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Friends of Arrowwood
National Wildlife Refuge
Potholes & Prairie Birding Festival - June 8-12, 2016
Norma Platt Winner of the American Avocet Raffle

Norma Platt, of Webster, NY, won the raffle for the hand-carved American Avocet by Mr. John Halko, of
Lowell, Indiana. The Avocet was hand-carved by John M. Halko of Lowell, Indiana., and donated for the
Potholes & Prairie Birding Festival to be raffled off to raise money to support Birding Drive Dakota's 2017
birding festival.
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Birding the Prairie and Pothole Region of North Dakota
This past month I once again helped out with a
birding festival based in Carrington. Many birders
and outdoor enthusiasts converged on this quiet
little town situated in central North Dakota. This
year 60 participants registered from 25 states,
including a group of nine from Texas. Some come
for the experience to see the prairies as the settlers
did, some come to get away from the hustle and
bustle of city life, and some come to see the prairie
specialists on the breeding grounds singing their
hearts out to announce their stake of claim.
These birds are highly sought because they are
very difficult to find on their wintering grounds.
Most of these species are fairly nondescript, but
even more so when the colors fade in the doldrums
of winter. The easiest way to locate them in a vast
sea of grasses is to hear their musical songs. The
four most sought after species on the wish list of all
are Baird’s sparrow, Sprague’s pipit, Nelson’s
Sparrow, and LeConte’s Sparrow.
There is a second tier as I call it, including the
ferruginous hawk, the king of the prairie as our
largest hawk, used to nest on the ground. It is said
they even used buffalo bones in the nest as there
was no trees. With farming these days, open prairie
is being lost, and so are they.
Festival participants are always awed by those
scope looks of our chestnut-collared longspur and
bobolinks as well, a species we take for granted.
You don’t believe me? Google the birds some time
and you will be amazed at the gaudy looks plain
blackish birds can present.
Two other feathered friends sought after often
believe it or not are sharp-tailed grouse, and gray
partridge. If they are spotted near the road,
participants are surely to yell “STOP!” and the bus
driver is thinking, “What the heck for, I see these
every day?!” But of course, we have to keep the
people happy.
But there is another thing that happens with
these festivals. All of the guides spend days
scouring the countryside for the best locations to
show off to our summer visitors. Keeping in mind
navigation logistics for a tour bus, time spent at
each location as 25 people pile out of the bus and
get good scope looks where we pull the bus over.
Guides have a mental checklist of what participants
needs to see.

However, on game day as we call it, there is
always a surprise or two. One year a nesting blacknecked stilt was found to show off for buses. One
year a rare Henslow’s sparrow was noticed by a
participant (which is a story in itself!). Another year
a burrowing owl, far east of where they reside.
This year a participant says to the guide….
“What bird would be bright yellow with black
barred wings flying by?” The guide looking quite
puzzled responds “American goldfinch?” The
birder responds…”No, No, this was bigger… size
of a Robin!” Anyone have an idea of what it might
be?......
Believe it or not, on the wide open prairies of
North Dakota in June, there was a lost soul of a
male WESTERN TANAGER in a small random one
in thousands farmsteads on the landscape. Everyone
on the trip stared in amazement of the flashes of
color as the cameras started clicking away. This bird
is supposed be in the Rocky Mountains of the west
now.
My hope is that everyone at some point in their
lives experiences the Dakota prairies as they were
when the settlers arrived many moons ago. But also
while in the field you find a hidden gem to give a
lifetime of memories. This sighting of a tanager was
definitely one for many.
Good Birding,
Corey Ellingson
President, Bismarck-Mandan Bird Club

Male Western Tanager photo by Corey Ellingson
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Potholes & Prairie Birding Festival - June 8-12, 2016
Thursday evening at the Hoffert Farm. Time spent birding the gardens before the evening meal.

After another day of successful birding, music was provided by Skyler Patzer
as the birders dined at the Putnam House Friday evening.

Chefs Jeff Galt & Bob Scott
supervised by Alex Galt

Watching Western Grebes with babies on board.

Festival participants enjoying the music.
shade and good food.

Nelson's Sharp-tailed Sparrow

More photos can be seen on the web site at: http://www.birdingdrives.com/2016-Festival-Photos.html
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Cuban Vireo
On 19 April at Fort Zachary Taylor State Park in Key West, located at
the very end of the Florida Keys, a group of regular birders to the park
discovered and photographed the first Cuban Vireo ever seen in North
America. Despite the fact that Cuban Vireo is one of the more common
endemic species in Cuba, it has never before been found in the U.S. It is
normally widespread throughout much of Cuba where it occurs in
bushy thickets, at fairly low elevations.
The Cuban Vireo in Key West remained in the vicinity of a brushy area, perhaps no more than thirty yards
in length and adjacent to an off-limits zone filled with park-volunteer RVs. The vireo was fairly secretive,
but was readily able to be located when it was singing, which it sometimes did for many minutes at a time.
Between the bird's discovery and its departure - apparently before the morning of 18 April -literally
hundreds of observers came to see or photograph the vireo. You can find photos and more details here
from Mark Hedden: http://www.markhedden.com/cuban-vireo-location

TIP OF THE MONTH: WORKING YOUR "PATCH"
Our Rarity Focus this month dealt with the Cuban Vireo found at
Fort Zachary Taylor State Park in Key West. The bird was found
by Carl Goodrich, Mark Hedden, and Lee and Tharon Dunn birders who regularly bird the park practically every day that they
are in Key West. On this particular day they were also joined by
their friend, Murray Gardler.
It is this regular, repetitive, and intimate sort of coverage of a
favorite location that can occasionally produce a bona fide surprise. This is how the Cuban Vireo was
found: knowing what to expect, knowing where to look, and knowing what looks and sounds out-of-theordinary.
Such thorough and regular coverage is called "birding your patch" by our British birding colleagues.
It is precisely this kind of patch birding at Fort Zachary Taylor State Park - a small but not an overly
impressive location - that has produced such surprises in the last decade as Loggerhead Kingbird, Bahama
Mockingbird, Thick-billed Vireo, Shiny Cowbird, Western Spindalis and a myriad of other trans-gulf
migrants and "Florida specialties" Admittedly, the park enjoys an optimum location, but it is the park's
thorough coverage that is the proof in the pudding!
If you don't have a favorite "patch" of your own, you might seek one out near where you live or work. It's
never too late to start that close relationship with a birding site, a place you can easily reach and get to
know thoroughly.
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The Snowy Owl
The Cornell Lab of Ornithology
The regal Snowy Owl is one of the few birds that
can get even non-birders to come out for a look.
This largest (by weight) North American owl
shows up irregularly in winter to hunt in
windswept fields or dunes, a pale shape with
catlike yellow eyes. They spend summers far north
of the Arctic Circle hunting lemmings, ptarmigan,
and other prey in 24-hour daylight. In years of
lemming population booms they can raise double or
triple the usual number of young.
Whether the tundra or the Great Plains, an airport
field or beach dunes, Snowy Owls like treeless
places and wide- open spaces. As they often sit
right on the ground to hunt, they prefer rolling
terrain where they can find a vantage point to
survey the surrounding area. On their wintering
grounds, they will also perch atop a fence post, hay
bale, building, telephone pole, grain elevator –
anywhere with a good view.
Snow owls mainly eat small mammals, particularly
lemmings, which at times on the tundra may be all
these birds eat. Sometimes they will switch to
ptarmigan and waterfowl. Snowy Owls are also one
Snow owls mainly eat small mammals, particularly
lemmings, which at times on the tundra may be all
these birds eat. Sometimes they will switch to
ptarmigan and waterfowl. Snowy Owls are also one
of the most agile owns, able to catch small birds on
the fly. On both their breeding and wintering

grounds, their diet can range widely to include
rodents, rabbits, hares, squirrels, weasels, wading
birds, seabirds, ducks, grebes, and geese.
The Snowy Owl female builds the nest, scraping out
a shallow hollow on the bare ground and shaping it
by pressing her body into the depression. The
process takes a few days, and the owls may reuse
the nest site for many years. It is thought the male
selects the territory and the female chooses the nest
site within the territory. Snowy owls nest right on
the tundra. They prefer slight, windswept rises that
will be dry and blown free of snow.
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/snowy_owl/life
history

The Bald Eagle Lady of Homer
by Al Batt
Jean Keene grew up on a dairy farm in Aitkin and took a week to drive from there to Alaska in a used
motor home, parking it in the Homer Spit Campground, where it remained for many years. She took a job
at a fish processing facility at the Icicle Seafoods' subsidiary Seward Fisheries.
Keene became the "Eagle Lady" shortly after her arrival in Homer, when she noticed two bald eagles on
the beach near her motor home. Keene fed the eagles as a natural extension of feeding sunflower seeds to
wild songbirds. She brought surplus fish home from her job and tossed them to the eagles over a driftwood
fence surrounding her motor home.
Keene said, "I don't know if anyone else would do this. My motor home smells like fish. My yard is fish.
My truck is fish. I am fish." About 200 to 300 eagles showed up each day during winter and early spring.
Keene died at the age of 85 in 2009 and the city council voted to prohibit any further eagle feeding.
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See Your Pollinator Garden Grow
One of the best ways you can help monarch
butterflies and other pollinators is to plant a
pollinator garden – in your yard, behind your school
or church, on your business property or even in a
pot for your front steps. A simple, native flower
garden helps pollinators stay healthy – and it’s
pretty.
In addition to nectar from
flowers, monarch butterflies
need milkweed to survive.
So if your milkweed leaves
have been chomped, don’t
worry. The monarchs have
been around!
Get Started
Research what varieties of milkweed and
wildflowers are native to your area. Here’s a great
website to launch your research:
http://www.wildflower.org/
What you’ll need
 A yard, raised bed or some flower pots
 Garden tools to break the soil or build a
raised bed
 Extra dirt and mulch
 Native milkweed and nectar plants
Seven easy steps
1. Choose your location: Gardens should be
planted in sunny spots and protected from
the wind.
2. Look at your soil: Break ground to see the
consistency of the soil in your yard. Soil
may influence the kinds of plants you can
grow or may require special considerations.
If your soil type doesn’t match the plants
you’d like to plant, consider building a
raised bed or using flower pots.
3. Prep your soil: If you’re planting in your
yard, remove the lawn and current plant
cover and rake
the soil.
Additional dirt
can help and is
necessary for
raised beds and
flower pots.

4. Choose your plants: Buy native and local
plants and milkweed. Native plants are ideal
because they require less maintenance and
tend to be heartier.
o Choose plants that have not been
treated with pesticides, insecticides
or neonicotinoids.
o Plant perennials to ensure your
plants come back each year and
don’t require a lot of maintenance.
o Choose a diversity of plants that
bloom throughout the seasons to
ensure pollinators benefit in the
spring, summer and fall. This will
also ensure that your garden is bright
and colorful for months!
5. Choosing seeds or small plants: Small
plants that have already started growing in a
nursery are simple to plant and handle in a
small space. If you’d like to use seeds, plan
to plant in spring or fall, giving the seeds
time to germinate. Seeds can also be best if
you are planting a very large garden because
they are less costly. Water your seeds even
before you see plants.
6. Plant your flowers and milkweed: For
small plants, dig holes just big enough for
the root system. Cover the roots with dirt
and reinforce with dirt or straw mulch to
reduce weed growth. For seeding, spread
seeds across the freshly prepared garden and
cover them with dirt. Consider adding some
flat rocks so butterflies can bask in the sun,
7. Wait, watch, water and weed: It may take
some time, but you will eventually see
butterflies and other pollinators enjoying
your garden. Weed and water your garden to
keep it healthy.
Help track monarch movements, milkweed growth
and monarch life stages by reporting your sightings
at http://journeynorth.org/monarch/.
For more information, go online to the Monarch
Joint Venture:http://www.monarchjointventure.org/
get-involved/create-habitat-for-monarchs/
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Bird brains are dense—with neurons
A possible indication of why our feathered friends are so damn smart.
What do you think they are using all those neurons for? →
Birds are smart. They use tools, engage in social learning, plan for
the future, and do a variety of other things that were once thought to
be exclusively the stuff of primates. Structurally, their brains look
very distinct. Plus, there's the whole size thing. If you look at a bird's
head, it's clear that there is not a whole lot of space for mental
hardware in it. So how do the birds manage with smaller brains?
While other studies have tackled a lot of the structural differences, a
new one released this week in PNAS shows to some extent size
doesn't matter. Its authors show birds pack neurons into their brains
at densities well above densities in mammals' brains, putting some relatively compact bird brains into the
same realm as those of primates when it comes to total cell counts.
If you look at a typical avian brain without knowing much about brains, you'll mostly be impressed by the
size (or lack of it). Some of the heaviest brains in birds are found in the macaws, and those weigh in at
under 25 grams. The raven, a large bird with a well-deserved reputation for intelligence, has a brain that is
typically around 15g. That's in the same neighborhood as a rabbit.
However, other things will stand out. Many of the structures associated with higher cognition in mammals
either aren't clearly there or look rather different in birds, which suggests that bird cognition has to be
radically different from the cognition in mammals.
As they have identified the proteins which act as key regulators of mammalian brain development, it has
been discovered the same proteins are all there in birds, too. Tracking their expression as the brain
develops has allowed for determining some of the brain structures which look physically different in birds
and mammals actually have the same developmental history and express the same suite of genes when
mature. Finally, manipulating the activity of these genes affects bird and mammalian brains in similar
ways. All the same basic pieces seem to be there in both birds and mammals, which leaves the issue of raw
horsepower. Mammalian brains are simply so much bigger that it seems inevitable that they could get
more done.
Size isn't everything. Neural capabilities seem to be based on the number of neurons present, as well as the
number of connections they can establish. Could birds simply cram more neurons into the same amount of
physical space and thus get more done with a smaller brain?
If birds' cells are smaller, more cells can be squeezed into the same volume. Under those circumstances, a
small brain wouldn't be as much of a liability as it appears. But logic only gets you so far, so a team of
researchers set out to try to count all the neurons in the brains of a range of birds, mostly from the
songbirds, corvids, and parrots. On average, birds have twice as many neurons per unit mass as mammals
do. So a bird called the goldcrest, which Wikipedia introduces as "a very small passerine bird," weighs a
bit more than 10 percent of your average mouse but has more than double the neurons.
(Excerpts from ARS Tecnica)
For further information: http://arstechnica.com/science/2016/06/bird-brains-are-densewith-neurons/
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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
Laurie Dietz, Secretary/Treasurer – Carrington
Frank Klein, Director, Carrington
Searle Swedlund, Director – Jamestown
Denise Schuchard, Director - Carrington

THE WORLD WAS FLAT
by Al Batt
I had a flat tire thanks to a deer antler shard finding its way into the treads. I changed the
tire on a roadside as dark as anything gets today. My flashlight was as dead as it had been
the last time I’d used it. While searching for the jack handle, I tried to remember the last
time I’d changed a tire. I’ve been lucky. It’d been many moons. I couldn’t recall who’d
been president the last time I fought with a flat. While I struggled to change the tire by
the light of my four-way flashers, a car pulled in behind me. A young couple, strangers to
me, got out and offered to change my tire. Being no fool, I let them. I must have looked
pitiful, perplexed, inept, feeble or all of those things. They changed the tire faster than I
found the jack handle. The man worked in the tire business and it was evident that he was
a pro. She was no slouch either. Once the task had been completed, I tried to pay them for
their kindness. They declined my offer. They thanked me for writing this column, said to
pay it forward and, like the Lone Ranger, were gone in a cloud of dust.

The Harris's sparrow learns how to sing
like a proper Harris's sparrow.
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

