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Calendar of Events 
 

Important Note: Field Trip notices 

published here are subject to last 

minute changes. Changes will always 

be posted on the web site at 

www.goldentriangleaudubon.org.  
 

Future Programs and Field 

Trips. 
 
Saturday May 8, 2021. Spring 

Migration Count. On International 
Migratory Bird Day, we undertake an 
all-Jefferson-County Bird Count. We 
have been doing these counts since 
1995, so they have become a valuable 
way to monitor local changes in local 
bird populations. The count attempts to 
cover as much of Jefferson County as is 
reasonably possible. We will welcome 
birders at the intermediate level and 
higher, especially if you are able to 
count in the early morning from dawn 
through about 11:00 a.m. By the time 
you read this, we will likely have made 
the major assignments, but if you have 
special access to any area of the county 
that is not open to the public, we can 
certainly use your help in that area, 
even if only for a few hours, Contact 
John Whittle (gtaudubon@aol.com or 
409-722-4193) for further details. 
 

Saturday May 29, 2021. Field Trip to 

Hardin County. Details on Page 1 
 

Golden Triangle 
Audubon Facebook 
 

Join us on Facebook! There is a 
Golden Triangle Audubon group 
on Facebook, moderated by Jana 
Whittle and John Mariani. Our aim 
is to provide a space for people 
around the Golden Triangle to 
share pictures, sightings, and other 
information about birds, other 
nature, and local birding sites and 
habitats. All levels of pictures are 
welcome, especially of less 
common birds. If you are looking 
for help with identification, please 
include the location and date of the 
picture, as both are important in 
narrowing the possibilities. Send 
your contribution through a 
Facebook message or an email to 
gtaudubon@aol.com. 

 

Golden Triangle 
Audubon Membership 

Dues 
 
 To simplify our record keeping, all 
memberships now run from January 
through December. Membership dues 
remain at $20 per year. We are now 
accepting 2021 dues. You may pay at 
any membership meeting (checks 
preferred) or use the subscription/ 
membership blank on the back page.  
 Dues for all members will be for the 
period ending on December 31. The 
memberships of new members joining 
in August or later in the year will 
extend to the end of the following 
calendar year. For new members 
joining National Audubon on line and 
selecting our Chapter code (W25), we 
receive a rebate of the entire first year's 
national dues, and no Chapter dues are 
expected for that first year. 

 

Electronic Delivery  
of the Brown Pelican 
 
We currently mail most copies of the 
Brown Pelican to members by first 
class mail. While we certainly do not 
want to cut off any members who are 
unable to receive a copy electronically, 
we encourage you, if you are able, to 
receive your copy as a pdf attachment 
to an email. This way, you can save us 
both expense and volunteer time. You 
will receive your Brown Pelican 
probably three days earlier – more if 
you live outside the local area. To do 
this please send an email to 
gtaudubon@aol.com from the email 
address you want us to use. Be sure to 
include your name so we can find you 
in our membership records! 
 

 
EarthShare of Texas represents Audubon 
Foundation of Texas and the National 
Audubon Society in payroll contribution 
programs in workplaces throughout Texas. 
For more information about how you can 
support Audubon Foundation of Texas and 
the National Audubon Society at your 
workplace, call 1-800-GREENTX, or visit 
www.earthshare-texas.org 
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The Spring 2021 Migration Season 
 

A Preliminary Description of Migration at Sabine Woods 
 

 Although the season may not be completely over as this is 

written in very early May, we wanted to present a brief 

summary of the season at Sabine Woods and nearby. We will, 

as usual, present our usual more rigorous analysis in a future 

issue, and while this account is anecdotal in nature, it reflects 

mostly the author's impressions. 

 After starting off more or less normal during the first week 

of March, the early part of the season got off to a very slow 

start, with quite strong south winds over the Gulf and coastal 

areas seemingly through almost all of the rest of March, even 

though there were good days. Early April was not much better, 

and birders were beginning to complain about a slow season. 

April 10 and 11 with a good selections of warbles, flycatchers 

and orioles began to look a little more like an average and 

uneventful season and restored our faith that birds were still 

undertaking the perilous traverse of the Gulf of Mexico in 

numbers after all. But it was April 14 that settled it – this 

could well be a very good season. Suddenly on that day, we 

had a great variety of warblers especially, and significantly 

more than 20 species were recorded on the day, along with 

vireos, flycatchers, tanagers and other migrants. Particularly 

noteworthy was the presence of at least a half dozen Cerulean 

Warblers, and observers were provided with the first 

opportunity we can remember to learn the Cerulean song. This 

coupled with the presence of Golden-winged and 

Blackburnian Warblers made this a memorable day.  

 The next day, April 15, usually an ominous day, but not so 

much this year was another more-than-twenty-warbler species 

day, probably to be remembered as much for the enormous 

number of Hooded Warblers as anything else. This day was 

also notable as being the first day that a very confiding male 

Cape May Warbler took up temporary (five days) residence in 

the trail at the parking lot for Texas Point NWR. This area is 

harboring more warblers with each passing year. The string of 

20-plus-warbler-species days continued on to April 16, and 

Gray Catbirds, determined not to be outdone, were competing 

with the Hoodeds for temporary ownership of the lower 

stratum of the Woods. The continuation of this bonanza of 

migrants into the field trip day, April 17, and the following 

day is described in Steve Mayes' report elsewhere in this 

Newsletter.  

 The days following were almost as exciting with never the 

dull moment, but perhaps slightly fewer species. Then on 

April 24, in the afternoon, a never to be forgotten 

extravaganza unfolded. Most birders present had never seen 

anything even close to it. Warblers descended into the Woods 

in incredible numbers and variety. As the afternoon 

progressed, birds were competing for space in the drips, and at 

one point, eight or nine species of warbler were in the drip 

bath at the same time. The spectacle of two male Golden-

winged Warblers bathing side by side with Blue-winged and 

the hybrid Brewster's Warbler nearby will not soon be 

forgotten. Tanagers, orioles and grosbeaks were mostly 

feasting on mulberries in the east of the Woods, and were 

probably underreported as almost everyone was at the original 

drip. This event was also unusual in that it was not, as most 

recorded groundings are, caused by the birds encountering rain 

at the coast. These often affect thrushes and vireos more than 

warblers. There was a frontal passage that day, but no 

significant precipitation associated with it. The wind behind 

the front was 10 mph from the north at 8 p.m. that night, the 

usual lift off time for nocturnal migrants as most passerine 

species are. But it seems that the vast majority of the migrants 

left that night. This can happen later in the season when the 

genetically imprinted impetus to proceed quickly to the 

breeding grounds is strong. 

 Even as the season drew towards a close, on April 30, a 

front made it close enough to the coast to persuade that day's 

migrants to descend briefly into the Woods. It was not as 

diverse as the previous events, being comprised largely of 

Yellow and Bay-breasted Warbler. Most of these birds left 

that night. Although it is quite rare, we could still have good 

days in the first two weeks of May if a cold front strong 

enough to push into the Gulf comes through. 

 Several species came to our attention during the season. 

The April 15 invasion of Hooded Warblers continued for 

about ten days, while the Gray Catbird one continued beyond 

the end of April. Some of the most sought after warblers were 

seen in good numbers: Cerulean and Golden-winged probably 

topped that list. Many Swainson's Warblers were seen, and we 

continue to wonder how much of that is merely because we 

have become better at detecting them. Kentucky Warblers 

were seen in numbers not before seen in the recorded history 

of Sabine Woods. Ovenbirds were well represented. Some 

normally plentiful warbler species seemed low. Northern 

Parulas possibly mostly overflew during the early part of the 

season when the winds were so favorable for them. Likewise, 

Louisiana Waterthrushes were scarce early in the season, 

although there were more than usual in the middle of the 

season. So far at least, American Redstarts have not passed 

through in their normal high numbers. 

 Our two rare but regular warblers the migration paths of 

which are concentrated east of us were both detected. There 

were probably six different Cape May Warblers, two of which 

stayed for an extended period. The lone Black-throated Blue 

waited until May 1 to visit the Texas Point NWR parking area, 

and was there the following day as well.  

 Several families other than the warblers were also seen in 

good numbers. Gray Catbird has already been mentioned. 

Tanagers, especially Scarlet Tanagers, were in good numbers. 

The infamous freeze in February and the relative absence of 

rain in March and early April delayed the production and 

ripening of the mulberries which are the principal attraction to 

fruit eating species at Sabine Woods. Both Rose-breasted and 

Blue Grosbeaks seemed in normal numbers. Somewhat 

paradoxically, while numbers of Black-billed Cuckoos were 

perhaps slightly above normal, Yellow-billed Cuckoos did not 

seem as plentiful as usual. Flycatchers were unremarkable, 

except perhaps to note that Scissor-tailed Flycatchers seemed 

in less than normal numbers. 
 

John A. Whittle 
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Field Trip to Sabine Woods  17 April 2021 
 

As Steve Mayes so eloquently describes below, not only was the Field Trip Day a very good 

day for migrants at Sabine Woods but the following day was even better. This report is a 

report on the weekend as a whole. 

 
 The weekend of April 17/18, 2021 will go down as one of 

the best birding experiences in recent memory. It was quite 

fortuitous that the Golden Triangle Audubon Society held a 

field trip to Sabine Woods on one of these days but it was really 

the entire weekend that was special. The numbers of birds 

present on the coast was as high and the diversity was as good 

as any day that most birders can remember. But the few days 

preceding the weekend were also pretty good and contributed 

some to what was to come. 

 Most birders know to look for fronts coming down with 

strong north winds and rain during April as this will often 

ground lots of birds. So, the birders waited anxiously, watching 

the approach of a front for the weekend and hoping it would pay 

off. Thursday and Friday had already produced good birding as 

a result of a previous front, but more was to come. It was 

obvious from the early morning drive to the coast on Saturday 

that it would be a good day. Indigo Bunting flitted along the 

roadsides by the dozen with an occasional flash of red or yellow 

joining them. Pulling up to Sabine Woods, there was no doubt 

that this would be a special day. 

 Summer Tanagers were feeding on the ground just inside 

the Sabine Woods property. The birds were able to fly but did 

not seem inclined to as they mostly ran around on the ground 

searching for insects. They had little fear of people and moved 

between the legs and feet of birders and picked mosquitos off 

of their pants legs! The tanagers jumped onto people’s boots 

and even perched on a lap or two as they tried to refuel after a 

long difficult journey. It is hard to imagine that there are any 

two Summer Tanagers that have ever been as well 

photographed as these birds! They made quite an impression on 

the birders present and even the casual birders at the woods 

were amazed by these accommodating birds. The Summer 

Tanagers continued to delight the crowds throughout the 

weekend. 

 But a birder did not even have to enter the woods to get a 

nice show. Dozens of herons and egrets were gathered in the 

marsh across the street from Sabine Woods. Great Egrets, 

Snowy Egrets and Tricolored Herons were present in numbers 

along with White and White-faced Ibis. They were occasionally 

joined by Little Blue Herons or a Roseate Spoonbill for quite a 

display. Soras and Common Gallinules called from the marsh 

and glimpses were had of them now and then. Sedge and Marsh 

Wrens were also shy but could be easily heard. They were 

joined by Common Yellowthroats in the marshy chorus though 

the yellowthroats were easily seen inside the woods as well. 

 Perhaps the most obvious bird when starting into the woods 

during this weekend was White-eyed Vireo. White-eyed Vireos 

were everywhere! Down low in the brush? White-eyed Vireos. 

Up high in the tree tops? White-eyed Vireos. And a birder could 

not help but hear them give their “quick three beers” call from 

every corner of the woods. As lovely as these little vireos are, 

more than one birder grew a bit tired of looking at them after a 

while! White-eyes were not the only vireos present either. Red-

eyed Vireos were also present in some numbers and Yellow-

throated Vireos sang their raspy songs from several locations as 

well. Philadelphia and Warbling Vireos were also seen but in 

smaller numbers. 

 Raptors were not particularly numerous on the weekend 

but there were a few notable sightings. A Crested Caracara 

flying over the woods has become commonplace now though it 

was a rarity a couple of decades ago. A Merlin using the woods 

as its hunting grounds is expected in the spring but that does not 

make it any less impressive when one of the small, aggressive 

falcons zips through the trees after some small songbird. A 

Great Horned Owl was perched in a large oak on the property 

next door (easily visible from Sabine Woods). A pair of these 

large owls nested on that property this winter and raised young 

so it was no surprise to find one still there. Most impressive 

were the Swallow-tailed Kites. These graceful raptors are 

staging a major comeback in Texas after being extirpated from 

most of their range decades ago. Even twenty years ago, 

Swallow-tailed Kites were a rare sighting on the upper Texas 

coast. Now, a birder should expect to encounter them on the 

coast at least once in the spring. On this weekend, two Swallow-

tails perched obligingly in the eastern part of Sabine Woods 

while another flew over Texas Point NWR carrying a recently 

caught snake. Swallow-tailed Kites often snatch prey from the 

tree tops which is no doubt where this snake originated. A fun 

sight for the birder, not so much for the snake! 

 Some of the most numerous birds in the woods were Gray 

Catbirds and thrushes. Wood Thrushes were common across the 

woods, digging through the leaf litter in all corners of the 

property. Swainson’s Thrush was also common and their buffy 

spectacles were usually easy to see. A few Gray-cheeked 

Thrushes were seen, perhaps a little on the early side. Reddish-

brown Veeries were also found in small numbers during the 

weekend. Gray Catbirds were not present in small numbers, 

they were all over the woods! It is an expected rite of spring to 

have several days when dozens of Gray Catbirds take over the 

woods. Though there have certainly been days with more, this 

weekend produced more catbirds than most birders cared to 

count! A few Brown Thrashers, close relatives of the catbirds, 

were also present and were likely establishing nesting territories 

at the woods. 

 The Cardinal family was also well represented during this 

spectacular birding event. Northern Cardinals may be the best-

known species of this group but they are not alone in this 

colorful group. Rose-breasted Grosbeaks were common and 

seen eating hackberries and searching for ripe mulberries. 

Brilliant Painted Buntings were also present in smaller numbers 

and they are always a prized sighting by any birder no matter 

how experienced. Stunning blue Indigo Buntings were common 

throughout the woods and boiled from the roadsides all along 

the coast. These were among the most common birds of the 
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weekend. Some years ago, ornithologists decided that our 

Tanagers were actually more closely related to the Cardinals 

than they were to the tropical Tanagers and moved them into 

this family. Whichever family they belong to they are still a 

beautiful, colorful group of birds. The cooperative Summer 

Tanagers have already been mentioned but they were actually 

common all over the property and up and down the coast. 

Scarlet Tanagers were also seen on the weekend in small 

numbers and they are every bit as stunning as any “true” 

Tanager in South America. 

 Flycatchers and cuckoos are an important component of 

spring bird movements even if many birders are less excited 

about them than of more colorful groups. But Great Crested 

Flycatcher is somewhat colorful and Eastern Kingbirds are 

quite striking even if not brightly colored. Both were present 

over the weekend. And Yellow-billed Cuckoos may be 

commonplace but a cooperative Black-billed Cuckoo will get 

birders excited and both species were seen. And, yes, the duller 

colored flycatchers were around as well. Eastern Wood-Pewees 

were present in small numbers and are often better identified by 

call than sight anyway. Empidonax flycatchers are always a 

challenge to any birder but this early in the season only a couple 

of species are likely. The most likely is the large, long-winged 

Acadian Flycatcher. This is our local breeding Empid and they 

were seen often over the weekend and more importantly heard 

giving their distinctive “Pizza” call. May is the time for other 

Empidonax species, in April birders are ready to move on to the 

stars of the show – the warblers! 

 Warblers are small, often colorful, active and are used as a 

benchmark for any day of spring migrant birding. A day with 

lots of warblers is always going to be a good day and there are 

more than thirty species that can appear on the upper Texas 

coast. But they can’t all appear on the same day, can they? Well 

… Saturday produced a fantastic array of warblers. Ovenbirds 

were seen strutting along the ground and several shy 

Swainson’s Warblers were found as well. One even came in for 

a bath in front of several delighted birders! Northern 

Waterthrushes were common even away from their typical 

waterside habitats. Louisiana Waterthrush was much less 

common but at least one was seen foraging around the drip 

pond. Worm-eating Warblers were common probing through 

clumps of dead leaves while numerous Black and White 

Warblers worked the bark on the trunks and branches of the 

trees. Tennessee Warblers were numerous, mostly high in the 

tree tops but only a single Nashville Warbler was located. 

Nashvilles are often hard to find in the Spring because of their 

migration pattern and are easier to find here in the fall. The 

Tennessee Warbler is abundant in both seasons. Kentucky 

Warblers are normally skulkers in dense vegetation but were so 

common on the weekend that they were easy to see for any 

birder. Bright yellow Prothonotary Warblers worked the ponds 

while multi-colored Chestnut-sided Warblers showed off in the 

trees. A few Yellow-rumped Warblers of the typical “Myrtle” 

variety were still lingering from winter and there was even one 

or more of the western “Audubon’s” variety at Sabine Woods 

on the weekend. Halloween-colored American Redstarts 

actively flew here and there after insect prey while Black-

throated Green Warblers were better at sitting still for the 

birders (and photographers). Common Yellowthroats were 

even more common than usual and small numbers of Magnolia 

Warblers were also found, slightly on the early side for this 

species. Bright orange-faced Blackburnian Warblers are always 

a crowd favorite and Northern Parulas were easily seen and 

heard giving their buzzy songs. A Yellow Warbler or two were 

seen high in the trees and Blackpoll Warbler was also a nice 

find for the birders present. Yellow-throated Warblers can be 

hard to see as they creep along branches in the tree tops but a 

few were found. Cerulean Warblers are scarce and declining but 

still delighted birders on this weekend with multiple sky-blue 

males around. Hooded Warblers may have been the most 

common warbler in the woods for the weekend and appeared 

not only in their normal low, brushy habitats but also high in 

the trees where they are not usually expected to be found. Blue-

winged Warblers were present in numbers and their highly-

prized and beautiful cousins, Golden-winged Warblers were 

also found as they hung upside down while feeding. But the 

show also included a hybrid between these two species – the 

“Brewster’s” Warbler! This is a bird that basically shows the 

body plumage of a Golden-winged Warbler with the facial 

pattern of a Blue-winged Warbler. This unusual bird was 

cooperative enough to hang around for several days and give 

many birders good looks at it. Perhaps the oddest warbler 

sighting was made in the Pine Trees on the eastern edge of the 

Sabine Woods property on Saturday – a Pine Warbler! Pine 

Warblers are expected on the property during the Fall and 

Winter but should be long gone to their breeding grounds by 

mid-April! All in all, some birders saw as many as 26 species 

of warblers in Saturday! There was no way to top that, right? 

Well … 

 Sunday saw most of the same warblers as Saturday with a 

few changes. The Pine Warbler was not relocated but a 

Wilson’s Warbler, another species scarce in the spring, was 

seen by several birders. The “Brewster’s” was still around along 

with some of the other scarce species like Cerulean and 

Nashville. Bay-breasted Warbler is usually one of the latest 

warblers to show up in the spring but one beautiful male showed 

up on Sunday and showed off for the birders. Yellow-breasted 

Chats are not actually warblers but used to be lumped in with 

them. Even though they have been placed in their own family 

now, birders often still consider them honorary warblers and 

several were seen and heard during the weekend. Perhaps the 

star of the birding on Sunday was a gorgeous male Cape May 

Warbler seen just a couple of miles from Sabine Woods at 

Texas Point NWR. The normal range of this species is east of 

Texas so they are always a scarce and highly prized find during 

Spring migration. The warbler total for Sunday? Some birders 

recorded as many as 28 species!  

 Weather and good timing combined to create one of the 

greatest birding spectacles seen in the upper Texas coast for 

many a year. Not many who were present will forget the birding 

on this weekend any time soon. This is the reason birders from 

all over the country and all over the planet come to the upper 

Texas coast in April – to experience birding that can be matched 

by few places in the world. Hundreds of thrushes, buntings, 

orioles and vireos, unbelievably accommodating tanagers and 

an array of thirty or so warbler species all in one weekend! 

Surely this is upper Texas coast birding that would not be 

matched again for years, right? Well … Would you believe it 

happened again the next weekend? But that is another story! 

Steve Mayes 
 










