Birds in the Bosque


There’s just something about a great road trip. My all time favorite was the journey my mom and I made from Wisconsin to California with her then boyfriend Mel in an old school bus, painted black and with thrift store furniture in place of vinyl seats. Midway through Kansas, Mel picked up a few supplies at a local hardware store and installed a swing from the ceiling of the bus, which not only kept me amused for hours on end, but also entertained countless other interstate travelers. 


Last month I again headed west toward California, this time in my trusty Honda Civic, loaded to the gunnels with road bike, camping gear, a cooler full of diet soda and plenty of road snacks. My friend Katie accompanied me for the first leg of the trip, which included a stop in Vassar, Kansas to visit her grandmother on the farm, followed by four days traipsing around New Mexico with my high school friend Natalie, before eventually arriving in Tempe, Arizona in time for the 2009 Ironman Triathlon. 


Heading south through the Great Plains, our spirits were buoyed as we watched flocks of starlings riding the air currents like schools of fish in the sea. On our third day in New Mexico, we visited the Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge near the Rio Grande. The refuge was established in 1939 to provide an overwintering and breeding ground for migratory birds, especially sandhill cranes, which were endangered at the time. Before modern times, the Rio Grande River flooded periodically, fed by melting snow from the Rocky Mountains and summer monsoon rains. Today, however, people have channelized and dammed the river so that this no longer happens. As a result, the Rio Grande no longer meanders and virtually all of its natural marshes have disappeared. 


To attract migratory birds, the refuge diverts water from the Rio Grande to create an 8000-acre artificial floodplain, which is managed to imitate natural marsh areas that provide food and habitat for ducks, geese, and cranes. According to the official bird count on November 25, there are 35,357 ducks, 22,600 snow geese, 6094 sandhill cranes, 339 Canada geese, 226 coots and two tundra swans at the refuge right now. 


We have several examples of habitat preservation and restoration in Minnesota, but none that are quite as big of an undertaking as the Bosque del Apache. The Minnesota Valley Wildlife Refuge, for example, preserves existing floodplain forests and marshes along the Minnesota River, including a great blue heron rookery near Valley Fair in Shakopee. There are other examples in Washington County of wetlands that were once farmed and have now been restored to marshland again. The Bosque del Apache Refuge is unique because the majority of its wetlands and farm fields were originally desert. With no natural floodplains left to preserve along the Rio Grande and little hopes of restoring the now channelized river to its original state, the refuge managers now use sophisticated techniques to replicate that which was lost. Water levels in the marshes are manipulated to create moist fields one year, and then impounded and disced the next so that a variety of habitats are always available for wildlife. Meanwhile, the refuge pays local farmers to grow forage crops to feed the wintering waterfowl and cranes.


Despite the somewhat artificial nature of the refuge, it is none-the-less a spectacle to behold, especially in the winter when it is teeming with Minnesota birds. On the day that we arrived, volunteers and staff were gearing up for their annual Festival of the Cranes the coming weekend, and the 15-mile driving tour loop was packed with birdwatchers toting enormous binoculars and telescoping cameras. It seemed a bit strange to see our Minnesota ducks and geese sitting pretty in the middle of the desert, just as I’ve found it somewhat unsettling in the past to see our Minnesota finches and oriels flitting about in tropical rain forests in Central America. It’s like finding out that your friends have been enjoying a secret and fabulous nightlife for years when you thought they were at home watching TV. Then again, like us, I guess sometimes those birds just need a good road trip. 
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