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Tufted Titmouse









INTRODUCTION: BIRDWATCHING IN TEXAS

TEXAS IS THE CROSSROADS of the bird world in North America. Here, east meets west and north meets south. The Texas Rio Grande Valley in the south is decidedly tropical, with colorful Green Jays and Hooded Orioles. The Texas Panhandle is the end of the Great Plains, with Lesser Prairie-Chickens and Western Meadowlarks. North America’s Eastern Deciduous Forest’s western edge is the mixed forest of the Texas Pineywoods, with Pileated Woodpeckers and White-breasted Nuthatches. The Chihuahuan Desert includes the Texas Trans-Pecos region in Big Bend country, with Chihuahuan Raven and Crissal Thrasher. The Texas “sky islands” of the Chisos, Davis, and Guadalupe Mountains give Texas a taste of the Rocky Mountains, with Steller’s Jays and Townsend’s Solitaires.

Such varied ecological regions ensure that there will be rich and varied birdlife. More than 660 species have been accepted to the official Texas list maintained by the Texas Ornithological Society’s Texas Bird Records Committee. Approximately 360 species are known to breed in Texas.

Birdwatching in Texas is as varied as the birds. Many birdwatchers are casual, interested in knowing the birds they see in their yard and that come to their feeder or birdbath. Some are laser-focused on a single species like Eastern Bluebirds or the swarms of Ruby-throated Hummingbirds that migrate along the Texas coast in September. Some are hybrids, combining birdwatching with photography. Many are hunters, enjoying the birds while pursuing their quarry. (Indeed, are birdwatchers not just a specialized type of hunter?)

Birdwatching is an obsession for many in Texas. They keep a life list and check daily for reports of new species to pursue and add to their lists. Some may have a go bag ready to take with them on a moment’s notice to chase a report of the next new species for Texas. “Big Years” are popular—seeing how many species you can record in a single year in a county, the state of Texas, or even the United States. The current record for a Texas Big Year stands at 522 species.

Birdwatching tourists flock to Texas, pun intended. Some come for spring migration on the Texas coast hoping to see a “fallout” of thousands of colorful warblers, tanagers, and buntings. Some come for the tropical species at the southern tip of Texas with exotic names like Great Kiskadee, Common Pauraque, and Morelet’s Seedeater. Some come for the diversity of hummingbirds in West Texas, or to see one of the rarest birds in the world, the Whooping Crane.

I’ve lived my whole life in Texas and have been pursuing birds for more than forty years, ever since I saw a Painted Bunting in my backyard in central Texas. “How could any bird that amazing be in my backyard?” was soon followed by the question “What other amazing birds are in my backyard?”

My hope is that Birds of Texas will serve you no matter what your level of interest when you pick up this book. Keep it handy as a quick reference. Study the accounts of those species you hope to find and use it to learn about the new ones you have just seen.

There are many ways to enjoy the birds of Texas, but the only wrong way is to not have fun while doing it.
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BINOCULAR BASICS

BIRDING IS FUNDAMENTALLY a low-equipment endeavor. In its most basic form, you only need suitable binoculars and knowledge from a reliable reference, like this field guide. Binoculars come, however, in a bewildering number of configurations, and not all those configurations are suitable for birding. You can find low-magnification, very compact binoculars more appropriate for use at the opera and high-power giants used by astronomers that must be mounted on a tripod. Binoculars for birding come somewhere in between.

When shopping for binoculars you will see nearly every pair with a number like 10x25, 7.5x42, or 10x50. These two numbers tell you two things about binoculars. The first number is magnification, how many times larger the image appears. So 10x means it’s 10 times larger, 7.5x seven-and-a-half times larger, and so on. The second number is the diameter of the objective lens, how big the end is that you point at the bird you want to see. A diameter of 25 means 25 mm, or about the size of a US quarter; 42 would be 42 mm or about 1.6 inches, about the diameter of a golf ball; and 50 would be 50 mm, or about 2 inches in diameter.

The larger the objective lens, the more light it gathers and the brighter the image. This can be very important early and late in the day and in dense woodlands. Subtle details and even color will be more visible with a larger objective. The downside of larger objective lenses is… well, they’re bigger and heavier. Carrying around a pair of binoculars with 50 mm lenses can be fatiguing after a few hours. Most birders find that 40 to 45 mm objective lenses are a good compromise between weight and light gathering.

You might think the more magnification the better, but that’s not always true. While an 8x binocular magnifies the image 8 times, it also magnifies vibrations or “shakes” 8 times. You can find 12x and 15x binoculars. Without a way to steady the binoculars, wind, caffeine, and car vibrations may make them unusable for many people. I used to use 10x binoculars but tried a pair of 8x and found I could see so much more detail because the binoculars didn’t magnify the imperceptible shake from too much coffee consumption. If you have exceptionally steady hands, you might find 10x binoculars usable, but most birders find they prefer 7x to 8x binoculars as a balance between steadiness and magnification.

A third number you need to know about binoculars is eye relief. Binoculars project the image out behind the exit pupils, or back lenses. The distance at which your eye sees this image full-size is known as eye relief. The smaller the eye relief, the closer your eyes need to be to the exit pupils to see the image well. Too close and you won’t see the full field of view, or maybe even a distorted or “blacked out” center of the image. Too far back and you only see part of the image as a dot in the center of a black field. This is why binoculars have folding or twist-up-and-down eye cups for getting them just right. If you wear glasses, you won’t be able to get as close to the exit pupils and will need a pair of binoculars with more eye relief. If you don’t wear glasses, you will be able to tolerate smaller eye relief. If you have the option of getting glasses specifically for birding, you should ask your optometrist for glasses that sit closer to your eyes. If you will be birding with glasses, look for binoculars that have eye relief of at least 15 mm, and preferably 20 mm.
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Nashville Warbler



Look for binoculars that say they are “fully multi-coated.” When light passes from the air to the glass, or even between two pieces of optical glass, some of the light is lost. Modern optical glass has special coatings that reduce the amount of light lost. Some of the most advanced coatings now transmit an amazing 95% of the light through the glass. When a manufacturer states binoculars are fully multi-coated, it means all the optical surfaces have these coatings and you are getting as much light to your eye as the manufacturer can deliver.

Finally, birding is usually an outdoor activity. You should have “fully waterproof” binoculars. Even if you can’t see yourself birding in the rain, we all get accidentally caught in the rain from time to time and you can save yourself a lot of stress. It’s not just rain either—fog or even high humidity can affect non-waterproof binoculars.

You may find hanging even a light pair of binoculars around your neck for a few hours makes your neck sore. Many birders find relief by using a binocular harness not unlike a backpack in reverse that keeps the weight off the neck.
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Golden-cheeked Warbler









RARE BIRDS AND HOW TO DOCUMENT THEM

NEW BIRDERS ARE OFTEN dismayed when they are asked to submit documentation on a notable sighting. While birding is often on the honor system, the Texas Bird Records Committee tries to create a record of Texas birdlife worthy of scientific scrutiny. The committee is made up of professional ornithologists and knowledgeable peers in the birding world. When the TBRC votes to accept a record, they are saying the record supports the sighting. If they fail to accept a record, except in a few cases where they can positively show the bird was misidentified, they are only saying the submitted documentation does not support the identification of the rare bird. They are not calling the reporting birder a liar, just stating that the documentation was insufficient.

So how does one go about documenting a rare bird? While physical evidence like a photo, a recording, or a specimen are ideal, it’s not a requirement. Many records are accepted on just a detailed written description of what was observed.

It’s a terrific idea to practice making the kind of detailed notes that make a good TBRC report. In a perfect world you would make these notes in writing or a recording while observing the bird, but the world isn’t perfect. You can practice by making note of every detail you can in your head.

Start with the big things: Is the bird dark above? Is it light below? Does it have streaks or spots? How heavy are the streaks or spots? Are there wingbars? What color is the bill? What is the shape of the bill? Is the upper bill a different color than the lower bill? Is there a supercilium, or eyebrow stripe?

Then move on to the fine details: Is there a malar, or mustache-like stripe on the face? Is there an orbital ring around the eye? What color is the eye? What about the feathers—do they have light or dark edges? Are the center of the feathers light or dark?

Don’t forget the proportions of the bird. How long is the bill? Describe it in terms of how deep the head is. If you laid the bill back against the head would it go to the back of the head? Are the wings longer or shorter than the tail (a factor known as wing extension)? If the bird is perched or standing, how far down does the tail extend? Is the posture upright or horizontal?

As Sherlock Holmes says, “When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.” Holmes was on to something. Most important when documenting a rare bird is to prove it is not a common bird! Once you show why it isn’t an expected bird, you can show what you observed that makes you believe it is a rare bird.







GLOSSARY OF PLUMAGE AND ANATOMY TERMINOLOGY

ALTERNATE PLUMAGE: Breeding plumage

AURICULAR: The area around the ear on the side of the head, behind the eyes

AXILLARIES: Feathers in the space under the wing, corresponding to “wingpits” or armpits in a human

BASIC PLUMAGE: Nonbreeding plumage

CAP: The top of the head, often referred to as the crown

CERE: The non-feathered area at the bill base, enclosing the nostrils

CHIN: The area immediately under the bill

CREST: The tuft of feathers on top of a bird’s head that either stick up or can be raised

CROWN: The top of the head, often referred to as the cap

CULMEN: The center ridge of the upper mandible of a bird’s bill

DECURVED: Curved downward

EYEBROW STRIPE: A stripe of contrasting shade running laterally above the eye, also referred to as a supercilium

EYE RING: A feathered ring of contrasting shade encircling or partially encircling the eye

EYE STRIPE OR EYE LINE: A stripe of contrasting shade running laterally through the eyes on the sides of the face

FLANKS: The area along the bird’s sides, beneath the wings and above the base of the legs

FOREHEAD: The front of the head, above the bill

GORGET: A patch of iridescent feathers on the throat of mainly male hummingbirds

LORE: The space between the eye and the base of the bill

MALAR: The cheek area

MALAR STRIPE: Cheek stripe

MANDIBLE, LOWER: The lower half of the bill

MANDIBLE, UPPER: The upper bill, also known as the maxilla

MANTLE: The upper back, often including the back, tertials, and scapulars taken together

MAXILLA: The upper bill, also referred to as the upper mandible

NAPE: Back of the neck

NECKLACE: A band of contrasting shade running across the upper breast

ORBITAL RING: A ring of bare skin surrounding the eye

PRIMARIES: The outer flight feathers, projecting from the outer half of the wing

PRIMARY COVERTS: The row of feathers that veils the base portion of the primary flight feathers on the dorsal or upper surface of the wing

RECTRICES: The long, stiff feathers of the tail (singular, rectrix)

RECURVED: Curved upward

SCAPULARS: Feathers at the base of the upper wing surface along each side of the bird’s back

SECONDARIES: The inner flight feathers, projecting from the inner half of the wing

SECONDARY COVERTS: Feathers covering the upper surface of the wing exclusive of the secondary flight feathers. There are three rows, starting at the leading edge of the wing: lesser secondary coverts, median secondary coverts, and greater secondary coverts

SEMIPALMATED: partially webbed toes

SPECTACLES: contrasting colored lore and eye ring combination

SPECULUM: the row of colorful and often iridescent feathers on the upper wing surface of many ducks

SUBTERMINAL BAND: a band of contrasting shade across the tail, just above the tip

SUPERCILIUM: A band of contrasting shade running laterally above the eye, also referred to as an eyebrow stripe

SUPRALORAL: The area on the face above the lores

TAIL COVERTS AND UPPER TAIL COVERTS: Small feathers on the upper side covering the base of the tail

TERTIALS: The inner flight feathers at the base of the wings

THROAT: The area below the bill, between the chin and the upper breast

UNDERTAIL COVERTS: The feathers covering the underside of the base of the tail

WINGBARS: Stripes in the wing surface usually produced by differently colored wing covert tips

WINGTIPS: The outer ends of the primary flight feathers
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Cenizo, or Purple Sage, in bloom in Val Verde County, at the edge of the Edwards Plateau









ECOREGIONS OF TEXAS

TEXAS IS USUALLY DIVIDED into ten natural regions, or ecoregions. These ecoregions are why the birds in Texas are so diverse.

PINEYWOODS

The Texas Pineywoods begin just north of Houston and Beaumont and extend north to Texarkana. The terrain is rolling and covered with pines and oaks. Soils are generally acidic and sandy. There are scattered areas of croplands, native pastures, and planted pastures. Typical birds of the Pineywoods are Pine Warblers, Brown-headed Nuthatches, and Red-bellied Woodpeckers.
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GULF PRAIRIES AND MARSHES

The Texas Gulf Prairies begin at Sabine Pass and extend along the coast to South Padre Island. On the Upper Texas Coast, the prairies extend inland about 100 miles west of Houston to just a thin strip of coastline and barrier islands in the south. The land is low, almost always less than 150 feet in elevation. It includes bays and estuaries, salt grass marshes, oak mottes, and tall woodlands in the river bottoms. The region is home to the now-endangered Attwater’s subspecies of Greater Prairie-Chicken, and the extinct Eskimo Curlew once migrated through by the millions. Millions of waterfowl and shorebirds winter on the coast. Less than 1% of the native tallgrass prairie still exists.
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POST OAK SAVANAH

This is a transitional area of oak forests crossing strips of grasslands. The region starts just south of I-10 in Guadalupe and Gonzales counties and extends northeast to the Red River in Red River and Lamar counties. The terrain is rolling or hilly from 300 to 800 feet in elevation. Typical breeding birds are Painted Buntings and Eastern Bluebirds. Up to 12 species of sparrow winter in the region and waterfowl can be abundant in large stock ponds and small lakes.
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BLACKLAND PRAIRIE

The Blackland Prairie is named for the fertile black soils that make up the region from northern Bexar County around San Antonio through Dallas to the Red River. Once a tallgrass prairie, its fertile soils were converted to agriculture.
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Trinity River National Wildlife Refuge in the Pineywoods
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Bosque County in the Cross Timbers
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Matador Wildlife Management Area in the Rolling Plains





[image: image]
Old Tunnel State Park on the Edwards Plateau



CROSSTIMBERS

From just north of Austin to Fort Worth and Wichita Falls, the timbered areas were a barrier that had to be crossed while traveling between the easier-to-traverse prairies to both the east and west. The open areas between the timbered areas make up the most southern tallgrass prairie.
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SOUTH TEXAS PLAINS

These plains of thorny scrubs and trees extend from Hwy. 90 between San Antonio and Del Rio to the Rio Grande River and the scattered patches of palms and subtropical woodlands in the Rio Grande Valley. Once open grasslands and more extensive woodland, today it is made up of mesquite, acacia, and prickly pear with open grasslands. Typical birds are tropical and subtropical species like Long-billed Thrasher, Olive Sparrow, and western species like Bullock’s Oriole and Lesser Goldfinch.
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EDWARDS PLATEAU

Also known as the Texas Hill Country, this region extends from the Balcones Escarpment just west of I–35 between San Antonio and Austin to the Pecos River in the west. It has many springs, rocky hills, and steep canyons lined with juniper and live oak trees. Elevations range from 100 feet to 3000 feet. The endangered Golden-cheeked Warbler breeds nowhere else, and it is the core breeding range of the equally endangered Black-capped Vireo.
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ROLLING PLAINS

These gently rolling hills run from San Angelo and Abilene to the eastern part of the Texas Panhandle. This is the “Big Sky Country” of Texas. Once mostly tall and mid-grasses, uncontrolled grazing has turned it into a mesquite shortgrass savannah.
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HIGH PLAINS

The Texas High Plains extend from about Seminole in the south, north through the Panhandle and west of Lubbock and Amarillo. Historically shortgrass prairie, mesquite and yucca are spreading in the region. Historically Lesser Prairie-Chickens were common. Thousands of waterfowl and Sandhill Cranes winter in the playa lakes of the region.
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TRANS-PECOS

This region is west of the Pecos River and ranges from about 2500 feet to the high point of 8749 feet at Guadalupe Peak. The three major “sky islands” are here: the Chisos Mountains of Big Bend National Park, the Davis Mountains, and Guadalupe Mountains National Park. The lower-elevation grasslands are home to western species like Scaled Quail and Greater Roadrunners and the mountains have species like the Colima Warbler, Hepatic Tanager, and Black-chinned Sparrow.
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Palo Duro Canyon in the High Plains
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Le Petit Teton, a Trans-Pecos landmark
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Lark Bunting









MAJOR BIRDING SITES IN TEXAS

TEXAS IS BIG AND BOASTS many birding sites. The website eBird.org lists more than 6000 hot spots for Texas. Birds can be found everywhere in Texas, no doubt, but some sites stand out for their diversity and/or the uniqueness of the birds there. The sites highlighted below were chosen based on the number of species reported compared to other sites in the same region.

THE UPPER TEXAS COAST

High Island (379 species)

High Island is a small unincorporated community on the eastern edge of Galveston County and the Bolivar Peninsula. It is located on top of an ancient underground salt dome and from the distance appears like an island. If you’re a neotropical songbird at the end of a 17-hour crossing of the Gulf of Mexico it is a lifesaving refuge. The Houston Audubon Society and the Texas Ornithological Society have a total of six sanctuaries in High Island. From late March through mid-May millions of songbirds migrate through and often stop for a day or two to refuel after burning sometimes as much as 50% of their body weight making the perilous trans-Gulf crossing. When the winds are favorable only a small percentage stop here and birding is pleasant, but five or six times a year a rapidly moving cold front with north winds slams into the coast, forcing the birds to literally seem to fall out of the skies. In what seems like a moment, the quiet woods can come alive with birds of all colors. Birders greedily make lists of 20, 25, even 30 species of warblers seen in a day.

Fall can also be an excellent time to visit High Island, as the diversity of migrants is high from mid-September to mid-October.

Recommended sanctuaries at High Island are the Houston Audubon Society’s Boy Scout Woods and Smith Oaks Sanctuary, and the Texas Ornithological Society’s Hooks Woods.

Texas Ornithological Society’s Sabine Woods Sanctuary (328 species)

Located on a feature known as a chenier, an ancient beach dune system now covered with large live oaks, Sabine Woods is located 30 miles east of High Island just outside of Sabine Pass. Like High Island, Sabine Woods is a “migrant trap,” and spring and fall are the times to visit. Just a few acres in size, Sabine Woods often produces as many species in a day as the hundreds of birding friendly acres in High Island. Even though it’s in close proximity to High Island as the bird flies, it does seem to produce a few more sightings of eastern migrants—such as Cape May Warblers and Black-throated Blue Warblers—than High Island does.

Anahuac National Wildlife Refuge (346 species)

Located just west of High Island, the 40,000-acre Anahuac National Wildlife Refuge stretches from the Gulf of Mexico 10 miles north through a mosaic of saltgrass prairie; salt, brackish, and freshwater marshes; and upland prairies. Established as a waterfowl refuge, the wintering waterfowl are a star here. November through February, large flocks of Snow and Greater White-fronted Geese use the refuge. The Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network has designated Anahuac National Wildlife Refuge a site of international importance for the numbers of shorebirds using the refuge. In spring and fall, migrating songbirds can be found in the small migrant traps on the refuge. The secretive Yellow and Black Rails are also found here. The Shoveler Pond loop trail is one of the best places to see Least Bitterns and Purple Gallinules in the breeding season.

Bolivar Flats Shorebird Sanctuary (324 species)

The Bolivar Flats are sand and mudflats created by the century-old Galveston Jetties on the Bolivar Peninsula. On any given day, thousands of gulls, terns, and pelicans use the flats. From fall through spring, thousands of shorebirds congregate, including Piping, Wilson’s, and Snowy Plovers. Least Terns breed here. In winter, as many as 10,000 American Avocets may form one large flock on the flats.

Lafitte’s Cove Nature Preserve (329 species)

This 24-acre sanctuary is located inside a well-to-do subdivision on Galveston Island. It has become one of the premier sites to see migrating songbirds on the island. The attraction is a large grouping of mature trees that provide a much-needed sanctuary for songbirds once they complete their marathon Gulf of Mexico crossing. The sanctuary has been enhanced with water features that provide fresh water for the birds. The best times to visit are mid-March to mid-May and September through mid-October.
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Anahuac National Wildlife Refuge



THE RIO GRANDE VALLEY

Bentsen–Rio Grande Valley State Park (370 species)

Bentsen–Rio Grande Valley State Park maintains a network of feeding stations November through March that attract species you can see nowhere else in the United States but in the Texas Rio Grande Valley. Plain Chachalacas forage under feeders looking like small dinosaurs, brightly colored Green Jays try in vain to defend the feeders from each other, orange Altamira Orioles streak by. In spring and fall there is a hawk watch from a spectacular tower close to the Rio Grande River.

Estero Llano Grande State Park (367 species)

Estero Llano Grande State Park is built around wetlands alongside a linear lake known as the Llano Grande. It’s home to tiny Least Grebes and giant Ringed Kingfishers. Emerald-colored Green Kingfishers dart along the water. Buff-bellied Hummingbirds breed here and frequent the hummingbird feeders. Skilled or lucky observers look under the bushes for perfectly camouflaged Common Pauraques. Photographers fill their cameras with spectacular shots from the headquarters observation deck overlooking the wetlands.
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The headquarters building and wetlands at Estero Llano Grande State Park



South Padre Island (420 species)

This busy beach town has some very fine migration birding. There are two major sites on the island. The first site is the Valley Land Fund lots of West Sheepshead Street at Laguna Boulevard. These seven undeveloped lots are a spectacular migrant trap, and when there is a north wind in spring you may find as many as 20 species without walking a single step.

The second site, at the north end of town, is the South Padre Island Convention Center. The landscaping for this public facility has become another spectacular migrant trap. With views of adjacent flats and a boardwalk through mangrove trees one can make a half day of birding here, or even a whole day.

EDWARDS PLATEAU

South Llano River State Park (290 species)

Located about 90 minutes west of San Antonio in Junction, this park is one of the best places to see two of Texas’s special birds, the Golden-cheeked Warbler and the Black-capped Vireo. Both species are widespread on Edwards Plateau but there is a dearth of easily accessible places where you can see both. This park has great camping facilities and good facilities for day use. November through March, several feeder-blinds are stocked and often very active.

WEST TEXAS

Big Bend National Park (356 species)

Big Bend National Park is one of the largest national parks in the lower 48 states. Within the park are the Chisos Mountains, one of the so-called “sky islands” of West Texas. This small mountain range is the only location for two species in Texas, the Colima Warbler and the Mexican Jay. Mexican Jays are resident in the Chisos while the Colima Warbler breeds in the high elevations and is present from late March through August. Many birders have made the trek to Boot Springs to see this special warbler.

Besides the high country of the Chisos Mountains there are many riparian areas along the Rio Grande River and thousands of acres of Chihuahuan Desert dotted with small oases in the form of springs. Most visit the park in spring for the Colima Warblers and in winter for cooler weather and abundant wintering species.
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The Boot at Big Bend National Park



The Nature Conservancy’s Davis Mountains Preserve (233 species)

The Nature Conservancy’s Davis Mountains Preserve was established to preserve the unique ecosystem of one of Texas’s three sky islands. This is a cooler, wetter landscape surrounded by an arid lowland desert. Combined with more recent land acquisitions and conservation easements on adjoining properties, the preserve now protects almost 110,000 acres.

The preserve includes the 8300-foot Mount Livermore. The high country of the preserve is one of the few places to find montane species like Steller’s Jay, Dusky-capped Flycatcher, and Painted Redstart in Texas

Access to the preserve is limited to a few open weekends every year. Check the preserve’s website for upcoming dates.

Balmorhea Lake (323 species)

Balmorhea Lake is a privately owned lake open to the public in West Texas. At 556 acres, it is one of the few large lakes easily accessible by birders in West Texas. Large bodies of water are a magnet for many species in this arid landscape and have a concentrating effect for any water-dependent species. Clark’s and Western Grebes are resident here, large numbers of shorebirds use the shoreline in migration, and large numbers of waterfowl are often present in winter and during migrations.
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Mount Livermore in Davis Mountains Preserve
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El Capitan in Guadalupe Mountains National Park
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Guadalupe Mountains National Park (282 species)

This national park protects the third of the West Texas sky islands. The Guadalupe Mountains are the “roof of Texas.” Nine of the top ten highest peaks in Texas are here, including Guadalupe Peak, the highest at 8751 feet. Several species are found exclusively in Texas here or are easiest to find here. Specialty birds for the Guadalupe Mountains are Juniper Titmouse, Steller’s Jay, Pygmy Nuthatch, Sagebrush Sparrow, Gray Vireo, Western Bluebird, and Flammulated Owl.

CENTRAL TEXAS COAST

Hazel Bazemore Park (354 species)

Located on the far northwestern end of Corpus Christi, Hazel Bazemore Park has become known as one of the best hawk watches in North America. Every fall more than a million hawks stream by the counters on the dedicated hawk watch platform. The flights peak in the third week of September, and at times the kettles of hawks can look like smoke.

Many of the birds in the area are more closely associated with the Rio Grande Valley at the southern tip of Texas. Green Jays, Great Kiskadees, Olive Sparrows, and Green Kingfisher can be found in this park.

Goose Island State Park (367 species)

Located at the end of the Lamar Peninsula in Aransas County, Goose Island State Park is both a migrant trap and an excellent shorebird location. At low tide, conditions are perfect for shorebirds. In spring and fall, the oak trees on the camping loops can teem with migrants when conditions are good.

Goose Island State Park is also home to the Big Tree. This ancient tree was the state champion live oak until 2003, when a larger one was found. It is still one of the largest live oaks in the world. The fields around the Big Tree often have Whooping Cranes in winter.

Port Aransas (385 species)

The small beach community of Port Aransas has become a Texas birding destination in recent years. Several city parks offer a variety of birding venues. The oldest site to make a name for itself was the Leonabelle Turnbull Birding Center. Before Hurricane Harvey devastated the area in 2017 there was a boardwalk and tower extending out into the shallow lagoon formed by the outflow from the water treatment plant. The boardwalk did not survive. In the years since the hurricane, this site and several others have been combined into one master plan and the sites are being linked together. The birding center now has a new, better boardwalk offering close access to the lagoon. The Port Aransas Nature Preserve at Charlie’s Pasture was also wrecked by Hurricane Harvey, but a new boardwalk will link to the birding center boardwalk. The nearby Joan and Scott Holt Paradise Pond is a hot spot for migrating songbirds. The Port Aransas Wetland Park offers excellent shorebirding. And finally, the Port Aransas South Jetty offers access a kilometer into the Gulf of Mexico.

Choke Canyon State Park (353 species)

Choke Canyon State Park consists of two separate park units on the south shore of Choke Canyon Reservoir. The reservoir, one of the newest in Texas, was only filled in 1987. Located near the centerline of Texas, the birdlife here has an east-meets-west flavor to it. Species most often associated with West Texas can be found here, like Vermilion Flycatcher, Bell’s Vireo, and Bullock’s Oriole. Eastern Species like Blue Jay and Carolina Chickadee are found here, and some South Texas specialties like Long-billed Thrasher, Green Jay, and Great Kiskadee are residents in the park.

CENTRAL TEXAS

Mitchell Lake Audubon Center (358 species)

The Mitchell Lake Audubon Center is a wildlife refuge operated by Audubon in San Antonio. The property is owned by the San Antonio Water System and was once the city’s sewage treatment facility. It is primarily a wetlands facility and is the best place in the region to see waterfowl and shorebirds. It is revegetating to native South Texas Brushlands habitat and is the northernmost outpost of many species representing South Texas, like Long-billed Thrasher, Lesser Goldfinch, and Audubon’s Oriole.
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Hornsby Bend Bird Observatory (368 species)

The Hornsby Bend Bird Observatory is a program of the Austin Water Center for Environmental Research and is an active sewage or biosolids management plant. The site consists of 1200 acres of ponds, woods, agricultural fields, pastures, and 3½ miles of Colorado River bottom. The Austin area does not have many wetlands, and the artificial wetlands created to process the biosolids is a magnet for waterfowl and shorebird species. The varieties of habitat contained within the site allow birders to grow their large list of birds almost year-round in a half day of birding. Numerous rarities have been found here over the years. The ponds and the settling basins are often the star, but the trails in the river bottom along the Colorado River can offer excellent birding during migrations.

Granger Lake (352 species)

Granger Lake is a flood control reservoir on the San Gabriel River in Williamson County. The US Army Corps of Engineers operates three parks on the lake: Taylor Park, Willis Creek Park, and Wilson H. Fox Park. There are four wildlife areas around the lake: Pecan Grove, San Gabriel, Sore Finger, and Willis Creek. These wildlife areas and parks, and the surrounding agricultural fields, have made this area a hot spot for Austin-area birders.

NORTH-CENTRAL TEXAS

Village Creek Drying Beds (323 species)

The Village Creek Drying Beds are a working wastewater treatment facility. The site is large and has more than 4 miles of trails. Some are on elevated levees and some are lower alongside the marshy settling ponds. The site encompasses a variety of habitats.

Hagerman National Wildlife Refuge (352 species)

Hagerman National Wildlife Refuge was established in 1946 to protect migratory birds and native wildlife. The refuge is a complex of more than 11,000 acres of shallow marshes, creeks, bottomland hardwood forests, upland forests, grasslands, and managed farm fields on Lake Texoma. This great variety of habitats in a compact area makes for a very high diversity of birds.

THE PANHANDLE

Kiowa and Rita Blanca National Grasslands (117 species)

The Rita Blanca National Grassland and the Kiowa National Grassland in New Mexico are administered together by the National Forest Service. The national grasslands were created after the famous Dust Bowl in the 1930 and ’40s to restore damaged lands, and they now consist of about 230,000 acres in Texas, New Mexico, and Oklahoma. While the species count in the grasslands isn’t high, birders who venture to the top of the Texas Panhandle can be treated to some species rarely seen elsewhere in Texas, like Northern Shrike, American Tree Sparrow, Prairie Falcon, and Rough-legged Hawk.

The restored grasslands represent the southernmost part of the Great Plains. A drive down High Lonesome Road will take you through the best of the grasslands and give you a taste of what the original Great Plains were like.

Lake Meredith (275 species)

The Lake Meredith National Recreation Area is located on Lake Meredith. Created in the 1960s on the Canadian River, it was the primary drinking water source for Amarillo and Lubbock. Drought has led to dramatic decreases in the lake level, and much of the former lake bottom is becoming grasslands on the shore of the lake. The lake is still a large reservoir and a magnet for birds and wildlife in a relatively arid part of Texas. Many wetlands-associated species of birds that are scarce in the Panhandle can be found here.
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