2011
www.birdphotographykenlogan
Ken Logan

SPRING MIGRATION IN THE
USA APRIL 2011

We spent 4 and a half weeks in the US, during
which time we saw 351 species and added 280
birds to our life lists. Our trip was planned to
coincide with the Spring migration when millions of
song birds, hummingbirds, waders and raptors
return from their winter quarters in Central and
South America. Many of these birds choose to fly
directly across the Gulf of Mexico and American
birders carefully watch the weather fronts to see
whether there may be a major “fallout” along the
Southern Texan coastline.
When the birds, usually during the last two weeks
of April when migration volumes are at their highest, meet adverse Northerly frontal systems they
land exhausted, (those that actually make it-many are doomed to drown in the Gulf of Mexico), in
what are called “migrant traps”- suitable areas of habitat where they can rest and feed before
continuing their journey to breeding grounds in central and Northern USA and Canada.
Unfortunately (for us, but not for the birds) the weather was fairly benign this year and the
migration was described as “fairly light” all along the
Texas Coast.
Our journey started with 3 days in New York- I
wanted to buy some more camera equipment. We
did the tourist bit taking the (free) ferry to Staten
Island, past Ellis Island and the Statue of Liberty seeing no birds but House Sparrow’s (must be the
most common bird in the US – they are literally
everywhere), Common Starlings, American Crows
and Herring Gulls and Double crested Cormorants on
the way. The Manhattan skyline will never look the
same again without the twin towers. Then it was
with some anticipation that we decided to spend our
last afternoon in Central Park —couldn’t wait to try out my new lenses.
The visit was highly productive, we found 7-8 species we were not to see again on the trip. It was an
overcast and cold day, Spring had hardly arrived in New York and the trees were just beginning to
bud, but the first migrants had already arrived- Palm Warbler and Louisiana Waterthrush. We picked
up other good birds in the form of Brown Creeper –
very similar to our Spotted Creeper, Carolina
Chickadee, Eastern Phoebe, Hermit Thrush, Dark-eyed
Junco, Northern Flicker, Red bellied Woodpecker,
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker and American Robin- which of
course isn’t a robin but a thrush but the early settlers
decided on ”robin” - homesick for the red breast of
their English Robin.
All in all a highly impressive birding venue and I would
willingly have gone back to spend an extra day there,
but it was time to catch the plane to Corpus Christi and
start our visit to Texas. We decided to miss out the

fabled migrant trap High Island south of Houston as
it would have added another 3 days to the trip and
decided to start with a visit to North Padre and
Mustang Islands . We did most of our planning using
the Southern Texas birding trail maps and suggested
locations, which proved to be of immense use- the
only problem we found was that a trip of what
looked like about 50 miles turned into 150 miles.
The following day we visited the Aransas Wildlife
reserve, the place where all the North American
Whooping cranes over winter. They all return North
in early April with only a few stragglers left in Mid
April so it was one bird we didn’t get to see. One of
the things I most enjoyed about birding in the States
is that you get to see birds really well that we only get as vagrants over here. So Snowy Egrets, Little
Blue Herons, Royal Terns, Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs and Elegant terns on the Pacific Coast were
special birds for me, even if 10 a penny for American birders.
We hired a car from Hertz which we dropped off in Phoenix Arizona paying an enormous one way
fee of nearly $400 and stayed mostly in Motel 6’s
which are basic but adequate at around $50 a
night- cheaper than most places in SA these days!!
And you get a fridge and a microwave so we could
make our own breakfast before setting off to bird
each day.
If you are going to bird Texas that one place you
can’t miss is birding on one of the great Texan
Ranches. We choose King Ranch in Kingsville,
some 70 miles south of Corpus Christi, and
couldn’t understand why we were asked to turn
up at 6.30am when it didn’t get light to 7.30. The
answer was we had an hour’s drive to their Norias
Unit some 50 miles south. (Texas distances are REALLY big!).We spent a brilliant full day herefinding all four “specials”- Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl, Audubon’s Oriole, Tropical Parula and Northern
Beardless Tyrannulet. All in all this was our single best day adding nearly 50 birds to our list,
including Greater Roadrunner - THE one bird in the USA that we had to see, the spectacular Scissortailed Flycatcher, Northern Bobwhite, and a host of others.
We then headed down to the Rio Grande Valley- a
location where there are 40 odd birds or so that you
can find nowhere else in the USA. I imagined a number
of sleepy old towns scattered along the river from
Brownsville in the East to Zapata in the west. The truth
is a bunch of scruffy, fairly dilapidated towns, covered
with advertising signboards, connected by 4 lane
highways. Still the birding locations were great. In
Brownsville - the Sabal Palms sanctuary, the rubbish
dump-for Mexican (Tamaulipas) Crow and then South
Padre Island. In McAllen we found Santa Ana Reserve
disappointing and much preferred Bentsen State Park

where we had a great morning watching the raptor
migration from “Hawk tower”. Broad-tailed,
Swainson’s, Zone-tailed, Cooper’s, Gray and Sharpshinned Hawks all coming through. You are not
allowed to drive in Bentsen and have to catch the
visitor’s “tram” which circles the reserve all day.
Other great places we visited from our base in Alamo
for three days were Estero Llano Grande Park,
Frontera Audubon Thicket, Weslaco wetlands, and
Quinta Mazatlan where the feral green parakeets and
red-crowned parrots come into roost in the evenings.

We found most of the valley specials including Green
Jay, Plain Chacalaca, long-billed Thrasher, White-tailed Kite, amongst others before heading North
for the Texas Hill Country - a beautiful part of the world with the spring flowers starting to show. The
two target birds in the Hill Country both have very limited distributions in the USA. The first, Goldencheeked Warbler is one of 50 species of New World Wood Warblers which breed in North America.
These delightful little warblers arrive in full breeding plumage and look simply spectacular in their
finery of blues, yellows and black and white- very far
removed from the drab browns of the Old World
Warblers. The second target bird was the Blackcapped Vireo, a bird with a reducing range in Texasalready gone from Kansas and Oklahoma due to
habitat destruction and the brood parasitism of the
Brown-headed Cowbird. There is a major exercise to
eliminate the spread of the Cowbird in Texas, and I
heard one guy saying he had trapped and killed over
800 female Cowbirds himself over the last two years.
We based ourselves in Concan at Neale’s Lodge, a
superb birding venue with many bird feeders and the
G/C warbler on site. After spending an hour chasing it
on a rocky hillside and only obtaining fleeting glimpses, we retired to a dripping tap to watch the
usual House Finches,Lesser Goldfinches, Blue Grosbeaks and Painted Buntings coming in to drink
when who should arrive but our warbler giving splendid photo opportunities.
We travelled to Lost Maples State Park to find the B/C Vireo. Here they number the feeding stations
like a 9 hole golf course. There is a White-crowned Sparrow at number 5 you would hear someone
cry. We joined a birding walk for the morning. A fellow birder suddenly called “there is a critter in
that tree”. What sort of critter? says I. A porcupine, we’re told. Impossible! I said - porcupines don’t
climb trees, but apparently in the States they do- being largely
resident in trees. The B/C Vireo was right at the top of the
canyon- (in the US any small valley to the Grand Canyon itself
is called a “canyon”) but it was a steep climb on a hot day, so
we drove on another 50 miles to Kerr Wildlife Management
area, the heart of B/C Vireo territory and a bird that was easy
to find once you know its call.
Then it was time to move on to our final Texas stop –Big Bend
National Park down in the far SW corner of Texas on the

Mexican Border. We missed out on the target bird –
The Colima warbler here as it involved a 12 mile
round hike up into the mountains but were more
than compensated by Cactus Wrens and my all time
favourite the Roadrunner who were both so tame
they literally posed to have their photos taken.
Then we had a full day’s drive to Phoenix in Arizona
to drop off the car and meet up with our birding
friends Millie and Cindy who we were to spend the
next week with, birding the length of Arizona. The
Canyons of SE Arizona are world renowned birding
spots. We visited Madera, Miller, Carr and Ash
Canyons-wonderfully scenic spots with the broad
leaf trees in their spring finery mixing with the juniper and pines at higher elevations. There are lots
of Mexican Specials here and many hummingbirds coming to the feeders on different ranches. We
cracked Violet crowned, Lucifer’s, Costa’s, Anna’s, Rufous, Blue –throated, Broad-billed and Broadtailed Hummers at the four different feeding stations visited.
A quick word here about the friendliness and
hospitality of the American people. The birders we
met were keen to share their knowledge and
expertise wherever we went. In Madera Canyon, we
met a young man and his girlfriend who turned out
to be an expert and researcher on the Spotted Owl.
Two days later we met him again in Carr Canyon
where they had tracked down a Spotted Owl- he
insisted on retracing his steps nearly a mile back up
the canyon once he knew it would be a lifer bird for
us, and we have open invitations to visit people in
Colorado who we met for 4 hours on a birding walk.
Then it was on to the Chiricahua mountains for
specials like Mexican Chickadee, Greater Peewee, Yellow-eyed Junco, Stellar’s Jay, Thick-billed
Kingbird and many more.
It was now time to play tourist once again and visit the Grand Canyon – truly one of the 7 natural
wonders of the world and tastefully treated by the State Parks board- not over commercializeddespite the hundreds of Japanese tourists, who
thankfully drove off in their coaches and we had
this magnificent place to ourselves early the next
morning. We didn’t find the Californian Condor
despite 8 hours of hard searching but had some
small compensation with Western Bluebird,
Juniper Titmouse and Lewis’s Woodpecker plus
the herds of Elk which came out to graze round
the lodges (only 4 lodges are built on the Rim) in
the evening.
A final trip to the west of Phoenix to the Pinal
Mtns gave us Black-chinned Sparrow, and

Western Wood Peewee, but Crissal Thrasher was
not to be after many hours of searching. Birds
were now becoming difficult to find as we had so
well else where. Our final stop in Arizona was to
the Boyce Thompson Arboretum a wonderful
desert oasis where we finally cracked Common
Yellowthroat.
Sadly it was time to bid our Arizona friends
farewell, pick up another car and head on
to Southern California.
We had planned to visit the Salton Sea, a huge
inland saline lake 100 miles east of San Diego,
but were told that the water levels where
extremely low and the birds far from shore, so we decided to push on to San Diego.
Whilst in the Rio Grande Valley we stayed at the Alamo Inn in Alamo a birder friendly establishment
run by a South African from ‘Maritzburg. I can really recommend this place and he had a wonderful
collection of bird books for sale. I bought “The
birders guide to Southern California” which proved
to be a real godsend in finding good birding sites,
particularly as our planned tie up with a Birding Pal
in Los Angeles didn’t materialise.
In San Diego we headed once again for the
Mexican border and birded Tijuana Slough
(pronounced “slew” by the Americans for some
strange reason). This was a great spot- a marshy
area with channels leading down to the river
mouth. We picked up 7 new birds here including
Clapper Rail, California Towee, Elegant Tern, Snowy
Plover and the extremely common Western Gull.
I was impressed with San Diego- I felt it was the one place I could live in the States- Lots of hills,
parks and beaches and a great climate. The following day we birded Mission Trails Park - another
lovely spot, but didn’t find the California Gnatcatcher we were chasing.
The megopolis of Los Angeles stretches for a
hundred kilometres inland into the desert and we
didn’t fancy fighting the traffic, so we headed
east to Lake Hodges (still no Gnatcatcher but lots
of Clarke’s and Western Grebes before heading
through Desert and Palm Springs (very attractive
places} to the desert oasis and migrant trap called
the Big Morongo Preserve near Yucca. Lots of
bird feeders here where we picked up Nuttall’s
Woodpecker and another of our target birdsCalifornia Thrasher.

The plan was then to push round the North East of Los
Angeles, birding the San Gabriel Mountains before
hitting the coast north of LA at Ventura. Unfortunately
the road was closed through the San Gabriel Mtns so
we detoured to the San Bernadino Mons “Rim of the
(even on a Monday nogal). So we dipped on whiteheaded woodpecker and pushed on to the coast.
The wanted list was now getting ever smaller and we
were targeting only 2-3 birds a day. We tried hard for
the two coastal cormorants- Pelagic and Brandt’s but
only found the common Double-crested everywhere,
but found Allen’s Hummingbird – we did really well on
the hummers cracking all the Southern hummers except a couple of Mexican vagrants.
Our second last day was devoted to a drive up to Santa Barbara and after spending a disconsolate
hour wandering around the harbour breakwater with not a bird in sight, all of a sudden a great birdBlack Turnstone and even better- a group of Wandering Tattlers -4 in all – malingerers who should
have been on their Northern Canadian breeding grounds by now. With spirits bolstered we headed
on to the quaint little "Danish" town of Solvang
with its windmills, but being just a tourist trap we
headed on for our last target bird for the day. The
Yellow-billed Magpie is the only truly endemic bird
to California and searching the scenic Happy Valley
for an hour we found a pair on a ranch’s lawn. A
great way to end the day.
Our final day was birding the coastline back to LA.
We had read about the huge Golf/residential
development called Palos Verdes built by Donald
Trump on the coast line, which was only allowed
to proceed if he preserved a section of the
coastline and put in some walking trails. This
happens to be classic California Gnatcatcher territory and guess what – one short sharp play of the
tape and there he was – homing in like a Sam missile. This I thought was a great way to end our trip,
but no- on the way out we picked up American Goldfinch to complete the Goldfinch collection and
then with an hour to spare we tried the beach at Fermin Point and there was our final bird of the
trip- a pair of Heermann’s Gulls
What a finish to over 4 weeks of seriously
intensive birding. We left LA at 8.00am that
Friday morning, arriving home via Washington
and Dakar, adding 10 hours of time difference, at
5.00pm on Saturday, exhausted but exhilarated.

