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Foreword

The state of Texas is like a country within a country, an area so vast that it can boast the largest avifauna of any of the 50 states, exceeding by a wide margin even California. East meets West, faunally, in mid-state, and formerly those bird-watchers who lived near the center line—Fort Worth, Dallas, Waco, Austin, San Antonio and Brownsville—had to carry into the field both my eastern Field Guide and the western Field Guide. This changed when the Texas Fish and Game Commission prevailed upon me to put things into one book, just for Texas. Indeed, to this day, Texas is the only state with its own Peterson Field Guide.

It was inevitable that still another kind of guide was needed, a directory, or sort of Baedeker, which would tell the birder where to look for birds and what species to expect. The field observer of today is mobile, and in an area as large as Texas it saves time to know the key places or “hot-spots.” Olin Sewall Pettingill’s Bird Finding West of the Mississippi, first published in 1953, filled the niche for a number of years, but inasmuch as only a limited number of pages could be devoted to any one of the 22 states west of the Mississippi, local guide books soon proliferated. At least four such regional directories were produced for various sections of Texas by Lane, Kutac, and others.

This book by Ed Kutac is the first to cover the entire state in one volume in a comprehensive way. The author, who has been president of the Texas Ornithological Society and intimately involved with other bird-oriented groups in the state, is familiar with virtually all of the sites described in these pages.

Nearly 800 miles from top to bottom or from east to west and covering some 267,000 square miles, Texas can claim diversity by virtue of size alone, and even more significant than the size in determining its rich avifauna is the state’s location on the continent. East meets West, biologically, along the 100th meridian, and North meets South, especially along the Rio Grande, where birds from the northern plains meet Mexican types. Altitudes range from sea level along the Gulf to 8,000 feet in the Trans-Pecos; rainfall varies from a wet 50-plus inches on the Louisiana border to less than 10 inches in the extreme west.

Truly, Texas is the state above all others that offers the most lively birding, a factor that is now luring binocular-toting tourists from the rest of the United States, especially during spring migration when massive “fall outs” of migrants along the Gulf Coast must be seen to be believed. The varied avifauna of Texas has attracted so many people from out-of-state that several travel agencies have found it profitable to schedule special tours for birders.

Some birders enjoy group companionship or competition with their friends; others prefer to be on their own or with their spouses. It is for both of these groups of bird-watchers that this book has been prepared.

Roger Tory Peterson


About the Author

Edward A. Kutac is a native Texan with a keen interest in his state’s natural history, in particular its birds, plants, and geology. He is a past president of the Texas Ornithological Society and the Travis Audubon Society and a past treasurer of The Nature Conservancy (Texas Chapter). He has taught bird identification classes since 1977 for many groups, including students at Austin Community College and Amarillo College. Kutac is the co-author of Birds and Other Wildlife of South Central Texas.
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Introduction

This book is to provide visitors and newcomers to Texas a list of places for finding birds in the state. All of the larger cities (each with several locations), all National Parks, all National Recreation Areas, all National Wildlife Refuges, numerous State Parks, and many other spots are included.

The current Rare Bird Alert numbers in Texas are as follows:



	Texas and Upper Texas Coast

	(713) 964-5867




	Abilene

	(915) 691-8981




	Austin

	(512) 926-8751




	Corpus Christi

	(512) 265-0377




	Lubbock

	(806) 797-6690




	North Texas (Dallas, Fort Worth, McKinney)

	(817) 237-3209




	Northeast Texas

	(903) 234-2473




	Rio Grande Valley

	(956) 969-2731




	San Antonio

	(210)308-6788





New birding locations in this third edition are Alcoa Lake; Arlington and Eastern Tarrant County (5 locations); Balcones Canyonlands National Wildlife Refuge; Baytown Nature Center; Big Bend Ranch State Park; Bryan–College Station (3 locations); Candy Cain Abshier Wildlife Management Area; Cedar Hill State Park; Chaparral Wildlife Management Area; Colorado Bend State Park; Cooper (2 locations); Junction (2 locations); Laredo (2 locations); Port Lavaca (5 locations); and Uvalde (2 locations). In addition, 25 other birding places have been added and 12 have been deleted. Altogether, about 290 bird locations are included.

Birds have increasingly become a means of encouraging tourism in Texas by governmental agencies and local organizations such as chambers of commerce. The Great Texas Birding Trail mentioned in the introduction to Chapter 7 is an example, plus birding festivals that have occurred in recent years, such as the Eagle Fest, Emory, January; Whooping Crane/Winter Bird Fest, Port Aransas, February; Cranefest, Big Spring, February; Attwater’s Prairie-Chicken Festival, Eagle Lake, March; Southern Brazoria County Migration Celebration, Lake Jackson, April; Texas Tropics Nature Festival, McAllen, April; Bluebird Festival, Wills Point, April; Hummer/Bird Celebration, Rockport/Fulton, September; and Rio Grande Valley Birding Festival, Harlingen, November.

In 1997 the first annual Great Texas Birding Classic, sponsored by Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, Partners in Flight, and Texas Audubon Society, was held with 27 teams of up to 4 birders each competing to see which team could record the most bird species in 3 days along the Texas Gulf Coast during the week beginning April 20th. The winning team found 298 species; the composite total for all teams was 357 different species. Grand prize was $50,000 for avian habitat conservation projects designated by the winners.

Habitat and Diversity

Texans are known to boast about how everything in Texas is bigger and better than anywhere else. In the case of birds, the boasting is justified. Texas has more bird species recorded within its borders than any other state. Appendix 1 in this book lists 606 species that have been accepted by the Texas Bird Records Committee of the Texas Ornithological Society, along with another 13 species on the presumptive list. There are several reasons for this large diversity.

Texas is big—after Alaska, the largest state—with 267,000 square miles: 821 miles from Texarkana in the northeast corner to El Paso in the far west, 908 miles from Texline in the extreme northwest to Brownsville at the southern tip. In between are mountains, desert, pine and hardwood forests, prairies, numerous man-made lakes and farm ponds, extensive farm and ranch lands, the 367-mile coastline of the Gulf of Mexico, barrier islands, estuaries, and the subtropical Lower Rio Grande Valley. Average rainfall varies from 8 inches per year at El Paso to more than 50 inches on the eastern border. The land surface in Texas rises from sea level on the coast northwestward to more than 4,000 feet in the northern Panhandle. In the Trans-Pecos there are at least 20 peaks of more than 7,000 feet. Average frost-free days vary from 178 at Dalhart to 341 at Brownsville.

The location of the state in the middle of the North American continent means most migrants of the Mississippi, Central, and Rocky Mountain Flyways pass through some part of the state in spring and fall. In spring many trans-Gulf migrants make landfall along the coast. Add to this number the oceanic birds found in the Gulf, along with strays blown in by Gulf storms (hurricanes), and an impressive total is achieved.

For the purposes of this book, Texas is divided into eight regions: Llano Estacado, Trans-Pecos, Rolling Plains, Edwards Plateau, Central Texas, Pineywoods, Gulf Coast, and South Texas. Some of the regions are divided on the basis of their geology, some on their vegetation, and some are arbitrary and convenient. In some cases the boundary between regions is sharply defined and can be easily recognized, while in others the transition is indistinct and may be many miles wide.

I have personally visited and looked for birds in about 80% of the 290 or so locations listed in this book. Of course, Texas is too big for anyone to visit all areas in all seasons; therefore, my experience has been augmented by that of the collaborators named in the Acknowledgments. Local checklists and Christmas Count data have been used extensively to determine abundance, nesting, and other information.

Birds that commonly nest in all eight regions are Turkey Vulture, Killdeer, Mourning Dove, Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Common Nighthawk, Scissor-tailed Flycatcher, Tufted Titmouse, Northern Mockingbird, Eastern Meadowlark, Red-winged Blackbird, Brown-headed Cowbird, Northern Cardinal, Painted Bunting, Blue Grosbeak, Lark Sparrow, Rock Dove, European Starling, and House Sparrow. It is noteworthy that the last three are introduced birds. Nesting species common in all but one area are Green Heron (uncommon in the Llano Estacado), Northern Bobwhite, Carolina Chickadee, Chimney Swift (not in the Trans-Pecos), Great-tailed Grackle, and Bewick’s Wren (not in the Pineywoods). These 24 species will be minimized in the location accounts, since all are easily found.

The same can be said for wintering birds. A total of 377 species were found on the 77 Christmas Counts conducted throughout the state in December 1995, and January 1996. Seventy-six species were found in all 8 regions as defined for this work, and 87 species were recorded in only one region. My estimate of the most widespread of the 76 species is as follows: Pied-billed Grebe, Great Blue Heron, Mallard, Northern Harrier, Red-tailed Hawk, American Kestrel, American Coot, Killdeer, Rock Dove, Mourning Dove, Belted Kingfisher, Ruby-crowned Kinglet, American Robin, Northern Mockingbird, Loggerhead Shrike, Orange-crowned Warbler, Yellow-rumped Warbler, Northern Cardinal, Field Sparrow, Savannah Sparrow, Song Sparrow, White-crowned Sparrow, Dark-eyed Junco, Red-winged Blackbird, Brown-headed Cowbird, and House Sparrow.

What does all this mean? It means that if one wants to see most of the birds in Texas, a lot of travel is required. It will be necessary to climb some mountains, tromp through some marshes, take a few boat trips into the Gulf of Mexico, and otherwise cover the wide variety of habitats in the state during different seasons.

National, state, county, and city parks, National Wildlife Refuges, and other preserves protect many unique areas of the state, many of which are described in the appropriate sections; however, only about 2.6% of the land in the state is publicly owned or managed. Approximately 27% of this public acreage is in the Trans-Pecos region. Latest figures available show that Texas Parks and Wildlife Department and the U.S. Department of Interior own or manage about 60% of the publicly-owned land in Texas. If many forms of wildlife are to survive, the understanding and cooperation of private landowners is imperative.

It is assumed the reader knows something about bird identification, or “birding” as the hobby or sport of looking for birds has come to be known, and wants to know some places in Texas where certain birds can be found. If learning to identify Texas birds is what is desired, the reader is referred to A Field Guide to the Birds of Texas by Roger Tory Peterson, Birds of North America: A Guide to Field Identification by Robbins et al., and/or the National Geographic Society’s Field Guide to the Birds of North America. At least one of these is indispensable in the field; all three are better. In addition, all serious Texas bird students should have in their libraries the two-volume The Bird Life of Texas by Oberholser and Kincaid, an encyclopedic treatment of the avifauna of the state. There are also many other fine guides and books that can be obtained, depending on one’s interest and financial resources.

Electronics

Available technology has always played a part in the study and enjoyment of birds. Development of guns to collect birds, modern field guides, light collection and refraction advancements in optics, mist nets to study bird movements, vast improvements in transport time, and speed of communications all serve to aid in the study of birds and to transform bird watching into the sport or hobby of birding.

Today, we are in an electronic age with the Internet and electronic mail (e-mail). Schools, professional ornithologists, ornithological organizations, bird organizations, and bird enthusiasts have developed home pages dedicated to all forms of bird information. Volumes of data from every part of the world are instantly accessible to anyone with a computer, modern, and Internet service provider.

The Internet can provide information on planning trips, learning about specific birds, the location of rare birds, or likely any other information one could want. One home page, dedicated to Hummingbirds, provides an example of the gap being bridged between professionals and non-professionals. The page contains individual species maps listing sightings of Hummingbirds as they migrate north in spring and south in fall. The visual image of migration progression is simply astounding and is provided by individual birders communicating their sightings to one central resource using the new computer resources of the Internet.

E-mail, devised originally in 1972 and the most popular feature of the World Wide Web, provides almost immediate linkage to birders of all abilities who have Internet access. Birders can send personal communications to individuals, or they can subscribe to e-mail list servers. E-mail list servers distribute individual contributions, queries, answers, rare bird sightings, technical articles, or personal musings to large numbers of list subscribers with the push of a button. The sender types one message, then sends it to the master e-mail address for the list server. The server then resends the original message to everyone who has subscribed to that particular list. Another example of what is possible is when a rare bird is found at a location on the Gulf Coast. The finder quickly types it up on a personal portable computer, hooks the computer to his cellular phone, and transmits an e-mail message to the “Texas Audubon” list server, instantly sharing the rare bird with over 400 e-mail recipients. Should the finder have a digital camera, it would be possible to document the find with the Texas Bird Records Committee on the spot, transferring an electronic image to the committee’s e-mail address.

Internet access and e-mail capability provide an endless source of entertainment for persons interested in birds. The World Wide Web, e-mail, list servers, and home pages will provide a positive influence on the world of birding and will become a requirement for birders of the twenty-first century.

Nomenclature

Bird names used herein follow the Check-list of North American Birds, Sixth Edition, 1983, American Ornithologists’ Union, as amended through the Forty-first Supplement, 1997. The Committee on Nomenclature and Classification of the American Ornithologists’ Union, the compiler of the checklist, updates the list from time to time when research determines the need for such changes. Species are “lumped” (combined with other species formerly considered separate) and “split” (a species divided into two or more previously considered one). Names are changed to achieve international uniformity and for other reasons.

This list is the most widely accepted authority for scientific and English names and is used in the vast majority of field guides, checklists, publications, etc. It would be helpful if the A.O.U. committee would issue supplements at known five-year intervals and a new checklist every 25 years. If nomenclature change time is known, the publication of guides and checklists could be timed to help prevent releasing a publication with names that become obsolete soon after printing.

Local Checklists

In doing a work of this kind, a fact that quickly becomes apparent is the wide diversity of opinion as to the makeup of a bird checklist. For what it is worth I recommend the following: (1) The main body of a checklist should only list recent records, e.g., birds recorded in the last 10 or 15 years. Historical records should be listed separately. (2) Abundance symbols should indicate probability of finding rather than population numbers. Presently, what is common in one checklist can mean something entirely different in another. For example, I think Abundant should mean a bird that is widespread and easy to find regardless of the degree of observer competence; Common, not so widespread but relatively easy to find; Uncommon, present but limited in occurrence or requires experience or a higher degree of competence; Rare, occurs with a degree of regularity but not expected; Accidental, has been recorded but is not expected, etc. (3) A checklist for an area, such as a one-hour drive from a central location, is much preferred over one based on a political boundary, such as a park or a county. (4) A symbol, such as an asterisk (*) should be used for nesting species. (5) Some checklists try to convey too much information with many symbols for every type situation—simpler is better.

Checklists with bar charts should be the goal of all checklist preparers. For those checklists where data is not sufficient for bar charts, the symbols used can also be standardized, e.g., PR—Permanent Resident; SR—Summer Resident; WR—Winter Resident; SM—Spring Migrant; FM—Fall Migrant; X—Accidental. I think terms like Casual, Sporadic, etc., are appropriate for annotated checklists and field guides, but Accidental can mean all these things on a checklist.

In short, checklists should be easy to use and understand.

Additional Notes

No one should assume that the locations included herein are all the places to look for birds in Texas or that the ones mentioned are even the best places. All habitats are presented, and most of the best public places are included. Some species are most easily found from public roads or on private property, both of which have been minimized here. For example, Barn Swallows are found nesting under highway culverts and bridges in nearly all regions. Information about roads, trails, and access is that known at the time of publication and should be taken as a general guide. Over time, with habitat modification for urbanization, industrialization, agriculture, and increased preservation through new parks and refuge additions, etc., some changes are inevitable. Some species are aided by these changes and prosper; some suffer and decline. This fluctuation is one of the interesting aspects of bird study.

Also, no attempt has been made to list every bird, whether common or rare, for any particular location, but rather a sampling of what might be expected or has been found in the past.
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Edward A. Kutac


Regions of Texas
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1

Llano Estacado

The Llano Estacado region, also known as the Southern High Plains or Staked Plains, is the northwest part of the state and covers about 12% of Texas. The region, thought by the average traveler passing through to be a flat, featureless plain, actually rises in elevation about 2,000 feet from south to north and from east to west. The area contains about 20,000 shallow depressions, known as playas. The boundary on the east is the Caprock Escarpment, a dramatic elevational change from the Rolling Plains. It extends irregularly south to north from near Big Spring to east of Lubbock and Amarillo, then northeastward to the northeast corner of the Panhandle. The Mescalero Escarpment on the southwest marks the boundary between the Llano Estacado and the Trans-Pecos. There is no topographic division between the Llano Estacado and the Edwards Plateau, but in this book the division is arbitrarily located just south of Odessa and Midland.
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LLANO ESTACADO

The region marks the southern end of the Great Plains that extend north into Canada. Just east of the Caprock Escarpment and west of the Rolling Plains is an area with deeply dissected canyons that could be considered a subregion of either the Llano Estacado or the Rolling Plains. The steep slopes, thin soil, and sheltered canyons support redberry and Rocky Mountain junipers and many brush species not common either east or west. Palo Duro Canyon State Park, Caprock Canyons State Park, and the “Canadian Breaks,” the area adjacent to the Canadian River, are representative of this subregion. For convenience this area is included with the Llano Estacado in this book.

Formerly short-grass prairies, the Llano Estacado is now extensively devoted to farming, much of it irrigated from deep wells. The playas, depressions with no outlet to the sea, collect rainwater, which is very important to wildlife, especially wintering waterfowl. Some are large and almost permanent. The few drainages and stream crossings have cottonwoods, soapberry, and hackberries as the dominant woody plants. The soils are derived mostly from Tertiary outwash deposits from the Rocky Mountains of New Mexico.

Nesting birds include Lesser Prairie-Chicken, Long-billed Curlew, Ferruginous Hawk, Scaled Quail, Mississippi Kite, Swainson’s Hawk, American Avocet, Burrowing Owl, Horned Lark, and Western Meadowlark.

Lesser Prairie-Chicken are found in the sandhills of Cochran, Hockley, Terry and Yoakum counties near the New Mexico border, and in Lipscomb, Hemphill, and Wheeler counties near the Oklahoma border. All are on private property. Pronghorn (antelope) are found in the Panhandle north and west of Amarillo, as well as in the sandhills.

There are many feedlots in the Llano Estacado. Ring-necked Pheasant year round, Brewer’s Blackbird in winter, and other birds are often found at or near the feedlots.
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BURROWING OWLS

AMARILLO

Amarillo, population 168,000, is centrally located for bird seeking in the Texas Panhandle, as the upper part of the Llano Estacado is known. Ranching predominates north of Amarillo, while farming is more common between Amarillo and Lubbock.

The principal birding locations of the area are Palo Duro Canyon State Park, 20 miles south; Caprock Canyons State Park, 95 miles south; Buffalo Lake National Wildlife Refuge, 23 miles southwest; Lake Meredith National Recreation Area, 38 miles north; and Rita Blanca National Grassland, 120 miles northwest of Amarillo.

It is not necessary to go very far to find nesting Mississippi Kites. They can usually be found in summer at nearly every golf-course and wooded park in Amarillo, particularly in Thompson Municipal Park, which contains 583 acres. The park is north of downtown at 24th Street and US 87-287, and is a very reliable spot. In winter look for waterfowl on the lakes. American Robin also nest in the park. Southeast Park, 337 acres, located at the intersection of 46th Street and Osage, is another good winter waterfowl location. The small wooded area north of the lake should be checked for migrating passerines.
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AMARILLO

In addition to the principal areas mentioned, there are a few smaller Panhandle sites that can be well worth a visit.

Lake Marvin, part of the Black Kettle National Grassland, is only about 10 miles west of the Oklahoma state line. From Amarillo drive northeast 97 miles on US 60 to Canadian, then 2 miles north on US 60-83, then east 12 miles on FM 2266. The lake was constructed for soil conservation, flood control, recreation, and the promotion of wildlife. The park is administered by Black Kettle National Grasslands, Route 1, Box 55-B, Cheyenne, OK, 73628, (405) 497-2143. Facilities such as cabins and restrooms are available for camping, picnicking, and fishing. There is an entrance fee. Many Eastern species are near their western nesting limit in Texas, including Wood Duck, Least Tern, Barred Owl, Great Crested Flycatcher, Carolina Wren, Field Sparrow, Baltimore Oriole, and American Goldfinch. Lake Marvin has been a reliable winter location for American Tree and Harris’ Sparrows along with numerous waterfowl, most abundantly Canada Goose. Eurasian Wigeon and Tundra Swan have been found in recent years. Lesser Prairie-Chicken are also present in the surrounding area, but, again, most are found on private land. During April, the “booming” of the males can lead to the places where the chickens carry on their mating rituals.

Lake McClellan Recreation Area, located about 60 miles east of Amarillo, is also part of the Black Kettle National Grasslands (address above). The purpose of the lake is the same as Lake Marvin. Camping, picnicking, restrooms, open shelters, fishing, and a small store are available. There is an entrance fee. From Amarillo drive east on I-40 for 60 miles to FM 2477 (Exit 128), then go north 3 miles to the park entrance. The park is below the Caprock Escarpment. Eastern and western species meet here: Red-bellied and Golden-fronted Woodpeckers, Bullock’s and Baltimore Orioles, Downy, Hairy, and Ladder-backed Woodpeckers, Eastern and Western Kingbirds, Great Crested and Ash-throated Flycatchers, Eastern and Western Meadowlarks. House Wren and Warbling Vireo are common nesting species. In winter, the small lake attracts Bald Eagle as well as most of the typical waterfowl of the Panhandle. Rarities for this part of Texas include Tricolored Heron and Carolina Wren.

Wolf Creek Park, operated by Ochiltree County, southeast of Perryton, has produced some interesting birds. Perryton is about 120 miles northeast of Amarillo. To reach Wolf Creek Park drive south from Perryton on US 83 about 13 miles, then east on the county road about 5 miles to the park entrance. Lake Fryer, in the middle of the park, was built for the same purposes as Lake Marvin. Facilities are available for camping, picnicking, swimming, and fishing, and there are restrooms and a grocery store. There is an entrance fee. The heavily wooded valley along Wolf Creek contrasts sharply with the typical High Plains habitat surrounding it. Nesting species include Mississippi Kite, Carolina Chickadee, Northern Rough-winged Swallow, and House Wren. In winter American Tree and Harris’ Sparrows may be found. On at least one occasion a Common Redpoll was found feeding with a flock of American Goldfinches.

Palo Duro Lake, 2,413 surface acres, is owned and operated by the Palo Duro River Authority. Created by a dam on Palo Duro Creek, the lake will supply water to five cities. The office is located about 10 miles north of Spearman on FM 760 in Hansford County. Visitors should check with the office about road conditions, which depend on the lake level.

The area has the northernmost nesting area for Double-crested Cormorant in Texas. In addition to the cormorants, nesting species include Great Blue Heron, Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Red-headed and Ladder-backed Woodpeckers, Western and Eastern Kingbirds, and Orchard and Bullock’s Orioles. The areas along the streams feeding the lake, as well as the area below the dam, offer ample opportunities for arboreal birds. Winter records include Common Merganser, Bald Eagle, Red Crossbill, sparrows, etc.

There are picnic tables and shelters, camping areas, and restrooms.

Lakes and Playas

Canada, Snow and Ross’ Geese, along with Northern Pintail, Mallard, and American Wigeon, winter in the Panhandle in great numbers. Any lake or playa with sufficient water can be good, but two locations that have been especially productive in recent years are the playa one mile east of Etter on FM 281 and Rita Blanca Lake, immediately south of Dalhart. Etter is on US 287 about 12 miles north of Dumas.

Large numbers of migrating shorebirds, including Wilson’s Phalarope, Long-billed Dowitcher, Long-billed Curlew, etc., congregate near lakes and playas in spring and fall. In summer American Avocet and Black-necked Stilt nest. Yellow-headed Blackbird migrate through in large numbers and can be found in summer in the southwest portion of the Panhandle.

PALO DURO CANYON STATE PARK

Palo Duro Canyon State Park, 16,402 acres, is located 12 miles east of Canyon on SH 217. The park preserves a small portion of-Palo Duro Canyon, a dramatic western extension of the Caprock Escarpment. The elevation drops approximately 800 feet in the mile or so from the park entrance to Prairie Dog Town Fork of the Red River. Four geological periods representing about 280 million years are exposed in the canyon walls: Permian, Triassic, Tertiary, and Quaternary. To the non-geologist, the walls are a brilliant display of color layers of varying thickness: brick-red, gray, purple, yellow, orange, and tan.

There are restrooms with hot showers, a gift shop with snack bar and restaurant, picnicking, camping, laundry tubs, horseback riding, hiking trails, an excellent interpretative center, and an amphitheater. The musical extravaganza “TEXAS” is presented in the amphitheater nightly (except Sunday) from late June through August. The spectacle depicts the history and culture of the High Plains.

The vegetation of the park is mostly mesquite, junipers, and various shrubs, but large cottonwoods, hackberries, and soapberries are found along the Prairie Dog Town Fork. A hike along this stream can be an excellent way to find the birds of the park.

Nesting birds in the park are Mississippi Kite, Wild Turkey, Scaled Quail, Golden-fronted Woodpecker, Ash-throated Flycatcher, Blue Jay, Western Scrub-Jay, Bushtit, Canyon and Rock Wrens, Painted Bunting, Bullock’s Oriole, and Rufous-crowned Sparrow.

This is where I found my first Northern Shrike, which can usually be expected in limited numbers in winter in the area, if not in the park. Other wintering birds are Northern Flicker, Mountain Bluebird, Townsend’s Solitaire, Golden-crowned Kinglet, Pine Siskin, American Tree Sparrow, and Golden Eagle. Also, be on the alert for Evening Grosbeak, and White-breasted and Red-breasted Nuthatches.

A bird checklist for the park is available at headquarters. The address is RR 2, Box 285, Canyon, TX 79015, (806) 488-2227.

LAKE MEREDITH

Lake Meredith is on the Canadian River approximately 35 miles north of Amarillo on SH 136. Its purpose is to supply water to several Panhandle municipalities. The lake is created by Sanford Dam, near the town of Sanford, about nine miles west of Borger. At conservation pool level, the lake has 16,505 surface acres and a shoreline of 100 miles. The recreation area consists of 44,977 acres.

Though included in this book as part of the Llano Estacado, the Canadian River basin, also known as the Canadian Breaks, is geologically and vegetationally a subregion of the Rolling Plains. Through time the river has carved a wide valley approximately 200 feet below the High Plains.

The National Park Service administers the Lake Meredith National Recreational Area. The area is divided into eight units with camping, picnicking, boating, fishing, cycling, hunting, and water-skiing. The facilities in some, units are primitive.

The Alibates Flint Quarries National Monument is near the southeast shore of the lake, the site of prehistoric Indian flint quarries for more than 12,000 years. The flint areas can be visited only on guided tours, presently 10 am and 2 pm during the summer months, or by prearrangement during the rest of the year. From archeological evidence, it is known that tools and weapons from alibates flint were widely used by Indians all over the Great Plains and the Southwest.

Common permanent resident birds include Mallard, Wild Turkey (Plum Creek), American Coot, Northern Flicker, Horned Lark, Rock Wren, House Finch, and Rufous-crowned Sparrow. Less common are Golden Eagle and Curve-billed Thrasher.

Common summer residents are Mississippi Kite (Bonita), Redheaded Woodpecker, and Cassin’s Sparrow. Less common are Blue-winged and Cinnamon Teals, American Kestrel, Burrowing Owl, Ash-throated Flycatcher, Hairy Woodpecker (McBride Canyon), Carolina Chickadee (McBride Canyon), and Painted Bunting. Look for Indigo Bunting in the salt cedars near the river. Eastern Meadowlark is found in the river valley; Western Meadowlark away from the river in the uplands. Common Moorhen and Virginia and King Rails can be found in the marsh at Sanford Dam.

Regular migrant shorebirds are Snowy and Semipalmated Plovers, Long-billed Curlew, Stilt, Baird’s, Least, Semipalmated, Western, Upland, and Spotted Sandpipers, Long-billed Dowitcher, Wilson’s Phalarope, Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs, and Common Snipe.

Near Alibates at the upper end of the lake, Canada Goose, Gadwall, American Wigeon, Northern Shoveler, Green-winged Teal, Redhead, Lesser Scaup, Common Goldeneye, Bufflehead, and Common Merganser winter, some species in substantial numbers.

In addition to the previous species, winter residents are Golden Eagle, Mountain and Eastern Bluebirds, Townsend’s Solitaire, and American Tree Sparrow. More difficult to find are Rough-legged Hawk, Prairie Falcon, and Northern Shrike. Bald Eagle are frequently seen over the lake in winter. They roost in the Bonita area where 30 to 40 birds can sometimes be found at one time.

Pronghorn (antelope) can be found in the grasslands surrounding the lake, and occasionally a coyote comes loping along.

A bird checklist (1982) is available at the Lake Meredith Recreation Area office. The address is P.O. Box 1460, Fritch, TX 79036, (806) 857-3151.

BUFFALO LAKE NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE

Buffalo Lake National Wildlife Refuge, 7,664 acres, is located on Tierra Blanca Creek approximately 28 miles southwest of Amarillo. To reach the refuge, drive southwest from Canyon on US 60 for 12 miles to Umbarger. Turn south on FM 168, then go 1.5 miles to the refuge entrance.

Picnicking, camping, and restrooms are available. Many areas of the refuge are open to hiking. There is a 4.7 mile auto tour road.

Formerly Buffalo Lake had about 1,100 surface acres, but the lake is now dry except after very heavy rain, as Tierra Blanca Creek is no longer a flowing stream. At the upper end of the old lake an earthen embankment (known as Stewart Dike) is the site of a moist-soil management area that consists of 5 eight-acre units. The objective of the moist-soil units is to provide habitat for wetland-dependent species including waterfowl, shorebirds, and wading birds. Moist-soil management involves timing for wetland flooding or drawdown to create the moist-soil conditions that promote the germination, growth, and seed production of wetland plants. The units are connected to a well for flooding and designed for rapid gravity drawdown for management purposes. When rainfall is sufficient to provide water behind Stewart Dike in the fall, winter and spring waterfowl can be abundant.

Nesting species of the woodlands and extensive grasslands around the lake include Swainson’s Hawk, American Kestrel, Wild Turkey, Ring-necked Pheasant, Ladder-backed Woodpecker, Western and Eastern Kingbirds, Blue Grosbeak, Lark and Grasshopper Sparrows, and Bullock’s and Orchard Orioles.

Winter residents are Golden and Bald Eagles, Long-eared Owl (I have seen them here on several occasions), American Tree Sparrow, and occasionally Northern Shrike and Prairie Falcon.

The Cottonwood Canyon Birding Trail and other canyons at the refuge can be some of the better locations in the area for migrating Orange-crowned, Nashville, Yellow, Yellow-rumped, American Redstart, Northern Waterthrush, Common Yellowthroat, MacGillivray’s, and Wilson’s Warblers, and other passerines. There are 38 warblers on the checklist. There is a large Black-tailed Prairie Dog town on the east side of FM 168, two miles south of the FM 1714 intersection, where Burrowing Owls are present spring, summer, and fall, and Ferruginous Hawks winter.

The refuge is surrounded by farmlands where McCown’s, Chestnut-collared, and Lapland Longspurs may be found in winter. With good luck, there may be a Smith’s Longspur also.

A bird checklist (1991) is available at headquarters. Refuge hours are 8 am to 10 pm. The address is Refuge Manager, P. O. Box 179, Umbarger, TX 79091-0179, (806) 499-3382.

RITA BLANCA NATIONAL GRASSLAND

The Rita Blanca National Grassland, 77,463 acres in Texas and 15,860 acres in Oklahoma, is located in the extreme northwest corner of the Panhandle. The grassland is managed to promote the development of grassland agriculture, outdoor recreation, forage, water, and wildlife through multiple-use and sustained yield principles. Hunting is permitted on certain sections in season.

The grassland in Texas consists of about 38 separate units, with the largest unit located about 8 miles east of Texline at the junction of FM 296 and FM 1879. This unit contains the Thompson Grove Recreation Site, where picnic tables and restrooms are provided. This wooded site is cool in summer and is an oasis for a variety of arboreal birds.
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RITA BLANCA NATIONAL GRASSLAND

Common nesting birds of the grassland include Long-billed Curlew, Lark Bunting, Ring-necked Pheasant, Ferruginous and Swainson’s Hawks, Horned Lark, Cassin’s and Lark Sparrows, and Bullock’s Oriole. Cassin’s Kingbird may also occur in summer. Other species to watch for are Mountain Plover (have nested), Black-billed Magpie (extremely rare), Canyon Towhee, and Common and Chihuahuan Ravens. The Black-tailed Prairie Dog towns are good places for Burrowing Owl and Ferruginous Hawk. Pronghorn and coyote are common residents.

Unit 18 has several groves of Russian olive trees with dense undergrowth. To reach the entrance (Gate 18 on the north side of the road) drive about 4 miles east on the county road from the intersection of FM 296 and FM 1879. A high clearance vehicle may be needed. Winter birds recorded include Long-eared Owl and American Tree Sparrow. It is necessary to drive through several gates to bird all the groves. Always close all gates immediately after passing through, not just when leaving. No littering please. The county road is excellent for wintering raptors including Golden Eagle, Rough-legged and Ferruginous Hawks, Merlin, and Prairie Falcon.

Playas and/or stock ponds on or near the grassland are host to shorebirds in spring and fall migration.
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MOUNTAIN PLOVERS

The office for the grassland is the Kiowa and Rita Blanca National Grasslands, 714 Main Street, Clayton, NM 88415, (505) 374-9652. The Kiowa National Grassland is near Mills and Clayton, New Mexico, west of Texline, TX.

CAPROCK CANYONS STATE PARK

Caprock Canyons State Park, 15,160 acres, is located almost equidistantly between Amarillo and Lubbock just east of the Caprock Escarpment. To reach the park from Amarillo, drive south on I-27 for 49 miles to Tulia, southeast on SH 86 for 51 miles to Quitaque, then north on FM 1065 about 3 miles to the park. To get to Quitaque from Lubbock, drive east on US 62-82 for 27 miles to Ralls, then north on SH 207 for 52 miles to FM 145. Go east 17 miles to Quitaque.
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CAPROCK CANYONS STATE PARK

The park is at the southern end of Palo Duro Canyon with rugged canyonlands and wide, dry, stream beds. Mesquite is the dominant woody plant in the uplands, while cottonwoods are found along the watercourses. The flora and fauna are similar to that described earlier for Palo Duro Canyon State Park, except for 100-acre Lake Theo, where waterfowl and shorebirds can be found in fall, winter, and spring.

The park has hiking trails, equestrian trails, camping, restrooms with hot showers, picnicking, a boat ramp, and fishing.

Permanent resident birds include Canyon Towhee, Bewick’s, Rock, and Canyon Wrens, Western Scrub-Jay, Golden-fronted Woodpecker, Rufous-crowned Sparrow, Bushtit, and Verdin. In summer look for Mississippi Kite, Painted Bunting, and Swainson’s Hawk. At night listen for Common Poorwill. Watch for Golden Eagle which nest locally.

On Lake Theo, practically all waterfowl found in West Texas make an appearance in fall, winter, and spring. Some common species are Canada Goose, Northern Pintail, and Lesser Scaup. Rare waterfowl recorded include Red-throated Loon, Red-necked Grebe, Greater Scaup, Surf Scoter, and Least Bittern. Osprey and Forster’s and Black Terns are regular migrants.

Mountain Bluebird, Townsend’s Solitaire, and many sparrow species, including Brewer’s Sparrow, winter in the park.

Aoudad sheep, first introduced into Palo Duro Canyon State Park from North Africa in 1957, have been successful in adapting to the environment east of the Caprock. Many can be found in Caprock Canyons State Park, with groups of 40 to 50 sighted regularly in all areas of the park. Other mammals include mule deer and porcupine.

A bird checklist is available at headquarters. The address is P.O. Box 204, Quitaque, TX 79255, (806) 455-1492.

LUBBOCK

Lubbock, population 193,000, is located in the heart of the Llano Estacado, and while the plains seem endless and devoid of birds, there are actually many excellent opportunities for birding in the area. In addition to the specific locations detailed in this section, it is beneficial to check the many playas along the high-way for waterfowl and shorebirds. Ring-necked Pheasant, which are permanent residents, are often found along the roadsides and near feedlots. In winter, Ferruginous and Rough-legged Hawks are seen on utility poles, and Mountain Bluebird can be abundant.
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LUBBOCK

RARE BIRD ALERT, (806) 797-6690.

West of Lubbock, near the New Mexico state line, Lesser Prairie-Chicken are permanent residents in the sand hills country (south Cochran, western Hockley, northern and central Yoakum, and western Terry counties). During March and early April, listen for the “booming” of the males, a part of their courtship behavior. All the land is private property; permission to enter must be obtained. Two good roads on which to look for the chickens are FM 1780 between Whiteface and Seagraves, and SH 214 between Lehman and Denver City. When the chickens are not booming, finding them is a matter of pure luck (but possible).
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LESSER PRAIRIE-CHICKEN

Mackenzie State Recreation Area

Mackenzie State Recreation Area, 542 acres, is owned by the State of Texas but operated by the City of Lubbock. It is located in the northeast section of Lubbock on the North Fork Double Mountain Fork of the Brazos River at the intersection of I-27 and 4th Street. The park has the most extensive Black-tailed Prairie Dog town on public property in the state, along with a sizable resident population of Burrowing Owl. Mississippi Kite nest here and are present May through August. Playgrounds, a swimming pool, and picnicking facilities are available.

Lubbock City Cemetery

From downtown, drive east on 34th Street to Martin Luther King Boulevard, then left to the entrance of the Lubbock City Cemetery, which has land birds not easily found elsewhere in the area. The plains are naturally treeless (except along water courses) so the many ornamental plantings at the cemetery are a magnet for migrating land birds and winter residents. One year a Bohemian Waxwing spent the winter at the cemetery.

Two other areas that are popular in-town bird spots are Maxey Park (Quaker Avenue between 24th and 30th Streets), and Clapp Park (University Avenue and 45th Street).

A checklist, Birds of the Texas South Plains (1994), is available from the Llano Estacado Audubon Society, P.O. Box 6066, Lubbock, TX 79493, for 50 cents plus a stamped, addressed envelope.

Buffalo Springs Lake

To reach Buffalo Springs Lake, a recreation area, drive 4.5 miles east of Loop 289 on FM 835 to the entrance of the lake. There is an entrance fee. Canada Goose, numerous ducks and sometimes Western Grebe winter on the lake. Twenty waterfowl species have been recorded on recent Christmas Counts. Below the dam, the shallow ponds, marshes, and thickets should be checked for Sora, Virginia Rail, Marsh and Winter Wrens, and Fox and Swamp Sparrows. Canyon Towhee, Rock Wren, Verdin, and Rufous-crowned Sparrow are present on the dry slopes. This is one of the favored local areas during spring migration.
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