



       Panhandle Birding
The members of the Texas Ornithological Society (TOS) meet twice annually to do what they prefer to do – go birding in new and interesting places. Favorite times to meet are during the spring migration season and during the winter months when northern birds sneak into our state along the northern border. Last weekend we congregated in Amarillo, a place that can be quite inhospitable in the dead of winter.

Our previous trip about five years ago was one when as the temperature hovered around zero degrees with light snow. This time the weather was what might be considered “bluebird” weather; a very apropos description as Mountain Bluebirds were found in large numbers. The mornings were a bit chilly as the temperature dropped into the lower twenties, but by the end of our meeting the morning temps were just at the freezing point. The skies were clear and the sun warmed the dry air to comfortable conditions after mid-morning.

The birders arrive on Thursday evening all excited about what the weekend birding trips might provide with birder’s visions of Northern Shrike, American Tree Sparrows, Rough-legged Hawks, and three species of  longspurs dancing in their minds. Everyone selects from a list of ten or so venues where they want to go in hope of finding a “life” bird; a bird they have never seen before. The trip leaders generally have local experience to find those highly elusive birds. As with fishing, some days are good and some are not as productive as hoped for. Birders are very optimistic folks – always hoping for the best and appreciating what they find.
Three habitats predominated the destinations of the field trips: high plains short grass prairies, deep canyons and reservoirs. Anyone who has been to the Texas Panhandle knows the sheer beauty of the Palo Duro Canyon, a favorite among the birders for both beauty and interesting species. The horrible drought of 2011 took its toll on the water levels in the lakes and reservoirs in the High Plains (Llano Estacado) region; most of the water levels were at extreme lows, and some were actually dry. Almost all of the playas on the High Plains, winter homes for millions of wintering waterfowl, were dry.
In the trips to the short grass prairies and croplands, the most sought after birds were the three longspurs: McCown’s, Lapland and Chestnut-collared. These wintering sparrow-like birds prefer very short grass and plowed fields in which to spend their winter months in Texas. Longspurs are very fidgety birds that are always on the move in small to large flocks. Just about the time you get them in view with your telescope or binoculars, they are up and flying. Birders’ patience and persistence traits are always tested with these birds – often the birders settling with good “glimpses” instead of good “views.”

The sudden departure from a flat featureless plain to the rugged and colorful canyon topography is breath taking. Within the canyon, trees and brush create a different ecosystem replete with different species of birds. Prairie sparrows, meadowlarks and hawks give way to woodland based towhees, thrashers and small songbirds. My group excursion into the canyon found a Sage Thrasher, Winter and Rock wrens, juncos, and small songbirds, such as kinglets, titmice and woodpeckers. Some groups saw a Northern Shrike, but we missed the bird.

With the water resources minimized by the drought, what water was left gave birders a chance to benefit from the increased numbers of birds drawn to the reservoirs and playas. One small reservoir in southeast Amarillo had hundreds of geese and ducks. We found three species of mergansers: Hooded, Common and Red-breasted, Mallards, Canvasbacks, American Wigeons and Northern Pintails. One of my favorite memories of the weekend was seeing three Hooded Merganser drakes preforming mating rituals for the benefit of two hens.

Most of the attendees found Bald and Golden Eagles, Ferruginous Hawks, and Northern Harriers, while others were lucky to find Prairie Falcons, Northern Shrikes and Townsend Solitaires. I doubt many of the TOS members went home without seeing some species on their wish lists and enjoying the company of birding companions from around the state.  In a few months, these TOS birders will be traveling to Port Aransas to welcome the spring migrants returning to North America from their wintering grounds in the tropics.
