had barely introduced myself to Mark
Flippo when he began peppering me
with questions: Do you own your own
binoculars? Do you like birds? Do you
look for them at home? Do you feed
them? Do you keep a list?

I was exploring Big Bend National Park
in West Texas, and I had arranged a private
tour with the man who knows birds bet-
ter than anyone else in these parts. Flippo
retired in 2011 after 17 years working as a
park ranger at Big Bend, and he now guides
private birding tours; he’s fond of saying
that the best bird is whatever bird is in front
of you at that moment. Before I'd left home
on the East Coast, my neighbor had loaned
me her bird field guide and binoculars, and
she had gone green with envy when I men-
tioned my destination. In just a few days
at the park, I had not only mastered put-
ting the correct end of the binoculars to my
eyes, but I had seen dozens of species and
even recognized a few on my own. Yet I still
had much to learn. So I figured, what bet-
ter way to spend the morning than with the
alpha birder?

But as I stood at Cottonwood Camp-
ground, answering each of Flippo’s

There’s no
place like
Big Bend
National

Park
to slow
down,
grab a
pair of
binoculars,
and
reconnect
with your
inner
birder.

questions with a nod or shake, I didn’t feel
like much of a bird-watcher. Instead, I had a
funny sense that Flippo was observing me.

He explained that the string of ques-
tions helps him gauge the experience level
of his students before a tour. I nodded again,
squinting into the morning sun. A few feet
in front of me, in a worn fleece jacket and
baseball cap, Flippo set up binoculars on
a tripod. Then he looked up, paused for a
moment, and identified his first creature.

“You,” he said, looking me in the eye.
“You'’re a fledgling.”

THE BEST PIT STOP

Big Bend, the size of Rhode Island, is the
mecca of rare things, from cacti to scorpions
to night skies darker than anywhere else in
the Lower 48. But it’s especially known for
its birds. Located in the most remote part of
the state, the park sits on the migration path
connecting South America, Central Amer-
ica, and North America. So it’s a prime spot
for bird-watching, especially in the spring.
Nearly 450 species of birds have been docu-
mented here, and the park even plays host to
birds that fly over occasionally from Mexico
for a visit, called “rarities” or “accidentals”—

LOCAL BIRDING EXPERT KYMFLIPPO searches
the sky above the Rio Grande in Big Bend
National Park.
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news of which will make birders do wacky
things like drive nonstop from Florida just
to snap a picture.

If you're a migrating bird, Big Bend is the
best pit stop ever. It offers such diversity in
climate, plant and animal life, geography,
and elevation (1,800 to 7,800 feet) that no
matter what a bird fancies, she is likely to
find it here. So with little more than an
appreciation for backyard chirps under my
belt, I took on Big Bend in January, deter-
mined to try my hand at “bird” as a verb.

BIRDING YEAR-ROUND

The park’s chief of interpretation, David
Elkowitz, met me at the Panther Junction
Visitor Center and asked me about my bird
sightings thus far.

“Let’s see,” I said, visualizing my drive
into the park, where I passed a cactus
the color of blueberry yogurt. “Small and
brown, medium and gray, and large and
black.” I was hoping he'd be impressed with
my observation skills. He wasn’t. But like
any good birder, he was patient.

Big Bend was named for the sharp turn
in the Rio Grande that forms the park’s
southern border. Elkowitz suggested we
drive down to Rio Grande Village, one of
the park’s best birding spots along the river.

MEXICO
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VERMILION
FLYCATCHERS,
ROADRUNNERS, AND
EASTERNPHOEBE
(clockwise from
top) are just a few
of the species that
inspire birders from
all over the world to
grab their binocu-
lars and flock to
Big Bend.
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Travel |
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High temperatures at Big Bend average 60
degrees in the winter and 95 in the summer,
although conditions can vary greatly with eleva-
tion. No matter what time of year you visit, the
birding will be bountiful, but most birds—and
bird-lovers—flock to the park in the spring. Mark
Flippo (www.birdingbigbend.net) offers half-
and full-day tours for $80 and $150 per person,
respectively. There are a number of other ways to
see the park—by raft or canoe, by horseback, by
off-road vehicle, or by mountain bike—and out-
fitters such as Big Bend Overland Tours (www.
bigbendresortadventures.com), Big Bend River
Tours (www.bigbendrivertours.com), and Far
Flung Outdoor Center (www.bigbendfarflung.
com) offer guided tours and equipment rentals.
The Chisos Mountains Lodge (www.chisosmoun-
tainslodge.com), which has a restaurant, bar, and
convenience store, offers the only lodging in Big
Bend; rates start at $139 per night (standard dou-
ble, taxes included). Campgrounds are located in
three areas of the park. The closest airports are
Midland International Airport (about 3.5 hours
away) and El Paso International Airport (nearly

5 hours away). Park entrances are at Persimmon
Gap (due south of Marathon) and Maverick Junc-
tion (due south of Alpine). Gas stations are few
and far between; fill up whenever you can.
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As we descended, he pointed out changes in
the landscape, and the Sierra Del Carmen
Mountains in Mexico.

“There’s a roadrunner,” he said. I was
jotting something in my notebook, and by
the time I looked up, it was gone.

“Are they like the cartoons?” I asked.

“They are,” he said. “They do cartoon-
ish things. They run on roads, they’re very
fast, and they’re incredible predators. If
they were six feet tall, I'm convinced we'd
be extinct.”

We drove through a quiet camping
area spotted with cottonwood trees. As
we crossed a little boardwalk, a great blue
heron stood across the pond, preening.
Elkowitz identified the trill of a kingfisher
and the clown-like sound of a pied-billed
grebe. Mid-sentence, he'd interrupt himself,
looking skyward, with, “There goes some-
body,” or, “Whoops, there’s a black vulture.”

The one bird that sets everyone aflut-
ter is the Colima warbler. The only way to
see it in the United States is by visiting Big
Bend’s Chisos Mountains between April
and September, and many birders travel
epic distances to do exactly that. I was just
happy to be handling the binoculars adeptly
enough to see aladder-backed woodpecker,
with his bright red head and zebra-like
back. He was hanging upside down in a
tree, pecking furiously, trying to remove
bark and find insects.

And there were nearly two dozen other
species, like the brilliant red vermillion fly-
catcher, the yellow-rumped warbler, the
golden-fronted woodpecker, and the yel-
low-headed verdin. “We’re getting a goodly
number of birds for wintertime,” Elkowitz
said, as we folded up our binoculars. We drove
back into the mountains, and at one point he
slammed on the brakes and backed up to see
abird darting around in the shrubs. “I'm driv-
inginreverse,” he said, still fixated on the side
of the road, “like a tourist.”

BARE-NAKED BIRDING

Over lunch, I flipped through the park’s
visitors’ guide and stopped at an arti-
cle explaining how “bare-naked birding”
could be “quite a liberating experience!”
The idea was that leaving behind all the
potentially restrictive gear—binoculars,
telephoto lenses, apps, field guides—allows
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RANGER COOKIE
BALLOU leads hikers
on bird-watching
tours through the
park, where the Rio
Grande (opposite)
and surrounding
mountains provide
pristine habitat for
dozens of winged
species.

you to concentrate on using your eyes and
ears. After all, paying attention to a bird’s
size, shape, behavior, colors, and movement
is good practice for a beginner. I was sold.
The next couple days, I explored the park
in the nude, so to speak, with only my senses
to guide me. I tackled two hikes near the
Chisos Mountains Lodge, where I was stay-
ing. Window View Trail just before sunset
offered a spectacular view of the desert floor
through a narrow gap in the basin’s wall.
Lost Mine Trail began with signs explain-
ing what to do if I encountered a black bear
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or mountain lion. I stopped several times

| sat on a

funny bird, and partly at the funny birder

along the way. Without the crunching of \Warm bench I had become.
each footstep, all was quiet, and it was only in the sun
then that I could hear the faint sound of a , WINGED THINGS
bird bopping around in the brush, looking o enjoy a AND HOT SPRINGS
for food. When the occasional insect buzzed DOOK—\/\/lllam  One morning I drove down to Daniels
in front of my face, I no longer thought of | east Heat- Ranch, near Rio Grande Village, for a
it as pesky; now, I saw it as bird breakfast. , guided group bird walk with a ranger who
I reached the top—6,900 feet—and spun Moon's Blue introduced herself as Cookie. She talked
around, taking in the rock formations and H/'gh\/vays — about the different bird habitats, trees, and
peaks. And I had it all to myself. On the but | had seasons. (“It’s hotter than beans here in the
entire trail, I still had yet to run into any summer.”) We walked down to the river,
other hikers. bare'V and Cookie pointed out raccoon tracks and
I also took a road trip, which is kind of  finished one some birds catching insects. She identified
what you do each time you get in your car parag raph an Inca dove, but I missed it; a New Yorker
in this giant playground. I headed west, in the group pulled up a picture on his iPad.
driving several hours along Ross Maxwell before | After Cookie’s tour, I drove the short dis-
Scenic Drive, stopping every few milesto  reglized | tance back to the boardwalk, passing a little
enjoy overlooks and short hikes. And fur- wasn't alone. coyote on the way. One of the lures of this

ther proof that birds were everywhere: I
turned on the radio, expecting only static,
and was surprised to tune in to Marfa Pub-
lic Radio to hear a nature program about
none other than the vermilion flycatcher.
Driving the winding roads back to the
lodge, I proudly identified a couple of road-
runners. And then, before I realized what
I was doing, I found myself stopping and
shifting into reverse to watch one of them.
And I couldn’t help laughing—partly at the

park is that solitude is easy to find. I sat on a
warm bench in the sun to enjoy a book—Wil-
liam Least Heat-Moon'’s Blue Highways—but
I had barely finished one paragraph before
I realized I wasn’t alone. Something rustled
and gurgled behind me. I whipped my head
around and saw what was probably a grebe
swimming across the pond, making a “V”
in the still water. A second one swam not far
behind. Another bird bounced from reed to
reed. And soon, I gave up on reading.

If you want to get a bite to eat outside the park, head
west to the Starlight Theatre Restaurant & Saloon (www.
thestarlighttheatre.com), known for its plate-sized burg-
ers and live music, in the ghost town of Terlingua (which
has come back to life with an off-the-grid community of
artists, musicians, and adventurers). The porch out front
is the center of town and a good place to sit and chat
with locals, listen to music,
1 1 and watch the sunset. Head
S | d etr' p north into Alpine, the larg-
est town in the area, where
you can visit the Museum
of the Big Bend at Sul Ross State University (www.
sulross.edu/museum). An hour north of Alpine is McDon-
ald Observatory (www.mcdonaldobservatory.org) in
Fort Davis, Texas, which holds regular star-gazing par-
ties. And a half-hour west of Alpine is Marfa, where you
can stay overnight in refurbished trailers at EI Cosmico
(www.elcosmico.com) and eat your heart out at Pizza
Foundation and the Museum of Electronic Wonders and
Late-Night Grilled Cheese Parlour.

THESTARLIGHT THEATRE
is known for good food
and great live music.
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A few miles north, I drove down a long
dirt road to reach the hot springs, where I
ran into a San Antonio couple I'd met on
the bird walk. We rolled up our pants and
soaked our feet in the 105° F water, on the
banks of the Rio Grande. When we needed
to cool off, we waded in the river—still low
after recent droughts. The other side of the
river was so close, yet for many years there
was no legal way to get there from the park.
Before 9/11, Big Bend visitors and Mexi-
cans used to cross the river with ease—and
no documentation—between Rio Grande
Village and the town of Boquillas. On April
10, 2013, after more than a decade with no
access (resulting in economic devastation
for the town), authorities opened a formal
border crossing. Now, visitors with pass-
ports can take alittle boat to the other side
for souvenirs, taquitos, and cervezas.

THE BEST BIRD
As I sat near the southwest border of the
park, with my teacher, Mark Flippo, in
my final day at the park, I did everything
I could to identify the “best bird” right in
front of me.

“How big is he?” he asked. “What’s he
look like?”

©BLAKE GORDON

PARKVISITOR
SANDRA WHANG
searches for birds in
the park’s Cotton-
wood Campgound.

OPPOSITE: The
greater roadrunner,
a charismatic
predator.

“He’s got a skinny beak, so he’s probably
an insect-eater,” I said.

“Good. What’s he doing?”

I described the bird—sitting on a post,
looking for bugs—eventually figuring out he
was in the flycatcher family. It turned out to
be an Eastern phoebe.

“Some people will see a color, start flip-
ping through their book, and miss all the
things the bird is doing,” Flippo said. “You
need patience. If birding does anything for
you, it makes you slow down.”

To me, it was like a game, and we played
over and over. The ping-pong-ball-sized
bird with a hypodermic needle of a beak
was the ruby-crowned kinglet. The scaly
birds moving their heads up and down like
sewing machines, pecking the ground, were
Inca doves. We'd follow birds in flight and
watch them land on mesquite trees, and
we'd look at colors, compare them to pic-
tures in the field guide, and narrow down
possibilities.

Each bird became a problem to solve,
and I was having more fun watching them
than I ever could have imagined. And
hence, time flew. Soon, I was saying good-
bye to Flippo at his pickup, and he reminded
me that I could bird anywhere. “If you don’t
have the time to go birding,” he counseled,
“there’s something wrong with your life.”
Then he told me my fledgling days were
over. “Irelease you,” he said, turning to his
truck with a wave of his arm. “Go bird.”

MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN is a freelance writer
based in Washington, D.C. On her drive to and
from Big Bend, she spent countless hours two-

stepping in Texas dance halls.
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Optional Length Hikes Dally
Choice of Moderate or More Strenuocus
Basing weekly in charming
mountain villages.

One and two week trips offered.
Call for free color brochure

Alpine Adventure Trails Tours, Ine.

888-478-4004

www.swisshiking.com

VISIT AMERICA’S
LARGEST NATIONAL PARK
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Gracious hospitality and fine dining in the
heart of the Wrangell-St. Elias National
Park. Historic mines, spectacular glaciers,
great hiking, flightseeing, rafting

www.KennicottLodge.com 800-987-6773
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