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Gale was born in Munich, North Dakota in 1912
only 15 miles south of the International Boundary and was raised on a wheat farm near Argusville just north of Fargo. The farm house and barn
were protected from the cold northwest winds by
a dense stand of trees
planted by the homesteader. These trees
were the only cover in
an otherwise treeless
shortgrass prairie and
they sheltered many exotic migrants—colorful
warblers, vireos, orioles,
and grosbeaks—as they
traveled to and from
their breeding grounds
in the boreal forests of
Canada. These exciting
birds caught the attention of a young farm
boy who was already
interested in the natural world. They must
have served to widen
his world; after all, these
birds didn’t nest on the Gale W. Monson (between 1971-77)
prairie, but where did
they nest and why did they appear on the farm
every spring and fall? It is likely he found the answers to those questions long before he reached
North Dakota State University in Fargo. By the age
of about 12, he began a journal to record his bird
sightings on the farm and he continued it with
few interruptions for over eighty years.
His first job was in 1934 with the United States Indian Service, surveying and mapping range conditions by horseback on what is now the Tohono
O’odham Reservation west of Tucson. During his
long career Gale was a prolific writer. In addition
to co-authoring The Birds of Arizona, the Annotated Checklist of the Birds of Arizona, and The Birds
of Sonora are his chapters on six of the hawks
and owls in Raptors of Arizona. He served as editor of the Southwest Region for American Birds in
the late 1940s, the 50s, early 60s, and early 70s.
While he lived in Virginia, he was the editor of the
Atlantic Naturalist, a publication of the Audubon

Naturalist Society, and authored chapters in Pettingill’s books A Guide to Bird Finding West of the
Mississippi and The Birdwatcher’s America.
A frequent word in his correspondence related
to the preparation of
American Birds reports
was “skeptical” – “I’m
afraid I have to be skeptical on this one” – “I
think I’ll have to continue to be skeptical” –
“I am naturally a rather
skeptical person, but I
don’t mean to intimate
that anyone is at all
careless with their identification. We just need
more documentation.”
But Gale was also so
polite and such a gentleman that he always
mollified his criticisms
with such words as
“Here’s another one of
those nit-picking letters
I know you just love receiving,” and “I hope you
won’t feel too bad about getting this letter that is
nothing but corrections, criticisms, and things for
you to do. Keep up the good work,” and “I am very
grateful for these and appreciate having them
more than I can tell you.” Not all his written correspondence was so serious, however. Probably
few people know that he was an enthusiastic
state lister. In a 1975 letter he wrote “How about
staking out an Ovenbird for me to look for on the
3rd?” And in a 1982 letter he wrote “With the appearance of the new supplement to the A.O.U.
Check-list I have been able to up-date my Arizona
species count. As of now with my list ‘laundered’ I
have 442 species.”
An example of the breadth of his knowledge
was the answer he gave when invited to give a
program to the Maricopa Audubon Society. He
asked if the program should focus on the Natural
History of Cabeza Prieta Game Range or the wildflowers of Virginia!
continued on page 2

AZFO

Ornithologists

Arizona Field

continued from page 1
Thanks to Gale’s skepticism and the fact that he was the arbiter of the Arizona State List, the Arizona
Bird Committee was formed and birders became more careful in their observations and documented
their records in writing and with photographs. He was an exemplary field ornithologist, a fine allaround naturalist, and a well above average writer who could, in few words, convey the beauty and
enchantment of his beloved desert home. But he was also even-tempered, slow to anger, and quick to
see the humor in an otherwise difficult situation. All who knew him will recall the twinkle in his eye.
What a fine man he was and what a wonderful, long, full, productive, and happy life he led – an example for us all!

Visit us at
http://azfo.org/

For Janet’s and Mark’s full tribute to Gale and additional photos please visit Gale Monson Tributes at
http://azfo.org/Gale_Monson/GaleMonsonTributes.html
We also encourage others who were fortunate to know this inspirational man to submit their own
tributes (and/or photos) to Janet Witzeman (Jlwitzeman@aol.com). We will then add them to this web
page.

By Troy Corman

Smith’s Longspur – January 2012, Maricopa Co.
Photo/Carl Lundblad

Winter Seasonal Highlights

Winter 2011-12 produced some interesting and
exciting birds across Arizona. Typically a casual
to rare visitor, seemingly unprecedented numbers of RED FOX SPARROWS appeared in many
regions through the winter. Also from the East,
above normal numbers of YELLOW-BELLIED SAPSUCKERS and EASTERN PHOEBES were encountered. It was also a good winter for rarer grebes
and loons. Two RED-NECKED GREBES were found
in Maricopa Co. with one in late December at
Gillespie Dam and one easily observed individual
on Tempe Town Lake in early March. HORNED
GREBES were found in unprecedented numbers
across Arizona, particularly away from the large
Colorado River reservoirs.
Speaking of the Colorado River area, it was hot
with rarities this winter. In Mohave Co. alone,
species not found annually in the state included
POMARINE JAEGER, at least two RED-THROATED
LOONS, GLAUCOUS, THAYER’S and several MEW
GULLS, and a group of five TRUMPETER SWANS.
On the Bill Williams River NWR, a surprise find was
a NUTTING’S FLYCATCHER (potential 5th state record) that was enjoyed by many through the end
of the winter season.

Rufous-capped Warbler – December 2011, Pima Co. - Photo/Charles Melton

Northern Arizona had its highlights including a
first state record, in the form of not one but two
separate COMMON REDPOLLS in mid-February.
One was in House Rock Valley and the other at
Grand Canyon Village, both Coconino Co. Other
noteworthy finds included another MEW GULL
near Page and a RUSTY BLACKBIRD in Flagstaff.
Two WHITE-WINGED SCOTERS wintered at Willow
Lake near Prescott (Yavapai Co.) and two BLACKCAPPED CHICKADEES likely toggled between
Mohave and Coconino Cos. in Fredonia.
Another surprisingly cooperative RUSTY BLACKBIRD lingered through the season in Anthem
(Maricopa Co.) along with a RUFOUS-BACKED
ROBIN. An exceptional find in Maricopa Co. was
only the second Arizona record of SMITH’S LONGSPUR near Buckeye. This bird also lingered for
many to enjoy. The only other state record was a
specimen collected near Springerville in 1953.

Rusty Blackbird – December 2011, Maricopa Co.
Photo/Pierre Deviche

Glaucous Gull – January 2012, Mohave Co. - Photo/Melanie Herring

Of course Southeastern Arizona was not without
its winter prizes, particularly from Mexico. These
included a CAVE SWALLOW in Tucson (Pima Co.),
a STREAK-BACKED ORIOLE near Tubac (Santa Cruz
Co.), at least two RUFOUS-CAPPED WARBLERS in
Florida Canyon (Pima Co.), and multiple RUFOUSBACKED ROBINS.

For more details about these and other noteworthy photo-documented observations, please visit:
http://www.azfo.org/gallery/1main/photos_recent.html
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AZFO Field Expedition Brief:

Wintering Gray Vireo Surveys – 3-10 December 2011
By John Arnett
In early December, a team of 19 intrepid participants scattered across desert canyons and mountain
slopes in three counties in search of wintering Gray Vireos. The main objective of this Field Expedition was to improve our understanding of where Gray Vireos over-winter at the eastern and northern
periphery of the range of elephant trees (Bursera
microphylla) in Arizona. Our three specific goals
were to (1) visit known localities and find new
populations of elephant trees, (2) search for Gray
Vireos among and near elephant trees using a
call-broadcast survey method, and (3) collect basic habitat and vegetation data that may correlate with Gray Vireo presence/ absence. We also
hoped that all involved would have fun and enjoy visiting some of Arizona’s rugged and remote
nooks and crannies.
Well, we certainly achieved our main objective!
Some of the exciting highlights included likely
the first Gray Vireo to be found in the Harquahala
Mountains (La Paz Co.). In Maricopa Co., Gray Vireos were found for the first time wintering in the
Gray Vireo eating Elephant Tree fruit – December 2011, Maricopa Co.
White Tank and Sierra Estrella ranges, along with Photo/ Pierre Deviche
several on South Mountain. Elephant tree fruit is
clearly an important winter food for Gray Vireos
and perhaps other species (i.e., Ash-throated Flycatcher) in Arizona. In fact, Pierre Deviche took a stunning photograph of a Gray Vireo with a ripe elephant tree fruit in its bill!
To see more photos and details of this very successful expedition, please visit Expedition Summaries at
http://www.azfo.org/events/custom/eventslist.html

Gale W. Monson

Gale Monson
Research
Grant Program
By Pierre Deviche
Following our success of last
year, this year AZFO will award
up to two research grants,
each worth up to $2000,
under the Gale Monson
Research Grant Program.
See
http://www.azfo.org/grants/
grants.html
for application guidelines and
material submission deadline.
Gale’s family has requested
that contribution in his
memory be made to this
Grant fund.

2012 Winter Mountain Plover Surveys
By Troy Corman
With concerns of population decline, AZFO coordinated the second year of surveys for wintering
Mountain Plovers in Arizona in January with a follow-up survey conducted in February. Data were
also collected on Long-billed Curlews that were encountered while conducting the plover surveys. As
in the prior year, surveys were conducted in five counties: Yuma, La Paz, Maricopa, Pinal and Cochise.
The first surveys were conducted between 13-16 January by 14 different teams. However, some determined teams surveyed new areas on subsequent days, providing a total of 23 surveyor days. During
this period, only 120 Mountain Plovers were counted at four widely scattered locations in southern
Arizona, with a flock in the Parker Valley the only new area where they were not found in 2011. Unfortunately, no plovers could be found in Cochise Co. and the prior higher concentration location south
of Yuma held few plovers this year. This number is lower than in 2011 and much lower than expected.
Follow-up surveys conducted between 18-19 February to areas they were found in January produced
81 plovers. However, Long-billed Curlews were detected in much higher numbers than in 2011, with a
total of 475 counted in January.
I want to thank the many surveyors for all their efforts for this AZFO and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
sponsored endeavor. A special thank you also goes to the County Coordinators, Henry Detwiler, Doug
Jenness, Lin Piest, and Erika Wilson for rounding up and coordinating their troops to conduct these
surveys. I will prepare a more detailed report summarizing how much amazing effort was put into both
the 2011 and 2012 surveys and highlight the specific habitats these plovers (and curlews) utilized.
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Santa Cruz Flats Raptor Count
By Doug Jenness
Nineteen volunteers counted 445 raptors in the Santa Cruz Flats area 21 January, the highest number in
seven years of the annual count. The total number of species, including Black Vulture, was 15. The highest seven-year counts for several species were recorded, including Black Vulture (113), Northern Harrier (54), Ferruginous Hawk (11), Crested Caracara (33), and Prairie Falcon (11). However, the American
Kestrel count was the lowest ever. No White-tailed Kites or Sharp-shinned Hawks, which are sometimes
seen, were found. A highlight was, for the second year in a row, the sighting of a dark/rufous morph
Ferruginous Hawk. One of the most challenging and enjoyable features of the count is observing the
wide variety of Red-tailed Hawk morphs. Among them this year were two Harlan’s Red-tailed Hawks.
The survey area is 350 square miles of mostly agricultural land. Next year’s count will be 19 Jan.
The complete tallies for all years of the count can be viewed at:
http://www.azfo.org/namc/IndexsantaCruzRaptor.html

Greater Phoenix Area Waterbird Census
21 January 2012

By Troy Corman

Red-breasted Sapsucker – March 2012, Yavapai Co.
Photo/Brian Patrick

Red-necked Grebe – March 2012, Maricopa Co.
Photo/Brendon Grice

With its many urban ponds, lakes and canals, the
greater Phoenix metro area attracts a higher diversity and density of wintering aquatic birds
than any other location of similar size in Arizona.
Since 2006, an annual January survey has been
conducted across the
metro area with participants visiting all the
accessible bodies of
water to identify and
count the wild waterfowl, coots, grebes,
cormorants,
egrets,
herons, shorebirds and
even Osprey, Bald Eagles and Belted Kingfishers. Every year we
seem to have a little
better coverage and
some new participants
assisting with this endeavor.

area have come from. The other consistently
most abundant species were approximately 6700
Mallards, 3600 Northern Shoveler, 3000 Canada
Geese, 2500 Ring-necked Ducks, and over 2200
Common Mergansers!
Rarer highlights for
this count included
11 Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks (Phoenix),
1 Cackling Goose
(Avondale), 1 Tundra Swan (Sun City
West), 1 Greater Scaup
(Chandler), 2 Horned
Grebes (Chandler &
Gilbert), 50 American
White Pelicans (Phoenix), and 2 Brown Pelicans (Chandler and
Tempe). There is still a
healthy population of
cormorants with 1300
Neotropic and 1100
Eurasian and American Wigeon – December 2011, Maricopa Co.
Last year’s record high Photo/Pierre Deviche
Double-crested tallied.
of nearly 51,000 indiOf the nearly 2100 shorevidual birds counted
birds counted of ten spewas swamped by this year’s 67,000+ birds of 59 cies, the 4 Western Sandpipers and 2 Dunlin (both
species! Over 12,000 of this increase was from in Glendale) were the rarest. Not bad for mostly
incredible numbers of American Wigeons and urban birding!
American Coots. Over 18,000 wigeons were
counted this year, which was 5400 individuals I want to thank the 73 surveyors, mostly volunhigher than last year’s record high. Similar num- teers, who assisted with this single day census.
bers of coots were also counted, which was 5000 Without all their efforts and commitment we
above the previous record high for this census. would not know how significant this artificial
Only one Eurasian Wigeon was counted and this urban habitat is to these wintering and resident
was the second year in a row no Eurasians were waterbirds or where the highest concentration
found in Scottsdale, where most of the prior re- areas are. Each year we increase our knowledge
cords of this rare species in the greater Phoenix and awareness to this spectacle.
To view the final tally by city limits, please visit:  
http://www.azfo.org/namc/IndexphoenixUrban.html
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Officer and Board
Member Positions
Open to All

One way to keep an
organization progressive
and active is to periodically
invigorate its officers and
board members with
some new individuals.
New members can often bring
innovative ideas and positive
energy to the table. So if you
would truly enjoy supporting
AZFO and helping it move
forward, please consider
throwing your hat into the
ring of officer and board
position. Although elections
will not be until our annual
meeting in October, please let
any current officer or board
member know of your interest
in joining “The Team”.
Interested parties are also
very welcome to join us at
our next Board Meeting
in September.

Sixth AZFO Annual Meeting Announcement:
Lake Havasu City, October 26-28, 2012

If you enjoy observing, surveying, or conducting research on Arizona’s birds, please plan to attend the
Arizona Field Ornithologists (AZFO) annual state meeting. This year it will be held at the Hampton Inn
at 245 London Bridge Rd. in Lake Havasu City on Arizona’s “West Coast.” Both members and nonmembers are invited to attend this enjoyable and educational gathering.
The meeting will honor the contributions to Arizona birdlife of Gale Monson, who recently passed,
both during the Saturday session and the Saturday evening dinner and program. The Saturday session
will feature presentations on changing bird status and field research in Arizona, plus reports and future
plans for the many AZFO activities. We encourage anyone interested in giving a 15-minute oral or a
poster presentation on original avian research, surveys or other pertinent Arizona endeavors to visit
our Call for Papers and Posters announcement for more details:
http://azfo.org/annual_meetings/2012/meeting_2012_Call4Papers.html
On Friday afternoon and Sunday morning you can participate in mini-field expeditions to birding areas
in the lower Colorado River valley.
Please visit http://www.azfo.org/annual_meetings/annual_meetings.html for more details.

A Preliminary Look at the 2011-2012 CBC Results
By Steve Ganley
For 112 years Christmas Bird Counts (CBC) have
taken place in the U.S. and here in Arizona this
year we conducted 35 counts across the state between 14 December and 5 January. For the state
a total of a little less than 300 species have been
recorded so far. Not all of this
year’s information has come in
yet so there may be more species later. This is a little lower
than last year but we expect that
number to increase when all of
the counts come in. Over half of
the 35 counts in Arizona found
100 or more species. That is very
good for a land-locked state with
no coastal birds to increase the
total. Other nearby inland states
are lucky to find 100 species on
one or two counts.

year include a Eurasian Wigeon that was not
around Phoenix, but up north in Flagstaff, a Surf
Scoter along the Colorado River at Bill Williams,
2 White-winged Scoters in Prescott and 14 Least
Grebes on Pena Blanca Lake. It was a very good
year for Horned Grebes with
15 spread over six counts.
There was a rare Red-necked
Grebe found on the Gila River count at Gillespie Dam. An
unusual species of shorebird
that wintered was a Solitary
Sandpiper in Tucson, which
is quite rare.

Most White-winged Doves
leave the state   by early
September just as hunting
season starts, but increasing
numbers are now spendAs far as the Arizona Counts go,
ing the winter. This year 578
the Phoenix Tres-Rios count had
were found spread over 13
their best count ever and led the
different Counts. Many birdstate with 156 species. Tres-Rios
ers made the trip out to Bill
had the benefit of the habitat
Williams for the Nutting’s
restoration work going on along
Flycatcher this winter that
the river, which helped increase
was recorded on their count.
their totals. Ramsey Canyon, Nutting’s Flycatcher – December 2011, La Paz Co.
A rare winter Tropical Kingwhich most years leads the Photo/Philip Kline
bird was at Tres-Rios. There
state, was a little down this year
were nine different species
with 145 species. Patagonia had 150 species and of hummingbirds reported on the counts and 12
the Gila River count was right behind them with different species of warblers tallied. Both numits all time high of 149 species.
bers were down from last year.
Many more interesting sightings were reported
Some interesting birds found on the counts this during this year’s counts.
You can find this information on the Audubon Christmas Bird Count Web Page:
http://netapp.audubon.org/cbcobservation/ObservationCircle.aspx
Look for the dates and contact information for the 113th Christmas Count season on the
AZFO web page next October.
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Volunteers needed for data transfer project

By Doug Jenness

Since 2007 when the Arizona seasonal reports
were launched 15 reports have been prepared
and published online at the AZFO’s website. Sixteen volunteers have assembled, written, and
edited the reports from nine regions of the state.
These compilations provide a cumulative repository of unusual sightings that becomes more
valuable as time goes on, information that is not
only useful now but to coming generations of researchers. Complementing the reports is an online database where observers enter unusual and
noteworthy sightings. This unique resource offers
a searchable tool for researchers, and it is a valu-

able tool for regional coordinators preparing the
seasonal reports. Currently, much of the data for
the seasonal reports, however, comes from other
sources, and it would greatly enhance the usefulness of the database if we could get all the noteworthy sightings entered into it. To this end we
are asking regional coordinators to help find volunteers who would like to help on this project. All
that is needed is a little time and access to a computer. If you would like to help please contact one
of the regional coordinators listed on the website
or Doug Jenness (d_jenness@hotmail.com).

Red Fox Sparrow – January 2012, Pinal Co. - Photo/Brendon Grice

UPCOMING AZFO FIELD EXPEDITIONS AND Events:
April – July 2012

By John Yerger
28-29 April – Big Sandy Wash (Wikieup and vicinity):
An “interior” western AZ riparian corridor that is highly deserving of exploration. Join us during the
peak of migration to find out what birds are using this unique area.
Leader: Lauren Harter (lbharter@gmail.com).
12 May – North American Migration Count:
Join scores of Arizona birders in the field on this date counting birds for the 21st annual North American Migration Count (NAMC). If interested in participating please contact one of the County Coordinators listed at (http://www.azfo.org/namc/aznamc.html).
19-20 May – Upper Eagle Creek (Greenlee County):
Another in our series of Field Expeditions to Graham and Greenlee Counties. We will continue to “fill
in the gaps” in our knowledge of this seldom birded part of the state.
Leader: John Yerger  (john@adventurebirding.com).
9-10 June – White Mountains breeding bird surveys:
Our June 2011 Gray Jay surveys were unfortunately canceled due to the Wallow Fire. We’ll try again
this year, gathering information about other breeding birds as well.
Leader: Troy Corman (aplomado@cox.net).
28-29 July - Ash Creek Falls/Cluff Ranch:
Search for monsoon breeders and the earliest migrants. Also, a hike to the base of Ash Creek Falls
(5 miles roundtrip), bearing in mind historical sight records for Black Swift in the vicinity.
Leader: John Yerger (john@adventurebirding.com).
Please visit http://www.azfo.org/events/custom/eventslist.html
for more details for these and additional scheduled events.
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