South Florida and the Dry Tortugas
April 16-23, 2026
Bradford/Percival

When we were on the Dry Tortugas in April of 2003, we encountered a massive fallout. When we were on the Dry Tortugas 23 years later during this tour, we encountered a fallout. What luck. And as a bonus the following day was even better on Key West.

As in the past we started on the west coast of Florida flying into Fort Myers for two nights. Birding started immediately, with a pair of Black-necked Stilts in a small pond adjacent to the airport. An after dinner stop at the Fort Myers Cemetery produced our first of many Palm Warblers and distant looks at Nanday Parakeets, however, that would change the following evening. Boom, right there in the wooden light poles of the baseball field. 

Our first full day of birding found us at Bunche Beach Preserve trying to get a handle on so many birds. In the parking lot we had two Common Ground Doves, Common Yellowthroat, and Prairie Warbler, while on the beach we had Black-bellied, Semipalmated, and Piping Plovers, Hudsonian Whimbrel, Red Knot, Dunlin, Semipalmated Sandpiper, Black Skimmer, Least and Royal Terns, Roseate Spoonbill, herons and egrets galore, calling Fish Crows, as well as other birds. Bowditch Point Park produced American Avocet, American Oystercatcher, Willet, Ruddy Turnstone, Sanderling, Laughing and Herring Gulls, Osprey, great looks at one of many, many Cape May Warblers we would see, Blackpoll and of course Palm Warbler. A Common Eider had wintered in the coastal waters of Lover Key, and we decided to walk the beach looking for this rather out of place rarity, and we found her along with a Red-breasted Merganser. As we walked the beach we observed, from a distance, a Wilson’s Plover sitting on a nest in a cordoned off area, and actively feeding Reddish Egrets along with White Ibis, and Brown Pelicans. After a tasty lunch at Subway, we worked our way to Snail Kites feeding right alongside the road in a ditch, big fun. From here it was off to a nearby neighborhood for the friendly Florida Scrub-Jays. Eventually we ended up at West Marsh Preserve with over fifteen Gray Swamphens and the smaller Common Gallinule. We also had Limpkin, Glossy Ibis, Little Blue, Tricolored and Green Herons in the marsh. The five Swallow-tailed Kites added to the wonder of the marsh. Another encounter with a Snail Kite was memorable and allowed great photos. This was a great start to our spring tour.



The following morning it was off early to Babcock-Webb Wildlife Management Area and after a bit of searching, and some worried guides, we found an extremely cooperative pair of Red-cockaded Woodpeckers probing for breakfast in the numerous slash pines. We also encountered Common Nighthawk, Red-headed, Red-bellied, and Downy, Woodpeckers along with Northern Flicker, and the cooperative Great-crested Flycatchers were fun to watch and listen to along with Brown-headed Nuthatch, Boat-tailed Grackle and Pine Warbler. From here we were off to our next stop, and upon arriving found about twenty police vehicles and the entire park roped off, so it was Plan B. Must always have at least a plan B in place. Plan B was Eagle Lakes Community Park where we ate a fine picnic style lunch and strolled around the park enjoying Lesser Yellowlegs, a small flock of Black Skimmers, several Anhingas, a “hiding” in the open Least Bittern, a white plumaged Little Blue Heron, along with a hunting Green Heron, Pileated Woodpecker, a lone Bronzed Cowbird, a singing Northern Parula and of course Palm Warbler. On our way to Florida City, we stopped at a gas station for goodies where we stumbled on a pair of Common Mynas at a nest hole in the roof of the gas station along with the House Sparrows. The Common Myna is one of Florida’s introduced exotics that is rather handsome in a subtle way. Once settled into our Florida City hotel we ambled around the parking lot locating Egyptian Goose, Gray Kingbird, Common Myna, and Prairie Warbler. Finally, it was time for dinner.

The following day we slept in a bit then headed to the Mangrove Yellow Warbler location and found zero Mangrove Yellow Warblers. The Black-and-white, Palm, and Prairie Warblers were nice, but not what we wanted. Next up was the Mangrove Cuckoo location where we had our first nice flock of migrant warblers including Black-and-white, Common Yellowthroat, American Redstart, Cape May, Northern Parula, Magnolia, Blackpoll, Black-throated Blue, and of course Prairie. The Mangrove Cuckoo called several times but never appeared. What a nice collection of warblers. And in addition to the warblers, tour participants were able to catch up with other birders in the park that they had met on previous tours, that was fun, plus intel was exchanged. At our lunch stop at Long Key we had stunning looks at Black-whiskered Vireo in the parking lot and plenty of Cape May Warblers along with more American Redstarts, Blackpolls and Prairie Warblers. As we worked our way toward Key West, we made an impromptu stop at a Walgreens and tallied chickens, no, really, it’s a thing, they are countable. They are officially called Red Junglefowl and are recognized by the ABA as a countable, introduced species to the area. Once in Key West we found them everywhere along with numerous White-crowned Pigeons.

We called it an early night in preparation for our boat trip out to the Dry Tortugas. However, before turning in for the night, we checked the weather and noted there we light north winds throughout the day that were going to increase over night in the gulf. We slept well hoping for a repeat of 2003. The trip out to the islands, 70 miles due west of Key West was uneventful bird wise, though quite comfortable on the Yankee Freedom. The eight Roseate Terns were nice. Once on terra firma, we headed straight to the campground for the Cuban Pewee, a mega rarity, that we thought would never stay long enough for us to have a chance of trying to find. Once at the appointed spot, the bird popped up and stayed in sight for an extended time giving all present great looks and photo opportunities. Finally, the warblers pulled us from said rarity, and we focused on numerous Cape May Warblers and even more Palm Warblers, along with Ovenbird and Yellow-throated Warbler. Eventually left the Cuban Pewee spot and had a nice long sit at the water drip watching more of the same, plus a stunning Prothonotary Warbler. The Summer Tanager in a nearby tree was nice as was a Gray Catbird. The big number of warblers attracted those birders that were lucky enough to be at the Fort Jefferson today and some rather stealthy predators like Cooper’s Hawk, Northern Harrier, American Kestrel, Merlin, and a Peregrine Falcon. After our nice long sit and a visit to the gift shop we walked to the perimeter of the island for a lone, washed-out American Herring Gull, Black-bellied Plover, Willet, Ruddy Turnstone, hundreds of close at hand Brown Noddies, numerous Sooty Terns with chicks just a few feet from us in a cordoned off area, hundreds of Magnificent Frigatebirds, and an active Belted Kingfisher. This year we could not located the one or two Black Noddies that sometimes are visible among the thousands of Brown Noddies. The boat trip back to Key West was once again comfortable and bird free. A trip to Mallory Square was needed tonight to watch the sun set and feel the north winds building. A change of plans was in the wind. The following day the boat Yankee Freedom stayed at the dock, the water was too rough.

Instead of working our way back to the mainland, we shifted to Plan B and spent two hours at Fort Zachary Taylor State Park on the tip of Key West. Here we found ourselves amid a fallout, birds were everywhere. You could not walk more than ten feet without seeing a warbler. Our first stop, a clump of about ten close together shrubs, held our attention for the first twenty minutes, there were birds everywhere including a skulking Swainson’s Warbler. In addition to the warblers previously mentioned we had Worm-eating, Northern Waterthrush, Blue-winged, and Black-throated Green. At one time we had close to the ground and in the same binocular field of view Cape May, Black-throated Blue and Blackpoll Warbler. What a two-hour frenzy it was. The Yellow-throated Vireo and Painted and Indigo Bunting were nice as well. Mixed in with the warblers and other passerines was a well-hidden Chuck-wills-widow that Gregg miraculously spotted on a branch as warblers flitted by. Once spotted, a line of people formed to have a look at the sleeping camprimulgid. But time moves as we did. Lunch was in the lee of the north wind at Long Key State Park where warblers vied for our attention. We eventually left the Florida Keys and went straight to Pine Woods Park for a distant Spot-breasted Oriole that kept flying from one side of the road to the other right over our heads eventually perching up giving nice, but distant scope views. As we walked dejectedly back to the van after not finding Red-vented Bulbul, the Red-vented Bulbuls found us in the parking lot. Wow! But the day was not yet over, because in Denny’s parking lot we waited for the Yellow-chevroned Parakeets to appear. We had just finished our meal and shakes when four parakeets showed up on full display. 

We certainly deserved a good night’s sleep and a late breakfast, well not too late, as we had some macaws to track down today. Our first stop was Coral Reef Park where we almost immediately had two Blue-and-yellow Macas fly right over our heads, however, we never saw them again and only a few saw the nearby Red-masked Parakeets. But the Limpkin was nice and the Muscovy Ducks countable in this part of Florida were nice. At Matheson Hammock we watched warblers and had another fine picnic style lunch. From here we made the short walk to Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden hoping for more parrots, parakeets, and macaws. Though the gardens were nice the only birds of interest were two Yellow-chevroned Parakeets and a nice-looking Pileated Woodpecker. This was a bust. Clearly, Plan B was needed. However, first we stopped at Brewer Park, a known parrot roost, and didn’t see much until the five Chestnut-fronted Macaws let us know they were just above our heads, remarkable. A. D. Barnes Park, always worth a stop, produced warblers. It was now another time to implement Plan B, a return trip to Coral Reef Park where we were greeted by a cooperative flock of nine Blue-and-yellow Macaws along with more than ten Red-masked Parakeets. We ignored the Muscovy Ducks this time. It was now back to Brewer Park to wait out the Orange-winged Amazons. It was a test of wills and bladders; would we leave before the birds showed. We stuck it out and finally two Orange-winged Amazons perched up for an extended time allowing fine looks. The Chestnut-fronted Macaws were nice as were the Red-masked Parakeets.

What a treat it was to be back in Florida during the spring.


