
1 

 

Grinnell Resurveys in the Mojave Desert: SDNHM Field Report #3  

Philip Unitt, Scott Tremor, Lori Hargrove, Drew Stokes 

July 22, 2017 

 

Since last fall, our resurveys in the eastern Mojave Desert have continued with field trips to the 

area around Kessler Spring 3 miles north of Cima, 6ï10 November 2016, to the eastern section 

of Cedar Canyon 10ï14 November 2016, to the Borrego Canyon/Cave Spring area on the east 

side of the Providence Mountains 28 Novemberï2 December 2016, and to Horse Thief Spring 

and vicinity at the north base of the Kingston Range 23ï27 May 2017. All of these surveys 

encompassed both birds and mammals, except the one to Cedar Canyon in November addressed 

mammals only. Our trips paralleled work by various biologists from the Museum of Vertebrate 

Zoology around Cima and in Cedar Canyon in January 1938, to the region east of the Providence 

Mountains near Granite Well in December 1937 and January 1938, and to Horse Thief Spring in 

June 1939 and June 1940. 

 

These sites range in elevation from about 3700 feet near Cave Spring up to about 5100 feet in 

Cedar Canyon, except on the north side of the Kingston Range we also climbed up the steep 

slope as high as 6600 feet to reach this sky islandôs zone of pinyon pines just below where it 

transitions to white fir. Below the pinyon zone, which includes upper Cedar Canyon, the 

vegetation is diverse desert shrubs with varying densities of the Joshua tree. Permanent water is 

available to wildlife at Cave Spring, Kessler Spring, and Horse Thief Spring, but the surrounding 

oases of water-loving plants such as cottonwood trees, willows, and cattails are minimal, except 

at Horse Thief Spring, where they are well-developed enough to have become a well-known stop 

for migrating birds.  

 

 

 
Water at Cave Spring with no surrounding riparian vegetation. 
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Small patch of cattails at Kessler Spring. 

 

 

 
A portion of the substantial riparian habitat at Horse Thief Spring, Kingston Range. 
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We continue to accumulate data supporting the idea that certain birds have increased or spread 

over the past 75 years. Among the more interesting is the Crissal Thrasher, which we found at all 

three sites whose bird surveys we address in this report. The early surveys detected it at none of 

the three, though they did encounter one or two individuals at two nearby sites we have not 

covered yet. And the thrasher is no longer rare: around both Kessler Spring and Borrego Canyon 

we recorded it daily, with up to 6 individuals per day. Though often shy, the birds made 

themselves conspicuous by calling frequently. Including Cedar Canyon, we have now found this 

species at 4 sites that the early expeditions covered well without encountering a single 

individual. Therefore we think it likely there has been an actual increase and question the 

conclusion (in the California Department of Fish and Wildlifeôs ñCalifornia Bird Species of 

Special Concernò) that the apparent spread represents ñincreased observer coverage rather than a 

true range extension.ò 

 

Of course, one goal of our study is detecting changes that may be linked to climate change. One 

of the strongest candidates for such a change is the Black-tailed Gnatcatcher. MVZôs early 

expeditions did not report this tiny bird anywhere in the eastern Mojave Desert. Of the few sites 

from which Joseph Grinnell and Alden Miller cited it in their 1944 book on the distribution of 

California birds, the highest in elevation is Goffs, at 2590 feet. We have recorded the Black-

tailed Gnatcatcher at Borrego Canyon (3850 feet), Kessler Spring (4860 feet), and Cedar Canyon 

(5200 feet), and many reports to www.eBird.org attest that it is now a widespread resident up to 

at least 5000 feet elevation. In 1998, the late Pat Mock proposed that the closely related 

California Gnatcatcher is limited by winter low temperatures, being unable to survive when the 

nighttime low consistently dips below 2.5° C (Western Birds 29:413ï420). Possibly, the Black-

tailed is similarly limited but has been able to spread upslope as winter temperatures have 

warmed.  

 

 
Black-tailed Gnatcatcher at Kessler Spring, November 2016. (Photo by Lea Squires.) 
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An apparently recent range expansion is of the Rufous-crowned Sparrow to the Kingston Range. 

In our report on our spring 2016 trip to Cedar Canyon, we mentioned our discovery of the 

species there, representing a spread of the population of Aimophila ruficeps scottii discovered in 

the New York and Providence mountains in the 1970s. Previously, this subspecies had been 

known only from Arizona, southwestern New Mexico, Sonora, and Chihuahua. On our hikes up 

the steep north face of the Kingston Range on 24 and 25 May 2017, we encountered at least three 

singing males at elevations between 5200 and 5700 feet. The Rufous-crowned Sparrow was 

missed in the Kingston Range by not only Alden Miller and colleagues from the MVZ in 1939 

and 1940, but also by Steve Cardiff and Van Remsen during their visit in June 1977 (Western 

Birds 12:73ï86, 1981). But in 1980 C. Bradley Bush recorded it on two dates (in The Kingston 

Range of California: A Resource Survey, Environmental Field Program, University of 

California, Santa Cruz, Publication 10, 1983). He interpreted the birds were spring migrants, but 

the Rufous-crowned Sparrow is nonmigratory, and on one date he noted four individuals in a 

grassy area in a burned stand of Nolina wolfii, an expected habitat. It seems likely that the 

species spread west into the Kingston Mountains not long after its colonization of the New York 

and Providence mountains, reported by Remsen and Cardiff (Western Birds 10:45ï46, 1979). 

Clark Mountain, where the Rufous-crowned Sparrow has been reported since the 1990s, is the 

only other site known for Aimophila ruficeps scottii in California. 

 

Our evidence for a change in the Gilded Flicker is only tentative, but since this bird is regarded 

as endangered by the California Department of Fish and Wildlife, we believe the possibility that 

it has increased since the 1930s merits further investigation. The biologists from MVZ covered 

the area around Cima intensively, but their only sightings were of a ñloose flock of about fiveò 

on 11 January 1938, a nest from which kestrels had evicted flickers (eggs only remaining) on 20 

May 1938, and one call heard on 23 May 1938. Subsequently, birders have continued to report 

the Gilded Flicker regularly but usually only one or two per day and never more than four. But 

from 6 to 10 November 2016 we saw the species daily, with five individuals on two days and a 

remarkable 12 on 9 Novemberðeasy to count accurately since most were flying in a single 

direction. These were along the wash paralleling the hills south of Kessler Peak. Lori Hargroveôs 

photos clearly show an increase in the density of Joshua trees in this area since 1938, a change 

that presumably has benefited the flicker, which excavates its nest holes in the treesô trunks. The 

red-shafted subspecies Colaptes auratus canescens should be a common winter visitor in the east 

Mojave, but itôs possible that our few sightings of red-shafted flickers represented the Gilded 

too: the single specimen of the Gilded collected near Cima in 1938 had the wing and tail linings 

red instead of the usual yellow, though its small size, rufous-brown crown, and finely barred 

back are all typical of the Gilded, not the Red-shafted. Collections preserved in both MVZ and 

SDNHM attest that about a quarter to a third of the population of the Gilded Flicker nesting 

along the lower Colorado River (now nearly extirpated) was also red-shafted. Without the 

specimen in hand, the identity of a red-shafted flicker in the east Mojave is ambiguous. 
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2 miles NNE Cima (left, Elmer Aldrich, May 19, 1938) vs. today (right): note the increased 

cover of Joshua Trees in the background. 

 

 
2 miles NNE Cima (left, Elmer Aldrich, May 16, 1938) vs. today (right): note the same tank 

from the previous photos in this view (red circle) and increased cover of vegetation, including 

grass, shrubs, cacti, and Joshua trees. 

 

 
Cedar Canyon (left, Elmer Aldrich, May 31, 1938) vs. today (right): note increased cover of 

vegetation. This site now supports the Crissal Thrasher, Black-tailed Gnatcatcher, and Rufous-

crowned Sparrow. 


