Texas: Spring Migration &
Hill Country

Black-capped Vireo Photo Stephan Lorenz

The upper Texas coast provides an unrivaled birding spectacle during the spring as millions of
migrants stream north on their way to their breeding grounds. Southern species are already
setting up territories and the inland forests are ringing with songs. The coast can be alive with up
to 30 species of warblers and it is not uncommon to record more than 30 species of shorebirds
alone. Famous migrant traps like High Island, Sabine Woods, and LaFitte’s Cove concentrate
vireos, thrushes, tanagers, grosbeaks, and of course the jewels of Neotropical migrants —
warblers. This trip coincides with the peak of spring migration and will take advantage of the

best time of year to witness this miracle of nature. Three full days birding in the migrant hotspots
on the coast should net us a wide variety of songbirds and shorebirds, plus one full day exploring
the Big Thicket region will add southern breeders and piney woods specialties. Of course, no
visit to Texas would be complete without seeing the Golden-cheeked Warbler, an endemic
nesting bird, and endangered Black-capped Vireo. The trip will head west for two days to
explore the riches of the Hill Country where, in addition to the two star birds, we will see a suite
of birds different from the coast. In order to complete the loop through Texas’ richest birding
habitats, we will pass through Kingsville to locate several Rio Grande valley specialties, most
notably Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl, Tropical Parula, and Northern Beardless Tyrannulet, plus
Green Jay, Audubon’s Oriole, and more. A short visit to the Corpus Christi area will add many
migrants and shorebirds. Photographic opportunities are outstanding. We can also expect to see
some other iconic Texas animals like American alligators, bobcats, and armadillos. We can
expect to record around 275 species.

Long-billed Thrasher Photo Stephan Lorenz

Note: While we will visit all birding locales listed below, the schedule remains flexible on the
Upper Coast. This is in order to take advantage of prime migration conditions. In order to
maximize our chances to witness large numbers of migrants the schedule will depend on local
weather conditions.
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Tour at a Glance
Day 1

Arrival in Houston by noon, birding along the way to Boerne Night: Boerne

Day 2

Kerr WMA in the morning and Concan area in the afternoon Night: Uvalde

Day 3

Lost Maples State Park and nearby locations, visit Rio Frio Bat Cave Night: Uvalde

Day 4

Chalk Bluff Park and transfer to Kingsville Night: Kingsville

Day 5

King Ranch Night: Kingsville

Day 6

Corpus Christi and coastal hotspots and transfer to Winnie Night: Winnie

Day 7

High Island Night: Winnie

Day 8

Bolivar Peninsula Night: Winnie

Day 9

Anahuac NWR Night: Winnie

Day 10

Sabine Woods and Tyrell Park Night: Jasper

Day 11

Pineywoods and the Big Thicket Night: Houston

Day 12

Departure from Houston

Day 1: We will start the tour with a transfer to the Texas Hill Country and will spend two nights
in the well-known and very birdy Concan and Uvalde areas. Time permitting we may stop on the
prairies west of Houston before continuing to our comfortable accommodations and a welcome
dinner.
Day 2: The first morning of birding the main birds we will seek are Golden-cheeked Warbler and
Black-capped Vireo. These two species arrive on their breeding grounds between late March and
early April. We will be there at the perfect time to catch several individuals of each staking their
claim on breeding territories. The Texas Hill Country is mostly composed of ancient karst
limestone hills and spectacular eroded cliffs. It is entirely contained within the state of Texas and
is one of the entirely endemic habitats in the United States of America. The fauna here is a
hodgepodge of species found in the Chihuahuan Desert to the west and scrub country to the
south. Exploring the area around Uvalde can be very productive and during the afternoon and the
coming days, we will see an excellent mixture of species. We should find a good selection of
species including Woodhouse's Scrub-Jay, Bewick’s and Canyon Wrens, Eastern Bluebird,
Bullock’s Oriole, Rufous-crowned Sparrow, Black-crested Titmouse, and Carolina Chickadee.
With some probing, we should also find Black-throated, Cassin’s, Lark, Field, Olive and
Chipping Sparrows, Verdin, and perhaps Zone-tailed Hawk. We will take a walk along the Rio
Frio where we may uncover Eastern Phoebe, Lesser Goldfinch, and Green Kingfisher. The
hummingbird feeders are typically busy with Black-chinned Hummingbird, whilst the
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surrounding vegetation is host to Summer Tanager, Bell’s Vireo, and numerous migrant warblers.
With luck, we may find Tropical Parula nesting nearby.

Golden-fronted Woodpecker Photo Stephan Lorenz

Day 3: We depart early for Lost Maples State Park. As we spend the cooler morning hours
birding the wooded canyons of the Sabinal River, we should find a number of Golden-cheeked
Warblers defending their breeding territories. More work and effort can be expected to find the
skulky Black-capped Vireo. Although quite vocal, they are notoriously furtive and rarely give a
long, uninterrupted view. This is the heart of Texas, and this time of the year wildflowers are in
full bloom, breeding birds are singing loudly at every turn, and migrants are coming through in
earnest. Some of the species that breed in this unique region are Wild Turkey, Red-shouldered
and Zone-tailed (rare) Hawks, Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Chuck-will’s-widow, Black Phoebes,
Yellow-throated and Hutton’s Vireos, Louisiana Waterthrush, Northern Parula, Black-and-white
and Yellow-throated Warblers, Yellow-breasted Chat, Canyon Towhee, Rufous-crowned
Sparrow, Scott’s and Orchard Orioles, Blue Grosbeak, and the absolutely stunning Indigo and
Painted Buntings. This doesn’t even include the dozens of wintering species and migrants such
as Cedar Waxwing, that we may encounter here as well. In the late afternoon, we shall visit the
Rio Frio cave for the incredible Brazilian Free-tailed Bat spectacle.
Day 4: This morning we head to Chalk Bluff Park, a 500-acre private park that gets its name
from the 100-meter high bluff that rises above the Nueces River. We will search for White-tipped
Dove, Greater Roadrunner, Curve-billed and Long-billed Thrashers, Pyrrhuloxia, Olive Sparrow,
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Scissor-tailed Flycatchers, and Western Kingbirds. After another stunning morning, we shall
spend much of the rest of the day heading to Kingsville.
Day 5: The world-famous King Ranch holds acres and acres of south Texas brush country with a
large variety of bird species. Several South Texas specialties can be found here and we will have
nearly a full day here to locate most of them with some of the most-prized species including
Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl, Tropical Parula, Northern Beardless Tyrannulet, plus Audubon’s
Oriole, Green Jay, Cassin’s Sparrow and with great luck Botteri’s Sparrow. Time permitting we
will visit some wetlands to look for Least Grebes and other waterfowl and shorebirds. The open
areas of the ranch also offer chances for collared peccaries, white-tailed deer, and other
mammals.
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Day 6: We will transfer from Kingsville to Winnie on the upper Texas coast today. There are
several great birding spots en route, especially for passing migrants, so we will have a very
pleasant morning birding our way along the Texas coast. This is a great time of year for early
migrants, and, depending on weather, we could enjoy quite a haul of first-wave species, as well
as our first Loggerhead Shrikes, Crested Caracara, Cave Swallows and Harris’s and White-tailed
Hawks, which are fairly common along the roads here. Migrants that we are likely to encounter
at various stops today, or over our upcoming few days, include Broad-winged and Swainson’s
Hawks, Acadian and Great Crested Flycatchers, White-eyed, Blue-headed and Red-eyed Vireos,
Wood and Swainson’s Thrushes, Northern Waterthrush, Worm-eating, Blue-winged,
Black-and-white, Prothonotary, Orange-crowned, Tennessee, Nashville, Kentucky, Hooded,
Yellow-throated and Black-throated Green Warblers, among others.
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Day 7: High Island is a true birder’s mecca. Migration here can rival any hotspot in the world
and cuckoos, vireos, warblers, tanagers, buntings, thrushes, and grosbeaks all vie for attention.
On the right day, it is possible to literally see a flood of warblers. Some of the more common
migrants include Yellow, Worm-eating, Black-throated Green, Blue-winged, Tennessee,
Nashville, Magnolia, Blackburnian, Chestnut-sided, Canada, Bay-breasted and Wilson’s
Warblers, plus American Redstarts, Ovenbirds, and Northern Waterthrush. Some of the more
uncommon warblers we hope to catch up with during our time on the coast include Cerulean,
Golden-winged, Mourning, Blackpoll, Cape May, and Black-throated Blue Warblers. Scarlet
Tanagers, Baltimore and Orchard Orioles, and Rose-breasted Grosbeaks will all be competing
with their own colors. We will carefully scan the leaf litter to search for thrushes, which include
Swainson’s, Gray-cheeked, and Veery. We will also likely see no less than 6 species of vireos. Of
course, we will not bypass the famous High Island rookery where egrets, herons, and spoonbills
can be photographed and observed going about nesting at close range.

Black-billed Cuckoo Photo Stephan Lorenz

Day 8: The Bolivar Peninsula near High Island offers a completely different set of habitats and
birds. Checking the sandbars and coastal inlets we can expect 7 species of terns and 5 species of
gulls, among huge numbers of roosting birds along the beaches, will be Black Skimmers,
Double-crested and Neotropic Cormorants, both pelicans, and an assortment of other wading
birds. Specialties we will search for include Reddish Egret, American Oystercatchers, and
Clapper Rails. Other shorebird highlights will include American Golden Plover, Piping, Snowy,
Wilson’s Plovers, Buff-breasted and Upland Sandpipers. It is not unusual to record more than 30
species of shorebirds here in a single day, almost all the species regularly found in the United
States.
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Day 9: Anahuac National Wildlife Refuge protects extensive freshwater and brackish marshes
that abound with water birds. We will drive the loop roads and venture out onto the prairie to
look for some of the coast’s most exciting birds. Specialties we will focus on include Seaside,
Nelson’s, and Le Conte’s Sparrows, various rails, Least and American Bitterns, plus
whistling-ducks, many wading birds, and freshwater shorebirds. Anahuac always holds a surprise
or two and exploring the refuge is an all-time birding highlight. Nearby flooded rice fields often
hold a good chance for Hudsonian Godwits and with great luck, Bobolinks will be moving
through.

Wilson’s Plover Photo Stephan Lorenz

Day 10: Sabine Woods just like High Island offers a refuge for exhausted migrants and often
abounds with thrushes especially. We will spend half a day here to catch up with any migrants
we have not seen since this spot often holds a slightly different composition of migrants and is a
guide favorite. Nearby McFaddin NWR is an excellent site for raptors and open country
migrants, plus lingering ducks. In the Beaumont area, we will visit local parks to track down Fish
Crow, waterfowl, and rails.
Day 11: The Big Thicket region of east Texas harbors a large variety of breeding songbirds, plus
many other specialties of the southeast. We will spend a full day exploring the wetlands and
dense hardwood bottomland forests in search of many prized birds. Among the warblers, we will
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seek the snazzy Kentucky Warbler, localized Louisiana Waterthrush, stunning Prothonotary
Warbler, distinct Yellow-throated Warbler, and the rare Swainson’s Warbler. We will have good
chances of seeing Acadian Flycatcher, Great-crested Flycatcher, Summer Tanager, Indigo
Bunting, and many woodpeckers all on their breeding grounds. With luck, we will spot
Swallow-tailed Kites and Bald Eagles among numerous other raptors above. During the day, we
could also come across any number of migrants and we’ll track down breeding Yellow-billed
Cuckoo and Wood Thrush. The Piney woods harbor a slightly different set of breeding warblers
and several range-restricted specialties. We will explore this special habitat and should come
across plenty of Pine and Hooded Warblers, some Black-and-white Warblers, and make a special
effort to find Prairie Warbler, Blue Grosbeak, and Painted Bunting. The true treasures of the day
though are the endangered Red-cockaded Woodpecker, localized Bachman’s Sparrow, and
adorable Brown-headed Nuthatch. Other possibilities include Wild Turkey, Pileated Woodpecker,
Red-headed Woodpecker, American Kestrel, Wood Duck, and several sparrows. Migrants could
be present anywhere and we will make efforts to find anything we have missed so far. We will
have an optional outing at night to look for Barred Owl, Eastern Screech-Owl, and
Chuck-will’s-widow.
Day 12: Departures from the Houston Intercontinental Airport.
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