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Compiled by guide Greg Butcher. Our clients included Sue, Andi, David, Janet, and 

Cynthia 

I can’t think of a better place to be during the last week of April than along the coast of Georgia. It is the height of spring 

migration for both landbirds and shorebirds, the southern birds are breeding (some in large rookeries!), many flowers 

are blooming, and temperatures are usually moderate. It’s also too early for most of the biting insects! We lucked out in 

all respects, except for a rainstorm on our last morning. Everyone fell in love with Little St. Simons Island, an all-inclusive 

nature retreat with good lodging, great food, and friendly and knowledgeable naturalists. We also sampled two 

excellent national wildlife refuges: Savannah and Harris Neck. We enjoyed the planning that ensured that all the 

lodgings were walking distance from all the dinners. 

Thursday, April 23 Hotel Rookery | Savannah National Wildlife Refuge 
Sue and Greg both flew in the night before. Cynthia drove from Hilton Head, South Carolina, and I think she arrived the 

night before as well. We were delighted to find a rookery of long-legged wading birds just outside the back door of the 

hotel featuring Little Blue Herons, Western Cattle Egrets, and Great Egrets. The early arrivals snuck out several times to 



  

 

2 

Naturalist Journeys, LLC   PO Box 16545   Portal, AZ 85632   PH: 866.900.1146     
naturalistjourneys.com | travel@naturalistjourneys.com 

revel in the commotion. David and Janet arrived mid-day, and all but Andi visited the Visitor Center and the Wildlife 

Drive at Savannah NWR. Highlights at the Visitor Center were a very responsive Hooded Warbler and an unresponsive 

singing Swainson’s Warbler. The Wildlife Drive provided a first look at a variety of waterbirds that we would revisit 

throughout the trip, including Common Gallinule, Least Tern, Wood Stork, Anhinga, and the soon-to-be-ubiquitous Boat-

tailed Grackle. After Andi arrived in the early afternoon, we revisited the hotel’s rookery before walking to dinner at Sam 

Snead’s Grill for seafood.  

Friday, April 24  Harris Neck National Wildlife Refuge | St. Simons Island 
We returned to the Savannah NWR Visitor’s Center first thing in the morning, but suffered the same lack of response 

from the Swainson’s Warbler. We added Summer Tanager, Great Crested Flycatcher, and Black-and-white Warbler to 

our list. That millet feeder for Painted Buntings was sadly unused except by cardinals. We had a good variety of 

waterbirds at Wildlife Drive, adding Forster’s Tern, Glossy Ibis, and the soon-to-be-ubiquitous Osprey to the list. After 

shopping at Publix for lunch and snacks, we were off to Harris Neck NWR for a picnic lunch and birding. It was a very 

difficult lunch with Painted Buntings, Yellow-throated Warblers, Northern Parulas, and a Yellow-billed Cuckoo all singing 

distractions. We were pretty disappointed when two singing and chasing Painted Buntings turned out to be first-year 

males in female plumage. Where was all the Painting??? The Wildlife Drive after lunch was rewarding. We visited 

Bluebill Pond first and were rewarded with 30+ Roseate Spoonbills with two Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks hiding in the 

vegetation. Woody Pond was amazing with 300+ nesting Wood Storks. We added both Yellow-crowned and Black-

crowned Night-Herons. Our first American White Pelicans flew overhead. We were driving out when a voice from the 

back of the van kept saying that there was an interesting bird overhead. I jumped out of the van once, but couldn’t see 

anything. It took a lot to convince me to jump out again, but we were all glad I did, as we all delighted in long views of 

two Swallow-tailed Kites gliding overhead at close range. Our second dinner walk was to The Nest where we enjoyed a 

fun selection of tapas. We added Eurasian Collared-Dove on the way to and Chimney Swift on the way back 

(conveniently at the Moo Cow ice cream store). We stayed at St. Simons Inn at the Lighthouse. The van was too tall to fit 



  

 

3 

Naturalist Journeys, LLC   PO Box 16545   Portal, AZ 85632   PH: 866.900.1146     
naturalistjourneys.com | travel@naturalistjourneys.com 

in the inn’s parking lot, so I parked by the lighthouse, 

built in 1872 and restored in 2010. 

Saturday, April 25 St. Simons Island 
One of my favorite birding spots was Gould’s Inlet. 

We went there primarily for waterbirds, but one 

persistent Brown Thrasher wouldn’t stop singing 

from the top of an evergreen tree, and we finally 

found our first adult-male Painted Bunting. We 

enjoyed our first fly-by Brown Pelicans and our first Bald Eagle. Along with Royal and Least Terns, we found a pair of 

Sandwich Terns, and one was suspiciously standing on the other’s back. We saw a good-sized group of 20 Black 

Skimmers. The highlights included 10 species of sandpipers, including Whimbrels (now called Hudsonian Whimbrels) and 

Willets on the large side and Least and Semipalmated Sandpipers on the small side. Both Red Knots and Black-bellied 

Plovers included summer-plumage, winter-plumage, and intermediate (molting) plumage. Most of us ate our Jimmy 

John’s lunches at the Marshes of Glynn Park, where the highlight was a small group of three American White Pelicans 

scooping up fish close by. We found a surprisingly interesting dirt road near Andrews Island Causeway, where a Clapper 

Rail erupted vocally close by and a group of four Roseate Spoonbills caught our attention. We arrived at Fort Frederica 

National Monument at a propitious time – we encountered one of the biggest flocks of warblers of the whole trip and in 

the middle of the afternoon. Residents included Common Yellowthroat, Northern Parula, and Yellow-throated and Pine 

Warblers. The migrants were Black-and-white and Black-throated Blue Warblers. One of our more unusual sightings was 

a pair of Eastern Bluebirds examining a dog-poop-bag station as a possible nesting site. Of course, I asked a ranger to 

protect the bluebirds from fastidious dog owners. Then we walked to Georgia Sea Grill for dinner and (a few of us) back 

to Moo Cow Ice Cream. 

Sunday, April 26  Jekyll Island | Little St. Simons Island 
We drove to Jekyll Island Welcome Center and walked to the tower overlooking the marsh. We enjoyed a flock of 25 

White Ibises flying by and a close Tricolored Heron foraging below us. On our way out, we lured a Marsh Wren to the 

edge of the wetland for surprisingly good views. We were no longer surprised by the large number of Boat-tailed 

Grackles nor their loud noises. The Jekyll Island Dolphin Tour fulfilled its promise; we were in sight of a dolphin or several 

throughout the two-hour trip. Two female Red-breasted Mergansers, which should have been farther north by now, 

flew by the boat. We picked up a Gull-billed Tern and several skimmers skimming through the water’s surface for small 

fish. Several people recommended Amphitheater Pond on Jekyll Island, but it was tough to find. Luckily, a young woman 

took us there, because it was very productive. We found our first Ruby-throated Hummingbird and a flock with five 

species of warblers, including American Redstart and another Black-throated Blue Warbler. I think everyone started 

recognizing the “picky-tucky-tuck” call of Summer Tanager, which we heard way more often than the song. The pond 

has a rookery; we counted 40 Roseate Spoonbills, six Great Egrets, four Yellow-crowned Night-Herons, two Black-

crowned Night-Herons, two Green Herons, and a Tricolored Heron. Next was the moment we had all been waiting for: 
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the ferry ride to Little St. Simons Island. Upon arrival, we found several Painted Bunting feeders with several Painted 

Buntings, including at least one Painted male. (Did I say that no one mentioned getting tired of Painted Buntings or 

Roseate Spoonbills?) Everyone but Greg stayed in a small lodge with a big common area and a big porch overlooking the 

marsh. The meals were served in the main lodge (where Greg stayed) and varied throughout the stay with lots of 

options for people with special dietary requirements.  

Monday, April 27 & Tuesday, April 28  Little St. Simons Island 
We took a pre-breakfast walk each morning, although it was hard to get started because Diane Klement was trapping 

and banding Painted Buntings on the lodge porch each morning. She caught 40 Monday morning and 13 Tuesday 

morning. We saw buntings almost every day of the trip, but not enough on Monday to make sense of there being 40+ on 

the island. After breaking away from Diane, we headed south from the lodge on Beach Road, but we never walked all 

the way to the beach. The road had a marsh (brackish, fresh?) on the east side and forest on the west. Our best bird 

Monday morning was a rail that called loudly and close; from the habitat, I presume that it was a King Rail. I’m not sure 

Clapper and King Rails can be separated by voice alone. The local naturalists lead trips each morning and afternoon, 

usually by truck with safari-style seating in the back. We headed north this morning after breakfast and counted 120 

White Ibises (both standing and flying) and 80 Roseate Spoonbills, most of which were sleeping in a tight flock right next 

to our blind. We were surprised to see a male Northern Shoveler and a pair of Mallards because we expected them to be 

farther north, but not surprised to see three pairs of resident Mottled Ducks. We had good numbers of Black-necked 

Stilts and Hudsonian Whimbrels and a chance to compare Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs and a Solitary Sandpiper, all on 

the same pond. Our most fun with songbirds was finding a Blue-gray Gnatcatcher nest with an adult bringing food for 

the nestlings. After lunch, Norm’s Pond produced 50 species, our highest one-checklist total for the trip. One Blue-

winged Teal was certainly a migrant, but I’m not sure about 25 Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks; maybe some will stay to 

breed, but perhaps not all. The pond includes a rookery with at least 40 Great Egrets, 15 Wood Storks, 15 Roseate 

Spoonbills, seven Snowy Egrets, and two Anhingas. Both White and Glossy Ibises were hanging around, plus 11 species 

of shorebirds. We were looking for Common Ground Doves, but unfortunately only one person saw one as it flew off 

from the truck. When we returned to the lodge, we were delighted to find half a dozen Cape May Warblers looking for 

insects on the lawn – what great views! 

We walked south again first thing Tuesday morning for Three Pines Trail, with pine-loving birds in mind. Instead, we got 

great looks at a pair of Red-headed Woodpeckers. We also heard Pileated Woodpeckers. We had quick views of an 

Ovenbird, then great views of a Blackpoll Warbler; both are transitory migrants on the island. We headed north again 

this morning and revisited some of our greatest hits that never got old: 66 Roseate Spoonbills at the blind, 21 White 

Ibises, and one Swallow-tailed Kite. New for today were four Gull-billed Terns flying by and good looks at two Indigo 
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Buntings. After lunch most of us drove to the beach 

(at least one of the group went kayaking!) where we 

started out with two rare-bird sightings: a lone 

Wilson’s Storm-Petrel that flew close to the beach 

when it should have been far out on the ocean and 

seven flying Black Scoters that should have been 

much farther north. We enjoyed the expected birds 

just as much: two pairs of American Oystercatchers 

and three pairs of Wilson’s Plovers. The shoreline 

was dominated by 60 Royal Terns and 60 

Semipalmated Plovers. The Royal Terns were accompanied by a pair of Sandwich Terns, and Least, Forster’s, and Gull-

billed Terns. The Semi Plovers shared the beach with eight other species of shorebirds, including 13 Sanderlings (mostly 

in winter plumage, but a few in breeding finery), a Ruddy Turnstone, and a few peeps (Least and Semipalmated 

Sandpipers). After dinner, we had a very successful night walk. Janet really wanted to see a Chuck-will’s-widow. We 

heard at least four different individuals, and we nearly stepped on one right at the edge of the path, but we never saw it 

– sorry Janet! We heard a close pair of Great Horned Owls hooting to each other, and we actually saw three Common 

Nighthawks over the marsh. 

Wednesday, April 29 Little St. Simons Island to Savannah 
We had a very productive last-morning pre-breakfast walk. We took a new trail, not knowing what to expect, and there 

were the pine birds we’d been missing: Brown-headed Nuthatch and Pine Warbler. Did I mention that Yellow-throated 

Warbler, Northern Parula, and Blue-gray Gnatcatcher were ubiquitous? Oh, and Boat-tailed Grackle! We found a small 

scrawny raccoon and worried about its health, but one of the naturalists suggested that it might be a newborn that still 

had a chance to make it. My worst fear went unrealized: I was afraid that one or more of our participants would hide at 

the boat’s departure so they could spend an extra night or two on Little St. Simons Island. I know we all were tempted! 

The ferry ride back to St. Simons Island was beautiful, surrounded by marshes everywhere. We drove a bit north to 

Altamaha Waterfowl Management Area and enjoyed Common Gallinules, Glossy Ibises, and many more. Then we were 

back to Savannah for a southern lunch at the Crystal Beer Parlor (much better than it sounds!) and a special southern 

dinner at The Olde Pink House, a spot that several people had recommended and luckily where Rick had already made a 

reservation for us. In between the two meals, we visited the Savannah Botanical Garden where we were treated to 

beautiful flowers, a natural area, and a small kettle of five Mississippi Kites, the first of the trip! We had good looks at a 

number of songbirds, many of which we wouldn’t encounter when we returned home. 

Thursday, April 30 Morning in Savannah | Departures 
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We had great plans for the last morning because the first flight out was in the afternoon, but we were foiled for the first 

time by rain. Some of us headed out to a candy store on the banks of the Savannah River, and my grandchildren are very 

happy that we did! We recorded six bird species, including three Chimney Swifts. Then a few of us went to Forsyth Park 

downtown for a good walk and a few urban birds. On our way to the airport, I nearly panicked when we (and dozens of 

other cars) were blocked by a stalled freight train. We were distracted by our first Loggerhead Shrike, then the train 

finally started to back up, and we were on our way with enough time that everyone made their flights. The rain stopped 

afterwards, so I decided to visit Tom Triplett Park, a planned destination for us, but one we never reached. I recorded 15 

species (nothing we hadn’t already seen) and had a pleasant 1.2 mile hike, so probably a stop worth making some 

morning when we find ourselves in Savannah again. Everyone returned home safely and (I think) on time, all with great 

memories of springtime on the Georgia Coast and wondering when we can return to Little St. Simons Island. 

 

Photo Credits: Group by Sue Cossins, Northern Parula by Cynthia Nassim, Yellow-throated Warbler by Cynthia Nassim, Roseate Spoonbills by Janet 
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Cobbler by Sue Cossins, Great Egret by Cynthia Nassim, Racoon by Cynthia Nassim, American Oystercatchers by Cynthia Nassim, Little Saint Simons 

Island by Sue Cossins, Banded Bunting by Cynthia Nassim, Banding Buntings by Sue Cossins, Group on the Beach by Greg Butcher, Summer Tanager 

by Cynthia Nassim, Savannah Birding near Riverboat by Sue Cossins, Savannah by Sue Cossins, Georgia Sunset by Cynthia Nassim. 

 


