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Potholes & Prairie Birding Festival
A Home-Grown Birding Festival in the Legendary Prairie Pothole Country
Steve Jones, Boulder County Audubon
I returned this June, after an eight-year hiatus, to the Potholes and Prairie Birding
Festival in Carrington, North Dakota. If you don't mind seeing 30,000 nesting
pelicans, dozens of Western and Clark's grebes sitting on their floating nests, and as
many as 10 grassland-nesting sparrow species in a single day, you might consider
this reasonably-priced and very friendly festival.
Highlights for me included an outdoor dinner and bluegrass concert, accompanied
by singing willow flycatchers and orchard orioles, on the lush grounds of Pipestem
Creek Bed and Breakfast; and a free-spirited boutique wine tasting at the artfully
victorian Putnam House in downtown Carrington. I led a trip to the Missouri Coteau
prairies, overlooking Chase Lake, where we saw the pelicans and grebes, along with
blooming prairie turnips, white penstemons, Missouri and ground plum milk vetches,
and nesting marbled godwits (and where I finally began to get a handle on those
elusive Nelson's and Leconte's sparrows).
The friendly folks and extremely knowledgeable leaders at this festival make the
whole experience quite special.
For information, check out Potholes and Prairies Birding Festival:
http://www.birdingdrives.com/Our_Festival.html One of the tours at Chicago Lake.

More pictures at: www.birdingdrives.com

Photo by R Bohn
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Greetings ND-Birders:
The Potholes & Prairie Festival, based in Carrington, was run for roughly 75 participants and it was a
success. Most of the target birds were found, but some with difficulty thus not for everyone
unfortunately.
The only Baird's Sparrow accessible was south of Dawson on I-94, thus requiring a long drive.
LeConte's Sparrows were very hard to come by in that area, but a few people lucked out.
Sprague's Pipit must all be in breeding mode, again very tough to find, only snagged a couple
times.
Special birds located during the festival not reported to the listserve are as follows:
Least Bittern - one on the west side of Horsehead (which I posted) and another southwest of
Woodworth. American Bitterns are in good numbers this year, be on the lookout for this smaller cousin,
too.
Black-necked Stilt - nesting pair found south of Carrington was a surprise and enjoyed by most.
Eastern Meadowlark - (possible) Meadowlark singing an eastern song on Tuttle Pasture.
If anyone is going to chase these birds, I can give more specifics upon request.
Good Birding,
Corey Ellingson<crackerjackbirder@BIS.MIDCO.NET>
Bismarck, ND

Birders came from 21 (continental) states, Hawaii, England
Bird watchers from 21 (continental) states, Hawaii, and England were among the 78 folks who
participated in tours, seminars, and other activities during the annual Potholes and Prairie Birding Festival
held June 11-15 and head1uaratered out of the Chieftain Conference Center. In addition, there were 15
guides for scheduled tours along with guest speakers. Many spend extra days here prior to the festival to
bird on their own.
. . . Erik Bruhnke of Duluth, Minn., was presenter
for one seminar which featured Hawk Identification. The
two attendees from England made the trip exclusively to
attend this festival. Many of the attendees also were
guests at the Putnam House for the Wine Taste Festival
and were hosted by Ann and Ernie Hoffert for
entertainment and a picnic during their stay at the Birding
Festival. As one attendee from South Dakota wrote, “I
added 34 new birds to my life list here this weekend . . . .
will definitely spread the word.”
Quoted from the Foster County Independent, Monday, June 23, 2014 Page 7
Potholes and Prairies was a wonderful event and I know the committee spent countless hours, (months
really), preparing for it. From a participant's viewpoint everything seemed to go so smoothly. It was so
organized. As a novice birder, I learned so much not only about birds but about the prairie and its
incredibly rich history. The guides were generous with their knowledge and fun to be with and I loved
the special presentations. I met some very interesting, and delightfully friendly people, and found myself
in magical places I would normally not go. The evening events were lovely - blue grass music, wine,
great food, beautiful gardens, Carrington's historical home and meeting new friends. Thank you for
welcoming all of us, and for introducing us to a very special place.
Lucy Archibald

Prairie Tweets

Page 3

Upcoming Events
June 10-14, 2015 Potholes & Prairie Birding Festival. www.birdingdrives.com

*********************************************************

Grassland Birds: Hidden Gems of the Prairie
Discover why grassland birds are the hidden gems of the prairie as well as some of the best
birding locations to spot them. Birds and Blooms email 5/1/14
article by By Ken Keffer
When you think of the historic Great Plains, you probably imagine vast herds of bison grazing across the
prairie. While this image is certainly accurate, those bison weren’t alone. Living alongside these
substantial mammals were flocks of feathered friends often referred to as grassland birds.
About 40 species of North American birds are considered grassland specialists, but unfortunately, many
populations have seen declines that mirror that of the bison. Still, while they might not be nearly as
abundant as they once were, you can find these captivating birds if you know where to look.
You might think it would be easy to spot them in their wide-open landscapes, but think again. Sure, a
meadowlark will sing loudly from a fencepost, but finding most grassland birds is like searching for a
needle in a haystack—except you’re looking for the needle before the hay has been cut and stacked.
Don’t let that discourage you, though. Searching for grassland birds can be really rewarding—it forces
you to slow down to a meander and to stop to take in your surroundings. Just take a look at some of the
species you could see.
DICKCISSELS
Resembling a smaller, skinnier meadowlark, the dickcissel has a core range in the heart of the Midwest.
The first one I ever spotted was along an open prairie just off the interstate, eating seeds with its large
beak.
During the winter, a few lingering dickcissels can be lured to backyard feeders, but the vast majority move
as far south as northern South America for the season. Your best time to see one is summer.
BOBOLINKS
Black bodied, with a bold white wash along the back and a solid patch of straw
yellow at the back of the head, male bobolinks are some of the grasslands’
most striking birds. They’ll often sing their unique song during in-flight displays
to establish territories. Subtly colored females will mate with multiple males
before laying eggs in nests built directly on the ground.
Never far from open meadows or marshes, bobolinks have expanded into the
northeast as forests are converted to farms. Long-distance migrants to central
South America, they’re especially fond of rice fields along their journey.
GRASSHOPPER SPARROWS
The sounds of the prairie always seem ephemeral to me. Just about the time I realize I’m hearing more
than the breeze rustling the thick grass stems, the noise fades away like a dream. This is the case with
the grasshopper sparrow and its high-pitched buzz, which resembles a grasshopper’s. You’ll want to learn
to recognize this buzzing sound. Since these birds like to stay low in the grass, hearing one might be your
best chance to see one.
PRAIRIE-CHICKENS
A sunrise visit to the grasslands can provide a unique opportunity to watch one of nature’s finest spectacles, the
prairie-chicken strut. Throughout the spring, these birds gather at “leks,” as places where mating males congregate
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are called, to perform elaborate courtship displays. While inflating bright
orange air sacs along the neck, males flip up specialized feathers like collars
behind their heads. They also make eerie cooing, hooting and booming
sounds to woo females. A lek may be used year after year but can easily be
disturbed, so many groups offer special guided trips for folks interested in
viewing this yearly dance. Greater prairie-chickens are found in the upper
Midwest, while lesser prairie-chickens live in the southern Great Plains.
FERRUGINOUS HAWKS
Similar to red-tailed hawks, ferruginous hawks are large raptors with broad wings built for soaring. There isn’t much
to perch on in the prairie, so you’ll often see ferruginous hawks sitting directly on the ground. They’ll sometimes
even build their nests on the ground, especially in rocky outcrops or along bluffs. You can recognize ferruginous
hawks in flight by the rusty brown V of the legs, contrasting with a mostly white underside. Year-round residents of
the Four Corners region, where Colorado and Utah meet Arizona and New Mexico, the hawks breed as far north as
the grasslands of southern Canada and winter as far south as central Mexico.
BURROWING OWLS
Most burrowing owls don’t actually burrow. Instead, they’ll take up residence in the tunnels
of prairie dogs or other subterranean critters. Active by day and night, burrowing owls
consume a diet rich in insects and small mammals. They’ll even bait insects by providing an
animal-dung buffet. Unlike most raptors, males and females are similar in dimension, with
bodies roughly the size of a pint glass and long, skinny legs. Burrowing owls can be found in
suitable habitats throughout the west, though an isolated group lives in Florida. (The Florida
population actually does burrow.) They’re also found in the grasslands of South America.
These are some of my favorite grassland species, but I encourage you to set out on foot and
find your own. There’s an amazing diversity just waiting to be discovered. And while the bison are gone from much
of the plains, lots of grassland birds still make their home on the range.
4 PLACES TO SEE GRASSLAND BIRDS
Native prairies and grasslands boast a remarkable biodiversity of plants, insects, birds and mammals. But grassland
habitats have dwindled since the 19th century, so species dependent on them have also declined. Much of the
remaining grassland is privately owned. Grassland birds have benefited from conservation programs that encourage
late-season mowing and grazing, as well as prairie restoration projects, including prescribed fires.

1.Oklahoma: Tall-grass Prairie Preserve
Nearly 2,500 bison roam the range on this large swath of northeastern Oklahoma prairie administered by the
Nature Conservancy.

2.Kansas: Tall-grass
Prairie National Preserve & Konza Prairie
The Flint Hills region of Kansas is a stunning grassland ecosystem where numerous groups collaborate on
education, research and restoration efforts.

3.Ohio: The Wilds
Here grassland birds share the landscape not with bison but with grazers from around the world. Formerly a
mining operation, the Wilds is a large-scale reclamation area with a dual focus on native ecosystems and
global conservation efforts.

4.The Dakotas: Dakota Prairie National Grasslands
Dakota Prairie National Grasslands is a collection of agencies that oversees more than a million acres of
diverse landscapes, from the tall-grass prairies of the Sheyenne National Grassland to the short-grass
badlands of the Little Missouri National Grassland.
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Great Birding Projects, P.J. Baicich
Bird-compatible Soy Developed New strain being released in US
Early today, 1 April 2014, the American Soybean Growers Association (ASGA) released news of
two new related strains of soy that will be "bird-habitat compatible" according to soy agronomists
at the association's research center.
Previously, the crop has been criticized as "a virtual wasteland for birds," but the new release
indicated that experimental fields in parts of South Dakota and North Carolina - two very different
area - have produced remarkable results for native bird life.
Some of these soy plantings - depending on soil types - will require a bit more water, but at the
same time, they produce beans at a level that is at least 12.6% larger than regular soybeans.
There are two types of new-style soy: Type 666A , which is "moister" than the second
experimental strain, Type 666B.
Type 666A, tested in northern sections of South Dakota, sustained breeding numbers of Willet,
Upland Sandpiper, Marbled Godwit, Grasshopper Sparrow, and a few species of waterfowl,
including Green-winged Teal and Northern Pintail. The drier Type 666B, tested in the East,
favored Prairie Warbler, Vesper Sparrow, Eastern Meadowlark, and, at times and at edges,
surprising Yellow-breasted Chat.
Both types are harvested in the late fall, with Type 666A often providing shorebird habitat in the
interim. Astounding flocks of migrating Bobolinks in Type 666B fields in North Carolina can be
viewed here: http://www-tc.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/sciencenow/3410/images/03-ever-01.jpg
Curiously, both soy types provide excellent nesting cover for numerous bird species, but it is a
late-season odor from the soy fields that seem to have an attraction to migrating field-oriented
songbirds. This phenomenon has yet to be fully explained by the researchers. Clearly, the birds
are not consuming the soybeans, but they use the fields for cover and for "play."
According to Dr. Byron Fong, one of the lead researchers for the ASGA, "our model fields have
been for many birds like catnip is for cats." (Obviously, Dr. Fong missed the irony of his
analogy.)
Still, considering the "range" (see map above) of soybean production in the US - from the
Northern Great Plains, to the Mississippi Alluvial Valley, to the Southeast Coastal Plain - the
impact on bird life could be remarkable, using either Type 666A or Type 666B soy plantings.
ASGA soy-spokespersons boasted that American rice would be "left in the dust" in its "boastful
claims" of bird-compatibility .
Meanwhile, the American Rice Federation, based in the Central Valley of California had little
comment, but Dr. Paul Butler, the ARF sustainability chief, stated, "Well, if these folk can provide
a 'bird-friendly' soy, more power to them."
The winter-wheat lobby, which had been touting their crop as compatible for a number of nesting
birds (e.g., some important ducks, Ring-necked Pheasant, Willet, and Long-billed Curlew), could
not be reached for comment.
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RARITY FOCUS E-bulletins of the National Wildlife Refuge Association (NWRA)
http://refugeassociation.org/news/birding-bulletin/
It started in late April in Newfoundland with a cluster of European Golden-Plovers being reported,
followed by a few more, and then there were scores. That was impressive in itself, but the surprises in
Newfoundland continued to amaze.
At the same time that European Golden-Plovers were being discovered, at least two pairs of Black-tailed
Godwits - another Eurasian species - were found at Renews Harbour and at St. Paul's. Eventually more
were discovered elsewhere - e.g., Old Pelican, Goulds, and Stevensville Crossing - with a possible total of
at least nine of these handsome shorebirds ultimately being discovered.
These exciting Icelandic/European rarities were the byproduct of persistent easterly winds blowing across
the North Atlantic at the end of April and into May. The entire invasion - termed a "ploverload" by Bruce
Mactavish and others - was ultimately capped by another species, a Common Redshank.
Common Redshank is now a common breeder in Iceland, but has only occurred twice before in
Newfoundland with five birds appearing in April-May 1995 and one in March-April 1999.
The first Common Redshank was reported along the wrack line at Renews, about 60 miles south of St.
John's by Monte Taylor and Bruce Mactavish on 3 May. By the next day, two were found, and the
pilgrimage began. Birders from near and far came to see this outstanding rarity. At least one of the two
birds remained through 14 May.
For more details on Newfoundland's Common Redshanks, accompanied
by a short narrative and multiple photos taken by Bruce Mactavish, see
here:
http://brucemactavish1.blogspot.ca/2014/05/common-redshanks-forviewing.html

Words to Consider:
"The conservation movement is a breeding ground of communists and other
subversives. We intend to clean them out, even if it means rounding up every
bird watcher in the country."
- John N. Mitchell, U.S. Attorney General, 1969 – 1972

2014 Wetland Conservation Award
... for Communications

Ducks Unlimited announced the six winners of their 2014 Wetland Conservation Achievement
Awards during the 79th North American Wildlife and Natural Resources Conference held in
Denver in mid-March. This year's recipient in the "Communications" category was Paul J.
Baicich, for his promotion of bird and wetland conservation.
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Hummingbird Myths Revealed
Do hummingbirds ride on geese? Find out as we
separate hummingbird myths from hummingbird
facts.
Birds and Blooms, email 6/8/14, by the Editors
Think hummingbirds will only visit red flowers?
Think again!
This Calliope Hummingbird loves bee balm.
Steve Gifford

Attracting hummingbirds is easier when you know how to tell the truth from the fiction. Do
hummingbirds ride on geese when they migrate south? Should I add red dye to my hummingbird
nectar? Will it cause problems for migrating hummingbirds if I leave my feeder up in the fall? We
took a closer look at some common hummingbird myths, and we’ve got the answers.
Hummingbird Myth: Hummingbirds hitch rides on the backs of geese as they migrate south.
Hummingbird Fact: This legend is entertaining, but untrue. Hummingbirds and Canada geese
migrate at different times and to different destinations.
Myth: All hummingbirds migrate.
Fact: Most, but not all, hummingbirds migrate south for winter. The Anna’s hummingbird stays
along the West Coast year-round.
Myth: Hummingbirds sip nectar through their bills like a straw.
Fact: Hummingbirds use their tongues to lap up nectar and sugar water at about 13 licks per
second.
Myth: Adding red dye to sugar water will attract more hummingbirds.
Fact: It isn’t necessary to dye sugar water. Feeders with red part do the trick.
Myth: Hummingbirds’ only natural predators are other, larger birds.
Fact: Besides other birds like hawks, hummers have to watch out for cats, spiders, snakes and
even frogs.
Myth: Leaving hummingbird feeders up late into fall delays migration south.
Fact: You won’t interfere with hummingbirds’ migration; they know to fly south as the days get
shorter.
Myth: Hummingbirds eat only nectar and sugar water.
Fact: Insects and small spiders are also an important part of a hummingbird’s diet.
Myth: Hummingbirds feed only from red flowers.
Fact: While red blooms draw them in, these sweet-toothed fliers will gladly feed from any color
flower that produces nectar.
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Birding Drives Dakota continues its mission:
To Promote Economic Development in North
Dakota Through Nature-based Tourism Focused
on Birding!

Board of Directors
Jeff Galt, D.C., President - Carrington
Ines Dunn, Vice-President - Carrington
Laurie Dietz, Secretary/Treasurer – Carrington
Frank Klein, Director, Carrington
Ann Hoffert Director, Carrington
Searle Swedlund, Director – Jamestown
Lindsay Ostlie, Director - Carrington

Q-and-A - Al Batt
"My goldfinches won't eat the thistle seed I gave them. Why not?" Nyjer, often called thistle seed, is
an agricultural crop imported primarily from Africa and Asia where it is also used for cooking and lighting
oil. Nyjer is not a noxious thistle. It’s not supposed to germinate under feeders since the USDA requires
that nyjer seed imported to this country be sterilized by heat. It is vulnerable to spoilage and mold. If it
smells moldy or rancid
"What is the world’s smallest bird?" A bird that flies with 80 wing beats per second, the bee
hummingbird, found in Cuba, measures a little more than 2 inches, counting bill and tail, and
weighs about 2 grams — roughly the equivalent of two dimes. The largest of all hummingbirds (the
giant hummingbird) weighs about 10 times as much.
T.J. Davis asked what bald eagles locking talons signifies. Courting pairs lock talons and whirl, but
so do immature eagles and adult eagles that don’t appear to be courting. Perhaps immature eagles
lock talons as practice for adult courtship behaviors. Some locking and whirling seems to be
antagonistic in nature, while some doesn’t. Only the eagles know which is which.
"My grandfather is fond of saying 'I haven’t seen you in a coon's age.' How long is that?" The
average raccoon lives two to five years if it is a nonsmoker.
"Where do sandhill cranes nest?" The three subpopulations of
sandhill cranes are migratory. The lesser, greater, and Canadian
sandhill cranes spend winters in the south and summers at their
breeding grounds. The largest congregation of migrating
sandhill cranes occurs from February to early April along the
Platte River in Nebraska. Some breed in Minnesota, Wisconsin,
Michigan, Oregon, Idaho, Alaska, Canada, and Siberia.
Sandhill Cranes →
Photo by Al Batt
We are very excited about our "Friends of the Refuge" designation and all the potential it has for BDD
and Arrowwood Refuge.

We are looking for new members and fresh ideas. If you are a nature lover, birder, or
simply an individual interested in tourism or conservation, now is a great time to join
our board or become a supporter and make a difference. If you are interested, please
call 701-652-2524, 701-650-9002, or email info@birdingdrives.com
Jeff Galt, D.C., President
Birding Drives Dakota

