Stalking the Wild Parrots

By Sheryl Roberts

20+ years ago, I bought myself a bird feeder. Then I bought a bird book. Thus began the slippery slope into bird-watching that has compelled me to troop around 3rd world countries in less than comfy conditions to look at birds. 

Ok, just Costa Rica thus far, but we’re going to Panama next spring. 

You would think that hiking around the rainforest looking at parrots is glamorous, but really, it’s not. Costa Rica is the jewel of Central America, but we lived on chicken, beans, rice and plaintains and took cold showers for 9 days. It wasn’t exactly a 5 star deluxe excursion. I still have a bug bite on my left elbow that hasn’t gone away in 5 months and I have scars on the back of my calves from the rubber boots I wore during what we of the Amazona Society dubbed “The Mud Walk #2.”

It was worth every inconvenience, every Bataan Death March through the secondary rainforest to look at parrots and other exotic birds. Someone once told me, seeing parrots fly in the wild changes one, and she’s right. It’s a breathtaking experience to see the birds we all love fly free.
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Scarlet Macaws flying over the Tarcoles River Bridge        copyright by Karen Webster           Yellow Napes flying on the Nicoya Penninsula     copyright by Karen Webster
We have our pet birds in cages, and we think somehow they must be different in the wild, but really, they aren’t. Macaws are stately, they fly like Great Tailed Grackles, and they live high in the jungle canopy. Scarlet Macaws are just as ornery and argumentative in the wild as they are in one’s living room. We saw a pair fight as they streamed across the sky. Amazons, on the other hand, are friendly, frenetic and goofy. They fly like ducks, and they live closer to the ground. They love being “good birded” to death and they scream if they aren’t the center of attention. Yes, in the wild. They are just that friendly.
What made the parrots different in Costa Rica was that they were wild, and they were nesting. We got screamed at by a Great Green Macaw daddy who didn’t like us looking at his nest cavity. We observed a Red Lored Amazon escorting his hen into a nest hole and then climbing up the tree to stand guard. We saw countless nest holes and artificial nest boxes. Scarlet Macaws in Costa Rica like blue plastic tub nest boxes, God knows why, but that’s parrots for you…a tandem evolution. 

Thanks to the avian experts we had on our trip, we learned a lot about various parrot species, and it translated well for us when we went parrot watching here in the US. Yellow Naped Amazons forage on the mainland of the Nicoya Peninsula during the day, and nest and roost on the outlying islands at night. In the nesting season, they travel in pairs. After their chicks fledge, they travel in family groups. So do Mexican Red Headed Amazons in Texas, but I wouldn’t have recognized it if it hadn’t been for my trip to Costa Rica. 
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Macaw Coming in for a Landing                                             copyright by Karen Webster
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Great Green Macaw Daddy that screamed at us   copyright by Karen Webster             
One doesn’t have to go to exotic foreign locales to see wild parrots. Luckily for us, there are several wild parrot populations here in the US. California and Florida have several reported flocks. I’m familiar with the Amazon flocks in Texas, because I live here. Our Red Headed Amazons are not the product of the illegal bird trade. Our Red Heads crossed the border from Mexico. Their range is about 70 miles south of Brownsville, and they found the pickings better on our side of the border. They’ve been living and breeding in the Rio Grande Valley since the 90’s. They are doing very well, too.

Finding wild Amazons in South Texas is very easy. One drives right up to the Harlingen Visitor’s Center and one asks, “Where are the parrots roosting?” They know, and they will tell you and give you a map. I saw Mexican Red Heads before I ever went to Costa Rica. However, I didn’t really appreciate what I was seeing until after my excursion to Central America. 

It’s my personal opinion that sitting in Pendleton Park in Harlingen, Texas, eating dinner from Sonic, and watching the Red Headed Amazons fly in to roost is just as good and just as awe inspiring as seeing them in their native country. I cry every time. Well, except when I’m laughing because they are hanging upside down on the telephone wires and acting silly. Amazons, I love them. 
During our last trip to Harlingen, we met an official bird tour guide who was also showing some people the parrots. He informed us that there are two family groups of Double Yellow headed Amazons living and breeding around Lake Harlingen. My husband and I went one night to look for them, but we were unsuccessful. This just means that we have a mission for the next time we are down there. That’s the problem with seeing parrots in the wild…there’s always more to look for, and more to see. It gets to be a habit. 
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     Mexican Red Headed Amazon pair in Harlingen, Texas             Copyright by Paul Roberts         Red Lored Amazon guarding the nest at Laguna del Largarto Lodge  Copyright by Paul Roberts
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Mexican Red Headed Amazon hanging on a telephone wire, Harlingen, Texas    Bird on a wire, Harlingen, Texas                 Copyright by Paul Roberts        
Copyright by Paul Roberts 
