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Exhaustively researched and reviewed, Breeding Birds of Solano County is a first 
of its kind presentation of the remarkable avifauna of Solano County. 

The Breeding Birds of Solano County was organized, co-written, and edited by noted conservationist 
and bird expert Mike Rippey; with engaging detailed species accounts authored by well known North 
Bay ornithologist Murray Berner.  Scientifically rigorous and beautifully designed, this foundational 
document will be sought out by birders, naturalists, researchers, teachers, government planners, and 
all those who love birds and wish to know more of their beguiling ways.  

Within these pages you will find:
•	 Complete species accounts by Murray Berner, with 

historical records, of all the currently known 
breeding birds of Solano County;

•	 More than 350 original color photographs by 60 
Bay Area bird photographers for all species covered;

•	 A striking layout by Vicki Valentine;
•	 Full color range maps by Rusty Scalf included with 

all species accounts;
•	 Large scale location and vegetation maps;
•	 An overview of the Breeding Bird Atlas Survey’s 

organization and field work;
•	 A concise full range geography and biogeography 

by Mike Rippey;
•	 Color photographs of all of Solano County’s varied 

and unique habitats;
•	 Complete study results discussed and displayed in 

informative tables.
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Great Horned Owl 
Bubo virginianus92

My husband Rob Schonholtz was fascinated by all owls, including the Great Horned Owl 
(“the goo”).   Jane Hicks
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A fierce and efficient predator in 
almost any circumstance, the 

Great Horned Owl dominates the 
night in Solano and all of North 
America. It is common in Suisun 
Marsh, the Napa Range, the North 
Carquinez Hills, Lower Putah Creek 
and across the ranch and pasture 
mosaic of the Central Valley. Few birds 
were found in Vaca Mountain blocks 
of unbroken chaparral, and fewer still 
in eastern row crop or rolling 
southeastern pasture land. Atlas 
reports suggest that this owl is most 
widespread across the county’s 
modified lowland habitats. Only in the 
diverse uplands of Wild Horse Creek 
and the forested drainages of the 
North Carquinez Hills is it a “common” 
denizen of native vegetation. While 
Houston et al. (1998) describe nest 
site selection as “extraordinarily 
variable,” in all of Solano lacking 
native forest, eucalyptus is certainly 
the most popular and available 
option. Owls commonly reuse the 
nests of Red-tailed Hawk, the raptor 
frequently regarded as its diurnal 
counterpart (Houston et al. 1998). 

Between 1927 and 1939 Emerson 
Stoner found 31 Great Horned Owl 
nests, mostly in the hills northwest of 
Goodyear. These included 22 nests 
with eggs 26 January-14 April (16 sets 
of two; 6 sets of 3) and nestlings 15 
March-28 April. Sixteen were in old 
hawk nests in oak or eucalyptus, 12 
were in a cave or ledge on the face of a 
cliff. One was in a hawk nest on a cliff. 
Stoner’s owls used at least four 
different cliff nest sites. Seventy years 

later atlas field work gathered 42 
confirmations spanning the period 8 
March (occupied nest) through 
fledglings on 31 July. The persistent 
call of fledglings probably assisted in 
the detection of most of those 26 
atlas records. 

Emerson Stoner recorded prey 
items in active nests to include 

Jerusalem cricket, duck, coot, flicker 
and jackrabbit. Known to cache prey 
(Houston et al. 1998), a 1936 cliff nest 
contained three whole young and two 
partial adult jackrabbit carcasses, a 
ground squirrel and a weasel (Stoner 
1936). Given only adequate prey and a 
sturdy nest site, the Great Horned 
Owl is an enduring avian predator of 
the Solano night.

Sources:
Existing Vegetation Data (EVAG), USFS – The Paci�c Southwest Region
Bay Area Aquatic Resources Inventory (BAARI), San Francisco Estuary Institute
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Hooded Oriole 
Icterus cucullatus186

The signature bird of my garden along Putah Creek.   Manfred Kusch

PHOTO BY MANFRED KUSCH

If one desires the company of the 
Hooded Oriole, one should plant the 

Washington palm Washingtonia 
filifera. A nesting site as well as the 
source of nesting material, orioles 
have followed the introduction of 
palms into towns throughout 
Northern California, arriving in the 
Bay Area by 1930 and first nesting in 
Solano in 1948 (Bousman 2007b). 
Primarily insectivores, Hooded Oriole 
also benefits from fruit and nectar-
producing landscaping and 
supplemental feeders. During the 
atlas period, Hooded Oriole was 
common in the Vallejo area blocks, 
sparsely distributed around Vacaville, 
and essentially absent from Fairfield. 
Away from Vallejo, the majority of 
occupied blocks, especially where 
confirmations were obtained, were at 
crossroads settlements such as 
Collinsville, Mankas Corner and 
Rockville. Orioles at these locations 
are confined to isolated stands of 
palm where the chances of the 
discovery of the nest and associated 
behaviors are enhanced. Hooded 
Oriole sings very little, but their call 
note is distinctive, and birdwatchers 
should know it well in order to hasten 
further discoveries of nesting pairs in 
the county.

Since about 1997, Hooded Oriole 
has nested at the Putah Creek Lane 
Garden, a five acre parcel set against 
the broad margin of oak along the 
stream. More than 100 palms grow on 
the property, currently supporting 5-7 
nesting pairs annually. Males arrive 
about 1 April, with nest-building 

commencing as early as 19-26 April. 
Initial nest completion is by the first 
week of May; fledglings appear at 
month's end; and second broods 
hatch in late June as new nest 
construction continues into July. 
Nestlings have been recorded as late 
as 8 August, but nests built anew at 
that time are invariably deserted. 
Orioles build as many as 20 nests 
annually; many are re-nests as orioles 
frequently abandon those parasitized 
by Brown-headed Cowbird.

While Hooded Oriole originally 
nested in sycamores on the California 
coast, even those birds now nest in 
suburban fan palm (Peake 1993). At 
Putah Creek Lane the density of palms 
is extraordinary, but the number of 
breeding pairs is relatively small, and 
Hooded Oriole seems as likely to 
occupy sparsely planted neighborhoods 
as those where palm is abundant.
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http://napasolanoaudubon.com/nsas/index.php/Monitoring/SolanoAtlas

http://napasolanoaudubon.com/nsas/index.php/Monitoring/SolanoAtlas
http://napasolanoaudubon.com/nsas/index.php/Monitoring/SolanoAtlas

