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After twenty years we returned to Florida and on day one we went straight to Babcock-Webb WMA where Brandon and I had scouted the day before finding Red-cockaded Woodpeckers at a nest cavity and Brown-headed Nuthatches. However, on the morning it counted we eventually found a lone nuthatch, but not much else. We pressed on vowing to return the following morning to try again for the woodpecker. An hour north at The Celery Fields, what used to be a large marsh but now because of severe drought was much reduced in size, we visited two boardwalks and the park headquarters. At the boardwalks we nailed the highly sought-after Gray Swamphen walking just below us as we watched from above. We also located a small flock of Blue-winged Teal, a cooperative Sora, Common Gallinule being dwarfed by the swamphens, a lone Wood Stork of which we would see hundreds later, numerous Anhinga, Glossy Ibis, Little Blue and Tricolored Herons, a flyby Bald Eagle, a nice-looking Swamp Sparrow, and one of many Palm Warblers. At the park headquarters we were amazed by the loud, big, showy, brilliant, cooperative Nanday Parakeets we found at feeders and in the parking lot. Here we also found Purple Martins at their box, Tree Swallow, Fish Crow, Red-bellied Woodpecker, Crested Caracara, more Palm Warblers, and some Yellow-rumped Warblers beginning to go onto breeding plumage. After exploring The Celery Fields, we made the hour long drive north to Fort De Soto where both Smooth-billed and Groove-billed Anis had been consistently reported until about a week before our arrival. We didn’t find them while scouting and we didn’t find them with the group. However, we did work over the park finding two close at hand American Oystercatchers, Black-bellied, Semi-palmated, and Piping Plovers, Short-billed Dowitcher, grayish looking Red Knots, an adult Lesser Black-backed Gull, a lone Roseate Spoonbill, more Nanday Parakeets, Blue-gray Gnatcatcher, Palm Warblers walking on the ground, and Northern Cardinal. This was a lovely park with plenty of birds and few people, what a treat. Now it was time for the long drive back to Fort Myers, our “headquarters” for three nights. About halfway back we made a restroom stop and found a bit of exposed shoreline allowing birds to forage as the tide was dropping. Before visiting the restroom, we had very close by Semipalmated and Wilson’s Plovers, Willet, Ruddy Turnstone, big numbers of Dunlin, both Laughing and Ring-billed Gulls, and a lone Snowy Egret. Today felt like a big day, however, we did miss Red-cockaded Woodpecker and that left us bit unsettled.

Today it was back to Babcock-Webb, quite a bit earlier than yesterday, where we found several Red-cockaded Woodpeckers and Brown-headed Nuthatch along with Yellow-bellied Sapsucker, Red-bellied, Downy, and Hairy Woodpecker and Northern Flicker, Eastern Bluebird, a rare to the area Lincoln’s Sparrow, Eastern Meadowlark, and plenty of Pine Warblers. From here we headed for our favorite Florida Scrub-Jay location and found quite a few cooperative birds along with Northern Bobwhite, Red-shouldered Hawk, plenty of Savannah Sparrows, and an Eastern Towhee. Next stop up was Harns Marsh and the productive canals before entering the park. In the canals and in the park, we found four different Snail Kites oftentimes on the ground feeding along the canal, our first Limpkin, Sandhill Crane, White Ibis, Western Cattle-Egret, Great Egret, Osprey, Belted Kingfisher, and the ever-present Boat-tailed Grackle. Our final stop for the day was Walmart, not for shopping but a few exotics like the close to hand, Egyptian Geese and Muscovy Ducks. This was a wonderful way to end the day.

After our last night in Fort Myers, we headed straight to Bunche Beach Preserve a shorebird extravaganza that included Black-bellied Plover, numerous Semipalmated Plover, close by Piping Plover, Short-billed Dowitcher, Willet, Stilt Sandpiper, Sanderling, Black Skimmer, Brown Pelican and a lone Palm Warbler. This was voted by one person as their favorite location of the tour. A quick stop at nearby Gulfside City Park Beach yielded our final plover, Snowy Plover and more birds of the coast. We then crossed the causeway on to Sanibel Island into Ding Darling NWR where we drove the wildlife loop adding a heard only Mangrove Cuckoo that lurked back in the mangroves, Western Sandpiper, Double-crested Cormorant, Reddish Egret, American White Pelican, two stunning Short-tailed Hawks right above our heads, and a rather vocal White-eyed Vireo. It was then time to make the long drive east and south to Florida City, serving as the gateway to Everglades National Park.

After a fine breakfast at our hotel, we were off to Flamingo, deep in the heart of Everglades National Park. After searching for Shiny Cowbirds in the campground, we strolled along The Coastal Prairie Trail in a bit of a wind finding Eastern Phoebe, Blue-headed Vireo, Black-and-White, Yellow-rumped, and Yellow-throated, and Prairie Warbler along with Northern Parula. Back in the campground we found Common Ground, Gray Catbird, male and female Painted Buntings, and more warblers, but no Shiny Cowbirds. The Guy Bradley Trail did not produce the hoped for Mangrove Yellow Warbler, but we did find thirty Gray Catbirds, Ovenbird, Common Yellowthroat, Northern Parula, Palm, Yellow-throated, and Prairie Warbler. It was back to the Flamingo Campground for lunch and we decided not to look for Shiny Cowbirds, AND of course they found us during our lunch as did five low-flying Swallow-tailed Kites and a cooperative Pileated Woodpecker. Someone voted this lunch as their best experience for the tour, and I understand why. Good stuff. After a gift shop stop at park headquarters, we birded our way out of Everglades National Park finding both yellowlegs, Green Heron, numerous Wood Storks, Great-crested Flycatcher, Brown Thrasher, Louisiana and Northern Waterthrushes, and a tantalizingly brief flyby White-crowned Pigeon.

This morning found us packed and ready for our two final nights of the tour in Fort Lauderdale, however, we started off heading to Burger King, not for breakfast but Common Myna. After a block or two and well before the BK we stopped and admired two photogenic Common Mynas. Our first stop in Miami was Pine Woods Park for a few exotics and after a bit of looking we encountered a few very confiding Red-whiskered Bulbuls and a few Scaly-breasted Munia, unfortunately the Spot-breasted Orioles were not singing and not visible. After walking a few neighborhood streets, we found “the yard” and in the yard were two Spot-breasted Orioles showing off their spots for us. The Cape May Warbler had to take a backseat to the orioles. Our lunch stop was strategically selected, but what we didn’t anticipate was the lawn mowing crew mowing the park grounds wherever we walked, or so it seemed. We finally gave up and began to set up lunch and that is when two White-crowned Pigeons decided to perch in a nearby tree, interrupting lunch but putting on a show. Lunch was finally consumed and the crews moved on to the greener parks allowing us to hear and see our first Ruby-throated Hummingbirds. A quick stop at A.D. Barnes Park added Cooper’s Hawk, American Kestrel, American Redstart, and Magnolia Warbler to our growing list of Florida birds. Our last stop of the day produced numerous Yellow-chevroned Parakeets and a lone Red-masked Parakeet teed up in the scope and our only Bronzed Cowbird of the trip.

On our final day of birding, we went straight to Green Cay Wetlands and Nature Center to enjoy the birds along the 1.5 miles of raised boardwalks. Here we encountered Mottled Duck, and perched Chuck-will’s-widow, Pied-billed Grebe, Glossy Ibis, Yellow-crowned Night Heron, Northern Rough-winged Swallow, numerous egrets and herons and more of the same warblers, and fine-looking Painted Bunting. From one boardwalk to another. On the raised boardwalk at Wakodahatchee Wetlands we encountered massive numbers of Wood Storks at arm’s length as they tended to partners and nest building. We finally found Black-bellied Whistling Ducks but could not manage to find a Fulvous, pity. Gray-headed Swamphens were fun to watch again as were many other birds of the wetlands. Our last stop of the tour was Gulfstream Park for Magnificent Frigatebird and other birds of the coast, though at this time of day there were far more people than birds.
After the success of our first winter in over twenty years, we plan to return to south Florida in February of 2027 with a very similar itinerary. Why change a winner? 

