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INTRODUCTION: Texas has some of the richest and most diverse wildlife areas in North 

America and is often considered to be the premier birding destination on the continent. Our 

tour was designed to cover a manageable section of the vast ólone starô state including the 

major bird watching locations of the central Gulf Coast, the Lower Rio Grande Valley and the 

óPineywoodsô near Houston.  

The coastal marshes of the central Gulf Coast are the main wintering grounds of the rarest 

crane in the World, the Whooping Crane, a species whose survival is one of Americaôs 

greatest conservation triumphs. These majestic birds are joined by a plethora of wildfowl, 

herons, waders, gulls, terns and much more. Further south-west, the Lower Rio Grande 

Valley provides the natural border with Mexico where a combination of unique environments 

are home to a dazzling variety of birds, many of which are found only in this part of the USA. 

Specialities include Plain Chachalaca, Aplomado Falcon, Buff-bellied Hummingbird, Ringed 

and Green Kingfishers, Great Kiskadee, Tropical Kingbird, Green Jay, Clay-coloured Thrush, 

Olive Sparrow and Altamira Oriole. The trip was timed to coincide with the autumn arrival of 

ówhite geeseô and other wildfowl from their northern breeding grounds which we hoped would 

provide a spectacular display. Our circuit of coastal Texas would then take us back towards 

Houston where a visit to the NASA Space Centre including the historic Mission Control 

would provide a temporary diversion from the birding. Finally, the óPineywoodsô north of 

Houston, are home to many special woodland birds including Red-cockaded Woodpecker, 

the rarest woodpecker in North America and Brown-headed Nuthatch. Our group comprised 

David and Janet Benwell, Martin Limbert and Nick Whitehouse from Birding Abroad.   

 



Day 1 - Monday 6 November  

The group assembled at the Thistle Hotel, Heathrow the evening before our British Airways 

flight to Houston, which landed mid-afternoon local time. Immigration control and collection 

of the hire car was completed smoothly and we were soon on our way heading south-west 

on very heavily congested highways to Rosenberg for our first overnight stay. In the 

relatively short period of daylight remaining, we noted large flocks of Icterids streaming 

overhead on their way to roost, including Common and Great-tailed Grackles and Red-

winged Blackbirds. A few Mourning Doves and European Starlings were the only other bird 

sightings.  Our evening meal was taken at a restaurant near the hotel before we retired 

ready for the following dayôs birding.  

Day 2 - Tuesday 7 November  

After breakfast we made the short drive to the Brazos Bend State Park, one of the foremost 

inland reserves in Texas and a superb introduction to our tour. The reserve had been closed 

for several weeks because of extensive flood damage caused by Hurricane Harvey which hit 

the mid-Texas coast only ten weeks previously. We were fortunate that the re-opening was 

on our very first day. The local press were there to record the event and being óBrits abroadô 

we duly made the local newspaper and the front page no less! Our walk around the main 

lake and its boardwalk produced a good variety of birds, including 70 Black-bellied Whistling-

duck (complete with their sound effects), groups of Blue-winged Teal, several Pied-billed 

Grebes and small numbers of Great Blue Heron, Little Blue and Tricolored Herons. A couple 

of American Bitterns were noted stalking through the reeds, and both Double-crested 

Cormorants and serpent-like Anhingas were present. The trail overlooked a large cattail 

marsh where a couple of Northern Harriers were hunting and patient watching of the shallow 

margins produced nice views of Marsh Wrens, Swamp Sparrows and Common 

Yellowthroats.  At least five very fine specimens of American Alligators lay at the trail sides, 

thankfully very docile at the time and posing no threat - but we still kept a wary eye on them 

as you do with an alligator!  

 



Bird song at this time of year is quite limited of course, but a few chunky Carolina Wrens 

produced their lovely fluid trills with several Northern Mockingbirds joining in. The circuit 

concluded in the trees near the parking area where a mixed feeding flock comprised 

Carolina Chickadee, Tufted Titmouse, Northern Cardinal, Northern Flicker, Blue-grey 

Gnatcatcher, Ruby-crowned Kinglet, and both Wilsonôs and Orange-crowned Warblers. A 

Sharp-shinned Hawk flapped quickly over the trees where several Eastern Phoebes 

performed feeding sallies.  

The weather on our first day had been hot and sunny so we enjoyed eating our picnic lunch 

on the benches outside the friendly visitor centre complete with its excellent natural history 

displays. It was then time to move on for the two hour drive south-west to Rockport. 

Breaking the journey, a few road side stops enabled us to see large groups of Turkey 

Vultures, a few Black Vultures and several Red-tailed Hawks and American Kestrels.  An 

impressive group of 250 Killdeers gathered in a single ploughed field where we also found 

our first American Pipit of the trip. Large groups of Tree Swallows hawked for insects and a 

few Loggerhead Shrikes perched beside the road.  

 

On reaching the coast at Matagorda Bay we crossed the impressively long bridge at Port 

Lavaca where we stopped to scan the bay resulting in sightings of many Laughing Gulls, a 

few Ring-billed Gulls, eight Royal and 20 Forsterôs Terns. The large semi-circular boardwalk 

into the marsh had been damaged by the hurricane and this restricted our access to the salt 

marsh where we had been hoping to see rails and perhaps a couple of species of sparrow. 

Pushing on we did manage to see a couple of Eastern Meadowlarks and six Savannah 

Sparrows on the grassy areas. Towards Rockport the landscape was scared with the 

Loggerhead Shrikes ς frequently encountered on roadside perches 



harrowing effects of the hurricane. Debris from trees, trailers, fences and pylons lay strewn 

across the flattened land surface. The clean-up operation was still on-going with many lives 

and much habitat adversely affected. Thankfully our hotel was still functioning though many 

others had been damaged beyond repair. We checked in before finding a very rustic Cajun 

sea food restaurant which proved a true experience! The mix of food was placed 

unceremoniously on a newspaper in the middle of the table from where we all had to ódig-inô 

with no cutlery, just fingers and a wooden hammer to crack open the crustacean shells. 

However we were hungry and the tasty sauce aided by a few cold beers, meant that we all 

ate well.            

Day 3 - Wednesday 8 November  

We awoke to very different weather of cool grey skies with rain showers never far away. We 

began the day on the Lamar peninsula at Goose Island State Park. The main part of the park 

was closed for hurricane repair work but there were still routes through to view the coastal 

margins. We were greeted by the sound of small groups of Sandhill Cranes circling the 

meadows and then landing to feed. Whilst watching these lovely birds, a pair of adult 

Whooping Cranes suddenly appeared and gave us terrific views, their stately gait and sheer 

magnificence reminding us why this region is such an amazing and important birding 

location. Several Crested Caracaras flew in to the same meadow, where there were also 

Cattle Egrets and a few Wilsonôs Snipe. A more sheltered spot harboured a bright male 

Vermillion Flycatcher and overhead a hawking Northern Rough-winged Swallow. Groups of 

Turkey and Black Vultures fed on an animal corpse washed up on the shoreline, whilst some 

Greater Yellowlegs and Spotted Sandpipers were working the tide line, alongside small 

flocks of both American White and Brown Pelicans.  

 

 American White and Brown Pelicans mix freely in winter on the coast 



Late in the morning we drove a few miles north to the Aransas National Wildlife Refuge. The 

flat agricultural land en-route proved very fruitful, with a close flock of 47 Long-billed Curlews 

giving superb views. This species is decreasing at an alarming rate on its prairie breeding 

grounds of the mid-West, so such a number is a welcome and noteworthy sighting. Huge 

groups of Killdeers and over 100 American Pipits were also in the fields plus more birds 

clustered along the minor road leading to the reserve.  Bushes in a remote hamlet held a 

stunning Yellow-throated Warbler and a handful of both Couchôs Kingbird and Scissor-tailed 

Flycatcher sat out on wires. 

 

 

Scissor-tailed Flycatcher ς autumn passage extends through November 

/ƻǳŎƘΩǎ YƛƴƎōƛǊŘ -  some stay to over winter in south-west Texas 



The inclement weather prompted a decision to take the auto-route loop around the Aransas 

reserve stopping as we went to view the mix of habitats.  One freshwater pool held a pair of 

Least Grebes with young, alongside 20 Pied-billed Grebes with another holding Redhead, 

Ring-necked and Ruddy Ducks. The bay waters had groups of dabbling ducks including 40 

American Wigeon. Our first two White-tailed Hawks of the trip were noted as well as five 

Northern Harriers. Climbing the huge observation tower afforded panoramic views of 

Aransas but apart from several Great Egrets and Great Blue Herons we could not see any 

more Whooping Cranes. A Peccary (or Javelina as they are sometimes known) provided 

mammalian interest, whilst a splendid skein of 300 Snow Geese flew overhead heralding the 

start of their autumn passage.  

We returned to our hotel in Rockport and enjoyed a slightly more conventional evening meal 

at a local restaurant.      

Day 4 - Thursday 9 November  

Again the day started with cold grey skies and rain threatening. A Cooperôs Hawk and a 

group of Black-bellied Whistling Duck greeted us as we loaded the car. Nearby a short walk 

produced Indigo Bunting and White-eyed Vireo both new for the trip as well as a few Yellow-

rumped Warblers.  

Pushing on we took the short ferry crossing to Mustang Island, one of several narrow barrier 

islands just offshore in the Gulf of Mexico. Whilst waiting in the queue for the ferry, various 

Icerids fed on the grass verge including four Bronzed Cowbirds, which proved to be our only 

sighting of the tour.  

 

The bull neck and red eye of this Bronzed Cowbird help with its identification 



Whilst navigating the channel we were joined by a group of dolphins, which were probably 

Bottle-nosed. We could see the little town of Port Aransas had also taken the full force of the 

recent hurricane, and that its strong community were trying to get back to normal as quickly 

as possible. Nearby a wonderful boardwalk at Leonabelle Turnbull had been smashed to 

pieces, though we still found good numbers of Blue-winged and Green-winged Teal, 

Redhead, Shoveler and Pintail. Close views of Neotropic Cormorants alongside their 

Double-crested cousins provided a useful identification comparison. A variety of heron 

species fed close-by including eight Tricoloured, many Snowy and Great Egrets and Black-

crowned Night-Herons. Two American Bitterns emerged from the reeds, with one bird 

providing great views as it walked stealthily past us.  

 

Our first Roseate Spoonbills of the trip were noted here alongside three White-faced Ibis. 

Another small pool must have been full of food as it attracted groups of waders including 

American Avocet, Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs, Stilt Sandpiper, Dunlin, Least Sandpiper 

and Long-billed Dowitchers. The Wetlands Park was badly damaged too but we could still 

see five Reddish Egrets performing their ódrunken sailorô feeding dashes. We showed our 

support for the locals by having our lunch break at one of the temporary trailers set up whilst 

destroyed shop buildings were being rebuilt. Continuing on we drove south along Mustang 

Island, having a walk along the shore line and through the coastal vegetation. The waders 

here included some very approachable Snowy Plovers, whilst gulls included 200 Laughing. 

A lonely Caspian Tern alongside 22 Royal and two Sandwich (Cabotôs) Terns proved very 

instructive, but Savannah Sparrows were the only sparrows we could find in the grassland 

and sand dune habitat. Raptors included six Northern Harriers and our day count of 

American Kestrels reached 70 for the second day running.  


