Wings Over Willcox Truly an Annual Spectacle!

Are you ready for a wonderful weekend of soaring raptors, dancing cranes, and skulking sparrows? Then point your wheels toward Willcox, Arizona, for the 16th annual Wings Over Willcox (WOW) Birding and Nature Festival. The five-day event begins Wednesday, January 14, and includes a weekend packed with outdoor adventures and indoor activities.

Nature lovers often refer to the Sulphur Springs Valley as Arizona’s mecca for wintering sandhill cranes, sparrows, and raptors. The landscapes around Willcox, with habitats ranging from desert grasslands to spruce-fir forests, contribute to great bird diversity. Add to this the numerous water sources such as Cochise Lake and the Willcox Playa, and you have a combination that is perfect for attracting birds and other wildlife. 

During the January 2008 festival, more than 130 avian species were recorded. A complete list of birds seen during previous festivals is posted on the WOW website. Sign up for a Sparrow Seek for a chance to see dozens of species of these elusive birds. Or join the Hawk Stalk that travels north and south of town to view hawks, eagles, falcons, and owls. 

Want to try something really different? Join the free Spanish Beginning Birdwatching tour, where you will learn some of the basic skills taught in other bird identification classes but, this time, in Spanish!

With an even-expanding list of tour options, you can view the grandeur of the Chiricahua Mountains, unforgettable geology of Texas Canyon, and abundant waterfowl at Whitewater Draw. Learn about the history of Fort Bowie, the complexities of operating a 100-acre greenhouse, or the demands of running a working ranch. Join an overnight at the Muleshoe Ranch, an area cooperatively managed by the Bureau of Land Management, Forest Service, and The Nature Conservancy.

A new tour, called Dairy Farms and Fields, will visit a cotton gin, a dairy milking 5,500 cows, a pistachio orchard, and a greenhouse growing tomatoes. Managers at each will explain the entire operation and discuss the latest methods they use to maximize their productivity. 

Another new tour provides an inside look at Arizona Electric Power Cooperative’s  (AEPCO) Apache Generating Station. Tour the facility and see firsthand how electricity is produced and distributed to consumers. Their nearby Apache Station Wildlife Viewing Area has spotting scopes for viewing sandhill cranes.

Interested in history? At the Johnson Camp mine and townsite, hear a first-person account of life in the historical town of Johnson and see the local geology, mine and recovery operations. Or take the Willcox Walking Tour, where you will learn about the town’s colorful history that is tied to the railroad, cavalry, Apache culture, mining, ranching, and Butterfield Stage Line. 

Participants on the Archaeology tour will visit a partially excavated prehistoric site and artifact repository, view items excavated and collected from the site, and hear an explanation of their construction and uses. An archaeologist will discuss the local prehistory and environment.

But, of course, the “star attraction” is the amazing gathering of sandhill cranes. Each year, starting in October, cranes begin arriving in Willcox from Alaska, Canada, and Siberia. Record numbers of cranes were seen in 2008, with more than 36,000 cranes counted in the Sulphur Springs Valley. Who would want to miss the sight and sounds of tens of thousands of sandhill cranes, legs outstretched, at sunrise on a brisk January morning?

Not all of the WOW weekend is spent in the great outdoors. There is plenty to see and do at the Community Center, the hub of all festival activities. Meet other birders at the opening reception on Thursday evening. Free seminars begin Thursday at 4:30 p.m. and continue throughout the festival. Talks include everything from astronomy to xeriscape gardening. Jaguars, hummingbirds, bats, and snakes are featured seminar topics. Live animal exhibits are always popular and a nestbox-building workshop is a favorite with kids. The Nature Expo offers interesting nature-related items for sale.

This year’s Saturday-night banquet speaker is Paul Johnsgard, who has studied the Platte Valley of Nebraska and its bird life for nearly half a century. Just as the Sulphur Springs Valley is a major hub for sandhill cranes’ winter migration, the Platte Valley is the focal point for the spring migration, with about a half million sandhill cranes converging there each year. Johnsgard has just published his 50th book and is the world’s most prolific author of ornithological literature. Come and enjoy the talk, book signing, a delicious dinner, and ever-popular silent auction.

Plan early to join the fun during the 16th annual Wings Over Willcox Birding and Nature Festival. Tours sell out quickly, so get online at www.wingsoverwillcox.com to reserve your seat! Or call the Willcox Chamber of Commerce and Agriculture at 1-800-200-2272.

