THE BIRD LADY OF TEXAS
(1886-1973)

By Kay McCracken

It is with a great deal of pleasure that we dedicate this issue
of BIRDING to the memory of Connie Hagar. This honor is
especially fitting as we approach the 1976 ABA Convention to be
held on the Texas Coast. It was largely because of Connie’s
activities that this coastline became one of North America’s most
visited birding areas. This year’s pilgrimage by birders across the
continent is itself a tribute to her indefatigable efforts to promote
and preserve the avian richness of the Texas Coast-Ed.

To the door of her white frame cottage in a then obscure village
on the Texas coast the ornithological world made a beaten path that
still is trod by birders who never met her. She was known on two con-
tinents as the Bird Lady of Texas, to thousands of birdwatchers
simply as ‘‘Connie’’ Hagar. She did not write a better book, or preach
a better sermon, or make a better mousetrap; she simply looked at the
birds around her more closely and more often than anyone had before,
seeing things not seen before, and gladly sharing her discoveries with
all who wished to come and look with her.

Many hundreds of birders from near and far did come, even
from foreign lands. Among them were distinguished figures in pro-
fessional ornithology, others were the greenest tyros, and she welcomed
all with equal warmth and grace. Connie never pretended to be more
than a birdwatcher, always insisting that she learned more from her
visitors than she taught, but high-ranking ornithologists regarded her
with unqualified respect and admiration, and often consulted her.

For more than 30 years Conniec Hagar made daily observations
of the bird life of the Coastal Bend, including, for may years, weekly
excursions to neighboring counties, plus occasional short trips to other
parts of the state. Her observations startled the bird world a number
of times, changed the literature, added new species to the state’s avi-
fauna, and shed new light on the habits and movements of others.
She discovered the fantastic spring migration at Rockport and the even
more amazing fall migration of hummingbirds there. Once she esti-
mated as many as 3,000 hummingbirds buzzing over Live Oak Point.
Some were species not listed anywhere in Texas.

She also upset the common notion of a birdwatching female in
action. A kinglet person, five feet tall and never weighing over 100
pounds, she dressed for the field in full-skirted cotton frocks that never
seemed to come unstarched. She rarely wore a hat but her silver hair
never looked mussed.
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Conger Neblett Hagar was middle-aged when birds became more
of a vocation than avocation to her. Born June 14, 1886 in Corsicana,
Texas, she was first of the three children of Robert S. and Mattie
Yeater Neblett. The parents were intellectuals with an uncommon
appreciation of nature. Neblett, lawyer and native Texan, took special
pride in all things Texan and taught his children to know native plants
and the birds around them. Mrs. Neblett, versed in classic literature
taught them about butterflies, the stars and planets, and to appreciate
poetry. Throughout her life Connie continued to memorize and quote
lengthy passages of poetry she loved.

Long before her small hands could span an octave she learned to
pick out tunes on the piano, from watching her mother play. Music
became paramount in her life and her high school graduation gift was
a grand piano. By then she was also singing and from Forest Park
College in St. Louis, Missouri, in 1906 she was graduated in voice and
literature. Several subsequent summers were spent in further study in
~ Chicago. She had offers to sing professionally, which she never con-
sidered. In that era ‘‘no lady sings for money,”’ Mrs. Neblett declared.
Her talents had been cultivated for her own pleasure and that of family
and friends.

The Neblett home was a center of social life, the two daughters
mainsprings of a gay young set that danced far into many nights.
““I could do it now,”’ Connie would avow 50 years later, ‘“If the doc-
tors would let me.”’ She sang or played or recited for countless gather-
ings, clubs, weddings, funerals, and in churches. Throughout her
active life every Sunday morning found her in some church as soloist,
pianist, or organist. During World War I, then married to a Navy
officer, Connie lived for a time in New Orleans but went home at the
end of the war to attend her widowed invalid mother. During this
period a long-latent interest in birds was reborn; she and her sister
decided to learn the birds of their county and organized a nature club.
Connie became a bird-bander for the U.S. Biological Survey
and contributed occasional notes to ornithological journals.

Connie and Jack Hagar were married April 2, 1926. A native
Bostonian, Jack had gravitated to Texas through interests in real estate
and oil leasing. Eleven years her senior, he was an indulgent husband
who gave her her first binoculars and a Ford coupe that she might
pursue her hobby afield.

A summer visit to Rockport led to Connie’s overwhelming desire
to learn coastal birds. She wanted to move to Rockport. Jack was
agreeable but had a problem: ‘‘What will I do while you are looking
at birds’’? The problem was solved when Rockport Cottages, a row of
eight small resort units not far from the beach, came up for sale. They
bought the cottages and moved to Rockport at the end of 1935. Jack
embraced the role of Boniface with enthusiasm equal to his wife’s zeal
for birds.

Early every morning, again most afternoons, and often all day
Connie studied birds. Peterson’s first field guide was out but she did
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