 p.m. North Plains.
5:40 p.m. leaving Killin Wetland.
6:13-6:50 p.m. Walking Hayward Road.
7:12 p.m. Hwy6/8 intersection.
We had a great morning of birding. We had 108 species at noon after birding Hagg Lake and Fernhill Wetlands. But now the challenging part of the day began. From noon to 4:30 p.m. we had added only 6 species, and only one species in the last 2 hours during the rainstorm. We were at 114 species and needed 6 more to break the record. The only sure bets were bittern, snipe, and dipper. There were some possibilities in the hills yet, but we could just as easily not find anything up there. We were starting to make excuses for our impending failure.
At 4:30 p.m. the sun had come back out and we found ourselves in North Plains. A large flock of geese had been grounded by the storm. They were feeding out in a farm field. Desperate, I pulled over to scope them out in case there were any white-fronted geese in the flock.
"There's some white-fronted geese in there!"
"Yep, the rightmost 6 birds are white-fronted geese. Wait! There's more. Whoah! They're ALL white-fronted geese!"
It was true. We counted as best we could. There were approximately 1,200 GREATER WHITE-FRONTED GOOSE (#115) in the flock! I'm sure that's more than all the white-fronted geese I've seen total in 34 years of bird watching! We finally did find about 8 CACKLING GOOSE in with them. Amazing. The sun was out and we were back in the running!
With our spirits lifted we hurried on to Killin Wetlands at Banks.
We already had SORA and VIRGINIA'S RAIL, so didn't need them. But it didn't take long to hear and see the AMERICAN BITTERN (#116) in the marsh. I scoped out some mudflats and only saw KILLDEER. Amazingly, Jay scoped out a distant bird perched on a small stick—a WESTERN KINGBIRD (#117)! This was a great bonus bird.
No shorebirds were visible here, so we drove 1/10th of a mile up Killin Road to a farm puddle. Here we scoped the distant shorebirds and came up with several WILSON'S SNIPE (#118). There it is—a SOLITARY SANDPIPER—number 119 and we've tied the record! We continued scoping and found two additional SOLITARY SANDPIPERS along the puddle. And look! A SEMIPALMATED PLOVER (#120)—a real one this time, not a KILLDEER chick like the enticing bird at Jackson Bottom earlier.
We'd done it! We had broken the record. Now whatever birds we got were extra. We could relax.
5:40 p.m. leaving Killin Wetland.
Next, we drove up Cedar Canyon Road. This area was yet one more place where we expected, but did not find, California Quail. We continued three miles to Hayward Road, past a small airstrip to a logging road. We had been told of this location by Lars Norgren. Jay had scouted it out the day before. He had found Varied Thrush and Golden-crowned Kinglet, but not the Mountain Quail for which he'd been searching.
As we walked the road a HERMIT THRUSH (#121) popped up in front of us. A while later we heard the calls of GOLDEN-CROWNED KINGLET (#122).
6:13-6:50 p.m. Walking Hayward Road.
Back down at the Hwy 6 and Hwy 8 intersection we picked up AMERICAN DIPPER (#123) under the bridge. What next? Of all the expected species, we had missed only California Quail. Should we drive 10 miles back to Forest Grove to try for it at the cemetery where Jay found them yesterday? No, it's too far out of the way. We're done.
7:12 p.m. Hwy6/8 intersection.
We had been birding almost 17 hours non-stop. We'd set the record. We'd driven about 180 miles inside Washington County. I'd destroyed yet another car on a Big Day....
Success!
