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This trip combines one of North America’s most exciting migration spectacles with an 

amazing breeding bird show. Half a million Sandhill Cranes stop to feed and rest in the 

Platte River Valley on their northbound migration and their morning and evening flights 

will leave you speechless. Large numbers of waterfowl including Greater White-fronted 

and Cackling Geese and early migrating shorebirds feed in nearby wet meadows, with 

the possibility of Whooping Cranes among them. In the extensive grasslands of the 

Nebraska Sand Hills, we will watch Greater Prairie-Chickens and Sharp-tailed Grouse 

perform elaborate dances as they try to attract mates. Other highlights include Harris’s 

Sparrow, Western Meadowlarks, and more. Heading east to wetter habitats  brings 

opportunity for migrating shorebirds such as Marbled and Hudsonian Godwits, 

American Golden Plover, American Avocet, Baird’s and Pectoral Sandpiper, Long-billed 

Dowitcher and many more.  

 

Day 1: Wednesday, April 1 

Our adventure begins when we meet in the early afternoon at Omaha Airport and 

immediately head west to the heart of crane migration. Eighty percent of the world 

Sandhill Crane population refuels in the Platte River Valley, taking advantage of the 

shallow river, open sandbars caused by seasonal flooding, and ample croplands. The 

area also provides critical stopover habitat for millions of waterfowl and hundreds of 

thousands of shorebirds on their journeys to northern Canada and the Arctic. From a 

viewing platform along the river, we will enjoy the sights and sounds of thousands of 

Sandhill Cranes coming in to roost at sunset, along with Snow and Ross’s Geese and 

other waterfowl flying in from neighboring farm fields and meadows for their nightly 

roost.  

Lodging Kearney 

Day 2: Thursday, April 2 

We will be in place before dawn in a blind along the Platte River to witness the grand 

spectacle as cranes and geese stream noisily out of their river roosts dispersing to 

forage in nearby fields. Once the birds have left, we will return to the hotel for breakfast, 

and then head back out in search of closer looks at the geese and cranes feeding in 

area fields, along with Harris’s Sparrow and Western Meadowlark. If we are lucky, we 

may see critically endangered Whooping Cranes feeding among the Sandhill Cranes. 

We will visit hotspots such as the Rowe Sanctuary and the Fort Kearney State 

Recreation Area for American White Pelican, Blue-winged Teal, Northern Shoveler, 

Redhead, Canvasback, Greater White-fronted and Cackling Geese, along with lots of 

other migrating water birds.  

In the afternoon, we will head north to the Nebraska Sand Hills, one of the largest 

grassland stabilized dune regions on earth encompassing ~20,000 square miles of 

mixed grass prairie. Much of this area remains in its natural state, with grass blanketing 

rolling sand dunes, dotted by numerous wetlands and lakes. Our primary target birds 

here are the Greater Prairie-Chicken and Sharp-tailed Grouse, which perform lively, 



 

competitive mating displays at group sites called leks. Both species have vulnerable 

populations due to grassland habitat loss. 

We will be staying at the Switzer Ranch, home of Calamus Outfitters. A wonderful video 

posted on the Calamus Outfitters website, www.calamusoutfitters.com, describes how 

the Switzer family, once exclusively ranchers, came to embrace their prairie chickens, 

grouse and other natural wonders. Now protective of these threatened birds, the 

Switzer’s started a yearly birding festival and eco-tourism business on their ranch. The 

income helps to support the ranch for future generations, while at the same time 

protecting the grasslands the bird require. Time permitting, we will explore the 

grasslands before dinner.  

Lodging Burwell 

Day 3: Friday, April 3 

We will gather pre-dawn for our first lek experience. Our hosts will take us to prime 

Greater Prairie-Chicken display grounds where we will have front row seats for the 

show. As the sun comes up, we will first hear and then see the extravagant moves the 

males use to attract a female’s attention, moves aptly named “Booming”, “Forward 

Rush”, “Running Parallel” and “Face Off” by biologists. Male prairie chickens dance by 

lowering their heads and fluffing up their neck feathers to expose large orange sacs 

while stamping their feet, shaking their wings, jumping into the air, running around, and 

booming. Females look on and wander through, sparking competitive displays from 

nearby males. Studies have shown that most of the displaying males do not breed, so 

the intensity of their dance is even more impressive! After enjoying the show, we will 

return to the ranch for a sit-down breakfast and a siesta.  

We will spend the balance of the day birding the ranch and local hotspots like the 

Calamus Reservoir and Gracie Creek. Weather permitting, we will tour the ranch in 

open-top, safari-like vehicles, learning about the natural history of the Sand Hills while 

looking for grassland birds and waterfowl. Possibilities include Cinnamon Teal and 

many species of ducks, Ring-necked Pheasant, Eurasian Collared-Dove, Wilson’s 

Snipe, Franklin’s Gull, American White Pelican, Bald Eagle, American Kestrel, 

Loggerhead Shrike, Horned Lark, Pine Siskin, White-crowned and Harris’s Sparrows, 

Western Meadowlark, and Yellow-headed Blackbird. 

Lodging Burwell 

Day 4: Saturday, April 4 

Today, we will again gather pre-dawn for our second amazing lek experience, as we 

head to a blind situated on Sharp-tailed Grouse display grounds. The males’ exuberant 

dance appears carefully choreographed, with individuals holding wings stiffly outspread 

and tail raised, bowing to each other, running forward, and twisting and turning with 

short rapid steps. The Sharp-tailed Grouse’s elaborate courtship displays are mimicked 

http://www.calamusoutfitters.com/


 

in Native American dances. It is awe-inspiring to watch the intense energy expended 

trying to win a chance to mate.  

After the show, we will have a hearty breakfast and a short rest before checking out. We 

will leave the Sand Hills behind and head to the fertile agricultural lands of eastern 

Nebraska. Areas around Wahoo and Lake Wanahoo provide excellent feeding grounds 

for migrating “grasspipers” – shorebirds that forage in fields in addition to mudflats. 

We’ll seek out Marbled and Hudsonian Godwits, American Golden-Plover, Baird’s and 

Pectoral Sandpipers, and Wilson’s Snipe along with traditional grassland species like 

Horned Lark, American Pipit, Harris’s, Fox, Lincoln, White-crowned and Vesper 

Sparrows, and both Western and Eastern Meadowlarks. 

Lodging Lincoln 

Day 5: Sunday, April 5 

This morning we will visit the Lincoln Saline Wetlands Nature Center, a rare inland 

saline wetland with a food-rich ecosystem that supports a large number of migratory 

ducks, grebes, waders, shorebirds, and songbirds. Highlights here are Wood Duck, 

Cinnamon Teal, Redhead, Pied-billed and Horned Grebes, Baird’s and Pectoral 

Sandpipers, Wilson’s Snipe, Franklin’s and Bonaparte’s Gulls, American Bittern, Marsh 

Wren, Purple Martin, Brown Thrasher, Great-tailed Grackle, Yellow-headed Blackbird, 

and Eastern Meadowlark.  

After a full morning we will return to the Omaha Airport, with an appreciation for 

magnitude of birds that feed, rest, and breed in Nebraska’s extensive prairie grasslands, 

wetlands, and agricultural fields.   



 

Please note:  

This is a natural history field trip – we will rise early every morning and be active all day. 

Participants should be able to be to walk at least 1/2 mile and be on your feet for 1-2 

hours. 

While we attempt to be true to our itinerary, all scheduled events are subject to change 

depending on the weather and other considerations. 

Fees: 

Member $1575; Non-member $1890   

Single Room Supplement: $350 

Deposit: $250 due with registration;  

Final payment is due February 1, 2020. 

Fee covers all ground transportation, lodging, and entrance fees. Participants are 

responsible for personal supplies, snacks, and meals. 

Cancellation Policy:  

Cancellations must be made in writing or by email, and are effective upon receipt. 

Cancellations received up to 6 months prior to departure will be refunded in full. For 

cancellations less than 6 months prior to departure, the deposit is not refundable. Final 

payment is due 60 days prior to departure; no refunds are available for cancellations 

less than 60 days prior to departure. However, if we are able to fill your spot, a partial 

refund may be possible.  

Flights:  

DO NOT book your flight until we have given you the flight information for the trip 

leaders. Please schedule your flight to arrive no later than 30 minutes after the leaders, 

and for your return flight not to depart earlier than that of the trip leaders. Please provide 

us with your flight details.  

Trip Insurance:  

If you cancel for any reason, the cancellation policy will apply. If you wish to purchase 

trip cancellation insurance, you can search for policies at www.insuremytrip.com. 

http://www.insuremytrip.com/


 

Registration Form – Nebraska, April 2020 
 

To register please call the registrar or fill out this form and mail it with a deposit. 

Program Registration 

Drumlin Farm Wildlife Sanctuary 

208 South Great Road 

Lincoln, MA 01773 

781-259-2220 

drumlinfarmeducation@massaudubon.org 

For more information about the trip please contact: 

Kathy Seymour 

781-259-2207 

kseymour@massaudubon.org 

 

Name(s) ______________________________________________ 

Member no.__________ 

Address _____________________________________________ 

 _______________________________________________ 

Telephone  Cell ________________________  

   Daytime ________________________ 

   Evening ____________________________ 

E-mail address ___________________________________________ 

Would you like to receive our quarterly Birders Connection email? Yes___ No___   

I would like to join Mass Audubon: Family $65_______ Individual $48 ______ 

Single Room Requested:  Yes ___  No ___   Please note single supplement fee. 

Deposit Enclosed: _______________  

Visa/MasterCard/Discover/American Express:  

____________________________________ Exp. date ____/____ 

Payment by check is greatly appreciated, and enables us to use more of our funds for 

programming. Please make your check payable to Mass Audubon. Thank you!

mailto:drumlinfarmeducation@massaudubon.org
mailto:kseymour@massaudubon.org


Nebraska, April 2020 – Checklist Highlights 

 

Snow Goose Wilson's Phalarope White-breasted Nuthatch 

Ross's Goose Greater Yellowlegs Brown Creeper 

G. White-fronted Goose Lesser Yellowlegs Blue-gray Gnatcatcher 

Cackling Goose Bonaparte's Gull Winter Wren 

Canada Goose Franklin's Gull Marsh Wren 

Wood Duck Ring-billed Gull Carolina Wren 

Blue-winged Teal Herring Gull European Starling 

Cinnamon Teal Common Loon Brown Thrasher 

Northern Shoveler Neotropic Cormorant Northern Mockingbird 

Gadwall Double-crested Cormorant Eastern Bluebird 

American Wigeon American White Pelican Townsend's Solitaire 

Mallard American Bittern Hermit Thrush 

Northern Pintail Great Blue Heron American Robin 

Green-winged Teal Great Egret Cedar Waxwing 

Canvasback Turkey Vulture House Sparrow 

Redhead Osprey American Pipit 

Ring-necked Duck Northern Harrier House Finch 

Greater Scaup Sharp-shinned Hawk Purple Finch 

Lesser Scaup Cooper's Hawk Pine Siskin 

Bufflehead Bald Eagle American Goldfinch 

Common Goldeneye Swainson's Hawk Lapland Longspur 

Hooded Merganser Red-tailed Hawk Chipping Sparrow 

Common Merganser Eastern Screech-Owl Field Sparrow 

Red-breasted Merganser Great Horned Owl American Tree Sparrow 

Ruddy Duck Barred Owl Fox Sparrow 

Northern Bobwhite Belted Kingfisher Dark-eyed Junco 

Ring-necked Pheasant Yellow-bellied Sapsucker White-crowned Sparrow 

Sharp-tailed Grouse Red-bellied Woodpecker Harris's Sparrow 

Greater Prairie-Chicken Downy Woodpecker White-throated Sparrow 

Wild Turkey Hairy Woodpecker Vesper Sparrow 

Pied-billed Grebe Northern Flicker Savannah Sparrow 

Horned Grebe American Kestrel Song Sparrow 

Eared Grebe Merlin Lincoln's Sparrow 

Rock Pigeon Peregrine Falcon Swamp Sparrow 

Eurasian Collared-Dove Eastern Phoebe Spotted Towhee 

Mourning Dove Loggerhead Shrike Eastern Towhee 

American Coot Blue Jay Yellow-headed Blackbird 

Sandhill Crane American Crow Western Meadowlark 

Whooping Crane Black-capped Chickadee Eastern Meadowlark 

American Golden-Plover Horned Lark Red-winged Blackbird 

Killdeer N. Rough-winged Swallow Brown-headed Cowbird 

Hudsonian Godwit Purple Martin Rusty Blackbird 

Marbled Godwit Tree Swallow Brewer's Blackbird 

Baird's Sandpiper Barn Swallow Common Grackle 

Pectoral Sandpiper Golden-crowned Kinglet Great-tailed Grackle 

Long-billed Dowitcher Ruby-crowned Kinglet Yellow-rumped Warbler 

American Woodcock Red-breasted Nuthatch Northern Cardinal 
Wilson's Snipe   

 


