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Friends of Arrowwood
National Wildlife Refuge
In Memory of
Gary E. Nielsen
Gary Edward Nielsen, 75, of Fargo, North Dakota,
died peacefully at home Friday, December 11, 2015.
by Bob O'Connor
I was deeply saddened to hear Gary Nielsen died
this December 11th at age 75. Gary was a close
friend and an important member of the birding
communities of Fargo-Moorhead and North Dakota.
Many of us who knew Gary had noticed we were
seeing him less and less in the local parks during
bird migrations and that his bird reports were being
posted more and more rarely when, for many many
years, he had gathered such reports from Cass
County for the Northern Plains regional editor of
North American Birds. When he sent a message out
recently saying he was giving his bird books away,
many of us thought something had to be very
wrong. We couldn’t imagine so avid a birder doing
such a thing unless there was a serious problem.
The subsequent announcement in the Fargo Forum
of his death confirmed what we had feared. Gary
had succumbed to a terminal illness, ALS, that he
had been fighting for the past two years. To
maintain his privacy during this difficult period, he
had asked his family to say nothing of his situation;
a request most of us would likely have made under
similar circumstances.
Gary’s love of birding and willingness to share
his passion with others had kept him involved in

field trips and special birding projects for at least
the past thirty years of his life. One such project
alone, a survey of the breeding birds of Cass
County, required him, over much of a decade, to
visit every Cass County township several times
taking meticulous notes on township bird species
and indications of local nesting. Much of what we
now know about bird distribution and accessible
birding sites in Cass County developed out of
Gary’s survey work.
I first became acquainted with Gary soon after I
arrived in Fargo from San Marcos, Texas, in 1985.
I had joined the NDSU English Department, he was
an agricultural researcher for NDSU, and we were
both members of the local chapter of the Audubon
Society. I still felt a close attachment to Texas
birding then and volunteered to lead a Texas field
trip for Fargo-Moorhead Audubon; a trip that
attracted some interest but only one chapter
member, Gary, found the necessary ten days to take
part in. I drove to Austin as that year’s NDSU
spring break began; picked Gary up at the Austin
airport and the two of us birded the Texas Hill
Country, the Rio Grand Valley, Big Bend National
(cont. on pg 4)
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Another Species Pushing into North Dakota
Most of us have been enjoying the beautiful fall
weather as of late, but apparently the birds have
checked their calendars, and have been on the move
as winter approaches. Normally, the middle of
November brings snowfall, freezing temps, and an
icy seal on the areas ponds and lakes that drive the
last holdouts of the water birds to warmer climates.
Last year the icy seal occurred in a span of just a
couple days, but most of the time it is a slow
process. This year there is no sign of ice thus far,
thankfully.
Though it seems very early, several species of
winter visitors are on the move. The first of these
is a fan favorite, the snowy owl. There was even
one stray report from the Devil’s Lake area at the
end of September. These magical birds from the
Arctic Circle are always a sight to behold on the
barren North Dakota landscapes, no matter how
many are seen. An early push of these birds
usually bodes well for good numbers throughout the
winter season. Last year there were a number of
birds, but they canvassed the northwest part of the
state.
Another species making a good push into the state
are the redpolls. These charming little northern
finches sporting a bright red cap (poll) are a regular
but very erratic visitor to our feeders. Some years
they are completely non-existent in our state, other
years visiting by the hundreds, and thus are
categorized as irruptive. When their favorite seed,
the birch catkins are unavailable up north, they push
south to our sunflower fields and backyard feeders.
It is all dependent on winter food sources, as are
most of our winter wanderers.
Those of you well versed in backyard bird
identification know there are two species in your
trusty bird guide for these redpolls. They are very
difficult to differentiate, especially in the field as
the snow is blowing and the binoculars are fogging
up in the frigid air. Interestingly enough,
ornithologists now believe these little gems may in
fact be just one species. The jury is out on whether
there is evidence to lump these species back
together. The lumpers and splitters have been hard
at work in recent years with the advancement of
DNA analysis of our avifauna. Time will tell what
comes of this.

One other species that has grabbed my attention
lately however is the pine grosbeak. I grew up
appreciating birds along the Souris River in rural
Minot. As a kid in the early 80s I inaugurated a
feeder setup on a cold Christmas weekend, with the
help of my uncle.
Within a few weeks both pine and evening
grosbeaks swooped in to partake of the offerings
right outside the kitchen window. I thought these
little visitors brightened up the big spruce tree like
colorful ornaments twinkling in the candlelight. Of
course I enjoyed these daily visits until the snow
melted and they followed the snowline north.
Another decade had gone by and I never saw them
again.
In the past 20 years, I have observed these two
species very little. Some say the numbers are
crashing for the evening grosbeaks. The pine
grosbeak is faring better, but still hasn’t made any
great flights as those experienced in the ‘80s. The
past couple weeks there have been a number of
reports in North and South Dakota. I am hoping
this is a sign of things to come for winter; however
it is possible that a few follow a 24 hour gale of
north winds, only to disappear elsewhere as the
snowflakes fall as winter sets in.
I am hoping these irruptive flights of the past
couple weeks are indeed a good sign of things to
come. Any day that these species grace us with
their presence, it will surely brighten our birding
experience.

Corey Ellingson
Bismarck-Mandan Bird Club President.
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Upcoming Events
June 8-12, 2016 Potholes & Prairie Birding Festival, Carrington, ND, www.birdingdrives.com
Sept 24 – Oct 2, 2016 Panama 2016 with Leica and EO Canopy Family, Eagle Optics & Leica have
teamed up for this exciting tour in the heart of Panama, Central America’s most bio-diverse country. Based
at Canopy Family’s two award-winning lodge—the Canopy Tower in Soberanía National Park and the
Canopy Lodge in El Valle de Anton—this tour has a focus on the best of birding in central Panama.
More information: http://www.eagleoptics.com/articles/eo-travel/eo-leica-canopy-panama-2016?
mc_cid=81cd062a01&mc_eid=c56ea53f6b
*********************************************************
The Birding Community E-bulletin

RARITY FOCUS

Issue: October 2015

Last month we mentioned a Slate-throated Redstart found in Arizona. It was originally reported on 21
August by a group of birders from Louisiana State University who briefly and distantly saw the bird, and
the next day it was confirmed by Ron Beck. It was found about 0.6 miles up the Hunter Canyon trail in the
Huachuca Mountains of Arizona. Fortunately, the warbler pretty much remained in the same area, although
it was not reported every day. Though it was often difficult to find, it was positively reported through the
end of September.
This species is largely resident from northern Mexico (s.
Sonora and s. Tamaulipas) to southern Bolivia. Over the
years, there have been fewer than 20 U.S. records of this
bird, mostly from Arizona and Texas.
The most surprising thing about the Hunter Canyon Slatethroated Redstart is that it stayed in place as long as it did.
Previous U.S. sightings of this species have been of much
shorter duration, mostly only a day or two. (One exception
was a bird that stayed for two weeks in the Chisos \
Mountains of Big Bend National Park, Texas, in 1990.) The
Hunter Canyon bird had a relatively long visit and a late
one, too, since most observations of this species in the U.S. have been made between March and June. The
Hunter Canyon redstart could have been present since late July, however, when there was an unconfirmed
possible sighting.
For more details on the bird with photos by Bettina Arrigoni taken on 8 September see:
http://www.azfo.net/gallery/2015/html07/STRE_Hunter_Can_Stevenson_08_September_2015_63577416
0131092946.html

Raven mad by Al Batt
A friend named Dan Egolf runs a business in Haines, Alaska. There were some ravens near his business.
Ravens are always up to something. They were in a place where Dan thought they shouldn’t have been.
Dan chucked a rock in their general direction. It wasn't intended to harm any of the birds. It was meant
to scare them away. After he’d thrown the rock, the ravens began hollering at him whenever they saw
him. One morning not long after the rock-throwing incident, Dan came out of his house to get into his
car and discovered that ravens had pooped all over the windshield. Dan learned that ravens do hold a
grudge. They will even follow you home to get even.
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Nielsen, Gary E (cont from pg 1)
Park, and the Davis Mountains in a marathon drive
that physically exhausted both of us, but was full of
the discoveries fanatical birders love. We saw many
of the special birds of Texas during those ten days,
and I became acquainted with Gary’s identification
skills and his enthusiasm for nature study. I vividly
remember Gary finding two Harlequin Quail, tiny
lumps at the edge of the asphalt, as we drove a road
in the Davis Mountains; the first I’d ever seen.
Memorable, too, but in a different way, was a day at
Big Bend National Park Headquarters where the
temperature was106 degrees and the lawn sprinklers
were raising the local humidity to saturation levels.
Broiling in the Texas sun, freezing in the winter
spray of Garrison Dam, blowing a tire on a
Minnesota superhighway in heavy traffic, and
ramming through a hundred yards of median snow
along another superhighway, this one in North
Dakota, are a few of the birding-related experiences
Gary and I eventually shared.
Our rigorous Texas adventure left us
momentarily tired but with ample enthusiasm for
various other trips, generally shorter and targeted to
specific birds. We saw an Ivory Gull, a life-list bird
for both of us, on a chase to Minneapolis/St. Paul,
our Minnesota Varied Thrush and Barrow’s
Goldeneye on a single quick jaunt to Fergus Falls,
and our North Dakota Harlequin Duck, Sabine’s
Gull, Little Gull, and Ross’s Gull on drives through
the Grand Forks Sewage Lagoons. For many, this
probably sounds like an unpleasant place to be but,
for birders, sewage lagoons are nature sanctuaries
where some of the rarest birds are found. When
Eve Freeburg or David Lambeth would find an
unusual bird at the ponds, Gary and I would quickly
head north and hope we could find it among the
thousands of gulls, waterfowl, and shorebirds
attracted to the organically rich water. Because of
the abundant prey, raptors also loved sewage ponds,
and looking through Gary’s telescope at every detail
of the eye of a Gyrfalcon sitting on a Grand Forks
Sewage Pond fence post is a sight I’ll never forget
and an occurrence that few birders, in a lifetime,
will ever experience.
Most of this has been about Gary Nielsen as a
boon birding companion and touches only briefly
on his importance to local and state birding, both as
a recreational activity and a serious study.
Immediately after Gary’s death, David Lambeth

noted Gary’s knack for finding rare warbler species,
two of the three North Dakota Kentucky Warbler
sightings having been made by Gary, and a fellow
Fargo-Moorhead birder, Dennis Wiesenborn, posted
a tribute to Gary as his birding mentor, narrating
Gary’s influence, beginning in 1988, on his own
knowledge of regional birds. The kind of detailed
field observation and the level of knowledgeable
birding mentorship implied by these two tributes
allowed Gary to help many of us enjoy a largely
recreational activity as a kind of practical citizen
science. As a trained biologist, budgeting time for
his sugar beet research even as he was planning his
next birding activity, Gary had the professional
skills necessary to fuse hobby birding, bird-data
gathering, and birding instruction. The major
birding project mentioned earlier, his breeding bird
survey of Cass County, was far more than a
weekend pastime; it was a serious contribution to
local ornithology and the kind of project, completed
by Gary alone, that often requires whole teams of
participants. When Gary finished his survey and
wanted to do additional scientific birding, he sought
out training and licensing as a bird bander and
volunteered his time and expertise at a banding
station he helped create at Buffalo River State Park
and the adjacent Minnesota State University
Moorhead Science Center. He drew others into the
project as net-minders and banding assistants and
made spring bird banding an educational experience
and a potential gateway into birding and nature
study for many people in the Fargo-Moorhead area.
The accomplishment that will probably have the
most lasting influence, both on North Dakota
recreational birding and state birding as citizen
science, was his leadership in establishing a North
Dakota birding organization. Many of the members
of the North Dakota Birding Society are probably
unaware Gary was the primary organizer of the
Bismarck meeting which brought the society into
being and he served as the society’s first president.
Active North Dakota birders had long recognized
the need for such a group, but Gary was the one
who actually brought us together and initiated the
task of establishing bylaws which would give the
new organization a workable structure and define its
various purposes. Certain of those who were there
that day had been compiling state birding records
(cont. on pg 5)
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Nielsen, Gary E (cont from pg 4)
for quite a while, had been spreading news of rarity
sightings, and had been organizing informal field
trips to distant corners of North Dakota, but with
the founding of the society, work began to
consolidate what had already been done and to plan
innovations, like the yearly society meetings, the
twice-yearly field trips, the regularly scheduled
Rare Bird Committee sighting reviews, and the
eventually available state internet birding resources.
These last digital developments were eased into
existence, too, by Gary’s work, and the work of
several other society members, on a mailed state
newsletter. Contemporary computer web pages and

other internet technology has gradually replaced
this paper publication, but the newsletter helped to
show us what those digital resources needed to be.
On a more personal note, beyond sharing great
birding experiences with Gary and appreciating his
work within and beyond recreational birding, I also
owe him a personal debt of gratitude for his
friendship during the traumatic period before and
after my first wife’s death. I hope his family now is
blessed with such sympathetic friends as Gary was
to me then.
Bob O’Connor
Moorhead, MN

Q-and-A. - Al Batt
"How did Bird Island get its name?" Before city
development, the area was covered with trees
hosting many birds, surrounded by a low swampy
area. The name Bird Island was a good fit.
"Do waxwings regurgitate fruit?" The cedar
waxwing is a bird of such elegance that it defies
description. Occasionally a line of perched
waxwings passes a berry from bill to bill, until one
swallows it. Cedar berries are a popular food
source. Unlike most fruit-eating birds that
regurgitate seeds, cedar waxwings digest the entire
fruit and seeds are eventually dispersed in their
feces. Occasionally they consume too much overripened fruit, which can lead to intoxication. They
feed on fruits of crab apple, dogwood, hawthorn,
honeysuckle, mountain ash, mulberry, raspberry,
service berry, and strawberry. Cedar waxwings are
A bald eagle frowns at the snow. By Al Batt
here today and gone tomorrow. A flock descended
upon a hawthorn tree in our yard. The fruit went
bring it back up into the tree for a snack! We always
away, then the waxwings.
thought they were the back yard bullies of the bird
This from Dave Vetter of St. Peter, "While driving feeder, but did not know they were carnivorous as
with my wife this past week on the 'Rabbit Road' well!" In the fall, adult bald eagles might carry
between St. Peter and Kasota, we spotted two sticks while practicing their nest-building skills.
mature eagles flying above us and they looked like One might have been attempting to pirate food from
they were doing aerial acrobats chasing each other! another. That’s a common occurrence. Sometimes, I
Is that at territorial combat? Also, while in our deer think that the eagles are just playing. A blue jay is
blind during the past two beautiful weekends we omnivorous. Most of its diet is vegetable matter (up
were entertained by a variety of birds/animals, to 75 percent), including acorns, berries, grain,
which made the early morning rise and shine seeds, and small fruits. It eats insects--especially
worthwhile. We saw something we have never seen beetles, caterpillars, and grasshoppers. It also eats
before which was a blue jay that flew down from spiders, snails, birds' eggs, baby birds, small
his perch in a nearby tree to grab a mouse and
rodents, frogs, carrion, and other items.
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New App Helps Sort Millions of Trail Camera Images
Remote trail cameras capture millions of images of ocelots, bighorn sheep, elk, pronghorn, birds and other
wildlife sparring, visiting water, foraging, marking territory and more within the Refuge System. For those
images to be useful for scientific purposes, they must be sorted and labeled.
There’s an app for that.
It’s called Moniker, and it’s available free at the App Store for iPhone and iPad users.
At New Mexico’s Sevilleta National Wildlife Refuge alone, 36 cameras amassed 2.7 million images in
four years. Typically, sorting that mountain of imagery for scientific analysis means enlisting family,
friends, volunteers and neighbors. Meanwhile, more cameras are positioned and the imagery backlog
mushrooms.
The Moniker app allows anyone, anywhere to sort camera-trap imagery. The crowd-sourcing approach
helps manage the imagery backlog, while the app helps generate public appreciation of America’s wildlife.
In return, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service obtains sorted images useful for addressing management and
conservation priorities.
The app operates by downloading 15 still (not video) images at a time to an iPhone or iPad. The app pulls
up each image individually, and the user classifies the species by using a scrolling wheel. The user then
identifies the number of individual animals. Because most images contain one or two individuals, the app
has buttons for these. Otherwise, the number of individuals is keyed in. If, something, say blowing grass,
triggers the camera without capturing a wildlife species, the code “ghost” is used.
Ultimately, this process sorts the images and stores them on a remote server, where they are ready for
project use. To ensure data quality, each image is sorted multiple times and majority opinion prevails. The
final sort is sub-sampled and checked for accuracy before analysis.
To try the app, go to the App Store on your iPhone (model 4, OS version 8.4.1 or newer) and iPad (model
2 or newer) and search for “Moniker.” Moniker may not immediately pop up in the suggestions, so hit the
Search tab again and it will.
For more information on how the app can be used for scientific analyses, contact Gran Harris, chief of
biological services for the Southwest Region, at Grant_Harris@fws.gov.
U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service remote trail
cameras capture a
steady stream of
images of wildlife,
such as this one of a
coyote chasing pronghorn at Sevilleta NWR
in New Mexico. A new
crowd-sourcing app
helps to sift through
and label the images.
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LEARNING LESSONS THE “HARD WAY” ARE LONG OVER
A couple of weeks ago I took advantage of my
garbage dumpsters: “DO NOT PLAY ON OR
temporary location—Ft. Collins, Colo.—and drove AROUND.”
several miles up the winding and picturesque
The days of learning lessons the “hard way” are
Poudre Canyon to a spot where I spent the next four long over, ushered out by a nanny state which
hours pleasantly hiking the six-mile loop trail to the removes any sort of risk. I contend we need to trip
top of Mt. McConnel and back. It was fabulous in over a tree root and skin our knee, we need to walk
so many ways. Yet it stood in stark contrast to a
barefoot over a patch of clover and get stung by a
couple of images stuck in my head from the
bee, and we need to get dirt under our fingernails
previous 24 hours.
from harvesting homegrown potatoes. This is what
The prior evening, I enjoyed a pleasant dinner at a real life is about.
local restaurant. While making my way through a
Later on the mountain hike, I stopped at an
shrimp-and-rice dish, I couldn’t help but notice a
overlook to take in the view. Apart from my labored
youngish couple sitting at a nearby table. They were breathing and the blood pounding through my ear
attractive and well-dressed but caught my attention drums, the only sound I could hear was the rushing
in a different way. There they were, sitting across
river far below. The charred skeletal remains of
the table from one another, faces buried in their
trees stood all around me like matchsticks;
respective cellular telephones. Every few minutes
reminders of a large sweeping fire three years prior.
one would mutter something and the other would
Entire meadows of dogbane had turned a rich
respond but for the most part it seemed as if the
yellow color. Just then a rhythmic whish, whish,
couple was lost in their own artificial world.
whish sound came from overhead as if someone
Lately I’ve been reading a lot about the coming
was whipping a willow switch. I looked up to see a
age of robotics and AI, or artificial intelligence. If Clark's nutcracker winging over the trail, a
all the predictions are true we are rapidly
beautiful bird of the high country. It was the air
approaching a time when our daily lives will be
through its wings I had heard. All of these things are
greatly different than what we know today. It seems missed by those texting, tweeting, social
every task will be accomplished by robots and we networking individuals.
won’t have to do a thing. We will also be able to
walk on the Great Wall of China, dive with great
white sharks at Australia’s Great Barrier Reef, or hit
a grand slam in game 7 of the World Series simply
by virtual reality. I never hear how all of this will be
paid for with no one working, but that is another
issue. The point is we seem to be streaming pell
mell toward a future where our entire experiential
existence is borne from technology.
The second noteworthy moment occurred the next
morning driving up the Poudre Canyon when I
stopped at Gateway Natural Area to look for
It is my belief we are becoming less in touch with
migrating birds. It has a few short hiking trails and the real world every day. At least the natural one.
is managed by the city of Ft. Collins. There along
The fabric of our lives is now being woven by
one of the paths stood a sign in bold letters reading, artificial threads. We lead sterile, hands-off
“CAUTION! poison ivy in this area.” Apparently
existences where all contact with each other and
getting a rash from poison ivy is too much trauma with the world is digital. I challenge us all, me
for a person to experience so we must warn the
included, to put down the phone for a while every
public of this grave peril. Seriously?
day and breathe in what’s around us. Set the remote
This, in my opinion, is what results from our
aside and step outside. Push away from the
current societal push to insulate everyone from
computer screen and open the door. At least for a
anything resembling unpleasantness, and I mean
little while. It won’t hurt, trust me.
anything. For example, we require warnings on
- Keith Corliss
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Birding Drives Dakota continues its mission:
To Promote Economic Development in North
Dakota Through Nature-based Tourism Focused
on Birding!
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Board of Directors
Jeff Galt, D.C., President - Carrington
Ines Dunn, Vice-President - Carrington
Laurie Dietz, Secretary/Treasurer – Carrington
Frank Klein, Director, Carrington
Searle Swedlund, Director – Jamestown

Al Batt's Column - November 29, 2015
This is from Dave Keyes of Northfield, "An idea has been percolating in my mind for some time now
that burst, like a abscess from my brain this morning while watching some chickadees. Given your
unusual way of observing the world, I feel compelled to share it with you. Suppose it started while
reading the paper about UND adopting the moniker 'Fighting Hawks' for their athletic teams, and that
according to Patrick Reusse, they'd been known as the Flickertails in earlier days. While thinking about
what a cool name that was (or simply the Flickers), the abscess burst. What about the "Fighting
Chickadees"?! Now, before you scoff, think about this. Imagine yourself some winter night in the
Chickadee's high school gym (nest?). Their basketball team leads by one, five seconds to play. Opponent
launches a shot that will beat the Chickadees, misses but is fouled. Two shots, one to tie and two to win.
The opponent goes to the foul line. As he is about to shoot, the packed house of a thousand Chickadee
partisans begins their trademark chant: DEE-DEE-DEE-DEE-DEE. Thoroughly unnerved, both shots are
badly missed and the Chickadees win! Hope this gave you a chuckle. If so, it is a very small repayment
for the many times you have made me laugh."

CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT – Arrowwood National Wildlife Region
Thank you all for taking the time to help with the CBC today and spend time with the Pingree School
Students. It appears that about half of the students may have learned a bit about FWS and/or some of the
ND Winter wildlife.
We did pretty good with 33 species of which one was new to the list - Tundra Swans! We counted a total
of 4,182 birds. Over half of those birds were Canada or Cackling geese.

Free bird guide - Give yourself the gift of Audubon’s free bird guide app. The award-winning app
turns a mobile device into a North American field guide. The app has 821 species and offers photos,
sounds, range and description. It’s available via iTunes, Google Play and Amazon.
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

