Big Thicket

Get off the beaten path. Explore the back country. Experience the thrill of seeing a rare species of bird. Enjoy a leisurely canoe trip. Soak in the scenery beneath a cathedral of pines.


Visitors to the Big Thicket National Preserve can do all these things and more in one of the nation’s few remaining pristine forests. Rich in biological diversity, the preserve encompasses more than 97,000 acres in and around Tyler County. The Big Thicket Visitors Center is located just south of Tyler County on U.S. 69 near Kountze.


A convergence of ecosystems occurred in the Big Thicket during the last Ice Age. It brought together, in one geographical location, the eastern hardwood forests, the Gulf coastal plains and the Midwest prairies.


On Dec. 15, 1981, the preserve was designated an International Biosphere Reserve by the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s Man and the Biosphere Program. The American Bird Conservancy has recognized the preserve as a Globally Important Bird Area.


“The Big Thicket has an 

Astonishing natural resource as well as a close tie to ancient history,” says Seth Davidson.


Davidson notes that Tyler County makes for an ideal day trip destination for residents of Greater Houston. The county is approximately a two-hour drive from the Houston area.


“You can go from a very urban area to some of the most beautiful and pristine wildlife viewing in Texas,” Davidson says. “Tyler, Jasper and Newton counties offer some of the most scenic drives in the United States.”


Boasting some 250 winged species, the Big Thicket is a virtual paradise for birders, he says. The preserve is part of The Great Texas Coastal Birding Trail, Upper Texas Coast. Among the species that may be observed in the Thicket are shorebirds, migrant songbirds, thrushes, herons, egrets, pine warblers, bald eagles and the beautiful red cockaded woodpecker.


“The Big Thicket is a totally spectacular birding destination on the Upper Texas Coast that, over the course of a few miles, is transformed into a different kind of habitat,” Davidson says. “If you go to the Upper Texas Coast to look at birds in the spring, you look at birds just flying through. They are moving on and far to the north into Eastern woodland forest and to Canada.


“But there is a group of those birds whose final destination is the Big Thicket. That’s where they will breed and raise their young. They’re not just flying through. You can listen to them sing, watch their breeding behavior and get a completely different picture of them than you would at High Island or in Galveston.”


But birds aren’t the only wildlife that may be viewed in the Big Thicket. According to Davidson, one might be fortunate enough to catch a glimpse of a mountain lion along the Pitcher Plant Trail near Warren, wild hogs near the Turkey Creek Trail or alligators at Magnolia Ridge. Deer and wild hogs also abound throughout the preserve.

     When one considers the myriad species of flora, fauna and insects, along with rivers, streams and creeks, the Big Thicket emerges as a premier destination for both the casual observer and serious naturalists and birders.


In addition to birding, wildlife and nature viewing, the Thicket attracts hikers (to its eight trails with more than 45 miles of hiking), anglers, hunters, photographers, campers and horseback riders. There’s also off-road bicycling, canoeing, kayaking and boating.


Another popular nearby recreational area is B.A. Steinhagen Lake and adjacent Martin Dies Jr. State Park. The lake offers acres of fishing, boating and swimming, and the park hosts campers and nature lovers who come to explore its many trails.

Look on Page 22 to map out your next adventure in Tyler County!
