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Cassin’s Kingbird (Tyrannus vociferans) is a species of the southwestern 
United States and Mexico. In California, it breeds primarily in oak savannas 
and riparian woodland in Southern California and along the inner Coast 
Range, as far north as Alameda and San Joaquin counties (Grinnell and Miller 
1944, McCaskie et al. 1988, Tweit and Tweit 2000). The species is uncommon 
throughout the year in small numbers in Stanislaus County, California, 
generally on the eastern edge of the inner Coast Ranges and only rarely on 
the floor of the San Joaquin Valley. The kingbird is considered a probable 
nesting species in Stanislaus and Merced counties (Caine et al. 2016). This 
designation, however, was based on anecdotal evidence that lacked 
documentation. 

In Stanislaus County, the Cassin’s Kingbird has been thought to breed in 
Del Puerto Canyon, having been observed there during the nesting season as 
early as 1973 (Remsen and Gaines 1973). Although Cassin’s Kingbirds have 
been observed since then in the county during the nesting season, no 
published observations have documented its entire breeding cycle. 

A search of eBird (ebird.org/map) for sightings of Cassin’s Kingbirds in 
Stanislaus County during the breeding period of mid-March through mid-July, 
identified thirty-seven postings from four sites: the San Joaquin River National 
Wildlife Refuge, the Orestimba Creek area, the Westley Rest Area near 
Interstate 5, and the grasslands of Del Puerto Canyon. Only six records 
included breeding code designations, excluding my sightings during the two 
seasons as described here. The subsequent discussion is based on these eBird 
records. 

The most interesting Stanislaus County eBird record, due to its location 
on the floor of the Central Valley, was by Ed Whisler on 15 June 1988. He 
recorded two Cassin’s Kingbirds, including one on a nest, “along the San 
Joaquin River in a sycamore” (California sycamore; Plantanus racemosa) near 
Patterson. That observation verifies a breeding attempt, but not successful 
nesting. The next record of possible breeding didn’t occur until 6 June 2017, 
when Emilie Strauss saw two Cassin’s Kingbirds at Orestimba Creek behaving 
territorially by mobbing a Red-tailed Hawk (Buteo jamaicensis). 
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On 31 March 2018, Harold and Sharon Reeve recorded an unusual 
number of Cassin’s Kingbirds in the Orestimba area. They noted, “Sometime 
during the decade of the 1990s, I heard a firsthand account of several pairs of 
nesting Cassin's Kingbirds in the California sycamore-dominated riparian 
woodland on private property along Orestimba Creek. Ever since that time I 
have wanted to explore this area for myself. Motivated by the flurry of 
reports of Cassin's Kingbirds this past winter along orchard-dominated 
Orestimba Rd. between the City of Newman and the Delta-Mendota Canal, I 
decided to check the publicly accessible roadsides where the road crosses 
Orestimba Creek and the California Aqueduct for the possibility of breeding 
along the creek. What I found there amazed me.” Their total count that day 
was 11 Cassin’s Kingbirds. 

The firsthand account that Harold alluded to was from Leo Edson, who 
had conducted wildlife studies along Orestimba Creek for a flood control 
project proposed by Stanislaus Public Works and the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers. When I queried Leo about his account, he stated, “Several Cassin's 
Kingbirds were observed, and at least one pair was confirmed nesting in the 
sycamore woodland west of I-5 (U. S. Interstate 5) in 2001.” 

On 18 April 2018, Denise Wight had reported Cassin’s Kingbirds in the 
Westley Rest Area near I-5, with one bird carrying nesting material. Alex 
Single recorded two Cassin’s Kingbirds acting as a pair in the Orestimba Creek 
region on 10 April 2019, “perched on a sycamore west of the bridge.” Ralph 
Baker observed two Cassin’s Kingbirds in the grasslands of Del Puerto Canyon 
on 25 May 2019. At one point, the birds mobbed a Red-tailed Hawk, and 
Ralph observed one of them carrying an insect to a transmission tower, but he 
did not detect a nest. Alex Single returned to Orestimba on 5 March 2020 and 
saw another two Cassin’s Kingbirds acting as a pair. All of these eBird postings 
are important and intriguing pieces of the puzzle of Cassin’s Kingbirds 
breeding. 

I initiated this study to document the breeding status and the breeding 
cycle of Cassin’s Kingbird in Stanislaus County. I selected the riparian 
sycamore grove on Orestimba Road because of the recent reports of the 
species at that site during the breeding season and the possibility of viewing 
at least portions of the suitable habitat from a public road. 

STUDY AREA 

The study site was on Orestimba Creek at about 61 m (200 ft) elevation in 
southwestern Stanislaus County, California. Orestimba Creek is a tributary of 
the San Joaquin River, arising in the Diablo Range of the inner Coast Range 
and joining the San Joaquin River north of Newman, California. The area is 
located west of I-5 and east of the California Aqueduct, centered on the 
Orestimba Road bridge over the creek. 
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The study area consisted of a strip of riparian forest from 200-250 m wide 
along 0.5 km of Orestimba Creek (Figure 1). Habitat surrounding the riparian 
area consisted of annual grassland, that was grazed by cattle intermittently 
during the study, and almond orchards. Orestimba Creek was dry during both 
study periods of 2020 and 2021. See RESULTS for more details on vegetation 
characteristics. 

Figure 1. Orestimba Creek Cassin’s Kingbird study area along Orestimba Creek in 
Stanislaus County, California. Photo from Google Earth, dated 25 Sept 2020, 
modified by Mary Estep. 

 

METHODS 

My collaborators and I regularly drove and walked along a section of the 
Orestimba Road that crosses Orestimba Creek. I made visits at regular 
intervals from 11 March to 20 July, in both 2020 and 2021, to provide 
consistency in observing the breeding cycle. 

I conducted surveys using binoculars and a spotting scope, often aided by 
volunteers who took photographs. I recorded breeding stages, including 
territorial display, nest building, nest occupation, and feeding of nestlings and 
fledglings. I assumed that individuals sitting on nests were females, as 
apparently only females incubate (Tweit and Tweit 2000). I noted dominant 
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plant species and plant communities during field visits and measured the 
extent of riparian habitat (width, length, and area) and distance between nest 
sites using Google Earth Pro’s Tools/Ruler function. 

In recording field observations, I separated the areas that my 
collaborators and I could see from the road into two sections. I designated the 
sycamore trees to the east of the bridge as east side, and the sycamore trees 
west of the bridge as west side. The extent of the two sides were defined by 
the 200-300 m distance that we were able to see clearly from the road. 

RESULTS 

2020-21 Surveys 

During initial 2020 observations on 11 and 18 March, we observed up to 
seven Cassin’s Kingbirds in the study area. By 9 April, we observed one pair on 
the east side along the fence line southeast of the road, and another pair in a 
tree on the west side. On 16 through 23 April, the east side pair was building a 
nest in a sycamore south of the road. From 1-16 May, we observed two 
female Cassin’s Kingbirds sitting on two nests in sycamores, one on the east 
side and the other on the west side. On 22 May, at least one fledgling was 
seen at the east side, while the female was still occupying the west side nest. 
On 11 June, we assumed dispersal of the east side brood because we saw no 
fledglings, while we observed only one fledgling on the west side. On our last 
observations of 2 and 17 July, we saw an adult feeding three fledglings across 
the road from the nest tree on the west side. These observations provided 
proof of successful breeding by two Cassin’s Kingbird pairs. 

Our 2021 observations roughly duplicated those of the previous year. 
From 21 March to 9 April, we observed five Cassin’s Kingbirds, but eventually 
two pairs to settled into their respective territories, one on the east side and 
the another on the west side. On 18 April, a Cassin’s Kingbird carried nesting 
material on the east side to a sycamore tree further from the bridge than the 
one that had been used the previous spring. Due to the difficulty of finding 
the east side nest from such a long distance, we focused attention on the 
more accessible west side pair, which displayed courtship behavior and 
territorial defense on 27 April and 12 May. 

The west side pair was first seen nest building on 23 May on the north 
side of road, also in a different sycamore tree from the one used for nesting in 
2020. This sycamore was considerably larger than the previous year’s nest 
tree. The female incubated or brooded young at that nest at least from 3-15 
June. An adult fed two downy chicks on 24 June (Figure 2a) and again on 1 
July (Figure 2b). Our 9 July visit turned up a surprise—three fledglings being 
fed by both adults at the crown of the nest tree. On 20 July we observed all 
three fledglings and one adult flying from the nesting area. 
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Figure 2a. Cassin’s 
Kingbird feeding 
nestling at Orestimba 
Creek, Stanislaus 
County. 24 June 2021. 

 

Photo by Jim Gain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2b. Cassin’s Kingbird ready to 
feed nestling at nest, 1 July 2021. 

 

 

Photo by Richard Brown 

 

 

 

Together, our two years of observations have shown that Cassin’s 
Kingbirds began establishing territories at Orestimba Creek during mid-March, 
when two pairs set up territories in the study area in both years. It is unknown 
if the same individuals returned to the same sites during both years, but nests 
in each area occurred in different sycamore trees. 

Nest building began as early as 16 April and as late as 23 May. Incubation 
was observed over 1-16 May. Incubation at the nest that was built in late May 
began on 3 June and continued until at least 15 June. The three nests we 
observed completely during 2020-21 produced two broods of three fledglings 
apiece, and one brood of a single fledgling, although there may have been 
more fledglings from that brood out of our range of sight. Based on the 
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schedule of nest-building and incubation, fledglings appeared from 22 May 
through 11 June. Fledglings were fed away from the nest trees between 24 
June and 17 July. By mid-July, the kingbirds were no longer seen in family 
groups, so dispersal is likely to have occurred just before then. 

Habitat Characteristics 

The two nesting areas consisted of 10 ha and 13 ha of riparian vegetation 
and, especially on the west side, interspersed annual grassland (Figures 1 and 
3). Annual grassland abutted the west side riparian vegetation to the north 
and south. Much of the area along the north side of the riparian vegetation on 
the east side consisted of an almond orchard. Riparian habitat within nesting 
areas (Figure 3 and 4) was dominated by California sycamore and Fremont 
cottonwood (Populus fremontii). Significant understory shrubs included blue 
elderberry (Sambucus mexicana), willow (Salix sp.), and mulefat (Baccharis 
salicifolia). Although Orestimba Creek was dry throughout our study periods 
in both years, surface water was available in the California Aqueduct and at 
least intermittently in nearby agricultural lands. 

All three observed nests were placed in California sycamore trees (Figure 
4) upon large horizontal branches in the upper portion of the canopy. The two 
known nest trees of 2020 were 320 m (1,023 ft) apart. All the nest trees were 
surrounded by grazed annual grassland that the kingbirds used for foraging. 

DISCUSSION 

This study provides definitive proof that Cassin’s Kingbirds nest 
successfully in Stanislaus County. Because of private ownership, we were only 
able to access Orestimba Creek at one location. Review of aerial imagery in 
Google Earth, however, shows that stands of California sycamore extend 
beyond the study area to the west across the aqueduct and to the northeast 
along the dry bed of Orestimba Creek. Therefore, additional Cassin’s Kingbirds 
are likely to breed in these inaccessible areas. Although California sycamores 
are present in many locations in Stanislaus County (see below), to our 
knowledge the Orestimba Creek area has the highest concentration of 
contiguous sycamores in the county and thus may support the largest nesting 
population. 

Our limited Orestimba Creek observations suggest that conditions likely 
to support other nesting Cassin’s Kingbird pairs exist elsewhere within the 
inner Coast Range. These conditions are limited within the lower reaches of 
streams that are large enough to maintain sufficient surface and subsurface 
flow to support riparian woodland vegetation. Aerial imagery in Google Earth 
(earth.google.com) shows vegetation conditions similar to nesting areas on 
other portions of Orestimba Creek and locally elsewhere in Stanislaus County, 
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Figure 3. Riparian vegetation on Orestimba Creek east of Orestimba Road bridge 
within Cassin’s Kingbird nesting territory.  Photo by John Harris 

Figure 4. Orestimba Road bridge and California sycamore used for nesting by 
Cassin’s Kingbird in 2021.    Photo by John Harris 
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other portions of Orestimba Creek and locally elsewhere and in adjacent 
Merced and San Joaquin counties. These areas warrant survey, to the extent 
feasible given private property limitations, to further clarify the species’ 
status. Notably, Cassin’s Kingbirds have not been reported nesting around 
farmsteads or other residential areas in the region, suggesting that 
sycamores, or at least riparian vegetation, are required for nesting. 

Despite 2021 drought conditions, the riparian vegetation of Orestimba 
Creek appeared healthy. Nonetheless the dependence of the species on 
limited areas of riparian habitat in an area of low rainfall also raises concerns 
about ongoing and predicted increases in drought conditions under climate 
change (Diffenbaugh et al. 2015). 

We encourage birders to visit the Orestimba Creek bridge site during the 
breeding season and other interior Coast Range sites that support riparian 
and other woodland vegetation, or indeed year-round, and report their 
observations on eBird. These observations can make important contributions 
to a more complete understanding of the status and distribution of this 
uncommon species. 
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Corrigendum 

A recent article (Oliver, F. 2020. Featured Photo: First Barred Owl Record for 
the Central Valley, California. Central Valley Birds 23: 37-39) reported the 
Barred Owl (Strix varia) first observed in Davis, Yolo County on 11 December 
2019 as a first record for California’s Central Valley. Since this article was 
printed, I was informed by Bob Yutzy (Shasta Co. record keeper) of a previous 
record of a Barred Owl seen and photographed in the Redding area by Randy 
Bush on 12 November 2008. Unfortunately, it remained in the area for only 
two hours and no other birders observed it. 

Frances Oliver 

 

      Photo by Randy Bush 
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