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Birds on the Ridge  
The San Juan Ridge fragile sub-alpine eco-
system supports a very limited selection of 
birds. In spring, some lower elevation birds 
move up just for the breeding season 
because there is less competition up here. 
You may also see migrating species in 
spring, overhead or resting on their long 
journeys. From summer into early fall brings 
the highest number of bird species to the 
area as more birds move in to take 

advantage of the later flowers and accompanying insects at these 
higher elevations after sea level flowering is finished. In the fall, 
migrants pass through on their return journey and most of the resident birds return to 
the lower elevations. Very few bird species spend the harsh winter with its heavy snow 
fall. 
 
Many birds will spend time near water sources and water-retentive sites such as the 
bogs. Not only are there plenty of berries and insects in the area but it is thought that 
migrants may use mountain ridges for navigational purposes. The raptors use the 
updrafts that occur along the cliff faces and ridges. Also prey may be more available to 
aerial predators due to the openness of the terrain. 
 
The following is a discussion of the most common birds seen throughout the seasons. 
They are categorized by where you might find them to help you determine what bird 
you are hearing or seeing. 

 
The first birds we see are as we drive up the road. A common 
bird at most times of year is the American Robin. Of course they 
are not as abundant as at sea level but they certainly are the 
most prolific bird on a rainy day as they are getting worms out of 
the wet road bed. The American Robin is one of the first 
breeders in the high country and 
adapts well to this harsh climate at the 
higher elevations. The Northern 
Flicker is also common along roads. 

You probably know it by its white rump patch that you see as 
it flies away. They seem to be especially common late in the 
year. The Dark-eyed Junco is one tough little bird. You 

recognize it by the black head and the 
white outer tail feathers as it flies away 
from you. It can even lose those tail 
feathers to a predator and still survive. Studies have shown that 
they adapt well to breeding at high elevations. They nest close to 
the ground or at the base of shrubs and sometimes go right 
underground for a protected nest site.  
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You may see flocks of Band-
tailed Pigeons in the 
deciduous trees as you drive 
up into the area. They are 
true wild pigeons and are 
getting quite hard-to-find near 
populated areas. They are 
always on the lookout for berries. 
Grouse are a favourite to see 

along the road as well as in the forest. The 
Sooty Grouse (previously called Blue Grouse) 
is the most common. You can also hear its 
hooting in the spring. The Ruffed Grouse may 
fan its tail and put on a performance. If you 
look carefully in spring as the snow is melting, 
you might see an indentation in the snow made by the 

Grouse snuggling down on top of the snow. 
 
Some birds you can even hear as you drive. The Winter 
Wren is one such bird with 49 different notes in its song. 
They usually stay close to the forest floor but you might 
see one searching for bugs on the banks along the edge 
of the road. They only go to higher elevations to breed 
when crowded out of lower elevation habitat and do not 

do that well up higher. Pine Siskins sometimes travel in large 
flocks. This óirruptiveô species may be very abundant one year 
and extremely hard to find the next. Look for the 
yellow on a small non-descript gray-brown bird. 
 
Any time you stop the car or if you are walking 
the trails, you may hear the Varied Thrush, 
Swainsonôs Thrush and Hermit Thrush. It is rare 
to see these secretive birds but their plaintive 
songs can be heard throughout the summer. If 
you camp, listen for the Swainsonôs Thrush 

flying overhead and calling in 
the night. Watch for the Varied 
Thrush on the road in the fall. It is 
amazing how many you will see on 
some days. Watch for the beautiful 
blue Stellerôs Jay along the road or 
into the forest. They move up from 
the lower elevations for the summer 
and some may stay into the winter. 
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If you watch the sky, you will 
see a number of large 
raptors when the weather is 
warm. The Bald Eagle can 
be sorted out from the 
Golden Eagle by its white 
head and tail but it is hard to 
tell the Golden Eagle from 
immature Bald Eagles. The 

Golden Eagle will have a golden colour to the 
head and will fly with a slight dihedral to the 
wings but not as noticeable as the Turkey 
Vultures. The Turkey Vultures are seen 
enjoying the thermals but it is unlikely that they 
breed at this elevation but the Common Raven 

probably does nest up higher. Watch for 
nest sites. There are few Northwestern 
Crows at higher elevations compared to 
the number of Ravens. Typical hawks can 
include Red-tailed Hawk and Cooperôs 
Hawk plus Sharp-shinned Hawk in the 
fall. 
 
In open deciduous areas is where you will 
find the Hummingbirds. By far the most 
common is the Rufous Hummingbird 

although there is the occasional Annaôs 
Hummingbird throughout the year. The tiny feisty 
Rufous Hummingbirds appear when the flowers 
are open about mid-June till about mid-July. 
Salmonberry and columbine are very popular but 
they use Avalanche Lilies as well despite hard-to
-reach nectar pouches. They are very abundant 
for a short while and the fights and territorial 
displays show that they must nest in the area. 
However, finding a nest is a challenge. The tiny 
Orange-crowned Warbler sings his heart out 
early on in June before there is much happening, 
then goes silent so it would also be a great nest 
to find. The birds are hard to spot and move 
around a lot but are a beautiful yellow. The 
Olive-sided Flycatcher is easy to spot at the top 
of a dead snag. They are quiet in the beginning 
but then start their óthree-beersô call to help 
identify them. There seems to be some mating 
behaviour so it would be great to prove they 
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