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With guides Vernie Aikins and Troy Corman, and participants Avril, Bruce & 

Sharon, Charles & Carolyn, Kara, Meredith, and Vicki 

 
Thur., Mar. 13  Sweetwater Wetlands | El Rio Open Space Preserve  
Most participants arrived the day prior in Tucson, with the tour expected to begin after lunch today. Since most 
were already here, we offered to add an additional late morning outing and decided to use this extra time by 
visiting the always productive Sweetwater Wetlands. Even with cold, blustery winds, we still detected nearly 50 
bird species, including views of an American Barn Owl and Harris’s Hawk, an excellent beginning for the raptor 
list. These wetlands also produced 9 species of waterfowl, including several pairs of the appropriately named 
Cinnamon Teal, plus more color was provided by showy Vermilion Flycatchers and Costa’s Hummingbird.  
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One plane was delayed, and we picked up the final two participants after lunch. Finally all together, we headed 
to the El Rio preserve to see what we could find with the continuing strong, gusty winds. We encounter notable 
Mexican Ducks and Neotropic Cormorants, plus some had a quick view of a Southwest icon, Greater 
Roadrunner. Our first mammals for the tour were Desert Cottontails and several Round-tailed Ground Squirrels, 
which appear as small, skinny prairie dogs!  
 
Our first dinner was at the wonderful Locale Neighborhood Italian, which everyone enjoyed, but few could finish 
the large portions!   
 
Fri., Mar. 14  Ajo Highway | Avra Valley | Saguaro NP – West | 
Marana | Reid Park  
After an early breakfast at Cielo’s at our fine accommodations (Lodge on the Dese rt), we traveled southwest to 
several Sonoran Desert areas off the Ajo Highway. Thanks to Vernie’s local knowledge and pre-tour scouting, we 
observed a pair of Crested Caracara, nesting in a large saguaro. This would prove to be one of the most favorite 
observations of the tour. We also encountered two separate nests of Great Horned Owls in saguaros. Other 
classic desert birds we encountered in the area were Gila Woodpecker, Gilded Flicker, Phainopepla, Rufous-
winged Sparrow and Pyrrhuloxia.  
 
As the morning progressed, we traveled north and northwest to the Avra Valley where we had good views of the 
locally distributed, Bendire’s Thrasher. We spend some time driving through a section of Saguaro Nat. Park – 
West with its scenic, pristine landscape and abundant stands of saguaros. We also had our boxed lunch here. 
We went to an area near Marana where we observed several Burrowing Owls and another raptor, Northern 
Harrier, foraging low over the area.   
 
By mid- afternoon we made it back to our lodging for participants that wanted to relax until dinner. Since we 
had a little extra time, we offered to take some hardy participants to nearby Reid Park. Even with the cold, gusty 
winds, we managed to find over 35 bird species. Most notable were Anna’s Hummingbirds and a Peregrine 
Falcon; numerous low flying Violet-green Swallows; small flocks of Western Bluebirds and Cedar Waxwings; a 
Summer Tanager; and four species of warblers, including Lucy’s and Yellow. 
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Our dinner was in the private, fireplace room at a Tucson favorite, El Charro Café. This was followed by 
going over the nightly bird checklist at our lodging. Given a focus of this tour, our raptor count already 
stood at 11 species, including 3 species of owls!           
 
Sat., Mar. 15  Tubac Hawkwatch | Santa Gertrudis Lane  
After breakfast, we loaded our bags and traveled south of Tucson to Ron Morris Park along the Santa Cruz River 
in Tubac. This park is the staging area for the annual Tubac Hawkwatch, which was established after discovering 
that in March, a large majority of the U.S. population of nesting Common Black Hawks funnel through, following 
the Santa Cruz River corridor north. When we arrived in mid-morning, there were already over 100 spectators in 
attendance along with raptor counters/spotters, and numerous booths. Among the seemingly ever present 
Turkey Vultures and resident Cooper’s Hawks, we had the opportunity to briefly see a few new raptors for the 
tour, like Black Vulture, Gray, Zone-tailed and a Swainson’s Hawk . Less expected were brief views by some of a 
Crested Caracara and a distant soaring dark-morph Short-tailed Hawk that had been observed periodically the 
previous few days. We also birded some on the nearby trails among towering cottonwoods and mesquite 
bosques. 
 
We had lunch nearby at the popular and lively Tubac Jack’s. We managed to get a nice group photo outside in 
front of a colorful hummingbird mural. We then checked into our final lodging destination, the Tubac Golf Resort 
to rest and recharge. In mid-afternoon, we drove to Santa Gertrudis Lane south of Tubac to visit a section of the 
Santa Cruz River. Our walk provided us with resident species such as Inca Dove, Bridled Titmouse, and Abert’s 
Towhee; several new warblers, Black-throated Gray and Wilson’s, and the biggest surprise, several Lawrence’s 
Goldfinches coming in for a drink along the river.          
 
Dinner was in Tubac at the most eccentrically decorated Elvira’s, with its special cuisine and also included 
wonderful live music. The evening checklist review revealed we had already identified nearly 100 bird species, 
including 16 species of raptors. 
 
Sun., Mar. 16  Tubac Hawkwatch | Madera Canyon | Tubac Golf Resort  
Before taking off for the Tubac Deli for breakfast, we had views of an Arizona rarity, Yellow-bellied Sapsucker, 
and a flyby Sharp-shinned Hawk (new tour raptor). We then headed back to the Tubac Hawkwatch where raptor 
movement appeared to be better than the morning before. Among the 9 species of raptors, we counted at least 
6 Common Black Hawks, much to the delight of the numerous spectators. 
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We then drove to the higher elevations and new habitats found in Madera Canyon on the north slope of Santa 
Rita Mountains. Here among the tall oaks and sycamores, we enjoyed our boxed lunches from the Tubac Deli. It 
was rather quiet, but we birded a little around the picnic area and trail with the highlight being several individual 
of the always crowd pleasing and animated Painted Redstart. From there we spent quite some time watching 
the famous, nearby Santa Rita Lodge feeders. Of course the hummingbirds were the stars with four species, 
Rivoli’s, Broad-tailed, Broad-billed and the always rare, Berylline! Of course there were other great species to 
keep our attention including the Mexican race of Wild Turkey known as Gould’s; Acorn and Arizona 
Woodpeckers; Mexican Jay; Bridled Titmouse; and a nice male Hepatic Tanager. The feeders and canyon also 
gave us a few more mammals for the tour, with many of the smaller and grayer southwest race (Coues) White-
tailed Deer and happy and well feeder-fed, Rock and Arizona Gray Squirrels.     
 
We were back at the Tubac Golf Resort in time to refresh. Just before our final dinner at the Stable Ranch Grille, 
some of us took a leisurely walk of the resort noting nearly 30 bird species. We went through the nightly 
checklist after dinner, then we were alerted to another new mammal outside. We observed a small heard of 
Collared Peccary, known locally as Javelina.  
   
Mon., Mar. 17 Tubac Ranch Resort | Montosa Canyon | Departure from 
Tucson  
We packed the vans early before heading out and enjoyed our final breakfast at the Tubac Deli. Unlike the first 
few days of the tour with cold, windy and often cloudy conditions, the clear, calm morning warmed quickly.   
 
For our final group destination, we drove into Montosa Canyon, which is a unique small mountain foothill 
drainage with larger mesquite and hackberry. Mostly a dry drainage, we also visited a spring and a seep 
attracting several new species for us. While listening to singing Rock and Canyon Wrens, some White-throated 
Swifts soured above the canyon ridges. One special highlight were a pair of rather accommodating and 
photogenic Northern Beardless-Tyrannulets.  Other notable species included Hutton’s Vireo, Cactus Wren, 
Curve-billed and a quick flyby Crissal Thrasher, Canyon Towhee and a fair selection of sparrows including Black-
chinned, Black-throated and Rufous-crowned.  As the canyon was getting rather toasty by late morning, it was 
time to say our good byes before getting back to the Tucson Airport. 
 
For those keeping track, we ended the AZ Raptor Round-Up with a respectable 18 species of raptors.  
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Photos: Group (Vernie Aikins - VA), Barn Owl (VA), Crested Caracara (VA), Costa's Hummingbird (VA), Vermilion Flycatcher 
(VA), Scenic (VA), Cinnamon Teal (VA),  Great Horned Owl (Vicki Sheafer - VS), Group Birding (VA), Bendire's Thrasher (VA), 
Lucy's Warbler (VA), Hepatic Tanager (VA), Rivoli's Hummingbird (VA), Arizona Woodpecker (VA), Berylline Hummingbird (VA), 
Cactus Wren (VA) 
 


