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←  Keith Corlis, guide & speaker, giving a talk on 
Sparrow School: Classroom Edition., Thursday afternoon.

Al Batt, Humorist, entertaining the Festival attendees on
Saturday evening after a day of birding.  ↓
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photo by Erik Bruhnke

Al Batt and Erik Bruhnke standing by a bird chart. Erik
 Bruhnke, guide and speaker, spoke on Hawk ID, Saturday
afternoon.

One of the tour groups out on the 
prairie scoping out the local birds.
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Mother's Day and Birding

Those  of  you who have read  my columns  before
know I like birding in bad weather.   Last weekend
was no different but it was Mother’s Day.  I awoke
to  the  scene  of  cottonwood  leaves  that  tumbled
around all winter blowing across my backyard. The
sky was dark and gloomy, and the patio area had
showed signs of rain.  Under the feeder was a large
collection  of  migrant  sparrows  including  white-
throated,  white-crowned,  and  Harris’s  sparrow.  I
had to be out birding this day, it was a good day!   

This was exactly the same opening on my column
last  year?  Apparently  we  should  start  marking
Mother’s  Day  on  the  calendar  as  cold,  rain  and
wind – unfortunately that has been the case the last
two years! Last year I took my mother out birding,
and found a rare northern parula. This very pretty
little  gem  of  a  warbler  would  catch  anyone’s
attention, but this one would be my mother’s first
ever sighting in her life – a LIFER as we birders
call them.

Unfortunately  this  year,  the  temperatures  are  10
degrees  colder  as  dime-sized  snowflakes  were
floating down at times from the dark dreary sky.  I
did not drag my mother out into the freezing temps
this year.  I have to admit it was quite pretty with
the huge white snowflakes falling against the lush
spring green grass on the lawn.

As  I  watched  the  snow  and  rain  out  the  front
window,  I  was  surprised  to  see  a  northern
waterthrush on the front steps. The ground dwelling
little  warbler  walked  around  with  a  macho  strut,
bobbing its tail up and down continuously as they
always do. Its chocolate brown back camouflaged it
perfectly  against  the  flowerbed  dirt  as  it  walked
about. The underside is a yellowish wash streaked
with  brown,  with  a  bold  eye-stripe  of  the  same
color.   The bird remained all day, as I saw it several
times.

This  reminded  me  of  the  perilous  journey  these
birds  undergo  every  spring  they  go  north.
Hormones drive the males north as soon as possible
to stake out the best possible breeding grounds. In
doing so, they risk late winter storms that can end 

their  journey – forever.   Getting caught up in the
storms, they do all they can do to find food to stay
warm, stay alert, and stay alive. As their adventure
starts in Central and South America, a little 5 inch
bird flies a thousand miles in just a few weeks.  

Human encroachment on habitats continuously tests
the endurance of  these feathered creatures.  In  the
winter they need adequate food and shelter to make
another year, and build up reserves for a long flight
north. The migration requires good habitats to stop
along the way to replenish fat reserves and rest up
for the next southerly winds to continue on.

Nesting  grounds  need to  have  adequate  food and
sufficient  cover  to  support  not  just  one  pair,  but
many pairs of their kind. Unfortunately, the loss of
winter  habitats  to  coffee  plantations,  migrating
habitats to new sprawling suburbs, the populations
are dropping.

In  my  twenty  years,  I  have  always  enjoyed  the
month of May the most. Mixed flocks of these very
colorful, active feeding warblers shake the foliage
alive as they feed up for the next flight north. As the
years have gone by, it seems that only the days of
unfavorable weather turn up some birds to enjoy.
It may have been downright nasty this past Sunday,
but I did venture out for an hour at my favorite park
to see what was passing by.  These warbler gems
were  properly  greeted  before  continuing  on  their
way  for  future  generations  to  view,  admire,  and
enjoy.  
 
CoreyEllingson
President
Bismarck-Mandan Bird Club

        Northern  
             Waterthrush

Photo: Corey Ellingson
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Upcoming Events
October 2-4, 2015  American Birding Expo: Gramge Insurance Audubon Center, Columbus, OH. 
Attendee registration is free. Experience bird watching like never before. 
www.birdwatchersdigest.com/abe2015/

June 8-12, 2016  Potholes & Prairie Birding Festival, Carrington, ND, www.birdingdrives.com

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 
"A weed is a plant that has mastered every survival skill except for learning how to grow in rows.--Doug 
Larson
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Q-and-A – Al Batt

"How can I tell male and female mourning doves apart?" Males show more color with a bluish cap, pink 
chest and neck feathers, and three white outer-tail feathers. The female has an olive-gray cap, tan breast, 
greenish or pinkish neck feathers and one or two white outer-tail feathers. Juveniles lack iridescent 
feathers.

Bird Results from 2015 Potholes & Prairies Birding Festival
Greetings ND-Birders:
Once again, the Carrington Bird Festival last weekend was a success, however I have seen no one post birds from it. 
Apparently, you all have to sign up for Ebird to see what is going on anymore.

Participants were able to get good looks at most of our sought after North Dakota species.

Multiple locations had Nelson's Sparrow and LeConte's Sparrow, as well as CC Longspurs and the likes.

The famed Tuttle pasture was able to provide looks of Baird's Sparrows, which I guess had multiple birds.

Another school section pasture near Kunkel Lake provided both Baird's Sparrow and Sprague's Pipits.

Two other species that should have been mentioned on the Listserve by now:

The TRICOLORED HERON found in late May by Nancy Drilling, was relocated 12 June by Chris Wood and his 
WINGS tour. Sunday evening, myself along with Adrian Azar, and Jesse Kolar observed the bird flush multiple times 
from the peninsula of cattails out in the egret colony at DeWald Slough. The bird was carrying nest material. We only 
observed one bird at a time, so
it is unknown whether there is a pure pair or not. This colony is accessed by turning west on 41st St off of Hwy 3 next 
to Lake Isabel. Drive the dirt road one mile west, then one mile south. Park at this corner and look out east to see the 
flushing Cattle Egrets and Black-crowned Night Herons, and maybe the TRICOLORED.

I should mention there was a report of BLACK-NECKED STILT also on 07 June from the "southwest corner". This 
area is reached by taking the first road traversing west, south of Lake Isabel. The water on your right (north) when 
reaching the T is were the bird was observed. I did not see the bird Sunday night, but the habitat is good, and could hide
a stilt.

Lastly, found during scouting by Dave Lambeth, and observed on the tours was a LEAST BITTERN at Horsehead 
Lake WMA. The bird was observed again by myself Sunday afternoon. It sounded like there were multiple birds 
calling. Horsehead WMA is half way down the west shore of Horsehead Lake, Kidder county. After parking at the ND 
Game&Fish sign, walk the roadbed dike east just past the lone tree. Birds were calling from the north side. This species
was here last year also.

Good Birding,
Corey Ellingson, Bismarck, ND

http://www.birdwatchersdigest.com/abe2015/
http://www.birdingdrives.com/


Page 4            Prairie Tweets

North Dakota dreaming, but not on a winter’s day
 I was up early every morning, but my weariness was easily overcome by awe. I was at the Potholes & 
Prairie Birding Festival headquartered in Carrington, North Dakota. It’s an amazing celebration of nature.

 Tony Hillerman wrote, "I must confess that I have a weakness for empty places." 

 I do, too. Even if they are truly far from empty. I plodded the prairies. I watched chestnut-collared 
longspurs, western meadowlarks and vesper sparrows, each species showing white outer tail feathers in 
flight. Sweet songs of the meadowlarks matched the sounds of 1000 perfect violins. The meadowlark, a 
signature species of the Great Plains, gives an elegance to any day.

 Chase Lake is home to 17,000 pairs of nesting American white pelicans. Egrets, herons, Forster's and 
common terns, and ring-billed and California gulls nest there. Chase Lake became a National Wildlife 
Refuge in 1908 in order to save pelicans. Some people shot pelicans just for the entertainment. A friend 
told me that there wasn’t a single farmhouse in the township where Chase Lake was located. From a 
houseless road, I watched the two-toned pelicans in flight, looking as if they were wearing black gloves.

 Velvety black birds snatched flying insects over a pond. They were black terns. I watched a badger 
carrying her baby. I stared at a pair of western grebes running upon the water. Three young deer 
approached near as if they had never seen anything like me before. All these things were worth seeing.

 Sprague’s pipits flew high in the sky. This is called skylarking and causes people seeking a lifebird to 
wish that pipits were the size of bald eagles.

 A visitor from California asked, "What’s that bird I’m not hearing?" 

 Very early in the morning, that made sense.

 So did being in North Dakota. - Al Batt  http://albatt.com/

On Al Batt's return to his home after the 
June 2015 Potholes & Prairie Birding Festival

My neighbor Crandall stops by.
"How are you doing?" I ask.
"Everything is nearly copacetic. Where have you been?"
"I’ve been birding in the Carrington, North Dakota area," I answer.
"I don’t like driving anywhere while being tailgated by cars that if they could get an inch closer, would be 
in front of me. Yet you drive all the way to North Dakota to bird peep. There are birds here. Why go 
anywhere else?"
"St. Augustine said, 'The world is a book and those who do not travel read only one page.' Potholes and 
prairies made for a perfect peregrination," I add.
"Prairies? That’s where molehills are mountains. I know that you have to bird because you don’t golf. 
Birding allows you to wear mismatched clothing. What is Carrington known for?"
"Many things," I reply.
"Name two."
"Baird’s sparrow and Sprague’s pipit," I say.
"The same to you."
"Those were just two of the birds I saw," I state.
"Aren’t you worried that you’ll see every bird there is?"
"That’s impossible. Besides, I’m happy to see the same bird species daily," I say.
"That’s goofy."
"This comes from a man who wrote a poem about how much he hates poetry. You fish all the time. Aren’t 
you afraid that you will catch everything?"
A hush fell over the crowd.    - Al Batt  http://albatt.com/

http://albatt.com/
http://albatt.com/


Prairie Tweets                 Page 5

Flight Lines: Annual festival more than just birds
Keith Corliss

A couple of weekends ago, I returned home
 sleepy-eyed from what has become a mid-
June pilgrimage for me: the annual Potholes 
and Prairie Birding Festival in Carrington. 

Some years ago, the organizers of this 
wonderful event—Birding Drives Dakota—
tapped me on the shoulder and asked if I 
could assist them by helping guide some of 
the field trips. For a whole slew of reasons, I 
consider myself lucky to have said, "Yes." 

For guides, drivers, presenters, volunteers and
organizers, the typical bird festival represents 
a dizzying span of hectic days marked by little
sleep, meals hastily consumed if at all, on-the-
fly logistics and crisis management. This one 
is like that in many ways, yet different in 
others. 

I begin to get a little anxious once early June 
rolls around and the festival looms. I can't 
wait to get out to the prairie—the real prairie
—to see old friends, to meet new ones, and to 
be enveloped by the landscape in intimate and
profound ways. 

Bird watchers from across the country and 
abroad have been gathering in Carrington for 
this festival for 13 years. Nearly all come 
armed with spotting scopes, binoculars, field 
guides, bug spray and sun hats. Yet perhaps 
the most important item in each and every 
one's baggage is their list of target birds, that 
collection of blank squares aching for check-
marks to designate encountered species.
That is what makes this festival, and indeed 
this area of the state, so unique and so special.
Birds are found here in a rather unusual mix. I
can't think of another spot on the planet that  
hosts nesting Baird's sparrow, Nelson's 
sparrow, Le Conte's sparrow, ferruginous 

hawk, yellow rail, least bittern and Sprague's 
pipit within a handful of miles. It's this 
beautifully propitious juxtaposition of 
geography and biology that commands birders
to focus on this small slice of the northern 
Great Plains. This, then, is ground zero for 
prairie nesting birds.

It's not unnoticed in the bird watching world, 
trust me. I get emails asking for specifics from
a well-known Arizona guide from time to time
bringing clients to this area hoping to find 
these birds. Some of the bigger names in 
guided bird tours (read: expensive) list central
North Dakota on their menu of destinations.

Equally telling is a book by Chris Santell 
titled "Fifty Places to go Birding before you 
Die." Listed alongside such places as Borneo's
Danum Valley and Ecuador's Podocarpus 
National Park is none other than the prairie 
pothole region of North Dakota.

There is something truly magical, nearly 
indescribable about this place. And it goes 
way beyond the birds. Once a person dips 
their toe into this undulating sea of grass and 
forbs they are forever smitten. We hear it from
participants year after year. Joe Corvino of 
Washington wrote to me this weekend and 
said, "The memory of the morning ... seeing 
Baird's sparrow and Sprague's pipit still takes 
my breath away."

Festival attendees enjoy a sunrise and grassland 
birds in Kidder Co.                        (cont.on page 6)
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Oh sure you can drive down I-94 and say you 
have "seen" the prairie. But have you? I 
contend that unless you breathe in the earthy 
sweetness of dew-dappled fringed sage while 
walking slowly over never-plowed land, you 
haven't seen it. That unless you happen upon 
the occasional ring of stones indicating a 
tepee ring from a time long in the past, you 
haven't seen it. That until you watch an upland
sandpiper settle upon a glacial erratic and 
daintily, gracefully, purposefully fold its 
wings, you haven't seen it. Not at all.

To authoritatively assert you have seen and 
experienced a landscape, it must be done on 
foot and with a slow deliberate approach.

"Everything just slowed down and the city 
hustle disappeared," said Miami's Mimi 
Sutherland last weekend. This is a woman 
who has taken bird trips all over the world, 
yet found the North Dakota prairie worthy and
singular. "I came back to the bright lights of 
Miami wanting to turn them down so I could 
see the stars again," she wrote.

There were new faces among the guides this 
year; younger blood with younger ears with 
which to hear those faint distant buzzes of 
prairie sparrows. That used to be me, but I 
guess I'm one of the old guys now, one of the 
"experienced" guides. Still, until the invites 
stop coming I will treat this decompressing, 
rejuvenating, meditative week in early 
summer as a must-do. It's already on my 
calendar for next year. I need it more than 
they need me I think.

Chestnut-collared longspurs are representative of 
quality grasslands, seen here recently in central 
North Dakota's prairie pothole region.

Photos in article taken by Kieth Corliss.

BDD Presidents Report
Thank you to all the volunteers involved in making the 13th Annual Potholes & Prairie Birding 

Festival an overwhelming success. The dedication and hard work from the festival board, fantastic 
guides, seminar presenters, bus drivers, and of course a special thanks to the birds and the weatherman!! 
Everything came together perfectly. 

Many of our attendees saw our target species multiple times throughout the week. This is what 
Ann Hoffert founded our festival upon. On top of that, many of the attendees were once again able to 
check off life list birds from our area, which is a big plus!! 

We made a few changes this year in the Festival itinerary and these changes were also a success. 
My hat is off to the BDD Board of Directors on implementing these positive changes. 

We still have some work to do on completing route sign-age and ordering new sign-age brochures 
with minor adjustments in the brochure wording. In September, we begin planning for the 14th Annual 
Potholes & Prairie Birding Festival which is set for June 8-12, 2016. 

Lastly, congratulations to Kim Johnson on winning our raffle of the American Avocet!! 

Jeff Galt 

BDD President
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ND-BIRDS Digest - 21 Jun 2015 to 22 Jun 2015 (#2015-137)
ND-BIRDS automatic digest system
LISTSERV@LISTSERV.NODAK.EDU

Date: Sun, 21 Jun 2015 09:22:00 -0500
From: cnorheim <cnorheim@MSN.COM>
Subject: Audubon field trip Friday and Saturday

A carload from Fargo went to the Jamestown sewage ponds Friday morning, lots of Earred Grebes on nests
throughout the pond and an assortment of ducks and lots of Franklin Gulls.

Checked out Long Lake NWR and McKenzie Slough in the afternoon: Wilson's phalarope, Wilson's snipe, 
American Avocet, Great Egret, Black-crowned Night-Heron, White-faced Ibis, pelicans, Chestnut collared 
Longspur near Long Lake, Sedge Wren, Marsh Wren, Bobolink.

Saturday we headed south to Maclean Bottoms boat ramp, turned a bit too soon and ended up on a road 
that went by a nice wooded area that was very productive with early morning singing birds before we 
realized it led to a private residence: Field Sparrow, Lazuli Bunting, Warbling Vireo, American Goldfinch, 
Baltimore Oriole. When we did get to the boat ramp a couple Least Terns were flying around and we 
quickly found several Piping Plovers running around on the sandbars in the river.

Headed south to the Beaver Bay recreation area and walked the road along the river east of the 
campgrounds and found Willow Flycatcher, at least 2 singing Bell's Vireo by the pit toilet as previously 
reported, Gray Catbird, Cedar Waxwing, Brown Thrasher, Yellow Warbler, Grasshopper Sparrow, Lark 
Sparrow, Spotted Sandpiper.

Drove south about 7 miles and pulled off the road near a ravine and heard but never saw the Blue 
Grosbeak.

On the way back to Fargo we stopped at the slough south of Dawson and checked for the Tricolored Heron
and Black necked Stilt, no luck. Ron Martin and Scott were there too - guess the heron had been seen 
flying earlier. Did see the White-faced Ibis, Cattle Egret, a Sora (yes, actually saw it!), a Willet, 
Bufflehead, Lesser Scaup, Ruddy Duck.

Also had a beautiful Ferruginous Hawk fly low overhead but can't remember now where that was.

Connie Norheim
Fargo

Nature by the yard
  Everything else was background music as I watched a turkey hen with two poults mosey through the 

yard early one morning. They stopped often to preen, drying themselves after a heavy rain had soaked 
their environment. When they saw me, the poults flew. The mother stood and stared at me as if she were 
a superpowered mom capable of lifting a car off her child. Maybe she was.

  I thought to myself, "Have you ever seen anything so wonderful?"

  I think that each day. Often.

Al Batt

mailto:cnorheim@MSN.COM
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Birding Drives Dakota continues its mission:
To Promote Economic Development in North 
Dakota Through Nature-based Tourism Focused
on Birding!

A loggerhead shrike is both hunting and trespassing.                  Photo: 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

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

mailto:info@birdingdrives.com

