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CHICAGO 
BIRDS & ARCHITECTURE  

DURING THE PEAK OF FALL 

MIGRATION 
 

SEPTEMBER 20-24, 2018 
 

 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Guides: Josh Engel and 
Amanda Zeigler 

 

$1480 per person based on double occupancy 
$360 single supplement 

Maximum group size is 10 participants 
 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Chicago is rightfully famous as an architectural wellspring, where Daniel Burnham, Frank Lloyd 

Wright, Mies van der Rohe, Bertrand Goldberg, Jeanne Gang, and many more world-renowned 

architects made their names; Chicago is where the skyscraper was born. It is not (yet) as well 

known for its birding, but Red Hill Birding aims to right that misconception by showing off the 

wonders of our hometown’s birding during the peak of fall migration. This trip is timed for 

when migrant numbers and diversity are at the peak, the weather is beautiful, and the summer 

tourist crowds have moved on.  

An underappreciated aspect of Chicago’s urban birding is the wonderful history and 

architecture represented in the city’s parks. Many of them even sit right atop the ruins of the 

city’s original architecture, burned to the ground in The Great Chicago Fire of 1871 and used as 

landfill along the city’s lakefront. Seen another way, an underappreciated aspect of the city’s 

architecture is the bird habitat that surrounds it, like the historic fieldhouses in many of the 

city’s parks.  

We will have a chance to see over 20 species of warblers plus a wide variety of migrant 

thrushes, vireos, flycatchers, wrens, and other songbirds. Chicago in mid-September is one of 

the best places anywhere to see Connecticut Warbler. We will also look for migrant shorebirds, 

raptors, and waterfowl.  
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For those who want to dive deep into the city’s architecture, we will have optional architecture 

outings on two afternoons (those who prefer to continue birding or have a rest can do so). One 

will be the Chicago Architecture Foundation’s flagship river cruise; the other will be a walking 

tour of downtown Chicago. We will not ignore a third prong of Chicago’s fame—the food, with 

chances to sample Chicago’s staple hot dogs and pizza as well as its incredible local cuisine and 

ethnic restaurants.  

 

ITINERARY 

Day 1, Thursday September 13: We will meet in the afternoon at our hotel in the suburbs just 

north of Chicago, a very easy city to get to from nearly anywhere in the world. After dropping 

our things at the hotel we will make our first outing to look for migrants at a local park. We 

should see our first migrants, including common ones like American Redstart, Magnolia 

Warbler, and Swainson’s Thrush.  

Days 2-4, Friday-Sunday, September 14-16: We will have three full days to bird in the Chicago 

area, being sure to incorporate the city’s architecture into each day as well. Our birding will 

take in the best local hotspots, including the famed Montrose Point, where the Magic Hedge is 

located, the Jarvis Bird Sanctuary, Jackson Park, Steelworkers Park, the Lake Calumet area, and 

Chicago’s urban west side parks. We may also venture farther from the city itself, to Fort 

Sheridan and Illinois Beach State Park on the lakefront north of the city; to wetlands in the west 

or northwest suburbs; or to sod farms where Buff-breasted Sandpiper may be hanging out. We 

will remain flexible with our birding to take advantage of the current weather conditions which 

can have a big impact on migration.  

We will especially be trying to get good looks at a wide diversity of migrants. Swainson’s 

Thrushes are abundant in mid-September, but we could also see Veery, Gray-cheeked Thrush, 

and Wood Thrush. Warblers are passing through in big numbers, among the common species 

are Magnolia, Black-and White, Blackpoll, Tennessee, Nashville, Common Yellowthroat, and 

American Redstart. Bay-breasted, Golden-winged, Mourning, and Northern Parula are less 

common. Chicago in mid-September is a great place to see the rare Connecticut Warbler, but 

that always takes some luck. It would not be entirely surprising to find 20 species of warblers 

during the tour. The trip is a great chance to get experience with the infamous “confusing fall 

warblers.” 

Sparrows will just be arriving, and we will look for Nelson’s Sparrow in the lakefront dune 

grasses, where we could also find Bobolink and Sedge and Marsh Wrens. In wetlands and 

beaches, if conditions are right, we should get good studies of shorebirds, from the common 

Sanderling and Semipalmated Sandpiper to the rarer Buff-breasted and Baird’s. Ducks will just 

be arriving, especially dabbling ducks like teal, and the first migrant raptors will be arriving, 

including Merlin.  
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Even while we are birding, we will note the architecture and history in the places we visit. We 

may visit Steelworker’s Park, with its ruins of the US Steel factory and excellent lakefront 

birding. We will visit the recently ecologically restored Jackson Park, with its Japanese Gardens 

that date to the 1893 Columbian Exposition and the future home of the Obama Library. For 

those who choose to partake, we will have two dedicated afternoon architectural tours. One 

will be aboard Chicago’s First Lady river cruise (exact boat depends on ticket availability), taking 

in the variety of architectural styles in downtown skyscrapers, from the ornate post-fire Chicago 

School style, through art deco and mid-century modernism, to today’s favored glass-enveloped 

buildings. The other will be a private walking tour to see other influential architectural gems. 

Note that these tours are with an architectural guide and are optional—if some participants 

would prefer to continue birding with the birding guide, they can do so, made easier by the fact 

that there is great birding near the architecture tours.   

Days 5, Monday, September 17: We will have a final morning of local birding before afternoon 

good-byes. We will plan on checking out of the hotel by 11am for our onward journeys.  

 

IMPORTANT NOTES 

 

Contact information 

 

The Red Hill Birding tour manager for this trip is Amanda Zeigler, who is also the architectural 

guide. To sign up, or if you have any questions, please contact Josh at josh@redhillbirding.com 

or Amanda at info@redhillbirding.com.  

Timing 

The trip will begin at a 2pm at the trip hotel on 20 September and will end at 11am at the same 

location on 24 September. (Note that most Red Hill Birding trips start and end at the local 

airport; however, Chicago’s logistics make it more practical to start and end at the hotel.) We 

can help make arrangements for extra nights at the trip hotel. For the tour itself, we will be in a 

single van with the birding guide driving. 

Physical difficulty 

This trip is physically easy. Almost all of the birding and architectural visits will be done from 

road or wide, flat trails. We will be spending some time walking in sand. For the most part, we 

will be in city parks and suburban forest preserves.  

Pace 

The pace of the trip is easy. A typical day will start with eating an early breakfast, setting out 

early to beat traffic and arrive at our birding destination in the early morning, birding until 

lunch, picking up lunch to eat outside, birding for the afternoon, returning to the hotel for a 

mailto:josh@redhillbirding.com
mailto:info@redhillbirding.com
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break before dinner, then eating dinner in a local restaurant. We will compile our daily checklist 

(checklist provided) in the evening. We will be staying in a single hotel for the duration of the 

trip. 

Price 

The price of the trip is $1480 and the single supplement is $360. This price includes all meals 

and drinks with meals (excluding alcoholic beverages) from dinner on Day 1 to breakfast on Day 

5; all transportation and accommodation during that period; an expert Red Hill Birding guide for 

the duration of the trip and an expert architectural guide for part of the trip; all park entrance 

fees; and a bound checklist to keep track of sightings during the trip. It includes two 

architectural tours, including a river cruise. If you opt out of the river cruise, the price of that 

tour (currently $46) will be deducted from your final invoice. It does not include alcoholic 

beverages, optional activities except as specified in the itinerary, snacks, laundry, tips (apart 

from meals), or other items of a personal nature.  

A deposit of $450 per person and the submission of the booking form will secure your place on 

the trip. Final payment is due by May 13, 2018. We accept payment by check, bank transfer, or 

credit card (with a 3% processing fee). Upon receiving your booking form, we will send you 

deposit details. 

Hotels 

We will be staying in one hotel for the duration of the trip. It will be a quality hotel in the near-

north suburbs that has wireless internet. 

Photography 

The photographic opportunities are good. Migrant birds in Chicago tend to be fairly 

photogenic, and we will often be birding in fairly open habitats that are good for photography. 

Despite that, we will be looking for many small, fast moving migrants, like warblers, that do not 

necessarily lend themselves to being easily photographed. That said, this is primarily a 

birdwatching tour, so while there will be ample opportunities for photography along the way, 

we will not be making special considerations for photographers.  

Weather 

The weather in mid-September in Chicago is usually very nice, but can vary tremendously from 

one year to the next (or one day to the next). The average low temperate at that time of year is 

about 62°F and the average high is about 72°F. We will be hoping for a cold front to pass 

through during our tour to bring in a fresh load of migrant birds. Rain is possible, so an umbrella 

and/or raincoat is recommended. The architecture tours will go rain or shine. Biting insects are 

generally not a problem in mid-September, but if the weather has been warm mosquitoes and 

ticks can be present.  
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Packing considerations 

 

You will generally want to wear comfortable birding clothes that you don’t mind getting a little 

dirty. We recommend checking the weather predictions before you come, since the weather 

can be variable at this time of year.  

In terms of gear, you will generally want the usual binoculars, field guide, and field clothing. 

Many people appreciate having a camera along. A reusable water bottle and, for some people, 

a travel coffee mug, are useful to have along in the car during the day. A raincoat and/or 

umbrella is useful in case of wet weather. Comfortable walking shoes are important, as we will 

be on our feet for extended periods. You will not need rubber boots.  

Recommended reading 

Much has been written about Chicago, its natural history, its history, and its architecture. 

Perhaps the most well-known book to incorporate the city’s history and architecture is Devil in 

the White City, by Erik Larson. Much of the book’s setting is Jackson Park, which is a world-class 

birding site that we are likely to visit  

The website of the Chicago Architecture Foundation (www.architecture.org) is wonderful 

source of information regarding the city’s architecture.  

The Natural History of the Chicago Region by Joel Greenberg is a remarkable and thorough 

compendium of all aspects of the region’s natural history. Mr. Greenberg, along with Lynne 

Carpenter, also wrote A Birder’s Guide to the Chicago Region, which features many of the 

places we will visit.  

Our favorite bird field guides are the Sibley Guides, the larger Sibley Guide to Birds which covers 

all of North America and the more portable Sibley Birds East.  

Tipping 

We aim to provide exceptional service, using guides that are knowledgeable, interesting, 

personable, and experienced. While tipping is never expected, if you feel that your guides went 

above and beyond, you are welcome to leave them a gratuity. Tips at restaurants are included 

in the cost of the tour.  

Travel insurance 

We do not require travel insurance for trips in the US. However, we recommend buying it as it 

is inexpensive and can protect you from unforeseen costs associated with missed flights, 

sudden illness, and damaged equipment.  
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