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			Introduction

			California is a state with a great variety of habitats. The vast Pacific Ocean meets the sand or rocky cliffs of the west coast, the mighty Sierra Nevada rises to 14,000 feet near the eastern border, and great fertile valleys or barren deserts lay between. This geographic diversity, with its accompanying array of climate zones, provides for an incredible number and variety of bird species. California supports habitat for resident breeders and seasonal visitors, as well as those birds passing through on migration to and from South America and Canada. This guide describes the most common birds you are likely to encounter here and includes some that are only found in this area, like the California Thrasher and the Yellow-billed Magpie.

		

	
		
			Notes about the Species Accounts

			Order

			The order of species listed in this guide is based on the most recent version of the Check-List of North American Birds, published by the American Ornithologists’ Union. The arrangement of some groups, especially within the nonpasserines, may be slightly different than that of older field guides but reflects the most recent accepted arrangement.

			Names

			The common name as well as the scientific name are included for each entry. Since common names tend to vary regionally, or there may be more than one common name for each species, the universally accepted scientific name of genus and species (such as Nucifraga columbiana, for the Clark’s Nutcracker) is more reliable to be certain of identification. Also, one can often learn interesting facts about a bird by the English translation of its Latin name. For instance, the generic name, Nucifraga, devives from the latin nucis, meaning nut, and fraga, meaning to break.

			Families

			Birds are grouped into families based on similar traits, behaviors, and genetics. When trying to identify an unfamiliar bird, it can often be helpful to first place it into a family, which will reduce your search to a smaller group. For example, if you see a long-legged, long-billed bird lurking in the shallows, you can begin by looking in the family group of Ardeidae (Herons, Egrets), and narrow your search from there.

			Size

			The size given for each bird is the average length from the tip of the bill to the end of the tail if the bird was laid out flat. Sometimes females and males vary in size, and this variation is described in the text. Size can be misleading if you are looking at a small bird that happens to have a very long tail or bill. It can be more effective to judge the bird’s relative size by comparing the size difference between two or more species.

			Season

			The season given in the accounts is the time when the greatest number of individuals occur in California. Some species are year-round residents that breed here. Others may spend only summers or winters here, and some may be transient, only stopping during the spring or fall migration. Even if only part of the year is indicated for a species, be aware that there may be individuals that arrive earlier or remain for longer than the given time frame. Plumage also changes with the season for many birds, and this is indicated in the text and illustrations.

			Habitat

			A bird’s habitat is one of the first clues to its identification. Note the environment where you see a bird and compare it with the description listed. This can be especially helpful when identifying a bird that shares traits with related species. For example, Western Gulls and California Gulls are similar, but California Gulls may be found far inland while Western Gulls are strictly coastal.

			Illustrations

			The illustrations show the adult bird in the plumage most likely to be encountered during the season(s) it is in California. If it is likely that you will find more than one type of plumage during this time, the alternate plumage is also shown. For birds that are sexually dimorphic (females and males look different), illustrations of both sexes are usually included. Other plumages, such as those of juveniles and alternate morphs, are described in the text.

		

	
		
			Bird Topography and Terms

			Bird topography describes the outer surface of a bird and how various anatomical structures fit together. Below is a diagram outlining the terms most commonly used to describe the feathers and bare parts of a bird.
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			Canada Goose, Branta canadensis

			Family Anatidae (Ducks, Geese)

			Size: 27–35", depending on race

			Season: Winter

			Habitat: Marshes, grasslands, public parks, golf courses

			The Canada Goose is California’s most common goose and is often found in suburban settings. It is vegetarian, foraging on land for grass, seeds, and grain or in the water by upending like the dabbling ducks. It has a heavy body with short, thick legs and a long neck. Overall it is barred gray-brown with a white rear, short black tail, black neck, and a white patch running under the neck to behind the eye. During its powerful flight in the classic V formation, the white across the rump makes a semicircular patch between the tail and back. Voice is a loud honk. The adult is illustrated.
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			Snow Goose, Chen caerulescens

			Family Anatidae (Ducks, Geese)

			Size: 28"

			Season: Winter in Sacramento Valley, transient migrant elsewhere

			Habitat: Grasslands, marshes

			The Snow Goose forms huge, impressive flocks when it visits California during spring and fall migrations between the arctic tundra and southern North America and Mexico. It has two color forms: the “blue” and the more common “white.” The white form is predominantly white, with black outer wing feathers and a pale yellowish wash to the face during summer. The blue form retains the white head and lower belly but is otherwise dark slate gray or brownish gray. In both morphs, its bill is pink, thick at the base, and has a black patch where the mandibles meet. The legs of both types are pink. Snow Geese feed mostly on the ground, eating shoots, roots, grains, and insects. The similar Ross’s Goose is smaller and has a shorter bill. The white morph adult is illustrated.
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			Wood Duck, Aix sponsa

			Family Anatidae (Ducks, Geese)

			Size: 18"

			Season: Year-round

			Habitat: Wooded ponds, swamps

			The regal Wood Duck is among the dabbling ducks, or those that tip headfirst into shallow water to pluck aquatic plants and animals from the bottom. The male is long-tailed and small-billed, with a dark back, light buff flanks, and sharp black-and-white head patterning. It also sports a bushy head crest that droops behind the nape. The female is gray-brown with spotting along the underside and a conspicuous white teardrop-shaped eye patch. Both sexes swim with their heads angled downward as if in a nod and have sharp claws, which they use to cling to branches and snags. The breeding female (top) and breeding male (bottom) are illustrated.
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			Gadwall, Anas strepera

			Family Anatidae (Ducks, Geese)

			Size: 20.5"

			Season: Year-round in northern California, winter in southern California

			Habitat: Shallow lakes, marshes

			The Gadwall is a buoyant, plain-colored dabbling duck with a steep forehead and a somewhat angular head. The breeding male is grayish overall, with very fine variegation and barring. The rump and undertail coverts are black, the scapulars are light orange-brown, the tertials are gray, and the head is lighter below the eye and darker above. Females and nonbreeding males are mottled brownish, with few distinguishing markings. In flight, there is a distinctive white speculum that is most prominent in males. Gadwalls dabble or dive for a variety of aquatic plants and invertebrates and often gather in large flocks away from the shore. The breeding female (top) and breeding male (bottom) are illustrated.
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			American Widgeon, Anas americana

			Family Anatidae (Ducks, Geese)

			Size: 19"

			Season: Winter

			Habitat: Shallow ponds, fields

			The American Widgeon is also known as the Baldpate, in reference to its white crown. A wary and easily alarmed duck, it feeds on the water’s surface, often gleaning prey stirred up by the efforts of diving ducks. The underside is a light cinnamon color with white undertail coverts, and the back is light brown. The male has a white crown and forehead with a very slight crest when seen in profile, and a glossy dark green patch extending from the eye to the back of the neck. A white wing covert patch can usually be seen on the folded wing but is more obvious in flight. The head of the female is unmarked and brownish. The breeding female (top) and breeding male (bottom) are illustrated.
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			Mallard, Anas platyrhynchos

			Family Anatidae (Ducks, Geese)

			Size: 23"

			Season: Year-round

			Habitat: Virtually any water environment, parks, urban areas

			The ubiquitous Mallard is the most abundant duck in the Northern Hemisphere. It is a classic dabbling duck, plunging its head into the water with its tail up, searching for aquatic plants, animals, and snails, although it will also eat worms, seeds, insects, and even mice. Noisy and quacking, it is heavy but is a strong flier. The male has a dark head with green or blue iridescence, a white neck ring, and a large yellow bill. The underparts are pale, with a chestnut-brown breast. The female is plain brownish, with buff scalloped markings, and has a dark eye-line and an orangey bill with a dark center. The speculum is blue on both sexes, and the tail coverts often curl upward. Mallards form huge floating flocks called “rafts.” To achieve flight, it lifts straight into the air without running. The breeding female (top) and breeding male (bottom) are illustrated.
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