
 

 
 

South Texas: Whooping Cranes & Lower Rio Grande Valley 
 

February 17 – 25, 2017 
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Weather for our week in South Texas was spectacular with the exception of Monday when we 
had some sprinkles. Temperatures ranged from 50 in the early morning to 100 a couple of 
afternoons later in the week. Fortunately, humidity was quite low so that birding was mostly 
comfortable. Generally speaking, bird numbers seemed to be down somewhat across the valley. 
But we were successful and getting all the Valley specialties with the exception of the Hook-
billed Kite and Muscovy. 
 
We picked up folks at Corpus Christi International Airport at 4:00 PM, and we drove to Rockport. 
We stopped briefly at Indian Point on Corpus Christi Bay. There were far fewer birds than we 
are accustomed to finding there. We did find a Clapper Rail that repeatedly called but was 
difficult to see.  We checked in and had our usual excellent dinner at Latitude 28.02 in Rockport. 
 
We had breakfast at our hotel, than drove over to the harbor for our trip on the Skimmer.  It was 
a beautiful day, we had a fairly calm trip across to Aransas National Wildlife Refuge. We quickly 
located several Whooping Cranes and got very close looks at them. Tricolored Herons, Reddish 
Egrets, Long-billed Curlews and many others were well seen on the trip. A couple of Common 
Loons were seen on the trip out. Upon our return, we had lunch and headed towards Kingsville. 
We stopped at Hazel Bazemore County Park where we found Blue-winged and Green-winged 
Teal; Northern Shoveler; Black-necked Stilts; Greater Yellowlegs and our first singing White-
eyed Vireos. Hawk watch was quiet with exception of a distant Red-shouldered Hawk. We 
arrived in Kingsville in late afternoon.  



 
Whooping Crane    
Photo: F. Davis 

We met Jim Sinclair from the King Ranch at 6:00 AM and made the 45 minute drive to the 
Norias division of the ranch. We parked inside the gate at the housing area and searched 
around the house for Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl without success. We drove around the ranch for a 
while finding many Harris’s Hawks, Crested Caracara and some Northern Bobwhites. We had 
looks at White-tailed Hawk as well. We were able to locate a cooperative Ferruginous Pygmy-
Owl and everyone go good pictures. Yellow-bellied Sapsucker was working around the barn, but 
no Barn Owl this year. We quickly located Sprague’s Pipit skulking around in the pasture. Deer, 
especially bucks, were abundant as were Collared Peccaries.  
 

 
Ferruginous Pygmy Owl  
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We departed after lunch for Laguna Atascosa National Wildlife Refuge.. The feeding area at the 
visitor’s center was fairly quiet, but we did have our first Green Jays and White-tipped Doves. 
We observed a Common Pauraque resting on the ground while walking the trails around the 
visitor’s center. We departed the refuge proper searching all the while for the rare Aplomado 
Falcon, but no luck. We checked into our hotel in McAllen for the next four nights. 
 
In the morning, we drove to Sabal Palm Audubon Center, we had our first Long-billed Thrashers 
at the feeders. Least Grebes were well-seen at the resaca as well as Pied-blll Grebes but there 
was little else moving. The water level was very low, and not so good for kingfishers. We did find 
our first Plain Chachalacas (heard at Laguna) and had nice looks at a White-tailed Kite on the 
way out of Sabal Palm. We were able to locate an Aplomado Falcon on the power wires along 
Route 100 and had good, long views of it. 
 
 

 
Aplomado Falcon   
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We left for South Padre Island World Birding Center late in the morning. There were a few 



waders and ducks, but not nearly as many as usual. Roseate Spoonbills, Reddish Egret, 
Tricolored Heron, Little Blue Heron were present in small numbers, and we had good looks at 
Clapper Rail and Sora. We found a number of Black Skimmers on the beach next to the birding 
center. 
 

 
Sora Rail 
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We stopped at Frontera Audubon, closed on Monday, and spent some time checking for Buff-
bellied Hummingbird. While there, we had three perched Green Parakeets. On the way to dinner 
at Ciro’s, we cruised the area around the Indiana Avenue and the catholic church looking for 
Red-Crowned Parrots. We were rewarded with a very raucous and visible flock of about 40 
birds. They stayed for about 10 minutes, than flew off.  
 
In the morning, we departed for Estero Llano World Birding Center arriving about 7:30 AM. 
Among other birds, we hoped to find the sub-adult Rose-throated Becard being reported in the 
Tropical Area. We spent several hours during the day looking along with a large number of other 
birders, but without success. We did see our first Clay-colored Thrush though. We spent the 
remainder of the morning around the visitor’s center where we saw numerous waders and ducks 
on the ponds at the visitor’s center. We also had two Black-chinned Hummingbirds and Buff-
bellied Hummingbird working the feeders there. We had brief looks at a Green Kingfisher at the 
entrance to the center. We saw a number of Black-bellied Whistling Ducks and a few White-
faced Ibis. We walked over to Alligator Pond where we located one of the resident roosting 
Common Pauraques. We heard and then located a cooperative Northern Beardless Tyrannulet, 
a bonus since we don’t normally find one there and, sometimes, not at all on our trip.  



 
Common Pauraque 
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After lunch, we drove to Santa Ana National Wildlife Refuge. We were hoping for Green 
Kingfisher there, but not much luck.  
 
We drove to Bentsen early so that we would be there about 7:30 AM. We walked in to the park 
stopping at the various feeder stations. There were a few Altamira Orioles around, but as we 
had noticed elsewhere, bird activity was down. We walked to Kingfisher lookout and, fortunately, 
found a perched Ringed Kingfisher right next to the overlook. From there, we walked to the 
hawk tower and spent about an hour there. There was little raptor activity though we had a 
distant bird perched that looked suspiciously like a Hook-billed Kite. It stayed for about half an 
hour before dropping down in the woodland.  It was too distant to call it definitely though, and 
certainly would not have been countable for our clients.  We returned to Audubon House, walked 
the trails, and had a good look at Green Kingfisher there.  

 
 
We departed for Zapata with stops along the way at Salineno and Chapeno. The feeders at 
Salineno were moderately active, and we had good looks at Altamira Orioles. Since we had 
Audubon’s at King Ranch, we didn’t spend anytime waiting for them.  Along the Rio Grande, we 
could only find Ospreys and a few ducks. It was the middle of the day, so not good for  Red-
billed Pigeons. We drove out the dirt road from Salineno through the desert scrub and quickly 
found Black-throated Sparrow and Cactus Wren. We stopped in at Chapeno for lunch. We heard 
Aububon’s Oriole there, but did not see it. We drove into Falcon State Park, but did not find 



anything new there. We did have some Bobwhites around the RV’s.  We checked into our hotel 
in Zapata. After a bit of siesta, we drove to Zapata library pond. Within ten minutes, we found a 
female White-collared Seedeater. She was seen well while a male was more difficult, and no 
one got really good looks at him.  
 

 
Green Jay 
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In the morning we drove directly to Salineno, arriving about 7:00 AM. We were in search of the 
Red-billed Pigeons and, shortly after arrival, three birds flew into the bare trees up river. They 
only stayed for about 10 minutes, but they were well-seen in the scope by all.  We drove up to 
San Ignacio to see if we could get a better looks at a male seedeater, but no luck there. We 
continued on up to Laredo to Casa Blanca Lake in hopes there might be something interesting 
there. We did find our first Eared Grebes there, but nothing else of interest. During the day, we 
also found a flock of Cave Swallows that were nesting under a bridge on a side road outside of 
Zapata.  
 
We had an uneventful drive the following morning to Corpus Christi Airport for flights home.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 


