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FOREWORD

Big Bend! To an avid birder, just saying those two words out loud brings up magical feelings. Big Bend! The national park with more bird species recorded than any other in the entire United States. When I think of Big Bend, my mind wanders through the cottonwood groves along the Rio Grande, up into Green Gulch and the Basin, and along the Window Trail. I can visualize myself walking up the Pinnacles Trail to Boot Canyon, and I can hear Colima Warblers singing among the oaks and maples at Boot Spring. Big Bend is truly magic.

I clearly remember my first trip to Big Bend 20 years ago. I was a relatively inexperienced birdwatcher, and I had purchased a copy of Birds of Big Bend National Park and Vicinity by a man named Roland Wauer. I remember following Ro’s advice on where to look for many of the species I sought and how accurate his descriptions were. Big Bend quickly became a favorite destination for me, and I began to make many trips there, sometimes three or four per year. On each of these visits I relied on Ro’s book to help me find birds and to better understand the park and its bird life.

In 1982, I was fortunate enough to find and photograph one of the first Red-faced Warblers documented in Texas while I was in Boot Canyon. This lead me into correspondence with Ro as he was preparing his second edition of the Big Bend bird book, which was published in 1985 as A Field Guide to Birds of the Big Bend. This second edition was similar to the first, but with updated information. My trips to Big Bend continued, and my love for the park grew. By the late 1980s, I knew the park very well, and there were few places there I had not visited. Ro’s books were my constant companions as I hiked and drove along nearly every trail and road in the park. In 1989, Ro and I finally met in person and became good friends. We have been able to be in the field together in Mexico, in various areas of Texas, and yes, in Big Bend. Ro’s love for Big Bend is like mine, and we feel a kinship known only to those who have experienced this magical place.

I can think of no person better qualified than Ro Wauer to write about the birds of Big Bend National Park. Ro has 30 years of experience in Big Bend and knows the park like few others. He has made considerable efforts to seek the most reliable and accurate data concerning the bird records from the park, and his continued personal observations and involvement with the park staff allow him to be abreast of changes in bird status and distribution in the Big Bend country. This third edition of the birds of Big Bend is the best yet and is an important addition to any birder’s library. Whether you are a new visitor to the park or an experienced Big Bend birder, Ro’s book will be your companion and guide through your avian adventures. Experience Big Bend and its bird life. Walk the cool mountain canyons at dawn or explore a desert flat; at either place special birds await the explorer. Let Big Bend and its bird life become a part of you while you are there—but, I warn you, it’s a relationship that can become a habit. For some of us it is more than a habit. Big Bend is, simply, my favorite place on earth.

Greg W. Lasley

In addition to serving as editor of the Texas region for the Audubon Society’s Field Notes magazine for 15 years, Greg W. Lasley is secretary of the Texas Bird Records Committee, is a member of the American Birding Association Check List Committee, and leads tours for Victor Emanuel Nature Tours, Inc.
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INTRODUCTION

The Big Bend Country is one of those special “must visit” places for birders. It is one of a handful of localities in North America that represent birding at its best. Places like Florida’s Everglades, the Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas, Arizona’s Ramsey Canyon, and Big Bend National Park sooner or later will show up on every birder’s calendar. Big Bend offers at least one species—Colima Warbler—that cannot be found anywhere else in the United States; several Mexican species have been discovered within the park in recent years—Ruddy Ground-Dove, Elegant Trogon, Tufted Flycatcher, Rufous-backed Robin, Aztec Thrush, Slate-throated Redstart, Rufous-capped Warbler, and Black-vented Oriole—that provide considerable interest to birders; and a number of species, including the Zone-tailed Hawk, Peregrine Falcon, Elf Owl, Lucifer Hummingbird, Hepatic Tanager, and Varied Bunting, often difficult to find anywhere else, are reasonably common in spring and summer at Big Bend. More bird species (444) have been recorded at Big Bend National Park than in any other national park in North America.

The intent of this book is to help the Big Bend visitor find the particular birds he or she may want to see. It is a where-to-go-to-find-what-book, not a bird identification guide. A Field Guide to Birds of the Big Bend should be a companion to the popular identification guides that more than likely are already part of your library. This book also is written to satisfy two worlds: that of the ornithologist, who may be especially interested in statistics and records, and that of the birder, who may watch birds simply for the thrill of seeing an old friend or making a new one.

A Field Guide to Birds of the Big Bend includes all the known birds that have been recorded for Big Bend National Park. The first edition of this book, Birds of Big Bend National Park and Vicinity, appeared in 1973. It contained an annotated list of 385 species; 359 of those were included in the regular list of “accepted” species, and 26 hypothetical species were included in a list of “Birds of Uncertain Occurrence.”

A revised book, A Field Guide to Birds of the Big Bend, appeared in 1985. That book contained 423 species, 38 more than the original version. Of those 423 species, 372 were included on the regular list, and 51 were listed as uncertain. Most interesting were the new discoveries (from 1973 to 1985) that became part of the regular list: Ross’ Goose, Wild Turkey, Forster’s Tern, Varied Thrush, Aztec Thrush, Tennessee Warbler, and Common Grackle. Eleven additional species were elevated from uncertain to accepted status: White-tailed Kite, Elegant Trogon, Rose-throated Becard, Steller’s Jay, Veery, Cape May Warbler, Golden-cheeked Warbler, Yellow-throated Warbler, Red-faced Warbler, Purple Finch, and Evening Grosbeak.

The current revision, reflecting the extensive amount of birding activity that occurs year-round at Big Bend National Park, includes a total of 444 species, 21 more than were reported in 1985, and numerous status changes. Four of the 21 new species were adequately documented and appear on the regular list—Double-crested Cormorant, Ruddy Ground-Dove, Tufted Flycatcher, and Smith’s Longspur—and the remainder are listed as uncertain.

New uncertain species include the Western Grebe, Brown Pelican, Reddish Egret, Roseate Spoonbill, Black-bellied Whistling-Duck, Muscovy Duck, White-rumped Sandpiper, Herring Gull, White-collared Swift, Berylline Hummingbird, Violet-crowned Hummingbird, Nutting’s Flycatcher, Crescent-chested Warbler, Prairie Warbler, Swainson’s Warbler, Connecticut Warbler, Yellow Grosbeak, Blue Bunting, Lapland Longspur, Snow Bunting, and Bobolink.

Ten previously uncertain species were moved to accepted status: Red-breasted Merganser, Black Tern, Black-billed Cuckoo, American Dipper, Tropical Parula, Pine Warbler, Cerulean Warbler, Slate-throated Redstart, Yellow-eyed Junco, and Altamira Oriole.

Also for this revision, all the records of species not verified by a specimen or photograph were reassessed; a number of these were questionable, even though they may have been reported on numerous occasions. For example, although Bendire’s Thrasher has been reported in the park on nine occasions, it has never been verified by a specimen or photograph in Big Bend or anywhere else in Texas. It, therefore, was moved from the regular list to uncertain status.

These kinds of determinations are difficult at best, especially because I am no longer able to assess fresh reports, including on-site visits, as I did while I was working and living in the park. I, therefore, subjected each species to rather stringent rules as to which category it best fit. All species included in the regular list must be verified by a specimen or a photograph, or have been reported at least five times by unimpeachable sources. Even probable but unverified species will remain in the uncertain category. I also decided to take greater advantage of the very effective Texas Bird Records Committee (TBRC), a standing committee of the Texas Ornithological Society. TBRC evaluates all first occurrence or rare bird sightings for Texas, including those at Big Bend National Park, for possible inclusion on the official list of Texas birds. Therefore, all new or extremely unusual Texas records (see Appendix A for a list of requested species) should, along with being reported to the National Park Service, be submitted to Greg Lasley, Secretary for the TBRC, 305 Loganberry Court, Austin, TX 78745, OR to Dr. Keith Arnold, Dept. of Wildlife and Fisheries Sciences, Texas A&M University, College Station, TX 77843-2258. A sample Report Form is included in Appendix A.

During the reassessment/assessment process, there were a few species that did not fit either accepted or uncertain status, but their presence, though remote, is possible. I therefore developed a third category—“Questionable Reports”—for species considered extremely unlikely but not altogether impossible. Birds included in this category are not part of the park’s total species count.

Also in the process of reassessing the various reports, I moved eight species from accepted (Wauer 1985) to uncertain status: American Black Duck, American Woodcock, Least Tern, White-tipped Dove, Allen’s Hummingbird, Rufous-backed Robin, Bendire’s Thrasher, and Bay-breasted Warbler. Even though I had personally observed five of the eight species, they will remain in the uncertain category until they have been fully verified. And also in keeping with the stricter rules for listing, I moved four species from the official lists (accepted and/or uncertain) to the questionable category: Spotted Rail, Three-toed Woodpecker, Bohemian Waxwing, and Hooded Grosbeak. Some of these may later be verified and be moved into one of the higher categories. And three species that were listed as uncertain in the 1985 book were eliminated altogether: Squirrel Cuckoo, White-necked Jacobin, and Blue-black Grassquit. I also eliminated Chukar, which was listed because it had been introduced years ago at Black Gap Wildlife Management Area; it now appears that those have not survived or at least have not moved into the park.

Also as part of the current revision, all but about a dozen of the 1985 annotations were revised due to new (additional) reports that changed the earlier description in some way. And a few changes were necessary because of changes in common and/or scientific names initiated by the American Ornithologists’ Union (AOU supplements in 1985, 1989, or 1993). But the majority of changes were necessary because of the tremendous volume of reports, primarily by observers reporting their sightings to the National Park Service. Those reports are first placed in a notebook that is maintained at the Panther Junction Visitor Center; they are available for perusal upon request. The cards eventually are deposited in a permanent NPS file.
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BIRD STUDY IN THE BIG BEND

The first ornithological investigation within the Texas Big Bend Country was by a party from the United States Biological Survey in 1901. During May, June, and July of that year, Harry C. Oberholser, Vernon Bailey, and Louis Agassis Fuertes did extensive field work throughout the area. Oberholser summarized their more important findings in 1902, Fuertes published on the Harlequin (Montezuma) Quail in 1903, and Bailey reported on the expedition’s total findings in 1905. In 1904, Thomas H. Montgomery collected birds around Alpine and southward to the Chisos Mountains between June 13 and July 6. He reported his findings in a paper on the “summer resident” birds of Brewster County in 1905. And the following year, John K. Stecker briefly visited the Big Bend area in April and May.

This early period of activity was followed by one in which expeditions to this remote section of the United States was discouraged. The Mexican Revolution caused considerable unrest along the Mexican border. For the next 20 years, except for Austin Paul Smith’s visit to the Davis Mountains from September 2 to October 6, 1916, the only ornithologists to visit the Texas Big Bend area were those associated with the military. Frank B. Armstrong was one of those who collected birds for Col. John E. Thayer in May 1913 and in January and February 1914. George E. Maxon, a member of the Texas National Guard, was stationed at Boquillas, Terlingua, and Lajitas, and collected bird eggs throughout the region during 1916. Maxon published his findings in two papers that same year.

It was not until 1928 that additional ornithological research was instigated within the Big Bend. That year, Josselyn Van Tyne and Frederick M. and Helen T. Gaige surveyed the bird life from Alpine to the top of Emory Peak between June 8 and August 7. The Van Tyne-Gaige party spent considerable time at Glenn Springs, San Vicente, Hot Springs, and Boquillas. They even reached Boot Canyon, where Frederick Gaige collected a Colima Warbler on July 20. That specimen represented the first for the United States and only the twelfth known specimen of this warbler. Van Tyne reported the most important data obtained by this expedition in 1929. The opportunity to find a new breeding bird for the United States prompted Van Tyne to return in 1932. His second visit, in which he was accompanied by Max M. Peet and Edouard C. Jacot, lasted from April 26 through June 22. Their success was published in Van Tyne’s 1936 paper, “The Discovery of the Nest of the Colima Warbler (Vermivora crissalis).”

News of their ornithological discoveries soon attracted other biologists to the area. In the spring of 1933, George Miksch Sutton, John B. Semple, and Albert C. Lloyd spent more than a month within the Big Bend Country. Several days were spent around Marathon, Castolon, Hot Springs, and Boquillas, but visits to Juniper and Pine canyons also were undertaken before they turned north to the Del Norte and Glass mountains. Sutton published a fascinating account of this trip, “An Expedition to the Big Bend Country,” in 1935, and a chapter of his 1936 book, Birds in the Wilderness, is devoted to this and a second trip to the Big Bend in 1935.

At about the same time, considerable interest was being expressed by concerned Texans about a national park within the lower Big Bend Country. This interest prompted the National Park Service to send biologists to the area to investigate its potential. Ben H. Thompson surveyed the wildlife for the Park Service in 1934, and several additional biologists were sent into the area during 1935 and 1936: James O. Stevenson, Walter A. Weber, Tarleton F. Smith, and Adrey E. Borell. Stevenson, accompanied by Van Tyne, who was returning for his third visit, reported his findings in 1935. Smith submitted a report on his studies in 1936, and Borell reported on her findings in 1936 and 1938. In addition, Roy W. Quillin, an independent ornithologist, published a note on his visit to the lower Big Bend Country in 1935. And in 1937, Herbert Brandt and associates spent the first half of May studying birds in the Chisos Mountains. Brandt reported on new races of the White-breasted Nuthatch and Hutton’s Vireo in 1938, and he summarized his Big Bend experiences in Texas Bird Adventures in 1940. This book offers interesting accounts of his birding as well as an early description of the country itself.

By 1937, sufficient information on the bird life of the area was available for Van Tyne and Sutton to collaborate on a comprehensive analysis of the avifauna in “The Birds of Brewster County, Texas.” This 120-page paper, published by the University of Michigan, was based on 425 days of field work by the authors and the combined information of earlier researchers. They reported a total of 215 species of birds for Brewster County.

Big Bend National Park was established on June 12, 1944. That congressional act resulted in the protection of all animals and plants and the historic and geographic features within the 708,221-acre park. It began a new era of land protection in Texas. For the first time since cattle were driven into the lush grasslands of the Chisos Mountains in 1885, the plant life was allowed to begin a slow recovery. More than 40,000 head of stock, mostly goats and sheep, had been removed from the area in 1943 and 1944.

In an attempt to monitor the natural recovery of the park’s plant communities, vegetative transects were established during the mid-1940s. Walter P. Taylor, Walter B. McDougall, and William B. Davis completed a “Preliminary Report on an Ecological Survey of Big Bend National Park” in 1944, and by the mid-1950s an ecological survey team from Texas A&M University was stationed in the park. Team member Richard D. Porter resided there from June 1957 through early August 1959. During that time he collected a large series of birds, many of which were deposited in the Big Bend National Park study collection or at Texas A&M. Several of the members of this team kept records of the park’s bird life, and a number of reports were eventually published; Keith L. Dixon and O. Charles Wallmo published a series of bird records in 1956, and Dixon reported on desert shrub birds in 1959.

In 1956, Col. L. R. Wolfe summarized all the state’s bird records in his Checklist of the Birds of Texas. That publication was replaced by later checklists. The most recent (1995) is Checklist of the Birds of Texas Third Edition, prepared by the Texas Bird Records Committee of the Texas Ornithological Society.

Also in the mid-1950s, several National Park Service employees began to record their bird observations. Park Ranger Dick Youse recorded several important observations from May 1955 through September 1956. Harold Brodrick became the first park naturalist in December 1955, and until his departure in October 1961, he maintained an excellent series of bird records. Brodrick prepared a “Check-list of the Birds of Big Bend National Park” in 1960. This mimeographed list included 236 species of birds. It incorporated the records of other Big Bend Park residents—especially those of Pete Koch, John Palmer, Harold Schaafsma, Rod Broyles, and Pat Miller—as well as many park visitors who had thoughtfully sent their sightings to the park naturalist for the park files. Brodrick’s checklist was revised in 1966 by C. Philip Allen and Anne LeSassier, who added several important records, increasing the list to 241 species. Additional park checklists have appeared every five to ten years; the 1995 checklist, edited by Jeff Selleck, includes a total of nearly 450 species.

My arrival in Big Bend National Park in August 1966 allowed me the opportunity to visit several strategic locations many times throughout the year. During a period from August 1966 through October 1971, field trips were taken one to four times a week to Rio Grande Village and the Chisos Basin. Boot Canyon, Castolon, and Laguna Meadow were surveyed regularly, and occasional visits to numerous other places were also made. I spent 3,589 hours of field research and more than 400 hours of analysis of avian records and the park’s vegetation during that five-year period. For the first time, the study of birds of the Big Bend area began to show some continuity. In spite of the fact that the area had visits from some of the finest field ornithologists in the world, their records had not been thoroughly analyzed for a comprehensive publication on the birds.

The product of those investigations, along with the abundant reports of visiting birders, resulted in the first edition of this book: Birds of Big Bend National Park and Vicinity, that was published by the University of Texas Press in 1973. That book was updated and published as A Field Guide to Birds of the Big Bend by Texas Monthly Press in 1985. This is the third revision, and is being published by Gulf Publishing Company of Houston, Texas.

Since 1973, field research by numerous ornithologists, as well as reports from more than 1,300 birders, have contributed to Big Bend’s avian database. I incorporated all of those records (through May 1995) into a central file that became the working database for this latest revision. It includes a total of 445 species, of which 62 (14%) are permanent or full-time residents and an additional 50 species (11%) are summer residents only; a total of 112 species (25%) are known to nest within the park. Approximately 131 (30%) are strictly migratory, and approximately 100 (23%) of the 445 species spend their winters in Big Bend National Park.
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BIRD FINDING

Finding a maximum number of birds can best be accomplished by visiting all the different habitats within all the park’s plant and animal communities. If you wish to find particular species of birds, however, it is more profitable to search within appropriate habitats at the proper time of year. Each species utilizes preferred sites that fulfill that individual’s ecological requirements. Black-throated Sparrows, for instance, reside in the arid lowlands, while Mexican Jays occur in the mountain woodlands. Searching for a Painted Bunting at Boot Spring in December or a Townsend’s Solitaire at Rio Grande Village in July would be an utter waste of time. The text contains clues to where and when to find the birds desired.

There are several locations in the park that a birder should visit if he or she is interested in a maximum number of species. Rio Grande Village is the best place I know for consistently finding a large number of birds. The principal areas to search at Rio Grande Village include the nature trail in the southeastern corner of the campground; the campground proper and the mesquite thickets just across the roadway to the north; the cottonwood groves and floodplain thickets behind the store and trailer court; the area west of the trailer court to the turnaround; and the area along the river, cottonwood groves, and the silt ponds beyond the cottonwoods to the north of the turnaround.

The second most important area is the Chisos Basin. This area includes the campground and the entire Oak Creek drainage below the campground, including the Window Trail and sewage lagoons. A most productive birding walk would include the Window Trail and a return to the campground via the Oak Creek drainage to a point below the lower loop of the campground. From there, you can return to the campground via a service road.

There are several other localities within the park where many of the same species can be found. Cottonwood Campground has come into its own in recent years, especially because of nesting Thick-billed Kingbirds (sporadic) and Lucy’s Warblers. Green Gulch sometimes can be quite productive, particularly during the fall migration. Lower Blue Creek Canyon is best in spring. And lower Pine Canyon can be a good area for birds any time except in midsummer.

In late spring and summer, a visit to Boot Canyon is a must. Although the Colima Warbler usually can be found below Pinnacles Pass, at Laguna Meadow, and along the Colima Trail, Boot Canyon, between Boot Spring and the South Rim, can be very rewarding. One of the best localities for consistently finding highland birds, including the Colima Warbler from April 15 to early September, is about 200 yards beyond the Juniper Canyon sidetrail, a quarter-mile above Boot Spring. However, birders who are not able to hike to Boot Spring usually can find most of the same birds at Laguna Meadow, which is one mile closer to the Chisos Basin. Another area that can be very good in spring, summer, and fall is the Lost Mine Trail. This trail starts at 5,600 feet in elevation, and a two-mile walk offers some high-country exposure for a minimum of time and effort. The Lost Mine Trail, however, is never as productive, bird-wise, as Boot Canyon.

In late fall and early winter, you can hardly go wrong with a visit to the Castolon area. The weedy fields adjacent to the roadway to Santa Elena Crossing and along Alamo Creek can produce more sparrows than anywhere else in the park. Dugout Wells, located below Panther Junction along the road to Rio Grande Village, can be very productive during the spring migration.

For birders who like to find a bench and sit and wait for feathered friends to happen by, two places are suggested: the Old Ranch (Sam Nail Ranch) and the Rio Grande Village nature trail. The nature trail already has been mentioned. The Old Ranch is located along the Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive (Castolon Road) and is situated on Cottonwood Creek. Although the creek is dry some years, birds gather at the old ranch site because of the water available from a working windmill. A bench located beneath the walnuts and willows is a relaxing place to bird with a minimum of effort.

Fewer than 15% of Big Bend’s birds are permanent residents. Only about 85% of the park’s birds spend only a few hours to a few months in the area as either migrants or as summer or winter residents. As a result, Big Bend’s avian composition and density fluctuate considerably. The seasonal variation of bird species at Rio Grande Village and the Chisos Basin are illustrated in Figure 1, which is based on three-to five-hour field trips throughout the year from August 1, 1966, to June 30, 1971. A total of 293 field trips were made to Rio Grande Village and 109 to the Chisos Basin during that period.

The Migration. Spring can arrive early in the Big Bend. The spring migration usually begins before the end of February with the arrival of Violet-green Swallows along the Rio Grande. Black dalea and blackbrush acacia begin to bloom in lowland arroyos by early March, and their aromatic flowers may attract Lucifer and Black-chinned Hummingbirds. By mid-March, spring migrants are evident throughout the desert. Numbers of the northbound migrants increase gradually during late March, accelerate rapidly in April, and reach a peak during the last days of April and the first week of May. That peak is followed by a swift decline in numbers of species, but fewer numbers of migrants can be detected during the rest of May and early June.
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Figure 1. Seasonal variation of bird species averaged over a five-year period.

Spring migrants are far more numerous in the lowlands, particularly along the river, than in the mountains. The highest number of migrants move through the north-south “valleys,” such as the rather broad Tornillo Creek drainage area. Dugout Wells and adjacent wetlands a short distance to the north, Hannold Draw, and the extensive areas of riparian vegetation along the Rio Grande provide convenient stopover sites for a wide variety of northbound migrants. For example, 52 species is the highest number of birds I recorded in the Chisos Basin (in five hours on April 27, 1969), versus 93 species at Rio Grande Village (in six hours on May 3, 1970).

The list of 93 species recorded at Rio Grande Village, an example of a maximum number of possible species, included: Least Grebe, Pied-billed Grebe, American Bittern, Green-winged Teal, Blue-winged Teal, Northern Shoveler, Gadwall, American Wigeon, Black Vulture, Turkey Vulture, Sharp-shinned Hawk, Red-tailed Hawk, American Kestrel, Common Moorhen, American Coot, Killdeer, Solitary Sandpiper, Spotted Sandpiper, White-winged Dove, Mourning Dove, Inca Dove, Common Ground-Dove, Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Greater Roadrunner, Groove-billed Ani, Great Horned Owl, Lesser Nighthawk, White-throated Swift, Black-chinned Hummingbird, Ladder-backed Woodpecker, Olive-sided Flycatcher, Vermilion Flycatcher, Ash-throated Flycatcher, Western Wood-Pewee, Say’s Phoebe, Western Kingbird, Violet-green Swallow, Northern Rough-winged Swallow, Cliff Swallow, Barn Swallow, Common Raven, Verdin, House Wren, Marsh Wren, Ruby-crowned Kinglet, Blue-gray Gnatcatcher, Hermit Thrush, Northern Mockingbird, Curve-billed Thrasher, American Pipit, Cedar Waxwing, Bell’s Vireo, Solitary Vireo, Warbling Vireo, Lucy’s Warbler, Northern Parula, Yellow Warbler, Yellow-rumped Warbler, Townsend’s Warbler, American Redstart, Northern Waterthrush, MacGillivray’s Warbler, Common Yellowthroat, Hooded Warbler, Wilson’s Warbler, Yellow-breasted Chat, Summer Tanager, Western Tanager, Northern Cardinal, Pyrrhuloxia, Blue Grosbeak, Indigo Bunting, Painted Bunting, Dickcissel, Black-throated Sparrow, Lincoln’s Sparrow, Swamp Sparrow, White-throated Sparrow, Brewer’s Blackbird, Brown-headed Cowbird, Black-vented Oriole, Orchard Oriole, Hooded Oriole, Scott’s Oriole, House Finch, Lesser Goldfinch, and House Sparrow.

Many of the birds found at Rio Grande Village also were recorded in the Chisos Basin on April 27, 1969. The following 19 species were recorded only in the Basin: Scaled Quail, Blue-throated Hummingbird, Acorn Woodpecker, Hammond’s Flycatcher, Dusky Flycatcher, Gray Flycatcher, Mexican Jay, Tufted Titmouse, Bushtit, Cactus Wren, Rock Wren, Canyon Wren, Bewick’s Wren, Gray Vireo, Rufous-sided Towhee, Rufous-crowned Sparrow, Black-chinned Sparrow, Dark-eyed Junco, and Pine Siskin.

Fall migration in the lowlands is only a shadow of the spring movement. Although post-nesting herons and shorebirds may reach the Rio Grande area in mid-July, the majority of the southbound birds do not begin to appear until the end of July or early August. A gradual buildup continues throughout August, reaches a peak in mid-September, and drops off during October. There is a second, less extensive influx of migrants during late November and the first few days of December.

In the mountains, birds begin to increase immediately after the spring movement subsides. Some post-nesting birds of the Rio Grande flood-plain and desert move into the mountain canyons and slopes in June. And the first of the northern migrants, such as male Rufous Hummingbirds, reach the flowering slopes of the Chisos Mountains by the second week of July. Fall migrants reach a peak in mid-September, and the movement continues at a slower pace until the first cold front arrives in early winter. In general, the migration in the mountains is far more extensive in fall than it is in spring.

The differences in spring and fall movements of birds through the park area may be explained in two ways. First, the spring migration is shorter, lasting only about two months. It is characterized by a rather moderate buildup, but ends with a sharp decline. Conversely, the fall movement is gradual and scattered out over four months. Second, the number of southbound birds passing through the park is less than it is in spring. This is at least in part due to the topography of the Big Bend Country. Spring migrants follow the north-south desert valleys and ridges and are naturally funneled into the lower Big Bend along the western edge of the Sierra del Carmen, which forms the eastern edge of the park and runs south into Mexico for almost 100 miles. Fall migrants, on the other hand, are often diverted east of the park by the Santiago Mountains, which form a barrier to lowland migrants just north of the park. I have watched flocks of blackbirds and individual hawks and gulls change their course to the southeast, toward Black Gap Wildlife Management Area and the eastern slopes of the Sierra del Carmen, as they approach the ridges just north of Persimmon Gap.

Figure 2 illustrates the relative abundance of five groups of birds that are regular migrants through Big Bend National Park. Ducks begin to move through the area during late February and early March. They become common along the Rio Grande and at adjacent ponds from mid-March through mid-May, and stragglers continue to pass through the area until mid-June. Fall migrants are less numerous; early birds may reach the Big Bend during the second week of August, but the peak of the fall movement does not occur until late September and lasts through October. Southbound waterfowl continue to pass through the area in small numbers until early November, and stragglers can usually be found along the river until late November. During very mild winters, the fall migration may be only half as great as that of normal years. Late winters may result in a movement of waterfowl through the park as much as three to five weeks later.

[image: image]

Figure 2. Relative abundance of five groups of migratory birds.

Although the Rio Grande would seem to be a physical pathway for migrating water birds, they are never common in the Big Bend; less than two dozen shorebirds have been recorded within the park. These birds do not reach the area until mid-March. They become most numerous from mid-April to early May, numbers decline considerably by mid-May, and stragglers continue to move through the area until the end of the month. The Killdeer is the park’s only nesting shorebird. Fall migrants reach the Big Bend quite early; Solitary, Spotted, Baird’s, and Least Sandpipers may appear by mid-July. The whole of the southward movement is stretched out from mid-July through early November, with a minor peak evident from August 20 to September 12.

Migrant hawks are sporadic within Big Bend National Park. They usually are found alone or in twos or threes; there are no waves of hawks like those that occur along the Texas Gulf Coast. The exception may be southbound Swainson’s Hawks north of the park, that, for the most part, remain along the eastern slopes of the Sierra del Carmen. Early spring migrants arrive in the park in mid-March, a peak is reached during the last three weeks of April and early May, and stragglers continue to pass through the Big Bend until the first of June. Fall migrants begin to appear in mid-August and reach a peak from late August to mid-October. Migrant hawks usually can be found until about November 12.

The movement of wood warblers through Big Bend National Park produces the largest number of birds of any single group. Some early spring migrants can be found the second week of March; their numbers increase dramatically during the last of April and the first half of May, and they remain fairly common until late May. Stragglers often can be found to mid-June. Some fall migrants, such as Black-and-white Warblers, have been recorded in early July, but most of the early southbound migrants do not reach the Big Bend until the first part of August. The early birds have been found only in the mountains; lowland migrants are rarely detected until mid-August. The fall movement is not as dramatic as that in the spring, and a population peak is reached from late August through late September. Southbound birds appear throughout October, although only two or three species can be found by the end of the month.

Big Bend’s sparrows are sporadic in migration and generally are restricted to the areas below approximately 5,500 feet elevation. Some movement of northbound sparrows is evident during the last days of February, but the main spring migration does not get under way until mid-March. Sparrows continue to be fairly common until late May, and stragglers occur until early June. Southbound Chipping and Lark Sparrows may reach the park as early as the last half of July, and Lark Buntings usually appear during the first days of August. The bulk of the southward sparrow migration does not become evident until September, but lasts through October. Fall migrants continue to move through the area until late November. The extent of the fall sparrow migration depends upon the summer rains producing sufficient seed-crops to attract the migrants. Some years can be characterized as “good sparrow years.”

Weather conditions in West Texas are vitally important for finding birds year-round. Periods of drought can seriously affect migrants, breeders, post-nesters, and even wintering birds. Populations can be very different from one year to another. If winter rains produce an abundance of perennials, providing nectar, seeds, and insects, northbound migrants can be expected in abundance. Sparrows will be numerous along the roadsides following rainy periods, but can be practically nonexistent when the rains do not occur. Even in the fall, migrants take advantage of flowering areas when possible, but remain for shorter periods or pass over altogether during dry seasons. Late summer growth that produces an abundance of flowering mountain sage tends to hold the migrants for longer periods of time.

The Breeding Season. More than 100 species of birds have been found to nest within Big Bend National Park in recent years. Lowland residents are first to begin their territorial defense and nest-building. Some of the desert species may be incubating before the first of April, and some mountain birds may not arrive on their breeding grounds until late April.

Nesting birds of the floodplain include a few permanent residents, but the majority are neotropical migrants that reside within the park only during the spring and summer months. Most of these birds arrive in late March and April. The last of the summer residents to reach their breeding grounds are the Yellow-billed Cuckoo and Blue Grosbeak. The most conspicuous breeding birds of the floodplain include the White-winged and Mourning Doves, Greater Roadrunner, Black-chinned Hummingbird, Golden-fronted Woodpecker, Bell’s Vireo, Yellow-breasted Chat, Summer Tanager, Painted Bunting, Northern Cardinal, Blue Grosbeak, and Brown-headed Cowbird. Other birds that are regular nesters within the floodplain are the Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Eastern and Western Screech-Owls, Elf Owl, Ladder-backed Woodpecker, Black Phoebe, Ash-throated Flycatcher, Verdin, Northern Mockingbird, Black-tailed Gnatcatcher, Orchard and Hooded Orioles, Pyrrhuloxia, and House Finch.

Typical floodplain habitat is most accessible at Rio Grande Village, Cottonwood Campground, Boquillas and Santa Elena crossings, and the Santa Elena Canyon picnic area. If sufficient water is present to form ponds or marshy areas, as at Rio Grande Village, a few water birds may find suitable nesting sites. These include the Pied-billed Grebe, Sora, American Coot, Killdeer, and Common Yellowthroat.

The arroyos offer a drier environment where many of the same birds often can be found nesting. The most conspicuous breeding birds of this community are the Verdin, Cactus Wren, Northern Mockingbird, Black-tailed Gnatcatcher, Pyrrhuloxia, and House Finch. Scaled Quail and Lesser Nighthawks are ground-nesters that find suitable conditions under the shrubby thickets of mesquite and acacia, and the larger shrubs may offer suitable holes and crevices for the nesting Eastern and Western Screech-Owls, Elf Owl, Ladder-backed Woodpecker, and Ash-throated Flycatcher.

Dugout Wells, Government Spring, and the Old Ranch and Cottonwood Creek contain permanent water and large cottonwoods, willows, and other trees; these areas serve as oases in an otherwise arid environment. They attract a number of nesting birds, including the White-winged and Mourning Doves, Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Bell’s Vireo, Yellow-breasted Chat, Summer Tanager, Blue Grosbeak, Painted Bunting, House Finch, and Lesser Goldfinch. And the surrounding shrubbery also may attract the Scaled Quail, Curve-billed and Crissal Thrashers, and Varied Bunting.

The shrub desert is the most expansive of Big Bend’s six plant communities, but contains the fewest nesting birds. Vitally important to nesting birds in this area are the high rocky cliffs and ledges that support the Black and Turkey Vultures, Zone-tailed and Red-tailed Hawks, Golden Eagle, American Kestrel, Peregrine and Prairie Falcons, Great Horned Owl, White-throated Swift, Say’s Phoebe, Cliff Swallow, Common Raven, and Rock and Canyon Wrens. The Cliff Swallow also nests under concrete bridges, such as those over Tornillo Creek.

The plants of the open desert support only a few breeding birds; the majority nest within the brushy arroyos. These include the Scaled Quail, Greater Roadrunner, Ash-throated Flycatcher, Cactus Wren, Black-tailed Gnatcatcher, Northern Mockingbird, Pyrrhuloxia, Black-throated Sparrow, and House Finch. The Black-throated Sparrow is the only species that is more numerous in this community than in any of the others.

The grasslands, the transition zone between the desert and arroyos and the mountain woodlands, are used by a large number of birds from both of the adjacent communities. Yet in spite of the overlap, there are several that are unique or especially common in this community. Conspicuous grassland birds include Loggerhead Shrike, Blue Grosbeak, Varied Bunting, Canyon Towhee, Rufous-crowned and Black-chinned Sparrows, and Scott’s Oriole. Other regular grassland breeders include the Scaled Quail, Common Poorwill, Ladder-backed Woodpecker, Ash-throated Flycatcher, Verdin, Cactus Wren, Black-tailed Gnatcatcher, Northern Mockingbird, Pyrrhuloxia, Black-throated Sparrow, Brown-headed Cowbird, and House Finch.

Some of the best localities to find grassland birds include lower Green Gulch, lower Pine Canyon, and the middle elevations along the Window Trail. The latter area is one of the park’s better birding areas because of the combined habitats of grasslands and deciduous woodlands.

The pinyon-juniper-oak woodlands in the Chisos Mountains may be divided into two rather distinct associations, deciduous and pinyon-juniper woodlands. For the most part, these zones of vegetation often overlap and can usually be regarded as a single unit, even though various nesting species may prefer one area over the other. Boulder Meadow and Laguna Meadow are excellent places to find typical breeding birds of this woodland community, which include the Eastern and Western Screech-Owls, Broad-tailed Hummingbird, Acorn Woodpecker, Ash-throated Flycatcher, Mexican Jay, Tufted Titmouse, Bushtit, Bewick’s Wren, Blue-gray Gnatcatcher, Hepatic Tanager, Black-headed Grosbeak, Rufous-sided and Canyon Towhees, and Rufous-crowned Sparrow.

Several species nest within the lower parts of the pinyon-juniper-oak woodlands and rarely, if ever, nest above 5,000 feet. Examples include the White-winged and Mourning Doves, Great Horned and Elf Owls, Black-chinned Hummingbird, Ladder-backed Woodpecker, Gray Vireo, Summer Tanager, Scott’s Oriole, Brown-headed Cowbird, and House Finch. Species that rarely occur in the lower parts of this zone but are fairly common nesting birds in the highlands include the Zone-tailed Hawk, Band-tailed Pigeon, Whip-poor-will, White-breasted Nuthatch, and Hutton’s Vireo.

The cypress-pine-oak woodlands are restricted to only a few localities within the Chisos Mountains. Boot Canyon contains the best example of this community, but Pine Canyon offers all of the same birds during most summers. The most conspicuous breeding birds to be found in Boot Canyon are the Band-tailed Pigeon, Blue-throated and Broad-tailed Hummingbirds, Acorn Woodpecker, Northern Flicker, Cordilleran Flycatcher, Mexican Jay, Tufted Titmouse, Canyon Wren, Hutton’s Vireo, Colima Warbler, Black-headed Grosbeak, and Rufous-sided Towhee. Less conspicuous but regular nesters in this woodland environment are the Flammulated Owl, Whip-poor-will, Bushtit, White-breasted Nuthatch, Bewick’s Wren, and Rufous-crowned Sparrow.

The Winter Months. It is reasonably safe to consider the period from mid-November to late February as wintertime in Big Bend National Park. During autumns that are warmer than normal, however, some southward movement may continue until mid-December. Conversely, colder-than-normal fall months may send the majority of migrants south of the border before early November.

Wintering bird populations vary considerably from wet years to dry ones. Sparrows are common following summer and fall periods of above-average precipitation, but are usually rare after dry ones. A few groups of birds and individual species, such as the Williamson’s Sapsucker, Red-breasted Nuthatch, Pygmy Nuthatch, Brown Creeper, Cassin’s Finch, and Red Crossbill, may be present during some winters and completely absent in others. During warmer winters, Dusky and Ash-throated Flycatchers, Bewick’s Wrens, and Blue-gray Gnatcatchers are more numerous than in colder winters.

The best possible long-term indexes to wintering birds are the Christmas Bird Counts. These counts are part of a national bird census sponsored by the National Audubon Society and the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service and are taken on one day during the last two weeks of each year. The counts provide information on locations of wintering populations and are valuable tools for detecting increases and decreases in avian populations. Three different counts were taken annually within Big Bend National Park from 1966 through 1971: in the Rio Grande Village area, the Chisos Mountains, and the Santa Elena Canyon area. After 1971, Frances Williams continued the Rio Grande Village count in 1972; it and the Chisos Mountain count were dropped in 1973 and 1974, but C. C. Wiedenfeld coordinated counts at Rio Grande Village and the Chisos Mountains from 1976 through 1984. Bonnie McKinney was coordinator from 1985 through 1988, and Bryan Hale continued the two counts from 1989 through 1994.
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