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Birders Check “Life List” at Potholes and Prairie Birding Festival

The annual Potholes and Prairie Birding Festival in Carrington, North Dakota, was held 
Wednesday, June 14 through Sunday, June 18.  Birders came from 18 states to see the unique and 
sometimes rare birds that are found on the prairies of central North Dakota.  Being located in the 
Northern Plains, these prairies are in the Central Flyway, the path migrating waterfowl take each 
spring and fall when they make their way to and from breeding grounds.  With 63 national wildlife 
refuges, North Dakota has more than any other state in the U.S.

According to Laurie Dietz, Birding Festival Coordinator, even though North Dakota has an 
exceptionally large variety of birds, it is one of the most underrated states for bird watching. 
“Birders find particular species in our area or migrating through our area. We have a lot of birds in 
our region that people can’t find other places,” Laurie said.  Most birdwatchers bring their “Life 
List,” a list that she describes as being a “Bucket List” of all the birds they want to see.  Many 
birders are also photographers and bring their cameras along as well. During this festival, 144 
different species were seen.

This year marked the 15th year for this birding festival comprised of seminars and guided tours and 
social events.  While this is a small festival, the guides are professionals from North Dakota 
including biologists and ornithologists. They scout days ahead to locate birds they will go out to see 
on the tours.  At smaller festivals, such as this one, there is more one-on-one attention for 
participants, and birders have time to get to know each other.
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Summer Shorebirds

    As we approached the end of July, the drought 
worsened as weeks went by without any rain.  For 
birding, this spring was very lackluster.   There 
were no big days where birds were hiding in every 
tree.  This was probably both good and bad.   Good 
for the birders, because the birds had no severe 
weather to fight through to get to their breeding 
grounds up north.   Day after day the clear skies and
south winds pushed the little migrants along their 
merry way.  For a birder it was bad, because many 
of their favorite species did not make an appearance
for the birders to check off their list.   
    We are in the midst of one of the worst droughts 
on record.  Some precipitation totals are a third of 
normal for this time of year.   Bismarck received 60 
inches of snow in 5 weeks, only to go the remaining
4 months with almost nothing.   
    Some crops are struggling to materialize.   
Haying began at a feverish pace a week ago as the 
regulations were lifted early, thus possibly 
destroying some nesting of the upland birds, and 
waterfowl alike.   From what I have seen, there are 
still duck broods out and about however. 
    This drought also helps for some birding. July is 
the season for shorebirds. These birds flew north to 
the Arctic Circle to breed. After raising the young 
rather quickly and gorging themselves on an 
abundance of food, the young are left to fend for 
themselves and adults are already heading south by 
July.  
    The dry conditions create an abundance of 
receding waterlines in the semi-permanent 
wetlands. These receding wetlands pool up an 
abundance of insect larvae in the shallow water, and
hundreds of birds flock to the shallow pools.
This past weekend I paid a visit to J. Clark Salyer 
NWR northeast of Minot. With a friend we scoped 
acres of flats that teemed with feathered friends.    
Seventy species were tallied in a couple hours work.
Hundreds of waterfowl of many species were 
relaxing on peninsulas and islands that were 
available. They are now in their summer molt. The 
vibrant colors of spring have faded away to shades 
of brown and the feathers are rejuvenating before 
fall. This makes identifying waterfowl quite 
difficult.  At first glance, it is simply a sea of brown.
We fortunately had an American black duck flush 
and fly by us at one point, an unusual bird for North

Dakota, which is on the west edge of their 
occurrence.
    As we focus on the smaller birds, seventeen 
species of shorebirds were present.  Many of the 
common North Dakota breeders are scattered about,
the American avocet, marbled godwits and, of 
course, the killdeer.  Also in the mix are the tundra 
nesters of Baird’s, least, semi-palmated and pectoral
sandpipers which require close scrutiny with scopes
to differentiate. Most people hate shorebirds 
because of the difficulty to identify, but with 
experience, one by one they are ticked off the day 
list.  
    In the coming days, a few more species will 
make their appearance such as the buff-breasted 
sandpiper which normally are seen here only in the 
fall.  These shorebirds are a soft golden color with 
black eye, black bill, and bright orange legs; very 
reminiscent of a mourning dove in size and shape.  
These birds prefer to forage on short vegetation, 
flats of wet mud adjacent to waterways, but also 
harvested grain fields at times.  With some careful 
searching, some can be found but it takes work.  I 
for one will be looking throughout these dog days 
of summer.

Corey Ellingson
President, Bismarck-Mandan Bird Club

Pectoral Sandpiper

Photo Courtesy of Corey Ellingson



Prairie Tweets                                            Issue 26, August 2017                                                         Page 3

Arrowwood National Wildlife Refuge
Life on the Prairie

  Arrowwood NWR staff continues to update fencing 
  and grazing infrastructure. Rotational grazing 
  conducted with neighboring ranchers improves
  grassland health and grassland nesting bird habitat. 

   Past president Ann Hoffert toured some of 
   Arrowwood NWR's prairie restorations. The 
   restoration include a high diversity of native
  grasses and flowers that benefit pollinators and 
   all wildlife. 
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The taxing Empidonax; 
Nothing easy about Empidonax flycatchers;

 Empidonax to the max;
 Flycatcher group presents challenge 

  Specialists come in just about any field of interest, 
from automobile racing--Indy cars, stock cars, and 
sprint cars for instance—all the way to medicine 
(neurology, otolaryngology, oncology, etc.). It 
should come as little surprise to find that bird 
watching also seems to have its niches. 
   I have a friend I consider a rock solid waterfowl 
expert who has no trouble identifying any duck or 
goose either flying or sitting. Yet another is an 
accomplished warbler guru, with the ability to hear 
a single chip note and know with some certainty, 
just which little neotropical migrant uttered it.
But among the birding crowd the converse is also 
true. That is, there are certain notorious closely 
related species of birds that defy simple 
differentiation. So much so that, particularly for 
beginners, they are often referred to with 
frustration, hand-wringing, or outright disdain. 
Some birders even go so far as to ignore them 
entirely.
   The gulls come immediately to mind, with their 
dizzying seasonal molt patterns embedded into 
muli-year maturities. The sparrows are another 
group that can befuddle binocular-toting folks; so 
similar are they that the vague term “LBJ,” or, little 
brown job, is frequently spit out between gritted 
teeth. And just the other day, a veteran birder from 
this area wrote, “My shorebird skills have become 
quite rusty from lack of use,” in reference to the 
struggles that particular set of birds presents.
Still, topping the list of baffling groups might be a 
particularly irksome piece of the flycatcher pie. 
Among the 44 species of flycatchers (which 
includes kingbirds, phoebes, wood-pewees, etc.) 
usually found in North America, 11 of them come 
from that dreaded genus, Empidonax. Or, known 
colloquially to birders: Empids. 
 

   Empidonax flycatchers are all fairly small stocky 
birds with olive gray upper parts, light colored 
breasts, two whitish wing bars, a light colored eye 
ring, and a head that is sometimes peaked. To step 
beyond that generalization and into individual 
species you must descend into nuanced hues, 
expected ranges, feather molt and wear, and weird 
phrases like “primary projection.” 
   So alike do these particular birds appear that 
reasonable people have been driven to near madness
while attempting to identify them. Heck, there's 
probably even a support group out there 
somewhere, Emp-Anon. Rest assured, even the 
experts are challenged. 
   Luckily, to help sort these lookalikes, there is a 
reliable tool that can be used during most of the 
year and that is voice. Over and over again a certain
bit of wisdom is repeated in just about any guide 
with reference to empids, “best separated by voice.”
There is hope after all.
   Locally, the job is fairly simple as there really are 
only four empids to worry about. The yellow-
bellied flycatcher is a spring and fall migrant only 
and can actually be identified visually by the heavy 
yellow tones in its eye-ring, its breast, and its wing 
bars. The alder flycatcher is also a migrant (mostly) 
and sings a rough, short, two-syllabled “v’r’r’eee-
beer.”
   The least flycatcher is the one most of us are 
familiar with as it enjoys a huge range across the 
northern U.S. and is found nesting in our city parks.
This small, bullheaded flycatcher sings a quite 
familiar and quickly delivered “che-bek.” Willow 
flycatchers nest here too but not in thick wooded 
riparian areas, choosing instead shelter belts or 
brushy open habitat as its name implies. “Fitz-bew” 
is its familiar song.

                                    (cont. on Page 5)
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(continued from Page 4) The taxing Empidonax;
   As helpful as voice can be it didn’t solve a 
conundrum a few of us recently had in the Black 
Hills. Hammond’s and dusky flycatchers sing 
perplexingly similar songs and both Rocky 
Mountain species are present there. I was mildly 
confident we were looking at a dusky flycatcher 
feeding young in an eye-level nest but it wasn’t 
until we got home that I determined we were 
correct. David Sibley’s marginal notes say 
Hammond’s flycatcher, “nests high on horizontal 
branch,” while the dusky nest is, “in forked branch 
in low bush.” Bingo.
   As frustrating as this group may be, you are not 
alone. No one is ever positive 100 percent of the 
time; at least I haven’t met that person. More than 
anything, the Empidonax flycatchers might actually 
be doing us a favor by reminding us of a truism that
is quite often forgotten in the bird watching 
business: It’s okay to say, “I don’t know.”    

                                                       Keith Corliss

Photo by Keith Corliss.   

Further information confirmed this nest to be 
that of a dusky flycatcher (Empidonax 
oberholseri) some of us spotted recently in the 
Black Hills.

Q-and-A by Al Batt

  "What are predators of monarch butterfly caterpillars and eggs?" Spiders
and ants prey upon the eggs. Ants, spiders and wasps attack monarch
larvae on milkweed plants. Parasitoids, specialized insects such as small
flies and wasps, lay eggs on or inside caterpillars. Parasitoid larvae eat their
prey from the inside out, emerging from the prey carcass as a pupa or adult.
Parasites are smaller organisms that live and multiply inside the caterpillars,
taking nutrients and resources.

Monarch butterfly chrysalis by Al Batt

  "When do orioles leave here?" Baltimore orioles nest once 
per year. They could be done raising a family anytime from 
mid-June to mid-August. They move around freely after that. 
Some head south and some adults become secretive at the 
end of July when they begin their fall molt. Most of the orioles 
have left us by mid-September.
  "How do I attract birds?" Park your car under a tree.

Baltimore Oriole – photo by Al Batt
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   Those of you who follow the Bismarck-Mandan 
Bird Club columns, you remember compositions 
discussing the northern saw-whet owl.  In winter, 
any time a birder can find a cute little owl peering 
back at you from a thick juniper tree is cause for 
celebration.   Those frosty fingers and toes are 
quickly forgotten as we soak in the experience.    
Sightings like this are far too few to be ignored.   In 
fact, in other states reporting a roost location of an 
owl is forbidden from social Medias to avoid 
excessive disturbance when it draws a crowd.
   Likewise, some folks have discussed the 
opportunities to experience owl banding in the fall.  
Two locations in the state (Theodore Roosevelt 
National Park, and Turtle River State Park) have 
reported banding roughly 200 birds through the 
month of October, greatly adding to our knowledge 
of these tiny creatures.   What used to be considered
an uncommon visitor in North Dakota, we now 
know hundreds pass through our great state using 
riparian corridors.   Some of the recaptures of 
banded birders reveal a migration of hundreds of 
miles.  Our birds have traversed from Alberta to Pt. 
Pelee Michigan and everywhere in between.  
   This composition now brings us to the discussion 
of nesting.   It is known these little owls nest along 
the Little Missouri River in the west, and the Turtle 
Mountains, as well as Pembina Hills in the 
northeast corner.   In recent years, it seems this 
phenomenon is increasing.  My friend Peggy has 
reported several times hearing the northern saw-
whet owl calling in Mandan during cold March 
evenings.  I joined her one evening to enjoy the 
continuous tooting, and we actually found the bird 
peeking out of a nest hole.  I don’t know who was 
more surprised, us or the shocked little owl in the 
beam of a flashlight.
   A couple years ago, I received a photo of a family 
group of owls from Ft. Stevenson State Park.   Last 
summer another photo appeared of a youngster 
from right here in Mandan, thanks to an alert 
coworker and the reaches of Facebook.  This spring,
not one but TWO active nests were found, and both 
were a complete surprise.

   The first story came from Grand Forks.   Long-
time birder Dave Lambeth has a wood duck box on 
his property.   One day while enjoying the feeder 
birds from his back deck, he noticed a chocolate 
brown juvenile northern saw-whet owl peaking out 
of the box!  He says he only had two earlier 
indications over the last month birds may be there.  
First one afternoon, chickadees were making a fuss 
around the wood duck box.   On another day, a 
female merganser flew up to the box, and 
immediate did a turnabout flying away after a brief 
look in the hole.   The nest had been ongoing for 
weeks by this time including both egg laying two 
days apart, and the rearing of young.
   The second story comes out of Barnes County.   
An individual was cleaning out a wood duck box 
getting it ready for spring.  Imagine the surprise to 
see an angry momma owl fly out past his face!!   
This nest was not as far along as the Grand Forks 
clutch.  Both families did well, producing 4 and 5 
young, and all were banded allowing us to see if 
these individuals ever pass through North Dakota 
again, or begin their lives beyond our borders.
   I am enjoying this trend of more northern saw-
whet owls in recent years, increasing my chances of
crossing paths with one.   My hope is some of you 
have a chance encounter with these cute little 
creatures someday yourselves.
                                               Corey Ellingson
                                     Bismarck-Mandan Bird Club

Northern Saw-Whet Owls                
 Photo by Corey Ellingson
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Driving by the Bruces
by Al Batt

  I have two wonderful neighbors--both named Bruce--who live across the road from each other. Whenever
I pass their driveways, thoughts occur to me, such as: They weren’t my camouflage pants. I couldn’t find 
them. I was wearing my chameleon pants. You might have a pair like them. They look one color in the 
shade, another color in artificial light and a third color in the sunlight. Are they green, gray or some 
mystery color? No matter. It’s a good thing. They go with whatever shirt I might wear.

  Here are a couple of stories I told while speaking at a Relay For Life:

  When I was a small boy, I walked down the street in Hartland in the company of my mother. I love 
Hartland. Population 315. Everything is within easy walking distance. It seemed as big as the world in 
those days. A woman was headed our way on the sidewalk. My mother whispered, "That's that nice Mrs. 
Johnson. She’s a wonderful lady, but whatever you do, don’t ask her how she is doing because she will tell
you."
  Of course, being a boy, I had to do the exact opposite thing from what my Mom had asked me to do.
  "How are you doing?" I asked Mrs. Johnson.
  She told me in excruciating detail. I learned more about gallbladder surgery that day than I had ever 
wanted to know.
  Many people can be shut mouthed about their miseries. There is nothing wrong with that, but I remember
Mrs. Johnson’s story because there is magic and power in telling your story. It’s the way we pick fleas off 
one another.

  Cancer is a terrible but effective diet. I’ve lost 50 pounds. My cousin Vern had both knees replaced at the 
same time because he didn't want to miss spring planting on his farm. The recovery took a long time, 
which gave him time to shed some weight and lessen the strain on his new knees. One morning, he was 
walking across a street in Texas when his pants fell down. His wife thought it was hilarious. Vern, not so 
much. With that as a warning, I should be wearing both a belt and suspenders to make sure that my pants 
won’t fall down.

  As a boy, I often wished that each day were the next Saturday. I
wanted no school or Sunday School to deal with. My parents gave
me great advice. Don’t wish your life away. It would go by too
rapidly all on its own. I’ve learned from my parents and from having
cancer to never wish a day away. I never wish this were Saturday. I
never wish this were next week. I appreciate each day and never
want it to end.

Sculpture in Mankato, MN
Photo by Al Batt
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Birding Drives Dakota continues its mission:
To Promote Economic Development in North 
Dakota Through Nature-based Tourism Focused
on Birding!

Naturally – by Al Batt

  I drove by a harvested field of sweet corn that had become a field of Canada geese. There was 
a single common grackle in the field. It was odd to see just one grackle.
  Take a good look at a grackle. It really is a beautiful bird.
Common grackles are abundant and widespread, though their
populations declined by nearly 2 percent per year between
1966 and 2014, resulting in a cumulative decline of 58 percent
according to the North American Breeding Bird Survey.
  I see them here from early March to late November. They
nest in May through July. The young leave the nest in 10 to 17
days. As soon as the breeding season is over and the young
birds are well grown, they begin to gather in the summer
roosts to form immense flocks. During October and November,
these great flocks wander about over the country, often joined
by starlings, cowbirds and other blackbirds, seeking suitable
feeding places in grain fields, grasslands and swamps.

Common Grackle
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

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

mailto:info@birdingdrives.com

