
  

                                                                12 

 

Bats in Beds                                       The newsletter of the Bedfordshire Bat Group  Apr  2017  Vol 114 

Bracken Cave, Texas – Home to 
20 million bats 

 
Vertical-looking entomological 

radar. Seguin, Texas 

 

When I returned to Rothamsted 

Research, Harpenden, after a brief 

foray into the world of consultancy, 

it was to explore the potential for 

using insect radar to study locust 

movements in China. Little did I 

know that I would then also get the 

chance to travel to Texas, and the 

opportunity to see the spectacle that 

is the emergence of 20 million 

Mexican Free-tailed Bats from 

Bracken Cave … twice. 

 

In collaboration with colleagues at 

the United States Department of 

Agriculture, we have installed one of 

our vertical-looking entomological 

radars (VLR) near the town of Seguin 

in southern Texas. As the name 

suggests, the VLR emits a vertical 

beam in a narrow cone, and this can 

detect insects up to 1,200m above 

ground level. Based on shape and 

size, various groups of insects can be 

identified (beetles, grasshoppers, 

butterflies, moths, etc.); and 

information can also be gathered on 

their direction and speed of 

movement.  

Every year millions of pest moths 

migrate up from Mexico into the 

United States, causing huge damage 

to crops. Target moths for our 

studies include the Fall Armyworm 

(Spodoptera frugiperda) and the Cotton 

Bollworm (Helicoverpa zea), both are 

economically significant pests. But 

they and the other moths are also 

important in another way – as a 

source of food to the Mexican Free-

tailed Bats (Tadarida 

brasiliensis) that have 

followed them north.  

 

And this is why we have been 

joined in our research by 

colleagues from the 

University of Tennessee. 

Jennifer Kraul and Gary 

McCracken are aiming to 

better understand 

interactions between 

the bats and the 

migrating moths, and 

the vital role that the 

bats play in pest 

control. Thanks to 

this link with bat 

research, we were 

offered the chance to 

visit Bracken Cave. 

 

Bracken Cave is the 

summer home of an 

estimated 20 million 

Mexican Free-tailed 

Bats, making it the world's largest 

bat colony and one of the largest 

concentrations of mammals on the 

planet. It is also the biggest bat 

maternity colony in the world - in 

March and April, expectant females 

return to the cave after 

overwintering in Mexico. Most males 

roost elsewhere in smaller groups. In 

the latter half of June, females give 

birth to a single pup, nearly doubling 

the cave's population and leading to 

such a density of bodies that in a 

single square foot there can be as 

many as 500 pups! (www.batcon.org) 

 

Located about 20 miles from San 

Antonio, the Bracken Cave Preserve 

is an area of over 700 acres, owned 

and managed by Bat Conservation 

International (BCI). The cave and 

surrounding area not only conserves 

the bats but also many other native 

and endangered species. BCI 

maintains the property, protecting 

and rehabilitating the land by 

removing invasive vegetation and 

reviving native plants. 

(www.batcon.org) 

 

Along with colleagues and a small 

group of others, I first got to see the 

Bracken Cave emergence in 

September 2015. It really was a sight 

to behold, although because of the 

time of year the daylight soon faded 

and we were unable to continue 

watching the bats pouring away into 

the sky. Luckily this was not to be 

Bracken Cave. Near San Antonio, 

Texas  

my only visit. 

 

Having been told how much better 

the spectacle can be in the summer, I 

was very keen to arrange to go again 

during our last period of fieldwork 

in July 2016. Thankfully, our trip 

included July 4th, Independence  

 

Day, when none of our American 

colleagues wanted to spend the day 

working. Ordinarily there would 

also not have been a BCI visit to the 

cave either, but thanks to having 

Gary in our team we were able to 

arrange a “private viewing”. 

 

We arrived well before sunset and 

spent some time wandering around 

the site, enjoying the numerous other 

sites in this pristine area of Texas hill 

country … although to my 

disappointment I never did manage 

to track down a Roadrunner! Later, 

we settled ourselves on the benches 
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at the edge of the massive rocky 

bowl containing the wide crescent-

shaped opening of the cave, waiting 

for the bats to appear. 

 

At first just a handful of bats would 

venture out towards the mouth of 

the cave before disappearing back 

into the darkness, but slowly we 

started to make out more and more, 

circling in the cave’s gloom. Then 

they were circling outside of the 

cave, within the depression in front 

of it … and the numbers built. 

Hundreds became thousands and the 

evening silence was lost to the 

incessant leathery flurry of their 

wings. And then they were off – 

seemingly endless dense streams 

pouring up and over the mouth of 

the cave and into the sky. 

 

Bat maelstrom from the mouth of 

Bracken Cave 

 

Due to just being in our own little 

group, I was lucky enough to get the 

chance to scramble down to the 

mouth of the cave with Gary. I have 

never experienced anything like it. 

The maelstrom occurring around me 

was remarkable – a beautifully 

choreographed tornado of bodies 

and angular wings, all twisting in the 

same direction before snaking away 

to hunt in the night.  

 

We caught a couple of bats to take  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

back up to show the others. How did 

we catch them? Gary simply held his 

cap in the air and such was the 

density of bats that seconds later one  

landed on it. And I picked up a pup 

that had landed on the ground. It 

was one of many that, perhaps out 

on their first flights, had not 

navigated the turmoil successfully 

and were falling to the floor. Here 

they were quickly scrambling to  

try and reach high points from which  

to take off again. Unfortunately, not 

all of them could escape the  

 

Free-tailed Bat (Tadarida 

brasiliensis 

predators out for an easy feast – we 

saw snakes and Striped Skunks 

(Mephitis mephitis) helping 

themselves. And it wasn’t just the 

Free-tailed Bat (Tadarida 

brasiliensis youngsters being picked 

off, the adults had to deal with birds 

such as the Great Horned Owls (Bubo 

virginianus) waiting in the trees 

around the cave.  
 

A couple of 

hours later 

and it was too 

dark to see the 

bats against 

the sky, but 

there was no 

sign of a 

reduction in 

the numbers 

pouring out of the cave. Back at the 

hotel we celebrated our excellent 

adventure (oh yes, and the 4th July) 

with plenty  

 

of beer. We are hoping for more 

Mexican  

funds to continue our studies in 

Texas … if that happens, I am going 

back to Bracken Cave. 

 

Philip Gould 


