


to set up your scope and scan the valley rim for soaring
Redtails or Golden Eagles. Be sure to explore back to the
west, where there are glimpses out over the Merced River
toward the Big Oak Flat Road.

The Pohono Trail along the south rim of Yosemite Valley
starts from the smaller parking lot on the south side of
the Wawona Road, and a short but steep hike leads to a
number of more expansive views out over Yosemite Val-
ley (and eventually to Old Inspiration Point). Don’t for-
get your cameral!

DIRECTIONS FROM YOSEMITE VALLEY: Turn right onto Wa-
wona Road. Proceed 3 miles to the parking lot on the

right, just before the Wawona Tunnel.

DIRECTIONS FROM WAWONA: Follow Wawona Road north
toward Yosemite Valley, approximately 20 miles. As you
exit the roughly mile-long Wawona Tunnel, immediately
turn right into the parking lot. Tunnel View is across the
road.

EL CAPITAN MEADOW

Located at the base of granite monolith El Capitan, El
Capitan Meadow is a great place to get out of your car
and take a little walk. In the meadow itself, keep an eye
and an ear open for American Kestrels, Northern Pygmy
Owls, and Great Horned Owls. Sit back, relax, and watch
climbers skillfully maneuvering up the face of El Capitan.
Be sure to search the cliff face for Peregrine Falcons who
have historically made a nest underneath an overhanging
portion of the face. Rock-climbing routes have been
closed some years in order to avoid disturbing nesting
Peregrines. Once again, don’t forget to check out the val-

ley rim for soaring raptors.

piRecTIoNs: El Capitan Meadow is located on Northside
Drive (a one-way road in the westerly direction) in
Yosemite Valley at road marker V-8. From the intersec-
tion at Yosemite Lodge (opposite Lower Yosemite Falls),

the distance is just over 3 miles.
YOSEMITE FALLS TRAIL

This trail works its way up the north wall of Yosemite

Valley and leads to the brink of Yosemite Falls, making an
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A HARD-TO-FIND WINTER SPECIES IN CALIFORNIA, FERRUGINOUS HAWKS
USUALLY HANG OUT IN COASTAL AND FOOTHILL GRASSLANDS, SUCH AS
THOSE ALONG WHITE ROCK ROAD, WHERE GROUND SQUIRRELS ARE AC-
TIVE. THIS FERRUG IS TOLD AS AN ADULT BECAUSE OF THE DARK RUSTY
"V" FORMED BY ITS FEATHERED LEGS [JOE MEDLEY].

elevation gain of 2,700 feet in 3.5 miles. While it’s a stren-
uous hike, you don’t have to climb all the way to the top
of the falls to reach raptor-watching viewpoints. The first
great vista is Columbia Point, 1.4 miles from the trail-
head, where a pipe railing is all that stands between you
and the expanse of Yosemite Valley below. Less than a
mile farther along, the trail rounds a corner, and views of
the middle cascade and Upper Yosemite Fall are spectacu-
lar. Along the entire route, the opportunities to see birds

circling above the valley floor are terrific.

pIRecTIONs: The trailhead is located directly behind Camp
4, the climbing campground sited across Northside Drive
from Yosemite Lodge. There is limited parking at the
campground, so ride the shuttle bus and get off at the
Camp 4 stop.



BIG OAK FLAT ROAD

The Big Oak Flat Road leads northwest out of Yosemite
Valley toward Foresta and Crane Flat. As you ascend from
the valley, watch for pullouts along the left side of the Big
Oak Flat Road (located before, between, and after the three
tunnels through which you'll pass). From these pullouts,
you can look back across the lower Merced River Canyon
and scan for soaring raptors. The westernmost end of
Yosemite Valley’s south wall—where Golden Eagles have
been known to nest—is in view here. The eagles can be
observed from the road edge if you take the time to watch
very closely. Another productive birding side trip is down
to Foresta Meadow (turn left down the hill, less than a
mile past the third tunnel), where Northern Pygmy Owls,
Sharp-shinned Hawks, and Cooper’s Hawks can be found.

pIRECTIONS: Turn north onto Big Oak Flat Road from
Arch Rock Road (the park extension of Highway 140),
about 4.5 miles east of the Arch Rock entrance.

DEWEY POINT

This marvelous viewpoint on Yosemite Valley’s south rim
requires both driving and hiking. The trail leads from the
Glacier Point Road roughly 4 miles south to an outcrop
that stands 3,000 feet above the valley floor. The trail me-
anders through forest, meadow, and open granite slabs.
Always keep your eyes peeled for Northern Goshawks in
forested stretches. Less than a mile from the trailhead you
will reach McGurk Meadow, where a Great Gray Owl has
been seen, but very infrequently. From the point, there
are great views of Yosemite Valley, and soaring Peregrines,
Redtails, and Golden Eagles are not uncommon (and

swallows and swifts dart by at mind-blowing speeds).

DIRECTIONS: Take the Glacier Point Road that leads to the
east from the Wawona Road. Drive approximately 8.5
miles, and watch for the trailhead sign on your left. It’s
easiest to drive another two-tenths of a mile, turn around
at Bridalveil Creek Campground, and return to the limited

parking on the south side of the road near the trail sign.
THE FOUR-MILE TRAIL AND GLACIER POINT

The Four-Mile Trail (which is actually 4.6 miles long) is a

fairly strenuous hiking route that climbs the south wall
from the valley floor to Glacier Point. You also can drive
to the point via the Wawona Road and the Glacier Point
Road—a distance of 32 miles from the valley. Historical-
ly, Northern Goshawks have nested near the top of this
trail, and a few unlucky hikers (or lucky, depending on
how you look at it) have been attacked by territorial
Goshawks during the breeding season. One year several
hikers suffered cuts requiring stitches, and the National
Park Service temporarily closed the trail. Don’t forget to
bring your helmet! Northern Goshawks, as well as all
other raptors, are highly sensitive to human disturbance,
so please respect the animals and keep your distance if

you are fortunate enough to stumble upon a nest.

At Glacier Point, one of the world’s most famous obser-
vation points, there are views of Yosemite and the Sierra
Nevada in multiple directions. Watch the ravens from
above as they perform amazing aerial acrobatics against
the towering walls, and scan the rim for hawks, eagles,
and falcons. This is also a wonderful place to watch both
White-throated and Black Swifts zooming through the
air, picking off insects and showing off their flight skills.

pIREcTIONs: The Four-Mile Trail trailhead is located on
Southside Drive (a one-way road in the easterly direc-
tion) at road marker V-18. It is roughly mid-way between
the El Capitan Crossover and the Yosemite Chapel on the
right side of the road.

To reach Glacier Point in your vehicle, turn east onto
Glacier Point Road from Wawona Road (the park exten-
sion of Highway 41). The turnoff is 8 miles south of
Yosemite Valley and 12 miles north of Wawona. Follow
the road to its end.

THE GREAT GRAY OWL

The Great Gray Owl is perhaps the most sought-after
bird in all of Yosemite. These majestic creatures are not
only rare, but also extremely elusive. Yosemite represents

the southernmost location of the bird’s global range.

Although the Great Gray Owl cannot be found in
Yosemite Valley, it is occasionally seen in higher elevation

meadows. Historic locations include Crane Flat, Foresta,



Wawona, Peregoy, and McGurk Meadows. Great Gray
Owls are especially sensitive to human intrusion and may
be on the decline in certain parts of Yosemite due to dis-
turbances from birders. Please keep quiet and maintain
your distance if you decide to search for these beautiful
animals in order to keep negative human intrusion to a

minimum, especially during the breeding season.

WHITE ROCK ROAD

WHEN TO GO: OCTOBER-APRIL

Although Yosemite is open year round, winter conditions
can limit opportunities for raptor viewing, since heavy
snowfalls close many roads and trails. Those journeying
to the Yosemite area during the “off season” should visit
White Rock Road on their return trip to satiate their need
to see raptors. White Rock Road is a peaceful route, a
mostly dirt road that meanders through oak woodland
and riparian areas near Mariposa and drops into cattle
grazing grasslands as it extends towards Le Grand and
Merced. The seldom-traveled country back road offers
ideal conditions for raptor viewing by car, with more
than enough places to pull over and plenty of raptors to
pull over for. To nicely complement the raptors, White
Rock Road provides wonderful views of the Central Val-
ley with the high Sierra as a backdrop. Allow three to four
hours for the trip outlined below, as you must drive slow-
ly and stop often. It’s about 20 miles from the turnoff on-
to White Rock Road to Le Grand.

In late December 2004, my mother and I observed ten
species of raptors along White Rock, including Golden
and Bald Eagles, a Prairie Falcon, and a Burrowing Owl,
as well as Loggerhead Shrikes. Another trip in December
of 2005 was slightly less productive, but we still spotted
six species of raptors, including an adult Ferruginous
Hawk, and both dark-morph and rufous-morph Red-
tailed Hawks.

To experience White Rock Road for yourself, turn left on-
to Highway 49 South just as you're leaving Mariposa
headed west on Highway 140. Drive one mile and take a
right onto Old Highway (just before the Mariposa Coun-
ty Fairgrounds). After traveling for 3.5 miles, you will
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WHITE ROCK ROAD RAPTOR SPECIES

Common: Red-tailed Hawk, American Kestrel

Fairly Common: Red-shouldered Hawk, Cooper’s Hawk, Sharp-
shinned Hawk, Northern Harrier, Barn Owl

Uncommon: Ferruginous Hawk, White-tailed Kite, Golden Eagle,
Bald Eagle, Merlin, Prairie Falcon, Burrowing Owl, Turkey Vulture
Rare: Rough-legged Hawk

Other Birds Loggerhead Shrike, Horned Lark, Sparrow spp.,
Hooded Merganser, Wilson’s Snipe, Yellow-billed Magpie,
Wilson’s Woodpecker

come to a small pond off the right side of the road. It is
worth your time to pull off here to scan what might be
floating on the pond, including Hooded Mergansers, oth-
er ducks, and a Common Moorhen that can be seen fairly
consistently. In addition, I have observed nesting Great
Blue Herons in the trees across the road from this pond
in the spring. Don’t forget to scan the treetops and the
sky for perched or soaring Redtails or Redshoulders.

After about 4.5 miles, you will come to a narrow, one-
lane bridge that crosses a small creek. For those of you
who consider passerines as more than just hawk food,
this is a great place to get out and look for wrens and
warblers. One mile farther down Old Highway, turn left
onto White Rock Road, which becomes a dirt road after a
one mile. Be sure to keep your speed down on this road,
not only for your safety but also to increase your chances
of spotting raptors and other birds. Although White Rock
is a public thoroughfare, please stay on the road at all

times, as most of the adjacent land is private.

Continue down the dirt road, which will lead you along a
beautiful creek bed. This riparian zone is a great place to
watch for Redshoulders and Coops perched in the oaks.
After leaving the creek bed, you will gradually gain eleva-
tion as the landscape opens up onto the Central Valley.

This open farmland is where the prime raptor viewing
begins. For the remainder of White Rock Road (approxi-
mately 20 miles), be sure to carefully scan treetops, fence
posts, telephone poles, rock outcroppings, and even the
ground for raptors. Red-tailed Hawks of various color
morphs and American Kestrels are in abundance along
this stretch of the road. In addition, I have seen Bald Ea-



WHITE ROCK ROAD TAKES YOU THROUGH CALIFORNIA'S BIOLOGICALLY RICH OAK SAVANNAH BELT IN THE FOOTHILLS OF THE
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so, watch for Northern
Harriers hunting low
to the ground, hover-
ing Kestrels, and soar-

ing eagles and buteos.

Continue past the
pond for another 3.5
miles, where you will
arrive at a beautiful ri-
parian area on the
right side of the road.
Although I have never
observed Redshoulders
here, it seems to be
ideal habitat, so keep
your eyes peeled. You
can also see the Cali-
fornia endemic Yellow-
billed Magpie here.

At the end of this ri-
parian zone, the road

makes a 90-degree

SIERRA NEVADA. MANY RAPTOR SPECIES—FROM KESTRELS TO COOPER’'S HAWKS, WHITE-TAILED KITES, AND GOLDEN EAGLES—

MAY BE FOUND HERE [STEVEN MEDLEY].

gles, Golden Eagles, Merlins, Prairie Falcons, Northern
Harriers, White-tailed Kites, Ferruginous Hawks, and
Red-shouldered Hawks in this area. Remember to search

for Burrowing Owls on the ground each time you stop.

You will gradually wind your way down into the Central
Valley and make your way to a peacock farm (approxi-
mately eight miles from the beginning of White Rock
Road). Slow down and watch out for peacocks crossing
the road. Keep an eye out for Wild Turkeys, which can be
seen frequently in this area. At the peacock farm you will
come to a junction—stay on White Rock Road (to the
right).

Five miles down the road from the peacock farm, you will
come to a large pond on the right. Be sure to pull off here
and carefully observe the pond for ducks and sandpipers.
Species I have recorded here in the past include Common
Mergansers and a flock of at least thirty Wilson’s Snipes. Al-
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turn to the left, and fi-

nally returns to a
paved road. The short fenceposts lining both sides of the
road provide great perches for sparrows, Western Mead-
owlarks, Horned Larks, and Loggerhead Shrikes. As al-
ways, you should check the telephone poles and the
ground for raptors.

Continue down this paved road for a couple of more
miles, where you will come to an intersection with Le
Grand Road. Turning right will take you back toward the
town of Le Grand. Although this is the end of the trip,
don’t forget to scan the telephone poles along Le Grand
Road, as my mother and I have seen both Prairie Falcons
and Ferruginous Hawks perched along this stretch. From
Le Grand, access Highway 99 north to return to the Bay
Area.

Oakhurst native Joe Medley graduated from University of Cali-
fornia, Santa Barbara, with a BS in White-tailed Kites. Joe has
recently been counting hawks at Talamanca, Costa Rica, and
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The Pacific Raptor Report [PRR) is the annual
newsletter of the Golden Gate Raptor Obser-
vatory, but we also welcome any raptorial
articles based in the Pacific States and
Provinces. The Pacific Raptor Report is pub-
lished once each summer by the GGRO, a
program of the Golden Gate National Parks
Conservancy in cooperation with the Nation-
al Park Service. The GGRO Season Summa-
ry is published in the winter. Subscriptions to
both are $30 per year with checks made out
to "GGRO.”
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PARKS FOR ALL FOREVER

The Golden Gate National Parks
Conservancy is a nonprofit membership
organization created to preserve the Golden
Gate National Parks, enhance the experi-
ences of park visitors, and build a community
dedicated to conserving the parks for the
future. To become a member, phone (415)
4R-PARKS, or visit
www.parksconservancy.org.
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The National Park Service was creat-
ed in 1916 to preserve America’s natural,
cultural, and scenic treasures, which today
number 388, and to provide for their enjoy-
ment for future generations. For information
about the Golden Gate National Parks,
phone (415) 561-4700, or visit
www.nps.gov,/goga.
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