Minnesota: Winter Owling
January 25 — 30, 2026 | Trip Report
by Mollee Brown
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Sunday, Jan. 25 Arrival in Duluth

There’s something magical about the moment that you leave the airport and make your first descent into
Duluth. Peering below as your car tops the ridgeline of an ancient glacial lake, you see a beautiful, bustling town
below you: the remnants of phases of industry and life spanning decades, and tinges of the legacy that this
important location has fostered due to its position at the base of Lake Superior, which glistens behind it. Though
our tour took us miles away into peat bogs, farmlands, boreal forests, and the shorelines of northern Minnesota,
plus a touch of Wisconsin, experiencing Duluth itself is a highlight of this tour.

We gathered for our welcome dinner at the first of many fantastic local restaurants, and went to bed excited for
our first full day in the field.

Monday, Jan. 26 Whiteface River State Forest | Sax-Zim Bog

As we took off for a full-day birding adventure, we focused on the heart of birding excursions in the region: the
legendary Sax-Zim Bog. This protected area covers hundreds of square miles, all managed by a nonprofit formed
by caring local conservationists decades ago, and is chock-full of wintry species and surprises.

We took a scenic route to get to Sax-Zim to sample more forested and agricultural habitats along the way, plus a
pause to enjoy sunrise over a frozen lake, constantly keeping an eye out for our targets. In the cold and snow-
packed landscape, we visited several feeder stations and key locations in the bog, encountering several targets
within our first morning such as Pine Grosbeak and Canada Jays. We had a quick look at a hunting Northern
Shrike, and Redpoll flocks passed by without much pause in a few locations. At midday, we warmed up in a
birder-friendly cafe that served up comfort food and all-day breakfast.
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As the afternoon wound down, we were treated to one of the highlights of the trip: two Short-eared Owils,
including one that came incredibly close to us as it hunted. To top it off, we had scope views of an adult male
Snowy Owl ... even far views of an all-white bird in an all-white landscape were something special, as most
snowies in the US are young or female with apparent barring! We finished the day at a local brewery right next
to our hotel, making it easy to get to bed quickly before the next adventure.

Tuesday, Jan. 27 Sax-Zim Bog | Superior, WI

We started the day with a successful search for Sharp-tailed Grouse, a species that is becoming increasingly
harder to find in this region. After that, we ventured into other parts of Sax-Zim Bog for more concentrations of
birds at feeder areas. This time, Evening Grosbeaks were stars, and we had a great time with a large flock of
these gregarious finches. Pine Grosbeaks were numerous, too, and a roadside Ruffed Grouse was a nice find.

Eventually, we pulled up to a staked out area for a wintering specialty: a Northern Hawk-Owl. These fearsome
hunters seem proud to be a black sheep of their family: they’re diurnal, perch conspicuously at the top of
prominent trees, and as we saw firsthand, can make a straight shot for prey that’s hundreds of yards away.
What a way to tick a vole species, too, in the talons of this predator! We kept the owl party going with a sunset
view of a much closer Snowy Owl before dinner at yet another local restaurant.

Wednesday, Jan. 28 Sax-Zim Bog | Grand Marais | Two Harbors
In a rare experience for birding tours, folks chose their own adventures today. A few birders took off on a North
Shore expedition, with transitioning lake views en route to a large flock of Bohemian Waxwings farther north;
another spent time searching for Boreal Chickadees and spending time at the Sax-Zim Bog Welcome center; and
a final group explored Duluth’s shops for the morning. Every pursuit was successful! We regrouped for a
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delicious brunch downtown. Then, we took an evening drive to search for more owls and a mix of waterfowl
along the lakeshore until the last light faded for the evening.

Thursday, Jan. 29 Superior, WI | Brimson Burn Area | Duluth
We had a final full day to devote to birding, and we set off eager to make the most of it. A morning drive
through Superior National Forest was gorgeous, and to top it off, we all got to watch a string of River Otters
cross the road right in front of our van. From there, we wound through an area that was burned the previous
year and was now booming with several woodpecker species. Delightfully, tracing the taps we heard often led to
Black-backed Woodpeckers! We were treated with a few quick looks at an American Three-toed Woodpecker,
too.

We spent so much time enjoying the woodpecker spectacle that we pivoted for lunch plans with pizza at a
remote place, which ended up being a fun experience in itself for our crew. Warmed up and ready to continue
on, we then wound down the shoreline with many stops to look for waterfowl and owls. After getting our fill of
Common Goldeneyes and a lone Harlequin Duck, we heard about a final surprise to round out the end of our last
birding day. As temperatures dropped and the sun sank, we got to relish in the beauty of a Long-eared Owl
offering accommodating views.

We closed out with a fantastic celebratory dinner, yet again, at one of Duluth’s finest local restaurants. Our
group reflected on each day, filled with the spirit of pursuit and a mix of exciting encounters and anticipatory
builds.

Friday, Jan. 30 Departures

By the time we finished our tour, we’d amassed a delightful list of boreal specialty species. Those, combined
with the luxury of a single accommodation for the week, delicious food from local establishments, and
wonderful company, made for an adventure worth taking.

Photo Credits: Group by Mollee Brown, Northern Hawk Owl by Bryan Calk, Short-eared Owl by Mollee Brown, Long-eared Owl by Bryan
Calk, Snowy Owl by Betsy Bolster, Frozen Landscape by Bryan Calk, Canada Jay by Betsy Bolster, Pine Grosbeak by Bryan Calk, Red Squirrel
by Mollee Brown, Evening Grosbeaks by Betsy Bolster, Black-backed Woodpecker by Bryan Calk, Group by Mollee Brown, Group by Mollee
Brown, Red-breasted Merganser.

4

Naturalist Journeys, LLC PO Box 16545 Portal, AZ 85632 PH: 866.900.1146
naturalistiourneys.com | travel@naturalistjourneys.com




