Field Trip to Matagorda Island

By Ed Hunter, Tom Morris, and Neal McLain
Edited by Neal McLain

Editor's note: On May 16, 2010, the Cradle of Texas Chapter sponsored a field trip to the Matagorda Island
Unit of Aransas National Wildlife Refuge Complex. The trip was organized by COT Members Steve and Clyde
Zilliox. Eighteen COT members and four invited guests participated.

Dr. Wayne McAlister and his wife Martha served as guides. The McAlisters had lived on Matagorda Island for
several years during the 1980s and 90s as representatives of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. They have
authored several books about the Island.™

The following narrative was written by Ed Hunter, one of the four invited guests. Hunter has volunteered at
Brazoria National Wildlife Refuge for several years, and has been a regular volunteer at Migration Celebration.
The species list (pages 7-10) was compiled by Tom Morris. My thanks to Ed and Tom for their contributions.

The Cradle of Texas Chapter of the Texas Master Naturalists slipped a cog and invited Lyn and me
to join them on a trip to the Matagorda Island NWR, located strangely enough on Matagorda Island,
Texas. The trip would be led by Dr. Wayne H. McAlister and his partner and wife, Martha McAlister.
He had been the Resident Biologist on the Island for over ten years and retired a few years ago.

Photo: Lyn Hunter ) Our group on the dockready to board The Skimmer

Photo: Rockport Birding & Kayak Adventures
The Skimmer
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Field Trip to Matagorda Island

Our captain was Tommy Moore, accompanied by first mate
Addie. Moore owns Rockport Birding & Kayak Adventures, a
company that provides "a truly unique nature tourism
experience.” @ According to his website:

Capt. Tommy has been in the Aransas area for over 30 years.
His knowledge of the area, the incredibly abundant wildlife, and
the rich history of Aransas bay give our customers a perspective
of the area they cannot get anywhere else. We are a classic
family business and care about our customers.

Captain Tommy Moore
and First Mate Addie

On the way out we previewed the Rookery Islands we would
be visiting and generally behaved as we should at 7:30 on a
Sunday morning.

We were escorted by Tanya
Nix, a staff member from the
Aransas Pass National Wildlife
Refuge. Tanya taxied us
around the island in a
passenger trailer towed by a
USFWS vehicle.

Photo: Tom Morris
Magnificent Frigatebirds
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Once we arrived at the Island, Dr. McAlister gathered us into an old residential building once used
by farm workers.

Photo: Ed Hunter
Sea Turtle Skulls

Among other activities, we seined one of the
little waterways on the island. We noted
that recent rains had reduced the salinity in
the waterway to around 13-14 parts per
thousand. Nevertheless, we were able to
find a few shrimp and fish.

After taking the catch back to the passenger
trailer, the catch was identified, and
everyone got to hold a brown shrimp. Then
more discussion as to what was and was
not in the water.

Classroom time included a discussion of Sea Turtles
with a hands-on demonstration of several turtle
skulls. McAlister pointed out the diamond-shaped
holes in some plastic objects, noting that sea turtles
had been trying to eat the plastic. Safety and plans
for the day were discussed.

Photo: Ed Hunter
McAlister demonstrates seining techniques
to Ed Hunter, Ed Johnson, and Tom Morris.

We also noted that, unlike the seventh-graders at BNWR,
no one fell into the water.

‘A

Photo: Ed Hunter Photo: Ed Hunter

Kathy Speights' daughter
Moriah examines a shrimp.

Several small fish caught in the seine net

After breaking for lunch, we followed Dr. McAlister to the northwestern shore of the island, at
Espiritu Santo Bay. In contrast to the wide sandy beaches and the roaring surf of the Gulf along
the southeastern shore, the northwestern shore is characterized by little or no beach—often with
vegetation to the water's edge—and the gentle lapping sounds of the calm waters of the bay.
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Lunch break netted us a
pair of Crested Caracaras
and four Bronzed
Cowbirds. No warblers
were seen after the first
hour. We did scare up a
pair of jackrabbits, one at a
time, and one deer.

Photo: Neal McLain Photo: Ed Hunter
The group heads back to the passenger trailer, led by Dr. McAlister Jackrabbit

Next stop: the southeastern shore, the wide beaches, and the roaring surf of the Gulf of Mexico.

We dug Ghost Crabs out of their holes, filtered Black
Beach Beetles out of dry sand on the forebeach, and
dug Sand Diggers out of damp sand. Closer to the
water's edge, we noted several species of crab and
assorted clams (including a Mole Crab and a Speckled
Crab).

Photo: Ed Hunter
Jackrabbit

Photo: Ed Hunter
A very unhappy Ghost Crab

And then it was
time to head back
to the Skimmer for
the return trip
across the bay.

Photo: Ed Hunter

Photo: Neal McLain
Sand Dollar

Digging for crabs
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But not before photographing of our hosts...

Photo: Neal McLain
Steve Zilliox, Martha McAlister, Wayne McAlister

And climbing aboard the Skimmer ...

Photo: Tom Morris
Lower deck of The Skimmer
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Field Trip to Matagorda Island

On the way back to the mainland, we stopped by a few small rookery islands. We didn’t land, but

the Skimmer got as close as our USFWS representative would allow. Among other things, we
saw...

Two white morph Great Blue Herons on nest.

A mated pair of white morph Reddish Egrets on nest.

Numerous Spoonbills

Hundreds of juvenile Great Blue, Little Blue, Tricolor, and Reddish Herons.
Numerous juvenile Great and Snowy Egrets

A couple of pair of American Oystercatchers on nest.

Hundreds of pairs of Royal and Sandwich Terns on nest.

Brown Pelicans and Laughing Gulls.

Photo: Neal McLain
A condominium complex on one of the rookerv islands

Photo: Neal McLain
Home: The Skimmer's berth in Fulton
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Species List
By Tom Morris
Bird Species To Island On Island | From Island

Black-bellied Whistling-Duck 6 6 2
Common Goldeneye 1
Brown Pelican 25 25 35
Neotropic Cormorant 6 10 10
Magnificent Frigatebird 3

Great Blue Heron 15 6 20
Great Egret 25 10 25
Snowy Egret 10 4 15
Little Blue Heron 4 2 4
Tricolored Heron 2 2
Reddish Egret 8 12
Cattle Egret 4

Black-crowned Night-Heron 2

White lbis 25 2
Roseate Spoonbill 2 2 4
Turkey Vulture 2 8 2
Osprey 1

Crested Caracara 2

Aplomado Falcon 2

Black-bellied Plover 2 2
Piping Plover 1

Killdeer 2 2

American Oystercatcher 4 2 6
Black-necked Stilt 2 6 2
Spotted Sandpiper 2

Greater Yellowlegs 4

Willet 2 12 6
Whimbrel 1

Long-billed Curlew 4

Ruddy Turnstone 4 45 10
Sanderling 8 4
Semipalmated Sandpiper 1
Dunlin 4

Laughing Gull 10 20 20
Herring Gull 2
Least Tern 1

Caspian Tern 1 2
Black Tern 1

Forster's Tern 2 2 4
Royal Tern 6 4 60
Sandwich Tern 30
Black Skimmer 4 2
Mourning Dove 4
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Field Trip to Matagorda Island

Bird Species To Island On Island | From Island
Eastern Kingbird 2
Scissor-tailed Flycatcher 2
Cliff Swallow 25
Marsh Wren 2
Barn Swallow 10
Northern Mockingbird 1
Cedar Waxwing 1
Yellow Warbler 1
Seaside Sparrow 2
Northern Cardinal 2
Painted Bunting 2
Dickcissel 2
Red-wing Blackbird 2 10
Eastern Meadowlark 2
Great-tailed Grackle 6 10 2
Bronzed Cowbird 1
Orchard Oriole 2
House Sparrow 2 8 16

Total Species

62
Species Count per Area 29 48 30
Individuals 162 312 303
Weather for Rockport/Fulton
May 16
clouds Sunny Sunny P. Cloudy
temp, Deg F 73-79 79-84 84-82
Relative Humidity, % 94-83 83-70 70-69
wind, mph 2-5 NE 5-10 ESE 4-8 ESE
9 AM to 4
time | 7:45-9 AM PM 4:00to 5 PM

Mammals To Island OnIsland | From Island
Atlantic Bottlenose Dolphin 2 1
White-tailed Deer 2 2
Black-tailed Jackrabbit 2 3
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Species To Island On Island | From Island | Species
Fish

Atlantic Croaker X 4
Gulf Menhaden X 5
Stripped Mullet X 6
Sheepshead Killifish X 7
Bay Anchovy X 8
Inland Silverside X 9
Spot X 10
Sardine X 11
Sargassum Fish X 12
Invertebrates

Sea Nettle X 13
Comb Jelly X 14
Eastern Oyster X X X 15
Coquina Clams (millions) X 16
Sand Dollar X 17
Gooseneck Barnacle X 18
Sallie's Auger (snail) X 19
Mole Crab X 20
Marsh Crab X 21
Ghost Crab X 22
Striped Hermit Crab X 23
Sand Fiddler Crab X 24
Sargassum Crab X 25
Speckled Crab X 26
Tiger Beetle X 27
Beach Dragonfly X 28
Black Beach Beetle X 29
Shore Fly X 30
Termite X 31
Sargassum Slug (Nudibranch) X 32
Sargassum Shrimp X 33
Brown Shrimp X 34
Sand Digger Amphipod X 35
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Species To Island On Island | From Island

Wildflowers
White

Macartney Rose X 36

Peppergrass X 37

White Prickly Poppy X 38
Lavender

Bull Thistle X 39

Texas Vervain (Verbena) X 40
Blue

Erect Dayflower X 41
Pink

Pink Evening Primrose X 42

Texas Star (Metal Pink) X 43

Coral Bean X 44
Yellow-Red

Indian Blanket X 45
Gold

Plain Coreopsis X 46
Yellow

Brown-eyed Susan X 47

Bushy Sea Oxeye X 48
Yellow

Silverleaf Sunflower X 49

Species To Island On Island From Island

Texas Prickly Pear X 50
Yellow-Green

Spotted Horsemint X 51

Grasses, Bushes, Trees

Gulfweed (Sargassum) X 52

Gulfcoast Cordgrass X 53

Smooth Cordgrass X 54

Cherry-coke Rush X 55

American Bulrush X 56

Groundsel X 57

Spanish Dagger X 58

Live Oak X 59

Huisache X 60

Black Mangrove X 61

Honey Mesquite X 62

Wild Date Palm X 63
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Endnotes

[1] Books authored or co-authored by Wayne H. McAlister include:

Guidebook to the Aransas National Wildlife Refuge. Wayne H. McAlister and Martha K.
McAlister (1987).

Heron Flats Trail Guide. Wayne McAlister (1987).

Matagorda Island: A Naturalist's Guide. Wayne H. McAlister and Martha K. McAlister
(1993).

Aransas: A Naturalist's Guide. Wayne H. McAlister and Martha K. McAlister (1995).

Birds of Matagorda Island: A field checklist. Wayne H McAlister (2002).

Life on Matagorda Island. Wayne H. McAlister and Martha K. McAlister (2004)

Paddling the Guadalupe. Wayne H. McAlister and Andrew Sansom (2008).

[2] Welcome to Rockport Birding and Kayak Adventures. n.d. Accessed 21 May 2010.
<http://www.whoopingcranetours.com/>
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