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Bryan Calk and Vernie Aikins with Gary, Ann, Sherry, Tina, Taylor, Sarah, Val,
Lisa, Janet, Charlotte, and Adele

Mon. Nov 10

The group gathered in the afternoon beneath a cool, clear sky from an overnight cold front that had just pushed
through. We followed quiet county roads through the agricultural country around Mathis. The landscape was
open and dry, fields divided by mesquite fencerows and old windmills turning slowly in the breeze. A Vermilion
Flycatcher flashed from the wires, Orange-crowned Warblers moved through the roadside brush, and
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Loggerhead Shrikes perched like sentinels along the fences and utility poles. American Kestrels hovered over the
pastures, and a juvenile Northern Harrier drifted low across the distance. Monarchs and Queens passed steadily
south, their slow purposeful flight tracing the same routes they have followed for generations, stopping to
nectar on wildflowers along the shoulder.

By late afternoon the route brought us to Hans and Pat Suter Wildlife Refuge on Oso Bay in Corpus Christi. The
park shelters a sweep of coastal marsh and mixed woodlot along the bay, with a short boardwalk stretching over
the brackish muddy banks. In the trees, a pair of Golden-fronted Woodpecker worked the trunks and a Blue-
headed Vireo fed quietly within the canopy. The flats and water were busy with herons, egrets, ducks, and
shorebirds moving through the shallows while an Osprey sat on a snag to survey for prey or perhaps to digest a
recent meal, and a Belted Kingfisher rattled past. There were birds everywhere, an almost overwhelming
amount of life to take in at once. A Black Skimmer bathed on the wing, lifting and shaking water as it skimmed,
while a white-morph Reddish Egret danced through the shallows in pursuit of fish. American White Pelicans
floated in clusters across the bay, their bright bills catching the light, and every direction held something new to
look at. It was one of those scenes that makes you stop for a while, just to take it all in.

Evening settled in as we reached Fulton Harbor. The harbor lights came on one by one while we checked into
the inn, held our orientation, and then shared dinner across the street in a restaurant beside the water, the first
full day behind us and plenty of anticipation for what lay ahead.

Tue. Nov 11 Tule Marsh | Lamar Peninsula | The Skimmer

The morning was calm and clear, the harbor still under a pale sky. After breakfast we set out for Tule Marsh in
Rockport, a small patch of wetland and live oak woodland right in town. It’s one of those places that doesn’t
look like much from the road but always holds birds. Red-shouldered Hawks flew out from the trees, Inca Doves
fed along the trail before flushing up for views, and a Blue-headed Vireo moved through the oaks. Between
sightings we took time to notice the native plants, including Sweet Bay, American Beautyberry, Yaupon Holly
loaded with fruit, and the Live Oaks that shape this part of the coast. The whole area has its own rhythm, cooler
in tone than what waits farther south in the Valley.

Leaving the Live Oak Peninsula, we crossed Copano Bay and continued north to the Lamar Peninsula. Our first
stop was the Big Tree at Goose Island State Park, one of Texas’s best-known Live Oaks. It is thought to be
between one and two thousand years old, with a trunk over thirty-five feet around and a canopy spreading
nearly ninety feet across. The tree has survived more than forty hurricanes, including a direct hit from Harvey in
2017, and still stands steady against the coastal wind.

Around the Big Tree, Sandhill Cranes called from the distance, their voices rolling across the fields. A Blue-gray
Gnatcatcher flicked through the branches and an Eastern Phoebe hunted from a nearby fence line. Not far down
the road we found more cranes loafing in a pasture, and with them stood two adult Whooping Cranes and their
cinnamon-colored colt! After a while the family lifted off, and soon a lone adult glided in to replace them. A few
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scattered trees held our first Crested Caracaras, and several Roseate Spoonbills flapped around in the treetops,
flashing bright pink in the sun. Out across the flats, terns, gulls, pelicans, herons, and egrets filled the view, so
many birds it was hard to take in all at once.

It is impossible to see Whooping Cranes without thinking about how close they came to disappearing. In the
1940s there were only fifteen or sixteen left in the wild. Now there are more than eight hundred, with over five
hundred in the migratory flock that winters here on the Texas coast. Nearly all of them spend the season in and
around Aransas National Wildlife Refuge, where decades of protection have allowed them to recover slowly but
steadily. Seeing them here, trumpeting in the blue November sky, felt both fragile and hopeful.

We made a quick stop at the base of the Copano Bay causeway and turned up a Palm Warbler moving through
the treeline, a nice surprise for this area and a new one for some in the group. Lunch followed at a local café
before we headed to the dock to meet Captain Tommy and board The Skimmer for our afternoon on the bay.

Conditions could not have been better, calm water, clear skies, and temperatures in the seventies. Bottlenose
Dolphins rode the wake beside the boat, including a mother with a small calf that leapt completely out of the
water and flopped on its side back into the bay. We were all smiles watching them. Out over Aransas National
Wildlife Refuge, we tallied more than twenty Whooping Cranes. Most were distant but easy to pick out,
scattered across the marshes in their winter territories. One wore a transmitter, and Captain Tommy mentioned
it had been in Kansas just a few days earlier, following the cold front south. Ospreys were everywhere, along
with Reddish Egrets and a steady stream of shorebirds like Short-billed Dowitchers and Dunlins. Among the gulls
we picked out a single Franklin’s Gull in with the Laughing Gulls, and a Lesser Black-backed Gull resting on a
mudflat. Great Egrets and White Ibis dotted the shoreline by the dozens, shining white against the dark marsh.
Again, an overwhelming number and diversity of birds.

We returned to shore in the late afternoon, the water smooth and the light softening toward evening. Dinner
that night was at one of Rockport’s old seafood spots, where we celebrated a birthday! It was such a special day,
ending with good food and plenty of joy after a full day of sun, birds, and calm coastal air.

Wed. Nov 12 Port Aransas | Mustang Island | Oliveira Park

We said goodbye to Rockport this morning and started the steady drive south toward the Lower Rio Grande
Valley. The air was cool and bright, a calm morning over the coast. Our first stop was the Leonabelle Turnbull
Birding Center in Port Aransas, a small wetland complex managed by the city. Boardwalks thread through marsh
and shallow ponds, giving close views of the birds that gather where freshwater outflow meets the influence of
the bay. It is always productive, but today it felt especially full of life.
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The main pond was covered in thousands of Redheads, and thousands more streamed in from above as we
watched. The dense raft stretched across the water, a shifting mass of reds, browns, and soft grays. Because the
outflow here creates a gradient from fresh to brackish water, the site serves as a natural acclimation zone for
Redheads moving south. They breed on freshwater wetlands far to the north, then stop at places like this before
entering the Laguna Madre. That lagoon is hypersaline and holds a huge percentage of the world’s wintering
Redheads, so their time here is important. Pintails, Green-winged Teal, and other waterfowl were mixed in
among them.

The real surprise, though, came from the lingering American Flamingo that arrived after Hurricane Irma pushed
it north a few years back. It stood with some White Pelicans at first, glowing pink even at a distance. Then it
began walking straight toward us like a model down a runway, feeding and rinsing its bill before coming closer
into the perfect morning light. It looked incredible every step of the way, and everyone had a chance for long
scope views and photographs.

The rest of the marsh was busy as well. White Ibis took turns bathing, a white morph Reddish Egret danced
through the shallows, and Tricolored Herons worked the edges. The whole place seemed to move at once, with
calls and wingbeats coming from every direction. We could hardly pull ourselves away.

From Port Aransas we continued south along Mustang Island, passing stretches of open coastal prairie on the
barrier island. At one point a small falcon perched on a telephone pole caught our attention. It turned out to be
exactly what we hoped for, an Aplomado Falcon, one of the reintroduced birds that are slowly reestablishing
themselves in coastal Texas. The species had disappeared from the state for decades until a major effort, led
largely by the Peregrine Fund, brought them back through careful release programs and habitat work.

Lunch followed at Snoopy’s Pier, a longtime Corpus Christi institution tucked under the causeway. The
restaurant sits right on the water, and while we ate, a couple of Green Sea Turtles surfaced in the shallows,
lifting their heads before slipping back into the eelgrass. Dolphins cruised by just off the deck, their fins cutting
through the water. It was a relaxing break before the long stretch of road ahead. The drive south took us
through broad ranch country, miles of brushland and open pasture. We stopped at the Sarita Rest Area where
Brewer’s Blackbirds worked the parking lot edges, then continued on past the lands of the King Ranch. Founded
in the 1850s, it grew into one of the largest ranches in the world, shaping much of the region’s history and
landscape.
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By late afternoon we reached Brownsville
and settled into our lodging. There was
time to rest before heading out again for
the evening’s highlight. As the light
softened, we made our way to Oliveira

fields, walking paths, and big eucalyptus
trees. This is one of the well-known
Amazon roosts in the Lower Rio Grande
Valley, and it came alive quickly once we
arrived. The focus here is on the Red-
crowned Amazons, a species considered
endangered in its native range of
northeastern Mexico due to habitat loss
and trapping. In Brownsville, escaped and released birds have mixed with naturally occurring Indians, forming
stable urban populations over many decades. Mixed in with them were a few White-fronted and a couple of
Yellow-headed Amazons, purely introduced individuals of these species.

The birds began congregating into one massive group, circling the park while calling loudly. They landed in the
trees, swooped over the soccer fields, and moved through the neighborhood. Kids were out practicing soccer
drills, parents watched from the sidelines, and people walked their dogs as the Amazons called overhead. Some
hung upside down, others fed on acorns or picked at oranges from a nearby tree. It was lively and noisy, full of
color. We stayed until the light faded, then headed to dinner at a local spot. Back at the hotel we wrapped up
the day with our checklist and the real sense that we were finally in The Valley!

Thur. Nov 13 Los Fresnos | South Padre Island | Laguna Atascosa NWR

We started a little earlier today, stepping out into the cool-ish morning air in Brownsville for our last full day
along the coast. Our first stop was a small nature park in Los Fresnos, a quiet spot with winding trails and dense
native vegetation. The light was soft as we worked our way along the paths. A small flock of warblers moved
through the trees, with a Black-and-white Warbler creeping through the branches and a Tennessee Warbler
mixing in with the Orange-crowned. The park also gave us our first real taste of the Valley specialties that had
been teasing us since we arrived. Green Jays called from the brush and moved restlessly through the foliage, a
White-tipped Dove walked along the shaded edges of the trail, and Altamira Orioles flashed orange as they
chased each other before disappearing back into the leaves. Blue-headed and White-eyed Vireos gave a nice
comparison in the same flock. Between birds we took time to look at some of the native trees and shrubs that
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shape this landscape, from thornscrub species to the mesquite and tepeguaje that give South Texas its dense,
textured feel.

From Los Fresnos we continued east into the coastal prairies on the way to South Padre Island. The habitat
opened into broad stretches of shrubby grasslands and yucca with scattered brush and shallow wetlands. A
White-tailed Hawk perched up on a post and sat patiently for us, giving excellent scope views. Not far beyond, a
large wetland came into view, bright in the clear morning light. The water was alive with wading birds, including
a line of Wood Storks spread across the shallows and a variety of ducks mixed in among them. Herons and
egrets worked the edges, Eastern Meadowlarks sang from short perches, and Loggerhead Shrikes hunted from
the yuccas. Gull-billed Terns crossed the scene, which gave us a chance to talk through its unique hunting style
and some of the key identification points while we had it fresh in view.

From there the road climbed onto the long causeway to South Padre Island, and the Laguna Madre opened up
on both sides, a broad sheet of blue water stretching toward the horizon. This is one of the world’s best-known
hypersaline lagoons, saltier than the open Gulf in many areas, and its name, the mother lagoon, reflects the life
it supports. A very large share of the North American Redhead population winters in the Laguna Madre, feeding
on its rich seagrass beds. The same shallow grass flats and calm waters support young Green Sea Turtles,
dolphins, and countless fish and invertebrates. The lagoon’s productivity and its role in supporting so many
species are a big reason so much of it is protected. Crossing it by road gives a sense of scale that is hard to get
from a map.

Once on South Padre Island the contrast was clear. Hotels and condos lined long stretches of shoreline, a
reminder of how much pressure this barrier island faces. Even with all the development, pockets of marsh,
mangrove, and tidal flats remain, and those pieces of habitat hold a tremendous amount of wildlife.

Our main stop was the South Padre Island Birding and Nature Center, where long boardwalks carry you through
saltmarsh, mangrove stands, and shallow bayfront wetlands. We spent the rest of the morning on the walkways,
taking our time with the birds. Herons and egrets were everywhere, along with a mix of shorebirds working the
mud and shallows. One of the highlights was a Mangrove Yellow Warbler, now recognized as a separate species
from the Northern Yellow Warbler and tightly tied to coastal mangroves. We had a bright adult male with a full
chestnut head moving through the mangroves, and everyone had good looks. We also had a Clapper Rail out in
the open, walking across a gap in the marsh where we could see it clearly.

In the trees around the center we found a Brown Creeper, common across much of the United States but a real
rarity this far south. It worked its way up a trunk in classic creeper fashion before slipping out of view. In the
butterfly garden, a rare Red Rim butterfly drifted through, its dark wings edged in red catching the sunlight as it
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passed. Some of the group climbed up to the top of the observation
tower for a wide view over the island and the lagoon. From up there, the
whole mosaic came into focus, with the Gulf on one side, the Laguna
Madre on the other, and a patchwork of dunes, marsh, and development
in between. After finishing our time on the boardwalk, we went to a local
bistro on the island for lunch, enjoying a chance to relax after a full
morning.

In the early afternoon we headed back out to some mudflats along the edge of the Laguna Madre. The birds
were packed in. Black Skimmers loafed on the shore of the shallows, and along the drier flats we picked out
several Piping Plovers. They were mixed in with Semipalmated Plovers, Ruddy Turnstones, Sanderlings, Willets,
and other shorebirds, all busy working the wet sand. Piping Plovers are a species of high conservation concern,
listed as endangered in the Great Lakes population and threatened in the Atlantic and Northern Great Plains
populations, so it was special to watch them feed and rest on this stretch of Texas coast that serves as important
wintering habitat. A Franklin’s Gull stood right next to a Laughing Gull, giving a nice comparison, and a Reddish
Egret danced through the shallows. Before leaving the island, we stopped at a small ice cream shop where you
could build your own ice cream sandwiches. A few people took full advantage of the option, and it made for a
fun mid-afternoon break.

From there we crossed back to the mainland and spent the rest of the day cruising the roads around Laguna
Atascosa National Wildlife Refuge. The refuge protects a broad mix of brushland, grassland, and wetlands, and it
is famous both for its birdlife and for harboring one of the last ocelot populations in the United States. Fewer
than a hundred ocelots are thought to remain in South Texas, mostly in and around this refuge and nearby
ranchlands, and conservation work here includes habitat preservation and wildlife underpasses to reduce road
mortality. We talked a bit about their history and the ongoing effort to protect them as we drove the refuge
roads and surrounding ranch country.

The late afternoon light was perfect for raptors. Harris’s Hawks perched up beautifully along the roadside, their
rich brown and chestnut tones glowing in the warm sun. White-tailed Kites hovered over the grasslands, pausing
in midair before dropping on the hunt. Greater Roadrunners worked the edges of the road. At one point we
watched a Mexican Long-nosed Armadillo, the newly recognized name for the species long known as the Nine-
banded Armadillo in Texas, rooting along the roadside. At the same moment, a small group of Nilgai crossed the
road in the opposite direction. These large antelope, native to India and Pakistan, were introduced on the King
Ranch in the early twentieth century and have since established substantial free-ranging populations across
South Texas.

As the sun dropped lower and the light turned golden, we were just about ready to head back when we spotted
an Aplomado Falcon on a fence post. This bird was especially cooperative, sitting tall and still while everyone
had a chance for long scope views and up-close photographs. We eventually turned toward town, made it back
to the hotel, and headed out for dinner.
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Fri. Nov 14 Sabal Palm Sanctuary | UTRGV

We began the day at Sabal Palm Sanctuary, tucked into the far southeastern corner of Texas along the Rio
Grande. The sanctuary sits on what was once the Rabb Plantation, a nineteenth century sugarcane operation
that used the river itself as a shipping route when shallow steamboats could still travel this reach of the river.
The Rabb family’s Victorian plantation house, built in the early 1890s, still stands and now serves as the visitor
center. The real significance of this place is the habitat around it. The lower Rio Grande once held a huge belt of
native Sabal Palm forest that stretched many miles upriver, with historical accounts describing tens of thousands
of acres of palms and thornforest lining the corridor. Agricultural clearing removed nearly all of it over the past
century, and today only small remnants remain at places like Sabal Palm and the neighboring TNC Southmost
Preserve. Walking under the tall palms feels different from the rest of the Valley, with a dense understory, deep
shade, and a quiet, subtropical feel that is unique within the United States.

We took our time along the trails, stopping often to talk about the plants and point out some of the interesting
trees and shrubs in the understory. Even without birds the sanctuary would be a spectacular place to explore,
but the birds added plenty of excitement. Buff-bellied Hummingbirds zipped past, and for some in the group the
Plain Chachalacas here were their first. A White-tipped Dove stepped out onto the feeders near the house. A
Northern Parula worked the edge of the resaca, glowing in the morning light, and a Black-crested Titmice called
overhead. A gorgeous pair of Gray Hawks came ripping across the sky before circling and calling above the
palms. Off in the distance a huge kettle of Turkey Vultures lifted from a roost deeper in the forest, hundreds of
birds rising on the first thermals of the day. We talked a bit about how vultures and other raptors use those
columns of warm air to travel long distances with very little effort.

Mammals and reptiles then joined the show. A small group of javelina crossed the trail ahead of us, leaving their
stinky aroma behind. But the real highlight was a Speckled Racer moving through the debris of the forest floor. It
is a striking snake, dark with pale blue and yellow spots that look almost like stars scattered across its scales.
Although it ranges widely in Mexico and Central America, it barely reaches the United States and is essentially
limited to places like Sabal Palm Sanctuary and the Southmost Preserve. Seeing one at all is a rare privilege.
Around the plantation house we had both Green Anoles and the introduced Brown Anole, a nice contrast of
native and non-native. A Hooded Oriole moved through the palms nearby, an uncommon sight this late in the
season.

Down at the water we watched noisy Least Grebes paddling along the surface of the sanctuary’s resaca, with a
few Pied-billed Grebes mixed behind them. Least Grebes are a specialty of South Texas wetlands and always fun
to see. The resaca itself is an old Rio Grande channel, a curved oxbow lake left behind when the river shifted
course long ago. Before lunch we made a brief stop at Resaca de la Palma State Park. The shady trails there wind
through ebony and thornscrub forest. Along one path we had excellent looks at Mexican Bluewing butterflies
resting on the trail, their iridescent blue wings flashing whenever they opened. Green Jays were active in the
trees, calling and moving through the canopy. It was a nice chance to experience another slice of Valley habitat.
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By early afternoon we were ready for a break, so we headed to a café in Brownsville set right on a resaca
featuring chef-inspired creations and fresh ingredients. We sat outside on the patio with binoculars close at
hand. Black-bellied Whistling Ducks snoozed by the water, and an Anhinga perched with its wings spread to dry.
It made for a peaceful lunch with great food and birds right in front of us.

After lunch we drove over to the University of Texas Rio Grande Valley campus. The Brownsville campus is built
along a winding resaca, with native plantings, palms, and walkways surrounded by brick buildings in a warm
Spanish revival style. It is a pretty campus to walk, and the blend of architecture and habitat made for a relaxing
afternoon. We were greeted immediately by several Tropical Kingbirds feeding in the fruiting royal palms. A
Yellow-throated Warbler worked through the fronds above us. Down at the water we picked up our first
kingfisher of the stop, a Belted Kingfisher perched over the resaca, and a Green Heron hunting quietly along the
shoreline.

Crossing to the opposite side, we walked through the butterfly gardens where a few species drifted around the
flowers. Farther along we found a small mixed flock with several warblers, a Blue-headed Vireo, Buff-bellied
Hummingbirds, and a couple of Clay-colored Thrushes slipping through the lower branches. Not long after,
another group held an American Redstart, an uncommon find here in winter and a fun surprise.

The real payoff came at the end. A Ringed Kingfisher flew across the pond and landed where we could get
excellent scope views. Moments later a Green Kingfisher appeared along the shoreline, an adult male that
perched and fished repeatedly, giving everyone time for long looks and photos. Seeing all three kingfisher
species on one stretch of resaca was a highly satisfying finish to the visit.

In the evening we had dinner at a cozy Italian-style grill in Brownsville with a menu centered on handmade
pastas and wood-fired dishes. It was an easy place to unwind after a full day outdoors. This day gave us a sense
of appreciation for the history, habitat, and wildlife that make this corner of the Valley so special.

Sat. Nov 15 Hugh Ramsey | Frontera Audubon | Estero Llano Grande

We started the morning by heading west for a short drive to Harlingen. Our first stop was Hugh Ramsey Nature
Park, a fifty-plus-acre preserve along the Arroyo Colorado. Even though it sits right in town, the trails make it
feel like a proper stretch of valley habitat, with mesquite, ebony, prickly pear, and other native plants crowding
the edges of the path.

The feeders were active as soon as we arrived. A small group of javelina wandered through the brush beneath
the trees. Plain Chachalacas gave us our first easy views of the trip. An Altamira Oriole was singing loudly in the
parking lot and sat in full view for a while, bright orange in the morning light.

Farther down the trail we found mixed flocks of warblers and vireos. Long-billed Thrashers skulked low in the
brush. A Harris’s Hawk perched on a pole. The highlight came when we spotted a roosting Common Pauraque
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sitting still among the leaf litter. During the day these

birds rely completely on camouflage, blending into

the ground and staying motionless. Once we found it,

the patterning was incredible and everyone enjoyed long looks and photos. It was a great start to the morning.

From there we continued west to Weslaco and visited the Frontera Audubon Preserve, one of the Valley’s well
known pocket parks. It is a small, dense patch of habitat with a little sabal palm grove, short boardwalks, feeding
stations and winding trails that pack a lot into a tight space. These tiny urban oases can pull in migrants and even
rarities, and they often feel surprisingly wild once you step inside.

Today it was mostly the regular cast of characters, which still made for a pleasant walk. Clay-colored Thrushes
were especially active, jumping through the brush and calling from the understory. A pair of Carmine Skimmer
dragonflies patrolled a water feature near the path. We also had a nice look at the North Mexican subspecies of
Carolina Wren. A Gray Hawk swept over the orchard area in a fast, dramatic flyby. Black-crested Titmice were
easy to watch in the open branches by the feeders.

Along the sandy stretches of trail we found several antlion pits and spent a moment talking about their life cycle.
A few butterflies floated through the openings, and all along the path we pointed out some of the native plants
that still survive in this little scrap of habitat. It is not a big preserve, but it protects a valuable bit of green space
in a rapidly growing area. By midday it was warming up, so lunch at a local Mediterranean café hit the spot and a
good chance to cool down before the afternoon.

After lunch we headed to Estero Llano Grande State Park, another site in the World Birding Center network. Not
very long ago this land looked completely different. Part of it had been the old Lakeview RV and trailer park, and
the rest was agricultural fields. In the early 2000s the state pieced the parcels together and began restoring the
wetlands and brush. By 2006 the park opened to the public. It was designed with birders in mind, with
boardwalks, viewing decks, and trails that take visitors right through the center of the habitat.

Walking the trails, we saw giant swallowtails, skippers and other butterflies drifting along the edges. We stopped
at different points to look at the native trees and shrubs that have been restored here. At the far end of one trail
we found another Common Pauraque tucked into the leaf litter. A Blue Spiny Lizard showed nicely on a tree
trunk, and a Rose-bellied Lizard appeared on the edge of the path. Both are South Texas specialty herps and
added a fun dimension to the birding.

The biggest highlight for most people came next, though. A Bobcat stepped onto the path with a kitten leading
the way! They moved calmly across the opening, glanced our way, then disappeared into the brush. It was a
quiet but unforgettable reminder of how important these restored patches are, not just for birds but for wildlife
of all sizes.
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By late afternoon we reached McAllen and checked in at Casa de Palmas. The hotel dates back to 1918 and was
built in a Spanish style with red tile roofing, arched windows and a palm-filled courtyard. For decades it served
as a social hub for the town and still carries that historic character. Its location right across from the downtown
plaza puts it at the center of city life.

After settling into our rooms, the hotel itself was full of activity. A wedding party moved through the courtyard,
a conference group gathered in one of the rooms and people came and went through the lobby. Across the
street the plaza was lively with vendors selling crafts and baked goods, a DJ playing music and families
wandering between the booths. It was a nice way to end the day, watching the evening unfold in the heart of
the Valley before heading in for the night.

Sun. Nov 16 Salineno | Falcon State Park | Rancho Lomitas

The day started very early, long before sunrise, when we loaded into the vans in the dark and pointed west. We
made a quick stop along the way for breakfast tacos, then kept heading on. Salinefo is a tiny river community
perched right on the banks of the Rio Grande. When we arrived, the first light was just starting to show in the
east. We walked down to the river’s edge, settled in along the bank, and waited for the morning to unfold. It did
not take long. An Audubon’s Oriole began singing across the river, its rich song carrying clearly in the still air.
Before long we had it in the scope, glowing yellow and black in the soft light. From that same bend in the river
we picked up all three kingfisher species. Two Green Kingfishers in particular put on a show, chasing each other
along the shore and then cutting directly through the middle of our group, calling as they went. It happened so
fast that a few people instinctively ducked!

The soundscape built steadily. Audubon’s and Altamira Orioles sang from both sides of the river. Green Jays flew
back and forth across the channel. Cormorants moved low over the water. In the distance we picked out Wood
Ducks drifting back and forth. A Marsh Wren rattled out its full song for several minutes from the cane at the
water’s edge. As the light brightened, an Osprey appeared overhead, circling with easy wingbeats before folding
its wings and dropping straight down into the river. It came up with a fish and climbed into the golden light,
shaking water from its feathers as it went. The sunrise itself was beautiful, turning the river and the low hills
around it warm and coppery for a few minutes in the reflections of the river.

A family group of Altamira Orioles worked right along the trail in front of us, sitting out in the open and giving
everyone excellent views in the early light. In the sand we found fresh Bobcat tracks and a freshly hatched Rio
Grande Cooter, quiet reminders of who else uses this corridor. Along the vegetation we picked up some striking
insects, including American and Smoky Rubyspots perched on stems, and a Rambur’s Forktail working the reeds.
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After we had soaked in the riverbank, we walked back up to the long-running Salinefio feeding station. This little
setup has been active for roughly four decades, maintained by dedicated local volunteers and refuge partners
who keep seed, suet, and fruit out through the cooler months. The hosts greeted us and told a bit of the history
of the place as we settled in. Almost immediately the birds started coming. Green Jays arrived in tight, noisy
groups, flashing blues and greens as they hopped onto the trays. A Lincoln’s Sparrow worked the leaf litter at
the edge. Great Kiskadees called from the mesquites. It was easy, relaxed birding, with good looks at many of
the Valley regulars.

Some of the group wandered over to the butterfly garden, which has been refreshed in recent years with new
plantings of native nectar plants. Lantana, Cowpen Daisy, and other flowers were busy with butterflies drifting in
and out of the beds. It felt like every corner of the little site had something going on.

Before we left, we had one more highlight. A local form of Eastern Screech-Owl, the McCall’s type that occurs
down here, was tucked into a nest box with its head poking out. We set up the scope and everyone had perfect
views of its finely patterned face, sleepy but alert enough to watch us watching it.

After a very full morning at Salinefio, we said our goodbyes and headed down the street to Falcon State Park. As
soon as we pulled in, the change in habitat was obvious. The river corridor gave way to dry, open Tamaulipan
thornscrub and the shores of Falcon Lake. Almost immediately we found a pair of Greater Roadrunners right
along the entrance road, strolling the gravel and giving long, easy views. At one of the feeding areas a
Pyrrhuloxia appeared, cementing the sense that we were now in much drier, more desert-like country. We
continued farther into the park and walked the butterfly garden. Here we found a very cool species, a Two-
barred Flasher, along with other specialties like Lantana Scrub-Hairstreak and a mix of skippers and small
butterflies moving through the blooms. More Pyrrhuloxias and Bewick’s Wrens showed nicely in the surrounding
brush.

From there we drove through the rest of the park, stopping to take in views of Falcon Lake and the dam. The
reservoir stretches a long way up the Rio Grande, a joint U.S.—Mexico project completed in the early 1950s that
flooded old river towns and ranches but also created an important water supply and recreation area. Standing
on the high ground, looking out over the blue water and the dry hills, gave a different sense of the river than we
had down at Salinefio that morning.

By midday we were ready for a break, so we left the park and drove into Roma for lunch. After eating, we pulled
over to the Roma Bluffs overlook, another of the World Birding Center sites. The viewpoint sits on the historic
plaza above the Rio Grande and looks down over the river, nearby islands, and the wooded banks on both sides.
Across the water is the Mexican city of Ciudad Miguel Aleman, its buildings and church towers lining the town
below us. From up top you can trace the river both upstream and downstream and imagine the days when
steamboats pulled into the port beneath the town.
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In the afternoon we headed north from Rio
Grande City to a private property, Rancho
Lomitas. The ranch sits on about 177 acres of
native Tamaulipan brushland and is home to a
native plant nursery and small guest casitas.
Benito and Toni Treviifio have spent decades
restoring the brush here, using the land both
as a nursery for South Texas native plants and as an outdoor classroom for people interested in the ecology and
culture of the region.

We settled at the feeding station they have set up in the middle of the desert scrub and let the birds come to us.
The clear favorites were the Scaled Quail, arriving in a large covey that seemed to be in view almost the entire
time we sat there. They came and went in small groups, giving prolonged, close looks at their patterns and
behavior. It was a real treat to watch them at such an easy distance.

Other birds cycled through steadily. An Audubon’s Oriole slipped into the feeders for quick bites. Green Jays
came in to check the offerings and pick up peanuts. Inca Doves worked the ground. A Curve-billed Thrasher
popped in and out of view, and Black-throated Sparrows appeared in the brush before coming to the feeders. It
was a perfect way to spend the heat of the afternoon, shaded and still while the birds did all the moving.

Some of the group joined a short walk around the property, learning about the native plants that make up this
diverse thornscrub habitat. We looked at fresh tracks in the sandy soil, from birds and javelina and other visitors.
Along the way we talked about which plants are edible or useful, the role of the different cacti, and how the
habitat has changed as overgrazed patches have been allowed to recover. As the light began to soften, we said
our thanks and headed back toward town. Dinner in Rio Grande City gave us one last pause out west before we
turned the vans back east. Just after sunset, we made the drive back to our hotel.

Mon. Nov 17  Bentsen-Rio Grande Valley State Park | National Butterfly

Center

We started this morning at Bentsen-Rio Grande Valley State Park. We arrived just before the volunteers came
out to fill the feeders, and the birds already knew what was about to happen. The Plain Chachalacas were pacing
around and calling, clearly hangry as they waited for breakfast. As soon as the bucket of suet and seed arrived,
they poured into the feeding area. It was fun to watch their hierarchy and their different personalities as they
jostled for position. Green Jays, Great Kiskadees, and an Altamira Oriole joined in, and the mix of greens,
yellows, and oranges felt almost overwhelming in the soft morning light.
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A juvenile Sharp-shinned Hawk swept through and caused a few minutes of chaos while everything scattered to
cover. The reintroduced Rio Grande Wild Turkeys wandered past in a calm, steady line. A couple of Blue Spiny
Lizards were sunning on the low wall near the entrance when we first arrived.

The park itself protects one of the largest remaining tracts of riparian woodland along the lower Rio Grande. It
was designated as the headquarters site for the World Birding Center network in recognition of how important
this river corridor is for wildlife in the Valley, and the park anchors a chain of protected habitat patches along
the border.

We walked the trails and found a couple of small mixed flocks with wintering songbirds. When we reached the
overlook above the resaca, we watched both Ringed and Green Kingfishers working up and down the waterway.
A few wading birds moved around quietly along the shallow edges. Butterflies were out again, including Red-
bordered Metalmark and a few others drifting through the openings. Some of the group rode the park tram and
had a fantastic sighting of a Texas Indigo Snake stretched across the road, which was a major highlight. It was a
good morning to walk, get some exercise, and enjoy the mix of wildlife that Bentsen reliably delivers. By late
morning we circled back to the visitor center, made some last purchases, and then headed to a local deli for
lunch. The fresh salads and sandwiches were perfect as the day warmed up.

After lunch we drove a short distance to the National Butterfly Center, which is run by the North American
Butterfly Association. The center sits on land that was once cleared agricultural land, but has been restored into
a mosaic of native gardens, thornscrub, and open patches that support the highest butterfly diversity in the
country. It was established to protect butterfly habitat, support research, and promote conservation through
education, and it now serves as one of the most important lepidoptera sites in the entire United States.

We spent a little time at the headquarters building first, shopping, picking up field guides, and looking over the
recent sightings board. Several rare species had been reported in the past couple of days, so our timing ended
up being perfect. It was definitely warm outside, but warm weather meant activity, and that is exactly what we
wanted. We headed to the south end of the property right at feeding time. Here, the staff puts out a thick mash
of bananas and other fruit on what they call bait logs. These are small sections of wood with grooves cut into
them so the slurry settles and stays put. Butterflies crowd in to feed on the fermenting mixture, and the scene
around the logs was incredible.

We saw rarities like Curve-winged Metalmark, Pavon Emperor, Malachite, and Spot-celled Sister. Some of the
flowering plants were absolutely covered with butterflies, so many that it was hard to know where to look first.
Skippers, metalmarks, queens, soldiers, hairstreaks, and all sorts of South Texas specialties were drifting and
swirling everywhere. Even in a region known for its insects, it felt like an unusually active day.
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The bird feeding area put on a show as well. An Audubon’s Oriole came within a few feet of us, joined by
Altamira Oriole and a hybrid between the two that is known locally as Smudgy. Green Jays, kiskadees, and doves
moved in and out, completely unconcerned about our presence. Some of us could have stayed all afternoon, but
eventually we headed back to the hotel in McAllen for some rest and time to get organized for our final day.

Later in the early evening we met up again and drove into downtown McAllen. Here, urban species roost en
masse, most are Great-tailed Grackles, joined by flocks of European Starlings, Bronzed Cowbirds and, excitingly
for us, groups of raucous Green Parakeets. As the sun dropped lower, the noise level rose. Birds arrived in
waves, swirling over the buildings before settling into the trees and wires. The entire scene is truly one of the
most impressive wildlife spectacles on the continent. Tens of thousands of birds gather right in the middle of the
city, taking advantage of the light and safety-in-numbers that an urban roost provides. It was loud, chaotic, and
completely mesmerizing.

We went to our farewell dinner afterward at a classic McAllen establishment, enjoyed a good meal, and then
headed back to the hotel for the night.

Tue. Nov 18 Quinta Mazatlan | Edinburg Scenic Wetlands

Our final morning started at Quinta Mazatlan, tucked into a neighborhood just a few minutes from the hotel.
The adobe mansion here was built in the 1930s by Jason and Marcia Matthews as a Spanish Revival estate,
surrounded at the time by brush and orchards instead of city streets. Later owners restored the house, and in
the late 1990s the City of McAllen purchased the property and eventually opened it to the public in 2006, using
the old estate as a hub for conserving habitat in the middle of town.

Red-bordered Pixies were hanging under the leaves of a Guamuchil tree in the parking area, their larval host
plant. Along the trails and in the courtyard we stopped often to read some of the interpretive panels about how
quickly McAllen grew, how most of the original brushland disappeared, and insights into the diverse natural
history here. While watching the feeders, we saw a Green Jay with color bands on its leg, a bird that is part of
research efforts that track how resident species use urban areas and greenspace. Those long term data sets are
helping biologists understand which species adapt well to city life, which ones depend on native plantings, and
how even relatively small pockets of habitat can support a surprising number of birds.
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A slow loop around the property turned up a good mix of familiar species. Clay-colored Thrushes called from the
shaded understory eventually giving nice views, and butterflies worked the nectar plants along the paths.
Construction crews were at work on the park’s expansion, adding new trails, an interpretive center, and habitat
areas that will give the education staff even more space for programs. Local school children were out on a field
trip, following naturalists along the trails and learning about birds, plants and insects in the middle of their own
city. After a relaxed morning, a couple of folks peeled off from the group to start their travels home. The rest of
us loaded up and headed north to Edinburg for one more stop together.

Edinburg Scenic Wetlands sits inside Edinburg Municipal Park, a 40 acre wetland and native plant complex built
on reclaimed land beside the city’s effluent and floodwater ponds. Opened in 2003, it was the first of the nine
World Birding Center sites and was designed to showcase how treated wastewater and careful native planting
can quickly recreate high quality wildlife habitat right in the middle of town. A Green Kingfisher worked the edge
of one pond and eventually perched close enough for excellent and prolonged views. A Least Grebe paddled
along almost at our feet, giving some of the best looks of the trip. A Yellow-throated Warbler moved through the
trees in the gardens, and we watched a Ladder-backed woodpecker as she foraged for insects in a dead branch
at eye-level along the path. On one of the docks a group of school kids was out with clipboards and sampling
gear, learning about water quality testing and the various organisms that rely on the water features here. It was
a nice reminder again of how these urban parks serve both wildlife and the surrounding community.

It was then finally time to say our farewells as we headed to the airport.

Group Photo by Bryan Calk, Reddish Egret (White Morph) by Vernie Aikins, Black Skimmer by Vernie Aikins, Black-necked Stilt by Charlotte
Morris, Whooping Cranes with Coyote by Bryan Calk, American White Pelicans with American Flamingo by Bryan Calk, Group by Vernie
Aikins, Red-crowned Amazons by Bryan Calk, Roseate Spoonbills and Black-bellied Whistling Ducks by Sarah Ellis, Mangrove Yellow
Warber by Vernie Aikins, Armadillo by Vernie Aikins, Ocelot Crossing Sign by Janet Baker, Mexican Bluewing by Bryan Calk, Red-eared
Slider by Bryan Calk, Carmine Skimmer by Bryan Calk, Group by Elisabeth Hudnutt, Group by Vernie Aikins, Green Jay by Bryan Calk,
Altamira Oriole by Bryan Calk, Group by Bryan Calk, Audubon’s Oriole by Vernie Aikins, Green Kingfisher by Bryan Calk, Group Walk by
Vernie Aikins.
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