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The Wi ld  S ide
Sandhill Cranes

If you are hoping for a sign of spring-any sign at all, than you need 

look no further than Monte Vista National Wildlife Refuge in Colora-

do’s San Luis Valley. Traveling from their wintering grounds in Bosque 

del Apache National Wildlife Refuge, NM and points south, by mid-

February until the middle of April up to thirty thousand sandhill cranes 

take up residence in the refuge and adjacent agricultural fields. Crops 

of grain are specially grown on the refuge for the cranes and water from 

the Rio Grande River is diverted to the area with the bird’s welfare in 

mind. About twenty thousand of the cranes are greater sandhills which 

are larger and lighter gray than the lesser and Canadian sandhill cranes. 

All of them sport a crimson crown directly above their yellow eyes. The 

greater sandhill cranes will summer in the greater Yellowstone eco-sys-

tem with the lessers breeding above the Arctic Circle and the Canadians 

in Canada.

The 25th Annual Monte Vista Crane Festival takes place March 7th 

through 9th and offers a variety of activities including raptor, sunrise, 

and sunset tours. On Saturday a pancake breakfast is hosted by the Ki-

wanis for five dollars per adult and four dollars per child followed by a 

craft fair. For more information on lectures and schedules go to www.

cranefest.com. The week before or two weeks after the festival also pro-

vide great viewing and is the time that I prefer minus the people.

The sandhill cranes have been coming here for at least two thousand 

years as a nearby six foot long petroglyph of a crane attests. The sand-

hills live to be twenty to thirty years old and mate for life. Both sexes 

tend to the two eggs, of which only one usually fledges. During spring 

migration, with a sense of urgency 

about them, pair bonds are estab-

lished. Courtship dances ensue, char-

acterized by a wild hopping motion 

and flapping of wings.

From sunrise until mid-morning and 

again from mid-afternoon until sunset, 

the skies are filled with cacophonous 

flocks of sandhills commuting to and 

from the farmer’s fields. In between, 

they may frequent wetlands to supple-

ment their diet with roots, tubers, 

or invertebrates. They sometimes go 

nowhere at all preferring the sanctity 

and plenty the refuge provides. If you 

are very lucky, a rare whooping crane 

might be spotted here.

The sight and sounds of vast never-ending waves of sandhill cranes 

coming in to roost at sunset is unforgettable. Even though the calendar 

hasn’t officially reached the prescribed date (which doesn’t mean much 

when you live at 8,500 ft.), I’ll consider the arrival of the sandhills an 

encouraging omen that spring is near.

by  Dave  G ibson

Dave Gibson is a photographer & writer focusing on the natural world around 

us.  His imagery can be found on his web site at www.davegibsonimages.com
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