
Species Profile 

Birding in 
Las Vegas 

Far Afield

Adolescent 
Nature Geek

Scott 
Weidensaul:

Northern 
Bobwhite

In Remembrance of Bill Thompson, III, 1962–2019

Display until August 31st

Vol. 41 No. 6, July/August 2019



Bird Watcher’s digest  •   July/august ’19  •  birdwatchersdigest.com 105

SEE THE UNSEEN

EL
LIMITLESS
PERFECTION

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=AD&exitLink=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.swarovskioptik.com%2F


MAY/JUNE 2014

MULTIMEDIA CONTENT

MAY/JUNE 2014JULY/AUGUST 2019

MULTIMEDIA CONTENTMULTIMEDIA CONTENT

Here's a video greeting from BWD Publisher Wendy Clark. 
She'll tell you everything you need to know to get the most 

out of this issue of Bird Watcher's Digest.



D
. S
H
E
R
O
N
Y / W

IK
IM
E
D
IA

14
PA
N
ZA
 R
AYA
D
A
 / W
IK
IM
E
D
IA

26

B
ILL TH

O
M
P
S
O
N
, III

36
D
. S
H
E
R
O
N
Y / W

IK
IM
E
D
IA

54

J. S
H
ILA
 W
ILS
O
N

80

B
ILL TH

O
M
P
S
O
N
, III

102

In the 
Author’s 
Own Words

Sandpipers and 
plovers can be so 
confusing! Bird ID 
guru Alvaro Jaramillo 
offers help in studying 
size, shape, and 
structure before color 
to aid in identification.to aid in identification.

Identify Yourself: 
A Change of 
Outfits for the 
Shorebirds by 
Alvaro Jaramillo

36

As a youth 
undertaking his farm 
chores (and birding) 
with his dog, 
funnyman Al Batt 
recalls the magic and 
mystery within his 
local patch.local patch.

Listening to an 
Enchanted Stump
by Al Batt

102

True Nature: The 
Divine, Underfoot: 
Klamath by Julie 
Zickefoose

BWD Columnist Julie 
Zickefoose was 
reluctant to visit the 
California/Oregon 
border in February to 
attend a birding 
festival. What she 
found there was found there was 
majestic and 
delightful.

80

Our Video 
Feature

Watch as northern 
bobwhite—a male 
and a female—
interact, and listen to 
their calls and song.

26

Bird Songs 
and Calls
Blue-headed vireo: 
Listen for slow, clear 
phrases and burry 
chatter.

14

Listen to the nasal 
neeah, neeah of a  
yellow-bellied sapsucker. 

54



// INNOVATION
     MADE BY ZEISS

ZEISS Victory Harpia 85 & 95
The most powerful spotting scope from ZEISS.

Observing nature and bird watching reaches a new level with the ZEISS Victory Harpia. This spotting scope 
combines a revolutionary new optical system with a 3-stage wide angle zoom providing a constant fi eld of 
view over its entire magnifi cation period. The combination of an up to 70x magnifi cation with the choice 
of either 85 or 95mm objective lenses delivers easy and unobstructed views into open space. The ZEISS 
DualSpeed Focus facilitates quick, exact focusing, even at high magnifi cation. 

zeiss.com/victoryharpia

Magnifying the 
passion for nature.
ZEISS Victory Harpia

// INNOVATION
     MADE BY ZEISS

ZEISS Victory Harpia 85 & 95
The most powerful spotting scope from ZEISS.

Observing nature and bird watching reaches a new level with the ZEISS Victory Harpia. This spotting scope 
combines a revolutionary new optical system with a 3-stage wide angle zoom providing a constant fi eld of 
view over its entire magnifi cation period. The combination of an up to 70x magnifi cation with the choice 
of either 85 or 95mm objective lenses delivers easy and unobstructed views into open space. The ZEISS 
DualSpeed Focus facilitates quick, exact focusing, even at high magnifi cation. 

zeiss.com/victoryharpia

Magnifying the 
passion for nature.
ZEISS Victory Harpia

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=IFC&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fzeiss.com%2Fvictoryharpia


Bird Watcher’s digest  •   July/august ’19  •  birdwatchersdigest.com 1

 106 Watching Bird Behavior
  Deformed Bills
  David M. Bird

118  The Well-Equipped   
  Birder: New-fangled   
  Mosquito Repellents
  Dawn Hewitt 
120  Book Notes   

THE  
BACKYARD

92

26

About the Cover
Meadow’s Edge: Northern Bobwhites, by Stephen Leed.
For more information on this painting and the artist, see  
page 128.

36

COLUMNS & 
DEPARTMENTS

FEATURES
 4 In Memoriam:  
  Bill Thompson, III

 8 Letters from Readers
 12 Quick Takes
  Paul J. Baicich

 18  Migrations
  The Dangerous  
  Adolescence of a  
  Nature Geek
  Scott Weidensaul

 36 ID Yourself
  A Change of Outfits  
  for the Shorebirds
    Alvaro Jaramillo

 66 Spotlight on Mississippi

 70 Birder’s Question Mark
  Mark S. Garland

 78 Pete’s Tips
  A Guide to Field Guides
  Pete Dunne

 80 True Nature
  The Divine, Underfoot:  
  Klamath
  Julie Zickefoose

 86 Birding Photography
  Using Teleconverters to  
  Extend Your Reach
  Jim McCormac

 92 Far Afield: Birding the
  Las Vegas Area  
  William A.Young

 102 Listening to an  
  Enchanted Stump
  Al Batt

 

 26 Cover Species
  Northern Bobwhite
  Matt Wetrich

 42 Birding on Safari
  Jim Briggs

 58  ‘Shooting’ Birds on Texas  
  Photography Ranches
  Brian Loflin 
 116 A Slant of Certain Light
  Gina Marie Bernard

 48  Paging Doctor Pigeon
  Hank Weber

 50  Seasons of Bloom and Fade
  Lori Rossbach

 54 My Little Sit
  Jerry L. Haag

 123 My Way
  DIY Nyjer Catcher
  Shirley Lockhart 

JO
E 

FU
HR

M
AN

M
AT

T 
W

IL
LI

AM
S

AL
VA

RO
 J

AR
AM

IL
LO

W
IL

LI
AM

 Y
O

UN
G

July/August 2019

18

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=1&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fbirdwatchersdigest.com
http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=1&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fbirdwatchersdigest.com


birdwatchersdigest.com  •  July/August ’19  •  Bird WAtcher’s digest2

Binocular Review: 8x32
Cover Species: Northern 
Goshawk, by Pete Dunne
Florida Panhandle Birding

Contact Us

North America’s favorite birding magazine since 1978.

Coming Up Next
❖
❖

❖

❖

Print subscribers can read our digital edition for free.

BIRD WATCHER’S DIGEST (ISSN 0164-3037) is published bimonthly by Pardson Corporation. Periodicals postage paid at Marietta, OH 45750, and 
additional entry—USPS 0459-610. Canadian publications agreement number: 40030947. Return Undeliverable Canadian Addresses to: RRD, PO Box 
2600, Mississauga ON L4T 0A8; Email: customerservice@birdwatchersdigest.com. Our offices are located at 149 Acme Street, Marietta, OH 45750. 
POSTMASTER: Send change of address to: Bird Watcher’s Digest, P.O. Box 110, Marietta, OH 45750. Printed in the U.S.A. Rates: Single copy $7.00 ppd 
to U.S. ($7.51 ppd OH residents), $8.00 ppd to Canada, $9.00 ppd for foreign addresses; Annual subscription price $19.99 per year in the United States 
(Ohio residents add 7.25% sales tax); add $5.00 more for Canada and $10.00 for other foreign subscriptions. U.S. FUNDS ONLY PLEASE. Library rate is 
$19.99 for two years. Address all correspondence to the address above or to our website at birdwatchersdigest.com. Although all reasonable care is 
taken, we cannot accept responsibility for submissions of unsolicited manuscripts, photographs, or artwork. Enclose a self-addressed, stamped envelope 
if material is to be returned. The opinions expressed by authors do not necessarily reflect the policy of Bird Watcher’s Digest.

Bird Watcher’s Digest is based in Mari-
etta, Ohio. A renewal notice or other 
mail item claiming to be from Bird 
Watcher’s Digest but with a different 
origin or destination address is fraudulent 
and should be discarded.   

❖

ADVERTISING/SUBSCRIPTION INFORMATION 
Bird Watcher’s Digest
P.O. Box 110
Marietta, OH  45750
CUSTOMER SERVICE
800-879-2473 or (740) 373-5285
customerservice@birdwatchersdigest.com
E-MAIL 
 Advertising: advertising@birdwatchersdigest.com
 Editorial: bwd@birdwatchersdigest.com
Find us on Facebook and Twitter!
       facebook.com/birdwatchersdigest       
       @bwdmag   

 FOUNDING PUBLISHERS William H. Thompson, Jr. (1932 – 2011)  
  & Elsa Ekenstierna Thompson
 MANAGING DIRECTOR/PUBLISHER Wendy Clark
 EDITORIAL Dawn Hewitt, Editor
  Jessica Melfi, Assistant Editor
 PRODUCTION Bruce Wunderlich, Magazine Design
 MARKETING Sarah Clark, Birding Market Specialist
 EDITORIAL CONSULTANT Deborah Griffith
 CONTRIBUTING EDITORS Chuck Bernstein, Edward Kanze, Jim McCormac,  
  Diane Porter, Norma Siebenheller, 
  Julie Zickefoose
 FIELD EDITORS Alvaro Jaramillo, Howard Youth
 EUROPEAN EDITORS Nicholas Hammond, Peter Holt
 CONTRIBUTING PHOTOGRAPHERS Steve and Dave Maslowski, Arthur Morris,
  G. Cope Schellhorn, Bruce Wunderlich 
 ADVERTISING & EVENTS Wendy Clark, Sales Director 
  Emily Jones, Events Manager
 WEBMASTER Katherine Koch
 CIRCULATION Melody Carpenter, Circulation Manager
  Cindy Martin, Circulation Assistant
 CONTROLLER Alan Rollins
  REDSTART BIRDING Raymond VanBuskirk, Manager
  Angela Anderson-Beach, Sales and Shipping Agent 
 

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=2&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fbirdwatchersdigest.com
http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=2&exitLink=mailto%3Acustomerservice%40birdwatchersdigest.com
http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=2&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fbirdwatchersdigest.com
http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=2&exitLink=mailto%3Acustomerservice%40birdwatchersdigest.com
http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=2&exitLink=mailto%3Aadvertising%40birdwatchersdigest.com
http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=2&exitLink=mailto%3Abwd%40birdwatchersdigest.com
http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=2&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Ffacebook.com%2Fbirdwatchersdigest


Bird Watcher’s digest  •   July/august ’19  •  birdwatchersdigest.com 3

North America’s favorite birding magazine since 1978.

“There are plenty-plenty reasons why I love this 
annual spring birding bacchanalia: it’s run by good 
buddies of mine, the birding is truly incredible, 
Swainson’s and cerulean warblers, the landscape is 
breathtaking, it’s a small and intimate gathering of 
the tribe, they let me play music, there are hot tubs 
in the cabins, and it’s only a three-hour drive from 
the Bill of the Birds man cave.” 
     — Bill Thompson, III

The New River Birding and 
Nature Festival is about more 
than just birds.
It’s also about birders coming together to enjoy a week 
of good company and hospitality with like-minded 
individuals, taking in the beauty of wild West Virginia.

Thanks for all the memories, Bill, and for everything 
you’ve done as a guide, speaker, musician, and 
friend of the New River Birding and Nature Festival.

www.birding-wv.com

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=3&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.birding-wv.com
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William Thompsons 
III and II.

In Memoriam:
Bill Thompson, III
March 3, 1962—March 25, 2019

The Rain Crows, BT3’s band.

Bill and  
Elsa.

Elsa, BT3, Andy, and BT2. 

Bill, Julie, 
Liam, and 

Phoebe.

BT3 and Wendy.
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AAs I write, it’s April 19, and the 
migrants are coming in. Today, 
the woods rang with the burry 
song of newly arrived scarlet tana-
gers, the yellow-throated vireo’s 
insistent questions; the black-and-
white warbler’s wheezy lay. How I 
miss being able to share each new 
discovery with Bill Thompson, 
III—through thick and thin, the 
only person I knew who got as 
excited as I did with the arrival of 
each migrant. “No WAAAY!!” 
he’d shout, and I’d yell back, 
“WAY!” He’d pretend to be an-
noyed when 
I got the first 
record of 
each species, 
but in truth 
he relied on 
me for the 
daily news 
that really 
mattered, 
because he 
was so often on the go. 

There’s never been any slowing 
him down, any way to abate Bill’s 
need for speed. He was packing 
for Belize in mid-October 2018 
when the shooting abdominal 
pains he’d had for a while got 
worse. Doctors had thus far failed 
to figure it out; bloodwork and 
gall bladder were fine. Perhaps 
he should get a firm diagnosis 
before embarking? “I’ll have this 
anyway; I might as well be seeing 
cool birds,” he said. Then came an 
eight-day birding symposium in 

Colombia. In between, he ham-
mered away with doctor appoint-
ments, but no one could give him 
an answer. Not until December 
16, 2018, did an emergency CT 
scan finally reveal a mass, and 
Bill was diagnosed with Stage 4 
pancreatic cancer. The world he’d 
circled so tirelessly in his work to 
connect people and birds turned 
upside down. Four hard-hitting 
chemotherapy treatments only 
caused the cancer to mutate and 
get stronger. It proved the only 
hurdle Bill ever met that he was 

unable to clear.
Bill and 

his staff took 
Bird Watcher’s 
Digest from a 
magazine to 
a force in the 
birding world, 
hosting the 
Midwest Bird-
ing Symposium 

and creating the American Bird-
ing Expo in 2015. He had a knack 
for creating community among 
BWD subscribers and especially 
for encouraging newcomers and 
children to take up bird watching. 
Under his vision, Reader Ren-
dezvous tours have taken BWD 
subscribers and fans to eleven 
states and six foreign countries 
since 2014. Bill launched Redstart 
Birding, an optics, equipment, 
and expertise venture, in 2018. All 
the while, he traveled tirelessly, 
speaking, guiding, and giving the 

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=5&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fbirdwatchersdigest.com
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toward everyone, regardless of 
their expertise. 

Over the next 13 weeks, 
however, Bill’s focus—always 
bounding lynx-like from one goal 
to the next—turned inward, to 
the things that mattered most to 
him in the world: his family, his 
friends, and music. Everything 
that had seemed so pressing, 
so necessary, simply fell away. 

Daughter Phoebe 
flew home from 
the Canary 
Islands with her 
sweetheart, Oscar, 
surprising Bill and 
transporting him 
with joy. Liam 
spent the same 
week with us, 
spending hours at 
his father’s side, 
talking. Everyone 
got a chance to 

speak their love and say good-
bye. I have an indelible image of 
Bill, smiling and waving in the 
weak spring sun, calling, “Fly, 
little bird!” as we pulled out of 
the driveway to fly Phoebe back 
across the ocean on March 19.

Bird Watcher’s Digest’s loyal 
and loving staff did his work 
and gave him room, scrambling 
to fill the void of his absence. 
His beloved companion Wendy 
Clark shouldered the bulk of 
his 24-hour care. I helped wher-
ever and whenever I could, their 
farmhouse a pleasant hike over 

gift of music to birding festivals 
throughout the U.S. and the 
world. Aided by his supportive 
and hardworking staff at BWD, 
Bill was at full strength as a leader 
and force in the birding world 
when he was struck down.

Anyone who’s ever traveled, 
birded, or hung out with Bill 
knows of his enormous heart, his 
solicitude for the timid, beginning 
birder. It’s hard 
to imagine how 
many people 
he’s set on the 
road to being a 
confident bird 
watcher. “Has 
everyone seen 
the Swainson’s 
warbler? Don’t 
be shy. You’re 
not raising your 
hand. Did you 
see it? No? Then 
let’s get you on this bird.” Beyond 
that, he’s freely offered his guid-
ance to both beginning and sea-
soned nature festival organizers. 
He knows what people like, and 
what they need to have a great 
experience in the field. Birdwatch-
ing for Dummies and The New 
Birder’s Guide, both by Bill, are 
aimed at those just getting behind 
binoculars, for it is through them 
that we’ll build wider support 
for bird watching and conserv-
ing birds and their habitats. 
Throughout, his emphasis has 
been kindness and inclusiveness 

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=6&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fbirdwatchersdigest.com
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a green burial in our meadow on 
Indigo Hill, a ring of us standing 
under a cloudy sky, sharing our 
memories, while a host of spring 
birds sang and a wild turkey 
hollered. Pouring rain had been 
forecast, but Bill had other plans. 
As we sang “Realms of the Blest,” 
the sun broke through, and we 
gazed up into a limitless ice-blue 
sky, knowing that he was already 
exploring the great mystery, the 
higher levels of existence. 

Energy can neither be created 
nor destroyed; it goes on. And 
an energy like Bill’s can only go 
on. It flows through us when 
we invite someone to go bird-
ing; when we hold a child up to 
peek into a nest box; when we’re 
kind and welcoming to someone 
who feels unsure of their skills. 
Even as we all miss his generous, 
expansive presence in our lives, we 
must do this: Keep Bill’s energy 
going, pass it on; pay his kindness 
forward. —Julie Zickefoose

 
 

the hills from mine. A steady 
stream of dear friends came from 
near and far to visit, to play the 
simple, homemade music he loved 
the best. On March 3, 2019, his 
dearest musician friends gathered 
to celebrate his birthday, the most 
jam-packed 57 years any mortal 
could claim. A man possessed by 
joy, Bill played his guitar and sang 
for 11 hours straight. On March 
24, I begged for a couple of hours 
alone with Bill to ask him some 
vital questions and speak from my 
heart. I made a comment about 
trying to fit in edgewise among all 
his visitors. “I just love it, being 
surrounded by friends. Swear to 
God if I die and you got me in the 
first ten minutes, I’d play another 
two hours-worth of music. I have 
so much energy for it. And the 
second we quit playing it drains 
away. I should have done that for a 
living. I love it.”

On the morning of March 
25, Bill gratefully and eloquently 
accepted the American Birding 
Association’s Roger Tory Peterson 
Award for Promoting the Cause 
of Birding, presented by his dear 
friend, ABA President Jeff Gor-
don. He spoke with his brother 
Andy around noon. And by 1 
p.m., his work done, he was on his 
way to another realm—his great-
est adventure, as he viewed it. Bill 
passed away, surrounded by his 
family and a few friends singing 
his favorite songs, at 10:44 p.m. the 
night of March 25. We gave him 

Champions of the Flyway 
Team, 2016.

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=7&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fbirdwatchersdigest.com
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Photographic Confirmation 
To the Editor:
The Question Mark column 

in the March/April 2019 issue 
mentioned a male cardinal 
feeding a young brown-headed 
cowbird. A few years ago, I 
took a photo of that very thing 
on one of our feeders. Fortu-
nately, I have never observed a 
scene like this since.

Michael McBride
Geneseo, Illinois

Fond Memories of Philmont
To the Editor: 
This is a response to the 

March/April 2019 issue article 
about birding at the Philmont 
Scout Ranch.

 I am a birder from south-
eastern Ohio. Many years ago 
I did a short trek at Philmont. 
The year was 1960, and the 50th 
anniversary of Boy Scouts of 
America was being celebrated 
at the National Jamboree in M

IC
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DE

A male cardinal feeds a fledgling brown-headed cowbird.

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=8&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fbirdwatchersdigest.com
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Colorado Springs. Being from 
the East, we made our way out 
there by train, via Chicago. 
During a candlelight night cer-
emony, then-President Eisen-
hower visited the jamboree.

 One of the side adventures 
was our two-day hike at Phil- 
mont. At that time I was not a 
birder but grew up appreciating 
the outdoors and nature. I be-
came interested in birding from 
working with two co-staff  mem-
bers at the Academy of Natu-
ral Sciences of Philadelphia, 
where I designed an exhibit area 
about birds of the Delaware 
River Valley. I now reside in the 
Hocking Hills region and am 
one of the team leaders for our 
area’s Christmas Bird Count. 

I thoroughly enjoyed the 
article by Peter Kavouras. 
It brought back many fond 
memories that connect to my 
life today. I wear my Philmont 
belt to this day.

Jonathan Jager 
South Bloomingville, Ohio

Kestrels Eat Swallows
To the Editor:
Having just read your re-

port about American kestrels 
(Watching Bird Behavior, “Kes-
trel Intrigue”) in the March/
April 19 issue of Bird Watcher’s 
Digest, I thought the following 
information, taken from John 
James Audubon’s account of 
the “Sparrow Hawk” might be 

of interest to you. The repub-
lican swallow is now known as 
the cliff  swallow: 

“THEODORE LINCOLN, 
Esq., of Dennisville, Maine, 
informed me that the Sparrow-
Hawk is in the habit of attack-
ing the Republican Swallow, 
while sitting on its eggs, delib-
erately tearing the bottle-neck-
like entrance of its curious nest, 
and seizing the occupant for its 
prey.” 

I regularly write popular 
reports about birds and it 
was fortuitous that your story 
appeared as I was preparing 
such a report for a Louisiana 
outdoor newsletter. I regularly 
read Audubon’s accounts of 
birds that are the topics of such 
reports to gather tidbits not 
otherwise available in modern 
field guides or even from online 
resources. 

Jay Huner 
Lafayette, Louisiana

Fan of BWD and BT3
To the Editor:
A friend gave me a gift 

subscription to BWD quite a 
few years ago, and I’ve become 
a faithful subscriber. I love the 
magazine, look forward to each 
issue’s arrival, and read it cover 
to cover. More recently I’ve be-
gun listening to your podcasts, 
This Birding Life and Out There 
with the Birds.

I’m writing to say thank you. 

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=9&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fbirdwatchersdigest.com
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I feel deep gratitude to you and 
Julie Zickefoose for your devo-
tion to the natural world and all 
you’ve done to foster conserva-
tion by giving of yourselves, 
your talents, passion, and hard 
work. I am just one anonymous 
reader of BWD and listener 
to your podcasts, but I am 
sure there are many thousands 
like me who have felt invited 
to be part of the BWD family 
through your writings, Julie’s 
artwork, and your voice. 

Most recently I’ve become 
an enthusiast of  Redstart Bird-
ing. I’m so grateful to have 
somewhere new to turn after 
the demise of  Eagle Optics. I 
called a few months ago with a 
question about my Swarovski 
8.5 x 42 binoc eyepieces, a 
question that had no likeli-
hood of  making your business 
any money. I was transferred 
to Ben Lizdas, who chatted 
with me for 20 minutes while 
he was driving a long distance, 
providing me with honest 
and useful input. Although 
I haven’t had occasion yet to 
purchase anything from Red-
start, I regularly commend it to 
new birders who are looking to 
upgrade their binoculars. 

You have fostered such a 
warm sense of  an inclusive 
BWD family. Last night I be-
gan listening to a recent pod-
cast and was deeply dismayed 
as you shared your diagnosis. 

I felt the jolt as if  you were 
a good friend—which shows 
one of  the invisible threads of 
how you have connected with 
others through your friendly 
and encouraging way of  being. 
I am inspired by the grace of 
your approach to facing this 
new turn in your life. You and 
your loved ones have my warm 
prayers. My sincerest best 
wishes for comfort, healing, 
and humor to you and to all 
the BWD family and friends 
who travel this path at your 
side. Holding you in light and 
love.

Sarah Schmidt
Coupeville, Washington

Editor’s 
note: This 
was one of 
dozens of 
emails that 
arrived as 
Bill Thomp-
son, III, 
was battling 

pancreatic cancer. Every such 
message was forwarded to him, 
but the volume, combined with 
his weakened condition, made 
it impossible for him to reply to 
all but a few. Still, he felt loved, 
appreciated, and connected to 
all those who reached out to him 
with their words, wishes, warm 
thoughts, and prayers. He was 
grateful, and so are we, the staff 
of BWD. 

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=10&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fbirdwatchersdigest.com


Bird Watcher’s digest  •   July/august ’19  •  birdwatchersdigest.com 11

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=11&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fvisitwakulla.com%2Fbirding


birdwatchersdigest.com  •  July/August ’19  •  Bird WAtcher’s digest12

    by Paul J. Baicich

Disappearing Brown-capped 
Rosy-Finch?

The brown-capped rosy-
finch is the southernmost of 
our three closely related rosy-
finch species in North America, 
and it has the smallest distribu-
tion, being almost endemic to 
Colorado and New Mexico. 
It’s a high-altitude breeding 
species, with nests found from 
11,000 to 14,200 feet, mostly 
above 12,000 feet. 

Even in winter, when driven 
to lower altitudes, the brown-
capped rosy-finch does not 
move below areas of snow, 
remaining in thinly-covered 
areas. Groups of these winter-
ing rosy-finches, however, often 
come to feeders, sometimes in 
towns and cities.

Between 1970 and 2014, the 
species was suspected to have 
declined by 95 percent. (This 
equates to an annual decline of 
6.6 percent, or a decline of 51.1 
percent over three generations 
or 10.5 years.) Three years ago, 
the population was estimated at 
45,000, but a reassessment late 
last year by the International 
Union for the Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN) may put 
the current numbers closer to 
15,000.

Absent an action recovery 
plan or systematic monitor-
ing scheme, we may have little 
insight into this species’ popula-
tion. Feeder-watching numbers 
might help, but high-altitude 
breeding studies would surely 
tell us more. Indeed, although 
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Brown-capped rosy-finch.
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nests have been found starting 
at 11,000 feet, there are sugges-
tions from the literature that 
nesting in historic memory may 
have been as low as 9,800 feet. 
Regional temperatures may 
dictate higher breeding eleva-
tion, and the functional alpine 
zones where these rosy-finches 
nest may be shrinking before 
our very eyes. 

Songbirds Helping Spread  
Hemlock Woolly Adelgid

Hemlock wooly adelgid, a 
tiny insect pest, was discovered 
in the western United States in 
the 1920s and was first ob-
served in the East in the early 
1950s near Richmond, Vir-
ginia, perhaps having traveled 
on nursery plants from Japan. 
The hemlock wooly adelgid is 
a serious invasive in the East, 
and it now can be found at 
least from Georgia to southern 
Nova Scotia. The tiny aphid-
like insect that threatens the 
health and sustainability of 
eastern and Carolina hemlock is 
smaller than a ladybug. Small, 
white, cottony sacs at the base 
of the hemlock needles usually 
indicate the insects’ presence. 
But sap-sucking adults can as-
sault entire hemlock stands. As 
hemlock health declines, tree 
mortality usually occurs within 
four to ten years. 

The main vectors aiding the 
spread of hemlock woolly adel-

gid are storm winds, nursery 
trees, and firewood. Migratory 
birds, which assist hitchhiking 
adelgids, are also thought to 
be long-distance transporters. 
A recent article in Biological 
Invasions by four Connecticut 
researchers strengthened the 
migrant-bird premise.

Of 456 captured birds, exam-
ined with the aid of small jets 
of compressed air, 40 individu-
als of 22 species carried adelgid 
crawlers, the flightless nymph 
phase of the adelgid. The bird 
species included hemlock-loving 
black-throated green warblers 
and blue-headed vireos.

This confirmation raises the 
stakes: Avian-assisted travel 
could mean much faster-spread-
ing adelgids, and, significantly, 
crawlers are at peak abundance FR
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Wooly adelgids.
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during active spring migration. 
Moreover, temperatures are 
warming and more adelgid eggs 
are surviving the winters.

The migration pattern of 
songbirds, particularly those 
that favor hemlock habitat, 
may help to detect at least 
early-spreading populations of 
adelgids. 

Monarchs, Grassland Birds, and 
Pheasant Hunters

If  you are an observant bird 
watcher, you may also have 
been following the plight of 
monarch butterflies over the 
past five years or more, as well 
as the effort to revive their 
declining numbers, with milk-
weed being a major element in 
the drama. 

The development of herbi-

cide-resistant corn and soy-
bean seeds in the mid-1990s 
really accelerated the down-
ward monarch trend. Milk-
weed—vital food for monarch 
caterpillars—would no longer 
survive between the rows, and 
fence-to-fence plowing also 
clobbered milkweed along with 
eliminating the grassy margins, 
field edges, buffers, and road 
edges where milkweed previ-
ously thrived.

Enter teachers and stu-
dents in schoolyards, garden 
clubs, park and refuge Friends 
groups, and others joining in 
the effort to halt the decline 
of  monarch butterflies. Milk-
weed planting campaigns have 
flourished. The push for mon-
arch and grassland fields also 
engaged hunters, specifically 

Blue-headed vireo.
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Ring-necked pheasant, male. 
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ring-necked pheasant hunt-
ers and their 125,000-member 
Pheasants Forever organiza-
tion. As grassland stewards, 
members of  PF significantly 
increased the common milk-
weed seed in the seed mixes 
they vigorously promoted to 
create and sustain thousands 
of  acres of  pheasant habitat. 

Of  course, what’s good 
for pheasants has always 
been good for other wildlife. 
Sometimes overlooked in the 
habitat equation, though, were 
pollinators—butterflies and 
bees—but also beetles, moths, 
wasps, flies, and other insects 
that carry pollen from flower 
to flower and grassland plant 
to plant.

In the process, pheasant 
hunters became huge promot-
ers of  the monarchs and other 

pollinators. And recently, the 
folks at PF have emphasized 
the grassland songbirds that 
also share habitat with the 
pheasants and the monarchs. 
They recently highlighted 
10 “prairie jewels,” songbird 
species that are co-habitants. 
These include bobolinks, dick-
cissels, meadowlarks, grasshop-
per and Savannah sparrows, 
and kingbirds.

Consider all this next time 
you encounter a pheasant 
hunter afield. No, you need not 
give the hunter a hug. But a 
nod and friendly wave might be 
appropriate.

The Drying Mojave Desert  
and Bird Loss

Over three years, researchers 
from the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley, surveyed 61 sites 
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Mojave Desert: Drier than  
it was a century ago.
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across the Mojave Desert that 
were originally studied in the 
early part of  the 20th century 
by Joseph Grinnell, first direc-
tor of  the Museum of  Verte-
brate Zoology at Berkeley. As 
they followed the footsteps—
literally—of the renowned 
Grinnell, they compared their 
bird findings with those of 
Grinnell and his team. 

The findings were published 
late last year in the Proceed-
ings of the National Academy 
of Sciences. The recent study 
showed that the 61 sites re-
surveyed lost, on average, 43 
percent of  the species that 
were present a century ago. 
The study showed that 39 of 
the 135 breeding bird species 
in question were less likely to 
be found at a given site today 
than 100 years ago. The de-
cline occurred across the entire 
Mojave, but it was most pro-
nounced in areas where water 
was less available, suggesting 
that dehydration was a signifi-
cant factor in the drop.

Raptors (e.g., American 
kestrel and prairie falcon) 
experienced one of  the steep-
est declines, but other birds, 
such as Virginia warbler and 
Lawrence’s goldfinch, also 
suffered sharp population 
drops. The only native species 
more common today in the 
Mojave Desert is the com-
mon raven.

Ring-necked pheasant, male. 
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“It wasn’t what we ex-
pected,” said Kelly Iknayan, 
the lead author of  the study. 
According to Iknayan, similar 
avian surveys that were con-
ducted in the Sierra Nevada 
and Central Valley yielded “a 
little bit more balance”— only 
a slight increase in the number 
of  species in the Sierras, and a 
slight decrease in the Central 
Valley. In comparison, the 
changes in the Mojave were 
dramatic.

Iknayan would not have 
been able to recognize this 
collapse of  the Mojave bird 
community if  it had not been 
for Grinnell’s original meticu-
lous work.

We know that the survey 
sites are receiving 20 percent 
less precipitation than they 
were when they were first 
studied by Grinnell. What’s 
probably out of  balance is 
rainfall. 

Precipitation, of  course, 
impacts the amount of  sur-
face water available and the 
health of  the plants that birds 
use for sustenance and hydra-
tion. This decline in rain—and 
snow from higher elevations—
was seen as the major cause 
for the declining bird popula-
tions, not rising temperatures.

Paul J. Baicich is a co-author 
of The Crossley ID Guide: Wa-
terfowl, published fall 2017. 
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TI was a weird kid, or at least a 
challenging one. I have a feeling 
that among a certain demo-
graphic—the destined-to-grow-
up-into-a-serious-nature-geek 
category—mine was not all that 
unusual a childhood, nor were 
my parents any more exasper-
ated than others whose kids 
were forever dragging home 
wild creatures, strange-smelling 
fungi, skeletal material in various 
states of decay, and other natural 
treasures. 

Pet skunk in the basement? 
Check. Salamanders in jars on 
the windowsill? Check. A murky 
aquarium with a big bullhead 
catfish that came home from a 
fishing trip and stayed for years? 
And, later, when I was in col-
lege, an even bigger aquarium, 
purchased at a yard sale and not 
properly vetted for functionality, 
that overnight leaked 30 gallons 
of water onto the bedroom floor, 
and thus into the living room 
ceiling below, forming a giant, 
dripping blister in the latex paint 

The Dangerous Adolescence  
of a Nature Geek

Migrations
              By Scott Weidensaul

in my parents’ brand-new house?
Check. Check.

Still, I was the only kid I 
knew with such a single-minded 
devotion to anything squirmy, 
squishy, or squiggly, so my sense 
of oddity was heightened. I was 
also a voracious reader from a 
young age, and that added to 
the trouble. When I was eight or 
nine, for example, I’d just read 
Margaret Stanger’s classic book, 
That Quail, Robert, about how 
a family rescues a bobwhite egg, 
incubates it with a lamp, and 
raises the quail as a member of 
the household. So, when I found 
a robin’s egg lying in the grass in 
the yard that summer, I knew ex-
actly what to do. I might not have 
a bobwhite that would drink V8 
juice from a glass, but I figured a 
pet robin would be the next best 
thing. I removed the shade from 
my dresser lamp, tipped it on its 
side, and nestled the pale blue egg 
in tissues, a couple of inches from 
the bulb.

The rest of the family paid 
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little mind; a close relative had 
died unexpectedly, and a lot of 
our extended family was com-
ing for the funeral in a couple of 
days’ time, including my mother’s 
brother, Rich, whom I idolized.

I watched the egg constantly, 
alert for any signs of cracking, my 
ears cocked for the cheeps of a 
chick inside struggling to get out.

It was the day of the funeral. 
Most of the grownups were in 
the kitchen or living room, but I 
was glued to my egg. “Whatcha 
got there, sport?” my uncle asked, 
walking by my room and noticing 
the strange setup on my dresser. 
I gave him a breathless explana-
tion, and he leaned down to take 
a closer look. “Well, I’ll be,” he 

said. “That’s pretty clever. But 
how do you know the egg is still 
any g…”

Before Uncle Rich could 
finish the question, he bumped 
the dresser ever so slightly—just 
enough vibration that the by-now 
thoroughly spoiled egg, having 
stewed for several days in its own 
heated juices, exploded right in 
his face, showering him and his 
good funeral clothes with the 
rottenest of rotten eggs. You 
wouldn’t think you could pack so 
much stink into such a small egg. 
I am here to tell you, you can.

Near-Death Experiences
It is a miracle I made it out of 

adolescence, and I really don’t 

Robin egg, the non-explosive variety. 
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mean that as a joke, nor only 
because of wrathful grownups. 
When you combine a kid’s sense 
of invincibility with a passion 
for wildlife, the results can be 
dangerous. Take the time I found 
my first great horned owl nest. I 
don’t recall how old I was; a lot 
of these near-death experiences 
seem to have taken place when I 
was around 11 or 12 years old, a 
time when my increasing mobility 
and freedom from parental over-
sight collided with my stubborn 
resistance to common sense.

The mountain ridge started 
at the edge of our backyard, and 
that was my playground— steep, 

rocky hillsides covered in oak and 
birch. It was very early spring, the 
woods still leafless, when I noticed 
the splashes of whitewash on the 
trunk of a snapped-off white pine. 
About 25 feet above the ground, 
two fuzzy brown heads peeped 
above the jagged top of the snag: 
twin owlets! Because the trunk 
had a bit of a lean to it, I figured 
I could scrabble up to take a look, 
so I took off my coat, grabbed 
the rough bark in a bear hug, and 
started shinnying.

I was maybe halfway up, 
completely focused on keeping a 
grip—much harder than I ex-
pected—when what felt like a big 
rock slammed me between the 
shoulder blades. In an instant I 
was in freefall, and while it must 
have lasted only a second or so, I 
remember the sense of shocked 
realization that I was going to… 
hit something. The ground. Hard. 
I lay on my back, trying to suck in 
the breath that had been knocked 
from me, when a large shadow 
passed over, and I realized the 
rock must have been one of the 
adult owls. Turning my head to 
follow its flight, I also realized 
that I’d landed in a kid-sized 
gap between two big, protrud-
ing rocks, either of which would 
have cracked open my skull had I 
landed a foot or so to either side.

Let it not be said that I 
couldn’t learn from experience. 
A year or two later, on a hot day 
in June when I found a Cooper’s JO
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Great horned owlets. 
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best of conditions, and this one 
took a rapid turn for the worse. 
I came home from school a few 
days later to a blistering recep-
tion. Following the odor, my 
mother had entered my room, 
spotted the skin, and realized it 
was, um, moving. From behind, 
where there was a happy little 
convention of maggots.  

I mentioned that episode to 
her the other day, and Mom 
said, “Oh yes. When I had to 
clean your room, I’d stop at the 
door, take a deep breath, and 
tell myself, ‘Just start at one 
end and keep going, no matter 
what you find.’”

Broad-winged 
hawk.

hawk nest, I took precautions: 
my dad’s stepladder, a winter 
coat for padding, and my grand-
father’s hard hat. A pretty eye-
catching ensemble for a muggy 
day in early summer, which is 
why my mother spotted me head-
ing for the woods, launched a 
rapid but ruthless interrogation, 
and promptly deep-sixed my 
plans. Just as well. I’d been read-
ing books about falconry, and 
had some vaguely formed (and, 
in hindsight, deeply illegal) plan 
to bring back one of the chicks 
and train it to hunt for me.

Poor Mom
Poor woman; my mother put 

up with a lot, but some of it 
was her fault, at least partly. For 
instance, for my birthday one year 
I got a couple of books in the 
Foxfire series, that multi-volume 
set from the late 1960s about 
southern Appalachian hill culture 
and crafts. The chapter on tanning 
hides and pelts caught my eye, 
as did a freshly roadkilled wood-
chuck. I followed the directions, 
and soon had the skin tacked 
to my bedroom wall. Although, 
when I say I followed the direc-
tions, I actually mean I skimmed 
through them, realized I didn’t 
have a lot of the necessary ingre-
dients (builder’s lime? neatsfoot 
oil?), and just went straight from 
“Remove the skin” to “Proudly 
display it on the wall.” Wood-
chucks don’t smell good under the 

Living groundhog, aka woodchuck. 
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Poor Dad
But if my mother tolerated 

a lot, it was actually my father 
who had the worst of the bar-
gain, because through middle 
school and high school I was 
aiming for a career in herpetol-
ogy, with a special fascination 
for snakes, and my father, poor 
man, had a profound phobia of 
anything serpentine. Just his luck 
that he wound up with a kid that 
didn’t share his interest in college 
basketball but was forever bring-
ing home writhing, six-foot-long 
black rat snakes and promising, 
“There’s no way it can get out of 
this cage that I just made from, 
um, duct tape and old window 
screens, Dad.” Even when the 
housing was more substantial 
than that, my snakes did have a 
distressing habit of escaping reg-
ularly. My mother was fine with 
that; rodents and bats set her off, 
but she was cool with snakes, so 
she and I usually maintained a 
conspiracy of silence to keep my 

father from flipping out. Trouble 
was, the snakes had a talent for 
finding him. Like the ring-necked 
snake that was curled up in 
his sock drawer, or the time he 
reached for a dark tie on the rack 
in his closet, and it slid toward 
him—that big rat snake I’d 
brought home, on the lam for the 
previous week.

One chilly Sunday in late 
March, my mother, two sisters, 
and I came home from church to 
find my father sitting on the back 
porch in slacks, a T-shirt, and 
socks, his skin goose-bumped 
and blue in the cold air. Shortly 
after we’d left hours earlier, he’d 
settled in to read the newspaper 
in the rocking chair by the front 
window, and out of the corner 
of his eye saw a garter snake 
sliding down the stairs from my 
bedroom. He bolted outside and 
(he admitted with some sheep-
ishness) locked the door behind 
him for extra security before 
remembering 1) snakes can’t use 

Black rat snake. 
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doorknobs and 2) he didn’t have 
his keys. Or a coat. Or shoes.

One year when I was in high 
school, I convinced our Boy 
Scout troop to create an exhibit 
on local snakes for a community 
fair, which gave me an excuse to 
start stockpiling specimens. One 
of them was a big, especially 
foul-tempered northern water 
snake—which is a bit of redun-
dancy, because northern water 
snakes are almost always foul-
tempered. Three feet long and 
thick as a sausage, it nosed out 
of its tank and got loose in the 
basement, where it lived for the 
next five months, the only sign of 
its presence being its periodically 
shed skins, which we snatched 
up and disposed before my dad 
could find them. I poked and 
peered and pried in every nook 
and cranny I could find, but we 
finally recaptured the snake one 
day when my mother went down 
to the basement to do the laun-
dry and found it curled up on the 
washing machine.

A few years earlier, our min-
ister had stopped by to discuss 
something with Mom, who was 
on church council at the time. 
It was all she could do to keep 
him from leaping out the door 
when she told him she was trying 
to recapture one of my garter 
snakes, which was keeping toasty 
warm while intertwined between 
the ribs of the old iron radiator 
in the living room. Pastor Mertz 

suddenly had very little interest 
in coordinating confirmation 
class schedules.

Nothing Venomous
Despite all this and the am-

ple other reasons I had given 
my parents to ban any and all 
animals from the premises, the 
only ironclad rule was: Noth-
ing venomous in the house. 
That didn’t stop me from 
messing around with pit vipers 
outside, however. We saw cop-
perheads around the house 
regularly; one day my mother 
was hanging up sheets in the 
backyard, and having clipped 
up one, gathered another from 
the basket and turned to see, 
between her footprints in the 
grass, a neatly coiled copper-
head enjoying the morning sun. 
Another day she reached for a 
bright orange cherry tomato in 
her vast garden, only to real-
ize it was the ruddy crown of 
a newly shed and very brightly 
colored copperhead. It was 
with copperheads that I taught 
myself  to handle venomous 
snakes, although that youth-
ful sense of invincibility got 
me into trouble more than 
once, especially when I started 
catching the much rarer timber 
rattlesnakes that also lived on 
the ridge.

My snake-handling fever 
reached a pitch the summer I 
graduated from high school, 
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ence in the duplicitous ways of 
adults. All summer, I’d been told 
that at the close of camp the 
snakes would be released, that 
we were keeping them merely 
for everyone’s safety during the 
busy season. Instead, a few days 
before closing I found the cages 
gone overnight, the snakes spir-
ited away by the grounds-keep-
ing staff and “disposed of,” and 
my fury at both the act and the 
lie was dismissed by the unsym-
pathetic director as a juvenile 
tantrum.

You live and learn, even us 
weird kids. I learned that even 
adults you respect can trick you, 
and I learned—as we all do, as 
life hits us with sucker punches 
and unexpected twists—that I 
was not invincible. I started to 
watch my step, play it a little 

when I was working at the lo-
cal Scout camp as the nature 
director. By policy, any venom-
ous snake on the campus was 
caught and kept for the summer 
in the nature pavilion. I happily 
presided over a steadily growing 
collection of copperheads and 
rattlers, which I handled on an 
almost daily basis. It was pure 
show-off on my part and was, 
in hindsight, easily the most 
reckless thing I’ve ever done. 
Thinking back on it now, I 
shudder at the number of close 
calls—strikes that just missed 
my fingers or ankles; slip-ups 
and fumbles as I was moving 
snakes; one big, thick rattler that 
slipped loose from me practi-
cally into the laps of a bunch of 
younger Scouts. 

It was also a learning experi- FR
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safer, calculate my risks a little 
more cautiously, while still enjoy-
ing the adventure of a life outside 
with wildlife.

One mild October midnight 
some years ago, I was helping my 
owl-banding crew close our mist 
nets after catching saw-whet owls. 
There was a yelp and a cuss from 
one of the volunteers down line 
in the darkness, and we all came 
running—to find a nearly four-
foot-long timber rattler snagged 
in the lowest pocket of the net, 
which had sagged almost to the 
ground. Plump with a fresh meal, 
the snake was stuck: too fat to 
go forward, and its coarse scales 
preventing it from backing out of 
the mesh. Typical of the species, 
it never rattled or struck, just 
tried to get away from the circle 
of humans surrounding it.

There was a time when I 
would have showboated, pinning 
the snake and sliding it out by 
hand. Instead, I considered the 
late hour, the miles of dirt road 
to the hard top, and the long way 
from there to the nearest hos-
pital. A pocket knife taped to a 
stick, a couple of quick snips of 
mesh, and the snake went back 
to her life—and I, a more careful 
weird kid, to mine.

Author and researcher Scott 
Weidensaul’s latest book is the 
Peterson Reference Guide to Owls 
of North America and the Carib-
bean.
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Northern Bobwhite: 
Canary of the Prairie

M a t t  W e t r i c h

Northern bobwhite, female and male.
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C“Canary of the prairie” is a fit-
ting epithet for this Oreo-headed, 
cinnamon-leisure-suit-wearing 
game bird that not only has one 
of the most distinguishable songs 
in North America but also one 
of the most decidedly poignant 
messages: Provide quality habitat 
or you lose. You lose it, you lose 
all of its ecological pals, and you 
lose all the benefits they bring. 

The simplicity of its namesake 
song contradicts the complexity 
of its message: Retain, main-
tain, and protect quality habitat 
amid a society that is groomed 
to monopolize. It’s a challenge 
that nearly every ecosystem on 
this spinning rock has faced. The 
northern bobwhite transcends 
a variety of habitats, regions, 
countries, and even landmasses, 
but its basic needs are the same 
throughout. The same could be 
said about the diversity of people 
interested in protecting it.  

Growing up in southeastern 
Iowa, home of the red-headed 
woodpecker, tufted titmouse, 
and rolling hills that were spared 
from being flattened by the most 
recent glacier (12,000 years ago), 
I regularly heard northern bob-
white on my outdoor adventures. 
“Iowa? Outdoor adventures?” 
you say. Yes, that whole “spared 
from the last glacier” thing left 
the southern half of Iowa quite 
an interesting place. (Iowa actu-
ally has many interesting locales 
throughout.) Thanks to not being 

scraped flat by the 120-foot-tall 
Des Moines lobe of the Wiscon-
sinan ice sheet, southern Iowa is 
slightly less attractive for row-
crop farming. This leaves more 
pasture land and fewer disturbed 
areas, resulting in much more 
wildlife habitat potential. 

Declining Species
I was in middle school (early 

1990s) when my grandparents 
introduced me to white-breasted 
nuthatches, black-capped chicka-
dees, and downy woodpeckers at 
their bird feeders in Ottumwa. It 
was then that my interest in birds 
was born—soon followed by 
love for, progressing to obsession 
with. At that time, more areas 
of the countryside were allowed 
to be “wild,” fence- and hedge-
rows were abundant, and fewer 
chemicals were used to control 
undesirable plants and insects—
all trends that have continued to 
go the way of tight-rolled jeans. 
This is evident in the North 
American Breeding Bird Survey: 
Between 1966 and 2014, the 
northern bobwhite population 
plummeted 85 percent through-
out most of its range. 

I’m guessing you won’t be 
shocked to learn that such a 
decline is linked directly to loss of 
habitat, due to changes in farm-
ing and forestry practices, fire 
suppression, urbanization, and 
increase in chemical use decimat-
ing insect diversity. It’s also worth U.
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Colinus virginianus

What to Look and  
Listen For

Most of the time, 
northern bobwhite are 
heard and not seen. 
Their habit of lying 
low under vegetation 
combined with their 
expert camouflage 
make them extremely 
difficult to see. You 
may be lucky enough 
to see a covey (3 to 
20 birds) scurry across 
the ground from one 
patch of cover to the 
next, including across 
roads. The best time 
to find them is dur-
ing breeding season, 
when the males perch 
on fence posts, in the 
open on the ground, 
or in trees where they 

sing for a mate.
There are 22 rec-

ognized subspecies of 
northern bobwhite, so 
depending on where 
you are in the United 
States, Mexico, Cen-
tral America, Cuba, 
or other Caribbean 
islands, males can look 
different. Some sub-
species were formerly 
considered to be sepa-
rate species—such as 
the masked bobwhite, 
the rufous-bellied bob-
white, and the black-
headed bobwhite.

It is a plump bird, 
with a smallish head 
sporting a subdued 
crest. For the most part, 
males have distinctive 
black and white mark-

ings through the face, 
with a white throat 
and rufous cap. The 
rufous color extends to 
the back and blends 
into an elegant brown-
and-white scaly pat-
tern on the front of the 
bird. The tail is short 
and rounded. 

Although there are 
slight regional vari-
ances in the appear-
ance of males, the 
most extreme differ-
ence is in the masked 
subspecies of the 
southwestern U.S. and 
Mexico. The male has 
a solid black head and 
solid cinnamon breast. 
It is listed as federally 
endangered.

Females have 

acknowledging that climate 
change is now causing more 
extremes in weather. This is par-
ticularly problematic in winter. In 
the northern reaches of its range, 
the northern bobwhite doesn’t do 
well in harsh winter conditions, 
particularly without adequate 
cover. Luckily, the canary of 
the prairie is one of the most 
studied and researched birds in 
the world. Because of this, we 
continue to learn what makes 

28

Northern Bobwhite

this species tick so we can help it 
come back.  

In the Crosshairs
But why study this species so 

intensely? Sure, its characteristic 
bob-WHITE call is an appreciat-
ed and obvious figurative “Hello, 
my name is…” sticker, making 
it recognizable to people of all 
backgrounds. However, there is 
actually a different, yet equally 
simple, reason: It is a bird highly LA
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brown and buffy head 
markings that match 
the black and white 
of males. Females 
among the subspecies 
are similar in appear-
ance. 

One of the most 
distinctive songs in the 
eastern two thirds of 
the U.S. is the classic 
bob-WHITE whistle. 
Sometimes there are 
two bobs. Both gen-
ders sing, but the male 
tends to be heard 
most prominently dur-
ing mating season. 
They do have a variety 
of other noises, rang-
ing from sharp whistles 
to soft calls, to stay in 
touch with the covey 
or family or as preda-

29

YEAR-ROUND RANGE

A northern bobwhite hen 
leads her chicks to water. 
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tor alarm calls. Parents 
may voice soft tu tu tu 
calls when pointing out 
food to young. 

Where and When  
to Look

Most populations 
are nonmigratory and 
can be seen through-
out the year. The easi-
est time to find them is 
during mating season, 
when the males are 
most vocal. In areas 
with harsh winters, 
coveys may be seen 
coming to plowed 
roadsides and ditches 
to forage for seeds and 
grit. Activity is highest in 
early morning and late 
afternoon.

Preferred habitat is 
pasture, grasslands, 

open pine forests, 
open pine-hardwood 
forests, and grass-brush 
rangelands. Highest 
densities can be found 
in Texas coastal range-
lands and southern 
pine forests that have 
been managed for the 
species.

Bobwhite can be 
found as far north as 
Ontario, as far west 
as southeastern Wyo-
ming and eastern New 
Mexico, throughout 
Mexico and into Central 
America, as well as in 
Cuba and other Carib-
bean islands.

Feeding Behavior
Although they do fly 

when startled, northern 
bobwhite spend most 

of their time scurrying 
around on the ground. 
There, they scratch and 
pick through ground 
litter looking for seeds, 
vegetation, fruit, and 
insects. Insect con-
sumption is highest dur-
ing breeding season. 
Parents lead their chicks 
to insects and arthro-
pods until they are six 
to eight weeks old. 

Courtship and Nesting 
Behavior

Males sing to 
females, as well 
as dance around a 
potential mate to 
impress her. They were 
once thought to be 
monogamous, but this 
has been discovered 
to not always be the BA
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Bobwhites eat insects, especially  
while nesting.
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case. Northern bob-
white may participate 
in a rapid multi-clutch, 
“ambisexual polyga-
mous mating system,” 
meaning that both 
sexes incubate and 
brood multiple clutches 
with different partners.

The nest is typi-
cally on the ground 
or sometimes in low 
vegetation not far from 
an opening, such as 
a field or road. Both 
genders choose the 
site and help build 
the nest. It is a simple 
six-inch-diameter grass 
nest that is two inches 
deep. Most nests will 
have a grass arch over 
the top for camouflage. 

Between 7 and 
28 eggs are laid, 1 to 

3 times per season, 
depending on the 
conditions. Females 
incubate about three-
fourths of the time and 
males the remainder. 
Young are born cov-
ered in down and can 
leave the nest by day 
2 but still require food 
location assistance and 
warmth from parents 

for up to 8 weeks. 
Chicks can fly at 2 
weeks of age.

Much like plovers 
and black-necked stilts, 
northern bobwhite 
parents perform a 
wounded wing act 
to distract would-be 
predators from the nest 
or chicks.—M.W.

mental educator (titled “Natural-
ist” at my place of work), and I 
know that many public natural 
areas would not exist without the 
assistance of hunting organiza-
tions, as well as Audubon chap-
ters and other local bird clubs, 
the American Bird Conservancy, 
and numerous others. 

Thanks in part to being home 
to some of the best soil in the 
world, my home state has the 
most altered landscape of any in 
the nation. Pre-settlement (early 

desired by hunters. Not surpris-
ingly, Quails Forever and Pheas-
ants Forever are two powerhouse 
conservation organizations. 
Whether or not you agree with 
taking birds and other animals 
from the landscape, it is impossi-
ble to ignore the benefit hunting-
based organizations have had on 
birds, bird watchers, and natural 
resources on the whole. 

I am not a hunter; I have shot 
birds only with a camera. I am, 
however, a professional environ-
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Northern bobwhite nest.
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1800s), Iowa was 80 percent cov-
ered in prairie but has since lost 
99.9 percent of this native habitat. 
Because of this habitat comman-
deering throughout history, Iowa 
ranks 49th in acres of public land. 
The privatization of the Midwest 
prairie and savanna underscores 
the value of positive relationships 
and collaboration of public and 
private entities in acquiring and 
managing habitat. Without these 
partnerships, there would be even 
fewer acres for wildlife and public 
nature enjoyment. If we are to be 
successful in habitat preservation 
and restoration moving forward, 
we must embrace these relation-
ships, as well as step up to make 
them happen.

Ironically, northern bobwhite 
flourished with early farming 

practices and became a staple 
food source for pioneers, along 
with greater prairie-chicken and 
passenger pigeon. That must 
have been quite the avian dinner 
spread, bringing families togeth-
er. Today, northern bobwhite 
and other hunted species are 
indeed animals that help bring a 
variety of people together, just 
like the public swimming pool 
on a hot summer day. 

Conservation Efforts
There is no better example 

of collaborative effort than the 
National Bobwhite Conserva-
tion Initiative. It is “the unified 
strategic effort of 25 state fish 
and wildlife agencies and various 
conservation organizations—all 
under the umbrella of the Na- M
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Northern bobwhites, male and female.
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tional Bobwhite Technical Com-
mittee—to restore wild popula-
tions of bobwhite quail in this 
country to levels comparable to 
1980,” according to their website, 
bringbackbobwhites.org.

Manage habitat for the north-
ern bobwhite and you’ll also be 
helping numerous other species, 
from prairie species like bobolink, 
upland sandpiper, and dickcis-
sel, to open-pine forest species 
like red-cockaded woodpecker, 
pine warbler, and brown-headed 
nuthatch. On a recent trip I 
co-led to the magical Lower Rio 
Grande Valley of Texas, I saw 
northern bobwhite on the same 
fence row where I later saw a pair 
of aplomado falcons. Because we 
are learning about what makes 
bobwhite happy, we are in turn 
making many other species happy. 
This includes the humans that 
enjoy watching them and shoot-
ing them with their cameras.  

Northern bobwhite are rela-
tively short-lived birds. Eighty 
percent don’t make it past their 
first birthday, which happens to 
be the age that breeding com-
mences. Few make it to age five, 
and the record oldest known bird 
is six years and five months. Be-
cause of this short lifespan, they 
are prolific breeders, laying up to 
twenty-eight eggs in as many as 
three broods per year. They do 
not migrate and will occupy an 
area approximately forty acres 
in size for life. With such a small 

home range, it is important to 
have the appropriate diversity of 
habitat in a small area. 

Habitat Preferences
What does the perfect home 

sweet home look like to a north-
ern bobwhite? They need cover 
in which to hide from predators 
and to be protected from harsh 
weather. They need food in the 
form of native vegetation, in-
cluding berries and seeds, as well 
as the diversity of insects that 
inhabit said native vegetation. 
They also need an appropriate 
amount of open ground, usually 
achieved through well-planned 
disturbances. The most com-
mon methods of achieving this 
patchwork of open ground via 
disturbance are burning, strate-
gic logging, and disking. 

It’s also important to note that 
islands of habitat will not sustain 
populations. Access to other 
coveys to insure genetic diversity 
is crucial. This is the perfect argu-
ment for habitat corridors—high-
ways between habitat cities. 

As loud as these ground-
dwellers are, they weigh in at only 
six to eight ounces. Despite being 
thumbnail-sized at birth, they 
are ready to take their first jaunt 
out of their ground-based grassy 
abode—complete with home-
made grass roof, no less—within 
only a day of hatching. With this 
in mind, we can start to under-
stand why parents avoid areas 
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with thick ground cover and not 
enough open ground. It conjures 
images from the movie Honey, I 
Shrunk the Kids. 

Even a fully grown adult, 
standing in at a whopping 11 
inches, appreciates a little easier 
walk in the park, preferring 
ground that has been recently 
disturbed. What this tells us is 
that it is not enough to just to set 
aside ground and not develop it 
for humans, but that it’s equally 
important to manage that ground 
for wildlife. Thanks to the north-
ern bobwhite being so intensely 
studied, a wealth of information 
is available to landowners on how 
to properly manage land for this 
species. Again, managing for this 
species means managing for plant 
and insect diversity, which are the 
building blocks to avian diversity 
on the whole. 

Taking care of our wild places 
means getting in there, shoulder 
to shoulder with others, having 
one another’s backs—much like 
northern bobwhite do at night 
when they sleep in outward fac-
ing circles for the greater good. 
Whether you live in a “fly-over 
state” or more of a destination 
location, birds and birders will 
show up. From the fields of 
Iowa, we know, “If you build it, 
they will come.” When it comes 
to wildlife habitat creation, your 
song is ready to be written and 
sung loud and clear—just like 
that of the canary of the prairie, 
the northern bobwhite. 

Matt Wetrich is a lover of life. 
He feels most alive when explor-
ing outdoors with his wife and 
kids. Matt’s been jumping up and 
down over birds for 25 years.
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A covey of quail.
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FFor many birders, late summer 
and fall is the right time to devote 
some attention to the shore-
birds—the various migratory 
plovers and sandpipers that are 
moving through. Often 
it is this time of year 
that rare shorebirds turn 
up. They light up eBird 
alerts and social media 
posts, spurring interest 
in heading to the local 
mudflat to test birders’ 
shorebird identification 
skills. In the central region of the 
continent and the mountains, it is 
only in migration that shorebirds 
are findable, and this late-sum-
mer-to-fall window is the best for 
seeing these great birds. 

The downside to it is that we 

have been told that shorebirds 
are so difficult that, for many 
birders, it takes a bit of courage 
to head out and try to identify 
them. Sometimes they are not 

so close, and to see them 
well and obtain good 
studies, one often needs a 
spotting scope, but not all 
birders have one. Team up 
with a friend with a scope 
before you get out there! 
Shorebirds can be a tad 
intimidating because of the 

sheer number of species, and be-
cause their plumages can change 
throughout the year. 

The aim of this column is to try 
to make it a bit easier by simplify-
ing the plumage-change issue, and 
to show how shape can help with 

A Change of Outfits for the Shorebirds

Left to right: black turnstone, 
red knot, and marbled godwit.
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ID, so shorebirds aren’t so confus-
ing when you are out in the field. 

An Alien Looks at Cats
Let’s put it this way, imagine 

you were an alien just arrived on 
Earth, and someone told you that 
all those furry critters you saw in 
various households were cats. But 
you, the alien, thinks, “No way!” 
There are black ones and white 
ones, spotted ones and calicos. 
“Those things look totally differ-
ent. They can’t all be cats,” is the 
alien’s logical thinking. But a kind 
little kid clears it up. She says, 
“Look at the pointed ears, the 
whiskers, the big eyes, the short 
snouts, the general size. They are 
all cats! Ignore the colors.” 

I hope I can get you, an alien in 
the shorebird world, to feel more 
grounded by ignoring colors at 
first, but also to help you under-
stand why there are variations in 
shorebird coloration at this time 
of year, and what this means. I 
hope this conversation will make 
it a bit easier for you to enjoy 

shorebirds this season. 
First, let’s ignore plumage 

and color. Let’s just think about 
size and shape. If you look at a 
field guide, there seems to be an 
overwhelming number of shore-
birds, almost too many to get a 
handle on. True, there are too 
many shorebird species. The way 
to make this mess less daunt-
ing is like anything else: Break it 
down into smaller chunks, smaller 
groups of species.

Plover ID
Shorebirds are particularly 

amenable to this, as they vary a 
lot in size, bill size and shape, and 
leg length, as well as in behaviors. 
Concentrate on shape and size 
and what they are doing. For 
example, all plovers have relatively 
short and peg-shaped bills. Think 
of a killdeer bill, and that is, in 
fact, about as long and slender as 
plover bills get. Plovers also have 
big eyes, like a puppy, and the rea-
son is that they are visual hunt-

Left to right: black turnstone, 
red knot, and marbled godwit.

Marbled godwit with  
short-billed dowitchers. 
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ers, so they need these big eyes 
to find food. Some plovers feed 
at dusk and night. Their visual 
foraging takes a specific form: 
Plovers tend to make a short run 
and then watch intently, then 
they peck at the food and grab it. 
This stop and start, with the bill 
work on the surface of the mud 
or dirt, can be noticeable. To sum 
it up: Short peg-shaped bills, big 
eyes, and stop-start foraging, and 
you have a plover. Then add a 
bit of color pattern. The smaller 
plovers show dark bands on the 
breast. Some species have full 
ones, and others have partial 
ones. 

Mid-sized to Large Shorebirds
Let’s move on to another 

group. There are the big shore-
birds with long bills and long 
legs. These big guys sometimes 
have ridiculous-looking bills. 
In this group, some have down-
curved bills and others have long, 
straight bills. The down-curved 
bills, like those of ibises, are cur-
lews. (Don’t forget: The whimbrel 
is a curlew.) The straight-billed 
ones are godwits. A big guy that 
is sturdy and thick-looking with 
a mid-sized bill that doesn’t fit 
the curlew/godwit bill dichotomy 
is probably a willet. 

Mid-sized shorebirds with 
long legs and medium to long 
bills, with a tendency to bob 
the rear end are what I call 
the “shanks,” because in other 

parts of the world they often 
are named for the color of their 
shanks, such as greenshank and 
redshank. These are the Tringa 
genus and relatives. In the U.S. 
this group includes the yellow-
legs, solitary sandpiper, spotted 
sandpiper, and, along the Pa-
cific coast, the wandering tattler. 
The spotted is well known for 
bobbing non-stop, but watch a 
yellowlegs or a solitary and you 
will see that they also bob, less 
frequently in general, but espe-
cially when they are alarmed. 

Small to Medium
There are the tiny little shore-

birds, almost like sparrows in the 
mud. These are the “peeps,” the 
little guys. Any shorebird that 
looks about the size of a song 
sparrow is a peep. The pudgy 
ones with very long bills that they 
stick into the mud vertically and 
work along almost like sewing 
machines probing the mud are 
the two dowitchers. Note that 
that the common snipe is similar 
in shape, although it is rarely seen 
out on the open; it hides in marsh 
vegetation. The small, pale shore-
birds that chase the waves along 
the beach are sanderlings. 

The mid-size sandpipers 
include the red knot, dunlin, 
pectoral sandpiper, and a few 
other species. Although there are 
two turnstone species, the ruddy 
is widespread, and the black 
is only along the Pacific coast. 
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They are oddballs in that they 
have a short, spiky, and almost 
upturned bill that is flat on top. 
They use it to flip stuff over to 
find food! They are mid-sized, 
short-legged, stocky sandpipers. 

I could go on since I have 
not covered all groups, but this 
gives you an idea. The key to 
shorebirds is to break them 
down into smaller, manage-
able groups of species based on 
shape and size, with particular 
reference to the bills and legs. It 
takes some practice, but a more 
experienced birder can lead you 
through some of it in the field. 

Plumages
Next, on to plumage and 

the changes that happen. This 
will simplify another confusing 
aspect of shorebirds. If you look 
at a flock of least sandpipers in 
late summer and fall, sometimes 
you’ll see dull brownish gray ones, 
dark brown ones, and rusty ones. 
If they are all least sandpipers, 
why the differences in color? It is 
all about molt and wear. Think 
about it like clothes. Your clothes 
get old from wearing them too of-
ten, and then you need new ones. 
This is easy to understand, and 
if you are a least sandpiper flying 
back and forth from the taiga for-
ests to northern South America, 
those feathers are going to need 
replacing once in a while. But un-
like humans who can buy a new 
outfit when we have the money, 

birds only have the resources to 
get new feathers when they are 
not busy doing something else, 
like breeding or migrating. And 
sometimes they do it in stages, 
molting the body feathers first, 
and the more resource-intensive 
wings and tail later, once migra-
tion is done. 

The big clothing change for 
birds happens after they breed, in 
late summer to fall. This is why 
at this time of year you see some 
sandpipers still wearing their 
breeding plumage and some in a 
duller, non-breeding plumage—in 
the same flock. It is the clothing-
change time of year for them. 
The retained breeding plumage 
on southbound shorebirds at 
this time of year is tattered and 
old. Even on colorful species like 
western sandpiper or a breed-
ing dowitcher, the colors will be 
subdued and there will be a ratty 
look to the birds. This is the effect 
of feather wear and fading from 
the sun, kind of like a well-worn 

Long-billed 
curlew.
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baseball cap that was black at 
some point, and now looks dull 
and dark grayish. 

Molt
But even more importantly, 

the wing feathers have been on 
these birds for about a year, and 
they will not be able to func-
tion much longer or for another 
migration, so they need to be 
replaced. The way shorebirds 
change their body feathers is 
one at a time, and not in any 
specific order, so they begin to 
look messy and lacking in uni-
formity. Old, worn feathers are 
replaced by darker, fresh feath-
ers, and if you look carefully in 
the scope you can see that this 
mix of old and new explains 
the disheveled, spotty plumage. 
Now you know why: It is the 
big, annual change of clothes!

But every so often—and their 
numbers increase as fall ap-
proaches—you will see a sandpip-
er that looks bright and gorgeous. 
These are the ones that usually 
catch the birder’s eye. What gives? 
These are the juveniles, the young 
of the year. Interestingly, they 
migrate south on their own, 
without aid of adults, and tend to 
migrate later than the adults. The 
earlier push of shorebirds is of 
adults; juveniles arrive later. Being 
the kids on their first southbound 
adventure, they have brand-new 
clothes (called juvenal plumage). 
As this plumage emerges all at 

once after the downy period, all 
feathers will look even and fresh. 
Some —the “shanks”—are quite 
colorful, with rusty edgings and 
crisp-looking spots, and can be 
very attractive. No adult will look 
as fresh and clean as a juvenile, 
because they replace their feathers 
in a patchwork pattern, so even 
if they have finished their molt, 
they never attain that polished, 
even look of a juvenile. Juvenile 
birds are more trusting and often 
will allow closer approach than 
adults. This is why we get better 
looks at them! 

Knowing whether you are 
looking at a juvenile or an 
adult shorebird can be very 
useful in making some identi-
fications. Identification criteria 
for separating shorebirds differ 
depending on their age and 
plumage, although shape and 
size, discussed earlier, are al-
ways the first place to start and 
are key to shorebird ID. 

What to Expect
From a plumage perspective 

then, in later summer to fall the 
following is going on: The adults 
arrive with their worn outfits, 
but some may have begun molt-
ing into new feathers on the 
migration. The ones that begin to 
change look patchy and messy. In 
one flock of a single species, such 
as a flock of western sandpipers in 
August, you may see some birds 
with old and worn breeding plum-
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age next to birds starting to show 
a lot of gray and uniform (non-
breeding) feathers on the back. 
It is as if no two birds look alike 
in a fall flock. Later in the migra-
tion season, bright and gorgeous, 
fresh-looking sandpipers arrive: 
the juveniles. They add another 
dimension to the variety of looks 
in the flock. By this time of year, 
more adults will have changed their 
outfits and may look even duller 
and more grayish above than they 
did earlier in the season. 

Just remember that unlike us, 
birds change their appearance 
only at certain times of the year. 
The main molting period is after 
the breeding season: late summer 
into fall, early winter for some. 
Some species have a short molt 
before the spring, often to don 
a fancy breeding plumage, but 
many birds don’t have this molt. 

You might be a tad frustrated 
that in this column I didn’t really 
tell you how to identify a single 
species of bird. My aim here was 
a little different, and it was to un-
derstand patterns that exist that 
help you break down the vari-
ability you see out there into more 
manageable chunks. With our 
shorebird example, size, shape, 
and bill morphology is key to 
whittling down the huge number 
of species to a few groups con-
taining a few species. From there, 
the identification process becomes 
a bit more manageable. 

Similarly, a ton of variation 

in the look of even single-species 
flocks can make you go out of 
your tree when looking at shore-
birds. But understanding the 
timing and how the outfit changes 
happen for adults, and how to 
spot the juveniles, also helps with 
ID. These same processes apply to 
other bird groups, and the general 
work of taking a large group— 
raptors, sparrows, warblers, 
hummingbirds—and breaking 
them down into smaller numbers 
of species will really help in mak-
ing field identification a bit more 
manageable. 

Have fun, and enjoy this season 
not only of birds on the move, but 
birds that are changing their look 
and freshening up with brand-new 
feathers. 

Alvaro Jaramillo is the author 
of several bird books and has a fun 
time guiding birding and nature 
tours. He lives with his family in 
Half Moon Bay, California. 
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Birding on Safari
J i m  B r i g g s

When most people go on a 
camera safari, they want to see 
the “charismatic megafauna” 
for which East and South Af-
rica are famous. These are the 
last remnants of the vast herds 
that lived on the savannahs, not 
rivalled anywhere else on Earth 
since the ice age.

A successful industry has 
developed to help tourists see 
these animals both in national 
parks and private safari parks 

or game reserves. Kenya has 23 
national parks, and Tanzania 
has 18. Tourism, including safa-
ris, is a huge economic driver in 
southern Africa.

South Africa, which I visited 
recently, has 21 national parks, 
but the big number is 630 private 
game reserves, according to one 
of our guides. The number seems 
incomprehensible, but a paper on 
the role of private wildlife ranch-
ing published in 2008 in Ecology 
and Society lists the number at 
closer to 900. The private parks 
are a huge business in South 
Africa and contribute not only 
economically but also actively 
preserve part of the vast legacy 
of Africa.

Of course, there are several 
problems. The private parks have 
to be fenced and the game man-
aged. This tends to benefit those 
species favored by tourists—the 
Big Five. These animals—el-
ephant, Cape buffalo, rhinoceros, 
leopard, and lion—are what 
people like to report as having 
seen when they get back home. 
This presents problems for park 
managers, because two of them, JI
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The author, on safari.
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tion and other creative, nonlethal 
population controls.

Both of the game parks we 
visited had a veterinarian and 
an ecologist on the management 
team, and they use a variety of 
tools. A black rhino had torn 
a hole in the fence and escaped 
and had to be tranquilized and 
transported back. To lose a rhi-
no would be quite costly. That’s 
why the private reserves have 
excellent security and are likely 
the salvation of both the black 
and white rhinos. Rhino horns 
bring hundreds of thousands of 
dollars on the Asian market.

In a way, the preserves operate 
like the large cattle ranches most 
of them displaced. Animals are 

the elephant and lion, are very 
destructive; the rhinoceros is crit-
ically endangered due to poach-
ing; and the leopards don’t care 
about fences. Also, the emphasis 
on the big, charismatic animals 
doesn’t promote management for 
diversity. People don’t ooh and 
aah over bush pigs and duikers, 
so there is no real incentive to 
reintroduce them. 

There is the occasional excep-
tion. My wife got hyper-excited 
every time we saw a warthog, 
and she and her ilk probably 
gave rise to the “Ugly Five”: 
warthog, vulture, hyena, croco-
dile, and stork. So many people 
have seen the hilarious YouTube 
video on Stoffel the honey bad-
ger (tinyurl.com/Houdini-honey-
badger) that the safari guide 
who could deliver one of these 
wolverine-like critters would 
receive a huge tip.

Problems with Confinement
Wildlife managers have to be 

cognizant of the gene pools and 
take steps to limit inbreeding. 
Also, there has to be a healthy 
balance between prey species and 
predators; this is the problem 
with lions. They kill other preda-
tors and, unregulated, can make 
serious inroads on prey. The el-
ephants are destructive—a single 
animal will uproot four trees 
a day to eat the nutrient-rich 
cambium layer. Managers are 
experimenting with contracep-

African fish eagle. 
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(ostriches excepted). And, with 
hundreds of these areas through-
out South Africa, the issue of 
habitat connectivity becomes less 
of a problem.

Africa is a mecca for birding. 
The continent supports around 
2,300 avian species, about 25 
percent of the world’s total. 
Many are migrants from Eur-
asia, but there are 17 families 
of birds endemic to Africa. To 
a birder from North America, 
such as myself, nearly every bird 
is new, and some are spectacu-
larly different. I saw only three 
species familiar at home: house 
sparrow, rock pigeon, and cattle 
egret. I tried to convince myself  
the house sparrows I was seeing 
were really Cape sparrows, but 
close examination revealed them 
to be the familiar bane of our 

bought and sold according to the 
owner’s needs. If another safari 
park cannot be found, surplus 
animals may go to hunting 
reserves. For example, we were 
served antelope meat a couple of 
times at our safari resort.

What About the Birds?
So far, I haven’t mentioned 

birds, but the above preamble 
sets the stage for a boon to birds 
and, by extension, bird watching. 
The game parks preserve habitat, 
and that’s really what the birds 
need. In a world with shrinking 
and changing habitat—think 
human population growth and 
climate change—vast protected 
areas are oases where birds can 
flourish. Even fences, which are 
such a problem for game man-
agers, are no problem for birds CL
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Yellow-billed stork. 
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attraction in Simon’s Town, and 
there are multiple shops hawking 
penguin paraphernalia.

We saw many other great 
birds in the Cape Town area, 
particularly in the Kirstenbosch 
Botanical Gardens, a World 
Heritage Site. We took the walk-
ing tour, and I found the birds 
much more interesting than the 
plants. Don’t get me wrong: The 
plants were fascinating, par-
ticularly their cycad collection. 
These living fossils precede the 
dinosaurs. 

But birding really took off for 
me when we reached the safari 
parks in northeastern South 
Africa. As I have stated, they are 
a mecca for birding, and did they 
ever deliver! Our drivers knew 
the birds, which often saved me 
from thumbing through the field 

birdhouses back home.
The remainder of the birds 

we saw were spectacular, includ-
ing ostriches at Table Mountain 
National Park, with the Cape of 
Good Hope in the background. 
(Admittedly, these were semi-
tame national park birds, but 
how many of you would not 
count a gray jay or Clark’s nut-
cracker that ate from your hand 
in Yellowstone National Park?)

We also made a special trip to 
Boulders Beach to see the Afri-
can penguins. These birds nest 
just off the beach, but the city of 
Simon’s Town has encroached 
all around the nesting area. It is 
fenced off, however, and a board-
walk keeps people away from 
the nests. There is one small area 
where one can swim with the 
penguins. This is a huge tourist G
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African spoonbills. 
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guide looking for something like 
mousebirds, which don’t even 
exist in North America. The 
drivers are all excellent natural-
ists and must go through an ex-
tensive training program before 
they get their license. They told 
me that they appreciate it when 
birders come along, because they 
are interested in more than the 
Big Five.  

There are so many birds that 
one can usually see something 
even when everybody is ogling 
the Big Five or other big mam-
mals. One time we were stopped, 
and seven people were watching 
the cute baby hippo while one 
was locked like a laser on an 
African spoonbill filter-feeding 
in the same waterhole.

Rather than list the birds I 
saw, I will just give some high-
lights.  During winter, waterholes 
are the best place to see large, 
charismatic animals. Fortunately, 
they also attract a variety of 
large, charismatic birds. Almost 

every waterhole had one or two 
gray herons, which resemble our 
great blue. But there is also the 
chance to see the largest heron 
in the world, the Goliath heron. 
These need extensive papyrus 
beds, so you may want to take a 
riverboat trip on the coast.  

Then there are the storks. 
Southern Africa is home to eight 
species, with the woolly-necked, 
yellow-billed, and (in winter)  
white stork likely to be seen. The 
hamerkop is in its own mono-
typic family and really looks like 
a hammerhead. I had the rare 
privilege to see one land on a 
hippo!

I mentioned the African 
spoonbill, which is in the ibis 
family. There are four ibis species 
in South Africa, and the hadada 
ibis seems to be everywhere. We 
even saw them in the urban parks 
in Cape Town.

I’m not going to even attempt 
sorting out the raptors. We did 
see a spectacular fish eagle and 
the seemingly tailless Bateleur, 
but all the others were as chal-
lenging for me to identify as our 
North American raptors. And 
there were lots more of them.

My favorites are gallinaceous 
(chicken-like) birds, and I did 
manage to see a few. Guinea-
fowl are endemic, and we saw 
both species—helmeted and 
crested—as well as the Cape 
spurfowl (aka Cape francolin).

There are numerous rails, JI
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Hamerkop on hippo.
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are nomadic, with flocks some-
times numbering in millions, 
according to my Princeton Field 
Guide, Birds of Southern Africa.

The list goes on and on. I 
have just scratched the surface 
here, and after I recover from the 
ordeal of getting to South Africa 
(both physically and fiscally), I 
would love to return. I still need 
to see the secretarybird (since I 
am the secretary of the Kittitas 
Audubon Society), and I still 
need a leopard. Okay, I admit: 
I’m a closet Big-Fiver.

Jim Briggs is a retired agent 
from Cornell Cooperative Ex-
tension. He lives in Ellensburg, 
Washington.

gallinules, and coots. I scored big 
with a black crake. All rails are 
cryptic and hard to see; I have 
seen only two rails in a lifetime 
of birding in North America. 
The one I saw in Africa was in 
a fenced crocodile pond. (Can I 
count it?)

There are tons of shorebirds. 
The best two I saw were crowned 
and African wattled lapwings. 
There were gulls in the harbor in 
Cape Town, but I was in restau-
rant mode then and didn’t try to 
ID them. I’ll have to go back on 
a full stomach. Also, I saw terns 
at the Cape of Good Hope but 
was so smitten with the ostriches 
that I ignored them. Shame.

Just a few more: The turacos 
are super-colorful birds, except 
for the gray go-away bird, named 
so not because it was annoying 
but because of its call. Mouse-
birds are another endemic, and 
on our last day I saw the beauti-
ful red-faced mousebird.

Then there are the kingfishers; 
they are all gorgeous! My favor-
ite was the striped kingfisher, 
with red in its bill and turquoise 
in its wings and tail. We saw huge 
southern red-billed hornbills and 
the wacky African hoopoe—I 
count that as a highlight. 

I kept seeing huge flocks of 
small birds in the savannah. I 
could never figure them out, but 
our guide said they were red-
billed quelas, possibly the most 
abundant bird in Africa. They G
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Red-billed hornbill. 
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TThat rock pigeon in the park 
may one day save your life. 
Scientists at the University of 
Iowa have determined that pi-
geons are just as good as highly 
trained humans at correctly 
reading mammograms. And  
pigeons will work for chicken 
feed.

Pigeons are known for their 
visual abilities. The scientists 
placed a pigeon in a specially 
designed test chamber that 
contained a large touch screen 
that displayed a single mammo-
gram image. To the left on the 
screen was a large blue button; 
to the right was a yellow button. 

When a mammogram image was 
flashed on the screen, the pigeon 
was trained to peck at either 
the right or the left button. If it 
pecked at the correct button, the 
pigeon was rewarded with food. 
When it chose the incorrect but-
ton, nothing happened.  

The scientists designed the 
experiment so that the blue  
button on the right was the 
“correct” answer if  the mam-
mogram showed a malignancy. 
If the image did show malignant 
tissue and the pigeon pecked at 
the blue button, it received a  
reward. If it pecked at the yel-
low button, it received nothing. 

Paging Doctor Pigeon
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Another rock pigeon. 

Rock pigeon.

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=48&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fbirdwatchersdigest.com


Bird Watcher’s digest  •   July/august ’19  •  birdwatchersdigest.com 49

Conversely, if a mammogram 
contained only benign images, 
the correct action would be to 
peck at the yellow button on the 
right. That would bring a reward. 
In this case, the blue button was 
the incorrect answer and did 
not reward the pigeon with any 
treats. 

Each pigeon was shown 
multiple images in random order; 
some images were benign, some 
were malignant. Sometimes the 
mammograms would be re-
versed, rotated, or turned upside 
down. The pigeon had no way of 
knowing. 

As you might expect, the pi-
geons did not do very well at the 
start, no better than chance. Blue 
or yellow? Right or left? They 
were correct about 50 percent 
of the time—about as accurate 
as flipping a coin. However, 
over time and with daily prac-
tice, the pigeons became better 
at identifying malignant tissue. 
After 8 days, a pigeon would 
improve to the point where its 
choice was correct 80 percent of 
the time. After 15 days, it could 
distinguish a benign tissue from 
a malignant tissue more than 85 
percent of the time. Moreover, 
scientists determined that if they 
had multiple pigeons evaluate the 
same mammogram, the group 
consensus was correct more 
than 99 percent of the time—or 
about as good as an experienced 
pathologist. 

How did they know? They did 
not attend medical school. No 
one told them what to look for. 
In fact, they had no idea what 
they were looking at. It could 
have been random images, the 
surface of the moon, or a mam-
mogram (whatever that is). 

What this experiment illus-
trates is a bird’s amazing visual 
discernment. Birds are keenly 
aware of what goes on around 
them. They notice small changes, 
and they can relate visual stimuli 
with resultant actions. When 
your bird feeder is empty, for 
example, and you go to refill it, 
backyard birds will notice you. 
Birds connect cause and effect, 
and little escapes their attention. 
Just ask the pigeon.  

Hank Weber has contributed to 
Bird Watcher’s Digest since 1980. 
He has learned to identify most of 
the birds around New York City.
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Another rock pigeon. 
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IIt’s the dog days of summer here 
on the Chesapeake Bay, with 
humid temperatures hovering 
in the mid-90s. The wrens and 
robins and cardinals have already 
nested, and I’ve watched their 
young turn from defenseless 
hatchlings to accomplished flyers, 
flying off to who knows where. 
And though it grieves me to see 
so few blueberries remaining on 
the bush, tomatoes are topmost, 
especially gracing the side of a 
soft crab. Each season has its rise 

and fall, its bloom and fade.
Summer will pass quickly now. 

In just a few weeks, the osprey 
will depart and the egret will 
return, unwavering markers for 
fall’s approach. And so it is with 
utter surprise that I find a pair 
of nesting robins this late in the 
season—one last nesting event 
before summer’s end.

Late-Summer Brood
The nest is located about 12 

feet high in my weeping cherry 

Seasons of Bloom and Fade
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American robin  
on her nest. 
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tree, at the fork of two silver 
branches that run northerly from 
the center of the tree. The tree’s 
pink blossoms have long since 
faded, replaced by a canopy of 
serrated leaves that hangs over 
the nest like an umbrella, except 
for one tiny opening that is unob-
structed by foliage. The parents 
use this spot to enter and exit.

Just adjacent to the tree is 
my front porch, where I sit each 
morning with coffee and paper. 
But despite my daily intrusion, 
the parents remain dedicated 
to the nest and do not abandon 
it. To me this indicates it must 
contain eggs. It is too high up to 
know for sure.

One morning, I find the 
female robin sitting motionless 
on the nest. Today her bill hangs 
slack, which I attribute to thirst 
in this extreme heat. It hasn’t 
rained in over a week and the 
earth is parched, the ground split 
and cracked. The female appears 
to be a young robin. Her bill is 
still mostly black. As robins ma-
ture, their bills turn yellow, with 
just a spot of black at the tip. 
Her legs are slender and smooth, 
unlike the legs of her mate. His 
bill is entirely yellow.    

A Tender Sight
Today, on my way to the herb 

garden, I pass beneath the tree 
and a slight movement catches 
my eye. A hatchling is in the nest! 
Upon hearing my approach, it 

stretches its wobbly neck and 
opens its bill. Not receiving any 
food, it collapses, disappearing 
back into the nest. The mother 
looks at me with disdain, as if to 
say, “tease.”

It is such a tender sight to see 
the mother and hatchling on the 
nest. When the hatchling lifts its 
head, I can see that it is nearly 
naked except for a scant amount 
of downy fuzz. Its head is much 
too big for its frame, with a bill 
that covers most of its face and 
large bulging circles that will 
soon open to reveal eyes.

On this particular day, a 
slender ray of sunshine finds its 
way through the canopy, com-
ing to rest on the open bill of 
the hungry hatchling. Through 
my 300 mm camera lens, I can 

Mother robin with hatchling.
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father, for his part, busily hunt-
ing and bringing food. It seems 
both parents understand their 
roles well, their only priority rest-
ing between them beneath the 
arched canopy.

In the Face of Nature
While I’m working in the 

garden the next day, the wind 
appears, fanning me with cool 
air. The western sky has turned 
dark—an approaching thun-
derstorm, no doubt. As I gather 
my tools and tie off the deck 
umbrellas, whitecaps appear on 
the river. Soon, rain arrives. I 
seek the safety of my parlor and 
watch the trees sway in the grow-
ing wind.

The rain is pelting now, mov-
ing in stripes across the white-
caps and performing a drumroll 
on my roof. Soon, the darkness 
of the sky is shattered by streaks 
of white light, and claps of 
thunder accompany the rain’s 
symphony. The downpour is tor-
rential, with rain cascading down 
the windows like a waterfall. The 
storm moves through, quickly 
though, lasting about 15 minutes, 
and soon a blue sky returns.

But the storm, both revitaliz-
ing and destructive, has changed 
things. The air is fresh, the flora 
vigorously enlivened, but strewn 
about like fallen soldiers are 
branches and leaves and sundry 
debris blown in from neighbor-
ing yards. The churned bay is 

see the tender, pinkish-red tissue 
inside its mouth, the tissue of 
something newly created, fresh 
and full of potential. Its eyes are 
tightly closed, and its head sports 
a sparse crop of straggly birth 
feathers. During my observa-
tions, the female has remained 
on the nest, with the male deliv-
ering food. Midday, I break for 
lemonade on the front porch just 
as the male flies into the tree with 
a grub in his bill.

He makes several hops along 
branches to reach the nest, 
perching on its side, but his up-
per body is hidden from my view 
behind a patch of leaves. I see the 
hatchling lift its head, but am un-
able to see the transfer of food. 
It is heart-warming, though, to 
see the little robin family this 
day: The mother is most likely 
incubating at least another egg 
or two, her constant presence 
protecting the hatchling, and the LO
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Bringing home the bacon. 
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the base of the tree. There in the 
grass, on the northern side, sits 
the overturned nest. A couple 
of broken eggs are scattered 
nearby. There is no sign of the 
hatchling.

Throughout the morning and 
into the afternoon, the parents 
fly in and out of the tree, some-
times with food and sometimes 
not, but always emitting short, 
mournful-sounding calls. As the 
afternoon wanes, the frequency 
of their visits decreases, and the 
chirping lessens and eventually 
stops. By 3:50 p.m., the tree rests 
in utter silence.

I see the female robin across 
the street, perching on a green 
utility box. She is preening.

Lori Rossbach is an avid bird 
watcher and English teacher on 
Maryland’s Eastern Shore, where 
she regales her students with tales 
of her birding adventures. 

now a murky brown. It will take 
some time for the mud to settle 
and water clarity to return.

Early the next morning, I 
settle into my spot at the porch 
table. It’s a beautiful morning, 
with the greenness of the Earth 
restored and humidity at bay. 
I raise my viewfinder to the 
forked branch and then become 
perplexed. The nest is gone. Am 
I looking in the wrong place? 
I search the tree through my 
lens, but the nest is nowhere. 
While I’m thus engaged, the 
female robin flies into the tree 
and begins hopping frantically 
along the branches, calling out 
in short, anxious repetitions. 
Moments later, the male robin 
appears, sporting a bug in his 
mouth, and proceeds to search 
the tree, he, too, calling out 
softly in short staccato chirps. 
Was the nest knocked from the 
tree during the storm? I search 

a

Better luck next spring, we hope. 
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II grabbed the binos, the scope, 
a field guide, and a lawn chair 
as I headed down to the banks 
of Pine Creek from our cabin 
in north-central Pennsylvania 
for my ritual “little sit.” It was 
a late-August day at 9 a.m., 
with the sun peeking over the 
mountain to shine on the bank. 
A few leaves were just tinged 
with red—the first signs of fall. 
Soon the sun burned off  the fog 

and illuminated the trees on the 
southern exposure.

Normally, I scanned the 
bank, the stream, and the sky 
with the binos for birds, butter-
flies, and mammals. Something 
told me that today would be dif-
ferent, so I trained my scope on 
a dead tree across the way with 
the top 15 feet poking above the 
tree line. That snag was a poten-
tial bird feeder and way station, 

My 
Little Sit

J e r r y  L .  H a a g

Yellow-bellied 
sapsucker, female.
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loaded with flaking bark and 
woodpecker poundings.

This was not the day to 
observe the locals, the mink 
bopping along on the op-
posite bank, searching for a 
fish breakfast, the bald eagle 
soaring, the common mergan-
sers winging by, or the green 
heron stalking the shallows for 
crayfish and frogs. This was a 
migration day, with a show in 
store for me!

I peered through the scope 
to examine a young flicker 
exposing his yellow shafts as he 
preened on the top of the dead 
tree. Then I noticed movement 
below him: An immature male 
yellow-bellied sapsucker was 
inching up the branch. He had 

three or four red feathers on 
his throat, denoting his sex. He 
pecked at the woodpecker and 
off  they flew. I scanned the tree 
with the scope. On a lateral 
branch sat a sleek, majestic 
mourning dove, bobbing its 
head in agitation. Soon, it was 
chased off  by an Empidonax fly-
catcher, who sallied off  and re-
turned to the same small branch 
again and again throughout my 
period of observing. A blue jay 
screamed from another lateral 
branch. Several warblers—a 
black-throated green, black-
and-white, and a redstart—flit-
ted from a live tree to the dead 
one for a moment of insect 
seeking. Shortly and briefly, a 
blue-headed vireo jumped into BR
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Black-throated
 green warbler, male.
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view, and I knew something 
special was happening. 

A downy woodpecker and 
a tufted titmouse stopped by 
to investigate the snag, only to 
be waylaid by a white-breasted 
nuthatch yanking his way up 
and down, flaking off  more 
bark to glean for eggs, larva, 
and insects. There was a peace-
ful interlude when he departed. 
I reached for the binos to scan 
the sky, but another movement 
caught my attention. When 
I focused the scope, there sat 
a robin-sized green bird with 
black wings. What? Zeroing in 
on the bill, I knew in an in-
stant it was a scarlet tanager in 
fall plumage. A pair of young BR
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A young  
American  
robin.
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None of these birds was a 
lifer for me, but what an excit-
ing half-hour of observing that 
dead tree microcosm. I was 
transfixed by the avian plum-
ages, sexes, and behaviors I had 
witnessed. I was exhilarated by 
this burst of bird energy. As I 
walked back to the cabin, my 
spirit was rejuvenated, and I 
was at peace. 

Jerry L. Haag is a retired 
family physician living in Elmer, 
New Jersey. A longtime birder, 
he is a member of the Delaware 
Valley Ornithological Club and 
compiles two Christmas Bird 
Counts. 

robins, still sporting their chest 
and abdominal speckles, began 
to squabble above the tanager. 
A small flock of young cedar 
waxwings swooped in to chase 
them all away. Finding the bare 
branches void of berries, the 
waxwings jumped to an adjoin-
ing tree. At this point, I was 
developing eye fatigue, so I sat 
back and took a breath. With 
naked eyes, I could discern 
another visitor at the top of 
the tree, so back to the scope I 
went. Decorating the top was a 
female rose-breasted grosbeak, 
preening in the sun. Finally, she 
was sent a-packing by a fall-
plumaged starling that brought 
down the curtain. 

Set out in search of the wonders of nature with 
Celestron’s newest binocular, the TrailSeeker ED. With 
ED objective lenses, and BaK4 prisms that are both 
phase and dielectric coated, TrailSeeker ED binoculars 
deliver crisp, high resolution images with true-to-life 
color so that even the smallest details pop readily into 
view. Whether it’s birds, butterflies, or any of Nature’s 
other marvels you’re seeking, make sure you’re prepared 
to enjoy them all to the fullest; make your next binocular 
a TrailSeeker ED.

•  ED objective lenses, plus phase and dielectric coated      
BaK-4 prisms for superior lowlight performance

• New ergonomic, responsive external design
• Field-worthy: waterproof, nitrogen filled and armored
• Includes a carry harness and neck strap for versatility
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I

‘Shooting’ Birds on Texas 
Photography Ranches

B r i a n  L o f L i n

It was a cool early October 
morning. It was still dark, and 
all I could see were variations 
of dark shapes. Our breakfast 
had arrived much earlier, and 
we were comfortably filled and 
emotionally high with anticipa-
tion of things to come.

We could hear them long 
before we could see them. From 
the calls, we could tell that they 
were all around us, and in seem-
ingly big numbers. Finally, the 
sun peeked above the horizon 
and cast a golden light in the 
treetops in front of us. Before 
long we had plenty of light, and 
a small flock of noisy green jays 

descended upon us. A staccato 
cacophony of camera shutters 
clicked as all six photographers 
captured image after image of 
these magnificent South Texas 
specialties. Before we knew it, 
everyone seemed to have a cou-
ple hundred photos safely stored 
on their memory cards. This was 
a highly anticipated and well-
planned and executed event.

Ranch owners began prepara-
tions for this bird photography 
trip the previous afternoon. At-
tractive natural perches were set 
up 15 feet in front of the blind 
built specifically for bird pho-
tography. The water feature was BR
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A bird blind for  
photography tourists.  
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butterflies, dragonflies, reptiles, 
amphibians, and a huge variety 
of bird species top the list.

As a result, photography 
ranches are becoming com-
mon in South Texas. As more 
people discover the thrill of 
bird photography, word spreads 
and the activity becomes ever 
more popular. As hunters 
trade their guns for cameras 
and birders learn the beauty of 
high-quality bird photography, 
an explosion of this type of 
photography is now occurring. 
People from the cities now have 
a genuine outdoor experience 
not far from home. This activ-
ity can be enjoyed by people of 
all ages on any day, year-round, 
and without the seasonal limi-
tations of traditional hunting. 
Bird photography makes a per-

filled and the surface cleaned 
to provide pristine reflections 
of birds as they approached 
to drink. The water drip was 
adjusted to provide a constant 
dripping sound for additional 
bird attraction. Feeders were 
hidden and strategically placed 
to bring the birds directly to 
perches ideal for photography. 

A Growing Trend
Photographic outings like 

this occur weekly throughout 
South Texas on private ranches 
and public parks, with well-
designed bird photography 
blinds and accommodations 
amid suitable habitat. The 
South Texas scrub south of 
San Antonio provides some 
of the nation’s best wildlife 
encounters. White-tailed deer, 

Inside the blind.
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benefitted from big-game hunt-
ing for many years. This activity 
is highly sought after and often 
expensive. Hunters come from 
afar in search of the mature 
and muy grande South Texas 
white-tailed buck. Such facili-
ties can be extensive and posh. 
It’s not unusual to have accom-
modations for hunters and their 
non-hunting family companions 
with 24-hour activities, including 
lodging and fine dining on-site. 
As landowners recognize the 
increasing value of photogra-
phy, they are creating additional 
year-round, revenue-producing 
activities that include wildlife 
photography—especially birds.

Ideal Blinds and Setups
Successful photography 

ranches have invested well in 

fect activity for the entire family.
Two significant factors make 

wildlife photography fruitful and 
economical in this area. First, 
camera manufacturers are provid-
ing high-quality digital cameras 
and suitable lenses at affordable 
prices. Nikon and Canon are now 
offering models for most any 
pocketbook. Third-party lens 
manufacturers are also producing 
high-quality, affordable telephoto 
lenses that are equivalent to 
12-power binoculars. Now that 
the public is enjoying digital pho-
tography in lieu of more costly 
film and processing, capturing 
high-quality photographs is easier 
than ever before.

Second, landowners are real-
izing revenue from secondary 
uses of their property. Many 
South Texas ranch owners have 
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Photo blinds are great for birders 
with mobility issues.
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thoughtfully planned and pur-
posefully built facilities and in 
features for comfortable, sure-shot 
wildlife photography. The heart of 
such a photography ranch is the 
blind itself. Several different styles 
are popular, each with its own 
features and benefits. Permanent 
blind installations are constructed 
from lumber and native materials 
in wildlife-rich locations, and built 
to be long-lasting and comfort-
able in any weather. They typically 
accommodate four to six photog-
raphers. Low-cost, portable blinds 
are constructed of PVC pipe 
and camouflage fabric. These 
may be relocated frequently to 
better follow elusive subjects.

Photographic blinds are sig-
nificantly different from tradi-
tional, elevated hunting blinds. 
Hunting blinds are often built 
on a tower or a tripod base. 
Such blinds are not suitable for 
photography, because better 
photos result when the camera 
is close to the subject and at its 
eye level. Photography blinds, 
therefore, are built at ground 
level, with some even semi-un-
derground, so that the lens is at 
bird’s-eye level near the ground. 
Most blinds accommodate com-
fortably seated photographers 
with tripod-mounted cameras. 
Some blinds are dedicated to 
photographing flying birds and 
are suitably spacious for pho-
tography while standing.

Blind placement is critical. 

Birds need food, water, and 
shelter. Therefore, blinds are 
placed where these necessities are 
available. Ideal blinds are situated 
amid vegetative cover, but with 
clear areas in foreground and 
background for non-distracting 
composition. Directional place-
ment is critical, too. Ideally, the 
subjects will be nearly front lit, 
so blinds are situated for morn-
ing or afternoon use with the sun 
behind the photographers. 

Water in South Texas is often 
scarce. Therefore, a small water 
feature immediately in front of 
the blind is critical. Many water 
features are simple shallow 
ponds that include a drip from 
a garden hose or other piped-in 
source. These ponds need not 
be large; ideally, birds on the 
far side of the pond should be 

An indigo bunting  
poses for the  

photographers.
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Meanwhile, Back at the Ranch…
Back at the blind and after the 

break, we photographed northern 
cardinals and their cousins, the 
pyrrhuloxia. In South Texas these 
birds seem to be more intensely 
colored than those found in 
central and northern parts of the 
state; both species are fiery red. 
Even the females seem to be more 
intensely colored than elsewhere.

Soon the thrushes arrived. 
Northern mockingbird, the 
Texas state bird, was, as usual, 
an aggravation to the other birds. 
Both long-billed and curve-billed 
thrashers came in for our of-
ferings. During the migratory 
season, chickadees, titmice, and 
warblers are abundant. Orioles, 
buntings, finches, and vireos can 
be present in big numbers. In 

within 15 feet of the lens. This 
provides the opportunity for 
frame-filling bird images as the 
birds drink and bathe.

Most photography setups 
include a modified deer feeder 
that is filled throughout the 
year. These feeders give the 
birds a regular source of seeds. 
However, during a photogra-
phy session they are emptied to 
encourage birds to use feeders 
at the photo perches. Perches 
are designed using natural 
materials from the immediate 
area. Colorful flowers or other 
vegetation, artfully arranged, 
provide a natural-looking 
setting. Good perches include 
twigs for small birds, such as 
warblers and vireos, and larger 
branches for jays and thrushes. BR
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A northern cardinal,
a female red-winged  
blackbird, and a pair of 
pyrrhuloxias entertain
ranch photographers. 
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magnificent birds in our lenses. 
We also photographed black and 
turkey vultures and occasionally 
had Harris’s, white-tailed, and 
red-tailed hawks.

Next came photography of 
birds in flight. All the perches 
and feeders were removed ex-
cept for a staging perch and an 
elevated feed box. Both of these 
features were placed equidistant 
from the blind. Birds could be 
photographed with increasing 
success as they flew in focus 
from staging perch to feeder. As 
the birds flew, they were photo-
graphed at high shutter speeds 
in hopes of snagging one good 

some areas, northern bobwhite 
and scaled quail are common, 
as are mourning, Inca, white-
winged, and white-tipped doves, 
and common ground-doves.

The next morning, we readied 
for the long-anticipated rap-
tor session, in which roadkill 
or spoiled chicken is bait. For 
this shoot, we had our choice 
of three blind options: elevated, 
standing, or ground level. 
Because these birds are larger, 
more substantial perches were 
prepared. The crested caracaras, 
common to South Texas, began 
to arrive in great numbers. At 
one time, we had 40 of these 

Photography ranches attract families. 
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their success. Many photogra-
phy ranches, state parks, and 
city properties publicize their 
programs and photographic 
opportunities via social media. 

In South Texas, a photog-
rapher can return with 1,500 
quality images from a day’s 
shoot. Trigger-happy photog-
raphers and those skilled at 
photographing birds in flight 
will have even more. 

Brian Loflin is a wildlife 
photographer, an author, and 
workshop leader based in Austin, 
Texas. He also teaches a wildlife 
photography curriculum at Texas 
A&M University-Kingsville in 
the heart of South Texas. For 
more information, contact him 
at: (512) 743-7009 or bkloflin@
austin.rr.com

shot from the series.
With well-planned and pre-

pared photographic sessions like 
these on a photography ranch, 
it is not unusual for photogra-
phers to return with a satisfying 
collection of exceptional images 
of 30 or more species. The cost 
of these activities varies with the 
amenities offered. It is reason-
able to have a three-day shoot, 
with lodging and meals provid-
ed, for $300 to $500 per day.

Bird photography ranches 
are a rapidly growing phenom-
enon—not only in Texas, but 
in other game-rich areas, too. 
Social media sites, including 
Facebook, Instagram, Flickr, 
and others, provide an outlet 
for bird photographs. Many 
photographers are eager to 
post their images to share 

Representative Texas Wildlife 
Photography Ranches

Crescent Bend Nature Park, 
friendscbnp.zenfolio.com
Laguna Seca Ranch,  
lagunasecaranch.com
La Lomita Wildlife Photogra-
phy Ranch, lalomitatexas.com
Santa Clara Ranch, santa 
clararanch.com
Texas Photo Ranch, tinyurl.
com/Tx-photo-ranch
Brian Loflin’s workshops,  
thenatureconnection.com/SoTx 
BirdPhotoWS.html 
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Crested caracara.
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A long-billed thrasher gets a drink. 

A crested caracara comes in for a landing.

White-tailed hawk.

A female northern cardinal is 
always an attractive model. 

Audubon’s oriole. 
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TThe South doesn’t get deeper 
than Mississippi. Its namesake 
river, aka Ol’ Muddy, forms most 
of the state’s western border. 
North of the the state’s 44 miles 
of Gulf of Mexico coastline (26 
miles of beaches), Mississippi is 
heavily forested, with regions of 
longleaf pine in the south, along 
with cottonwood, willows, bald 
cypress, and oaks in the Missis-
sippi alluvial plain. Farther north 
brings uplands with mixed hard-
wood and pine forests, and a few 
remnant prairies. More than half  
the state’s acreage is forest—natu-
ral or cultivated. The state boasts 
81,300 miles of river, 1,500 square 
miles of surface water, and 6,200 
square miles of wetlands. Agricul-
ture and aquaculture are impor-

tant components of Mississippi’s 
economy. The short coastline 
includes large bays and several is-
lands not far from shore. Birding 
in this area is the best in the state. 
Ebird shows 405 species reported 
statewide. 

Resources
• Mississippi Coastal Birding 

Trail: mscoastbirdingtrail.
audubon.org

• Audubon Mississippi:  
ms.audubon.org

• Mississippi Ornithological 
Society: missbird.org

• State checklist: missbird.org/
checklist

• Mississippi Bird Watching:  
tinyurl.com/BWD-MS- 
bird-watching

Spotlight on  
Mississippi
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Birding Festivals
• Tara Wildlife Spring Out-

door and Birding Weekend, 
late April or early May, 
Vicksburg,  
tarabirdingweekend.com

• Hummingbird Migration & 
Nature Celebration, Septem-
ber 6–8, 2019, Holly Springs. 
strawberry.audubon.org/ 
hummingbird

 
Birding Hotspots and  

Feasts of Birdin’ 
(eateries recommended by  

Mississippi birders)
1. Seaman Road Sewage Lagoons  

(restricted access), The Shed  
BBQ and Blues Joint, 7501 
State Highway 57, Ocean  
Springs

2. Grand Bay NWR, Bozo’s Sea 
food Grocery & Grill, 2012  
Ingalls Ave., Pascagoula

3. Ansley
4. Noxubee
5. Gulf Islands National Sea- 

shore to Bellefontaine Beach
6. St. Catherine Creek NWR
7. Oktibbeha County Lake
8. Yazoo NWR, Roy’s Store,  

7 Roy’s Store Rd., Chatham
9. Horn Island (better pack a  

lunch)
10. Pearl River Wildlife Manage- 

ment Area, Tommy’s Trading  
Post, 4238 MS 43, Brandon

Thanks to members of the  
MISSBIRD email list for their 
restaurant recommendations. 

1 2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10
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Tricolored heron. 

Prothonotary warbler.

Painted 
bunting.

Reddish egret. 

Purple gallinule. 
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Must-see birds
 ❏ Least bittern
 ❏ Tricolored heron
 ❏ Reddish egret
 ❏ Swallow-tailed and Mississippi   

kites
 ❏ Purple gallinule
 ❏ Mississippi sandhill crane
 ❏ Clapper, king, and yellow rails
 ❏ Wilson’s plover
 ❏ American oystercatcher
 ❏ Black-necked stilt
 ❏ Red knot
 ❏ Least, gull-billed, and  

 Sandwich terns 

 ❏ Black skimmer
 ❏ Inca dove
 ❏ Chuck-will’s widow
 ❏ Red-cockaded woodpecker
 ❏ Acadian and vermilion  

 flycatchers
 ❏ Brown-headed nuthatch
 ❏ Sedge wren
 ❏ Prothonotary and Swainson’s  

 warblers 
 ❏ Bachman’s, Henslow’s,  

 LeConte’s, Nelson’s, and  
 seaside sparrows

 ❏ Painted bunting
 ❏ Shiny and bronzed cowbirds

Prothonotary warbler.

Painted 
bunting.
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•  Live Hummingbird  
banding & release

•  Kids Area & Activity Zone
•  Live animal presentations

•  Guided wagon rides, bird  
walks & naturalist hikes
•  Artisans & vendors
•  Biologists & expert  

wildlife presenters

• Native plant sale
•  Free parking 
•  NO pets, smoking,  

trailers or coolers
•  Concessions and  

refreshments available
•  9:00am–5:00pm every  

day, last presentation  
begins at 4:00pm

285 Plains Rd, Holly Springs, MS 38635
strawberryplains.audubon.org

662-252-1155

September
6th–8th

2019

Audubon’s Largest 
Outdoor Nature Festival
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BIRDERS QUESTION MARK
by Mark S. Garland

When to Hang Nectar Feeder

Q The first article that is 
turned to upon the arrival 

of BWD is Birders Question 
Mark. We enjoy the reader 
questions and your replies are 
always interesting.

My wife and I live in a 
townhouse on the north shore 
of Long Island, about 25 miles 
from New York City. Our deck 
is an active feeding station in 
fall, winter, and spring. When 
would you suggest we put out 
our hummingbird feeder so we 
can catch the spring migrants? 
We have had a lot of activity in 
fall but not in spring.

Thanks for your help. 
Mike H.

Manhasset, New York

A The typical arrival date for 
ruby-throated humming-

birds in your area is between 
April 20 and May 1. I’d suggest 
putting out the feeder April 20.

Most of us see many more 
hummingbirds during the south-
bound migration. That’s partly 
because there are more birds 
right after the breeding season, 
but it’s also partly due to habitat 

preference. Hummingbirds are 
fairly picky about where they 
nest, and, generally, they head 
directly to nesting areas when 
they return in spring. Their 
preferred nesting habitat is usu-
ally in larger patches of forest. 
Once they have finished nesting, 
they’re much more likely to visit 
less pristine habitats, such as pri-
vate yards and gardens. Another 
factor is food preference: In 
spring, as they prepare for nest-
ing, hummingbirds (especially 
females) feed on a lot of insects, 
taking nectar less frequently. 
Protein from the insects is vital 
in helping the young birds de-
velop. So, don’t be disappointed 
if you see few hummers in the 
spring, or perhaps none at all. 
By mid-July, most will be fin-
ished with nesting activity, and 
that’s when they’re more likely to 
show up at feeders around hu-
man habitation.

There’s much more detailed 
information about humming-
birds on the Bird Watcher’s 
Digest website. I recommend 
digging deeper there: birdwatch-
ersdigest.com/bwdsite/learn/
hummingbirds.php.
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Remember to clean hum-
mingbird feeders regularly. 
Many people use red food 
coloring to tint the sugar water 
used in the feeders, but this isn’t 
necessary and might actually be 
harmful. As long as there’s red 
color on the feeder, clear nectar 
will work just fine. In nature, it’s 
the color of the red flowers that 
attract hummingbirds, not the 
nectar, which is colorless.

Fried Eggs?

Q How can a killdeer survive 
temperatures between 100 

and 110 degrees Fahrenheit, 
sitting on four eggs on top of 
the gravel in our driveway? Why 
don’t these eggs become fried at 

these temperatures? There is no 
shade nearby. Why doesn’t the 
bird suffer heat stroke being out 
in the open in these high tem-
peratures? 

Pat W.
Anderson, California

A Birds have a remarkable 
ability to cope with a wide 

variety of weather conditions. 
When incubating, a parent bird 
is able to sense whether its eggs 
are around the proper tempera-
ture for embryo development, 
which is roughly 5 or 6 degrees 
below the normal body temper-
ature of 104 for most species. In 
hot, sunny situations, like the 
ones you describe, a parent bird CH
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Killdeer nests are not much more  
than a scrape on stony ground. 
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may stand over an egg to create 
shade, or place a small amount 
of light down feathers atop the 
egg to reflect sunlight away and 
create a bit of shade. According 
to Ehrlich, Dobkin, and Wheye 
in The Birder’s Handbook (a 
favorite reference of mine), kill-
deer and some other shorebirds 
have been observed soaking 
their belly feathers in water and 
transferring that water onto 
eggs. The evaporation of that 
water helps cool the eggs under 
extremely hot conditions. Of 
course, not all of these tricks 
will work all of the time, and 
especially in the case of young, 
inexperienced parents, some 
nests do fail.

Birds have several adapta-
tions that can help them dis-
sipate heat. Heat is given off  
with every breath, and rapid 

breathing through an open bill 
increases the amount of heat 
that’s released. You’ll often see 
birds panting on a hot day. Heat 
is also given off  from the parts 
of a bird’s body that lack feath-
ers, including legs, the bill, and 
seemingly insignificant areas, 
such as the eye ring, which is 
prominent in killdeer. In some 
birds, these bare areas can swell 
in hot weather, increasing their 
ability to give off  heat. Many 
can also fluff out their feathers 
to expose more bare skin on the 
body. Birds will also try to limit 
their activity to the cooler times 
of day, because exercise gener-
ates heat. If  your killdeer are 
using the water trick to cool the 
eggs, that water on their feath-
ers will also help cool off  the 
parents as it evaporates.

The ability of birds to survive DU
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Another western tanager, male. Western tanager, male. 
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in extreme weather conditions, 
whether heat, cold, or intense 
wind, rain, or snow, is just one 
of the many reasons we marvel 
at and admire these creatures.

Color Variation Within Species

Q I saw both of these male 
western tanagers at the 

same place and time. One had 
reddish-orange coloration on 
the face and head, but the oth-
er’s coloration was deeper and 
more extensive. Had the latter 
been eating Hatch chili peppers? 
Obviously, I’m making a joke, 
but you’ve got to wonder what’s 
involved in such variations in 
color (both the intensity of the 
color and the area that is col-
ored). To what can the variation 
be attributed?

Duane M.
Phoenix, Arizona

 

A Thanks for these photos, 
Duane, and for the ques-

tion. You motivated me to do 
some reading about western tan-
agers. My immediate response is 

Another western tanager, male. 

1001 Battleground Dr.• Iuka, MS  38852 
info@tishomingo.org • www.tishomingofunhere.org                       

662-423-0051  “An Outdoor Enthusiast Paradise”

A Paradise for Outdoor Enthusiasts!

simply to attribute the difference 
to individual variability. Not all 
birds of the same species are 
identical, just as not all humans 
look the same. The difference 
between these two tanagers 
might simply be due to genet-
ics. There are also situations 
whereby the extent and richness 
of coloration in birds can vary 
with age. But diet also comes 
into play. Like many other 
birds with red or pink feathers, 
western tanagers are thought to 
get needed pigments from their 
diet and are seemingly unable 
to synthesize the pigments 
directly. Most red birds pos-
sess pigments from carotenoids, 
but the red pigment in western 
tanagers is called rhodoxanthin. 
It’s thought that the tanagers 
metabolize the pigment from 
insects in their diet, which prob-
ably pick it up from plants.

My guess is that the extent of 
red on these birds reflects genetic 
differences, whereas the intensity 
of the color relates more to diet. 
But that’s just a guess. Whatever 
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predators—and you’d think 
the birds would want to sneak 
in unannounced—I’ve noticed 
that the larger songbirds and 
the woodpeckers always make 
some kind of call or chirping 
when they arrive at the feeders. 
The larger woodpeckers, espe-
cially the pileateds, make quite 
a racket as they approach our 
deck. They do this regardless 
of whether there are other birds 
on the feeders, so it’s not simply 
a “watch out, I’m coming in!” 
call, and it’s year-round, so it’s 
not only a “Here’s the chow!” 
call to their offspring. Do you 
have any idea as to why they 
always announce themselves? 
Although we do have owls and 
hawks in the neighborhood, we 
rarely see them at or near our 
feeders, so perhaps the smaller 
birds feel comfortable announc-
ing their location. Thanks! 

Anne M. 
Reston, Virginia

A It’s very easy to observe 
what birds do, but it’s 

the cause, I’m delighted that you 
have noticed the difference. I love 
to observe individual variability 
within a species. Common birds 
that we see regularly are virtually 
ignored by many birders, yet they 
provide great opportunities to see 
and appreciate subtle differences 
in plumage. Last winter, I had 
plenty of white-throated spar-
rows, house finches, and dark-
eyed juncos visiting my backyard, 
and I observed enough differ-
ences to make many of the birds 
individually recognizable.

Arrival Announcement

Q I have a question that’s 
been puzzling me since 

we moved into our town-
house in northern Virginia 
(in the D.C. suburbs) and put 
up feeders on the deck nine 
years ago. We have a strip of 
woods behind us, so we get 
a good variety of  songbirds 
and woodpeckers at our feed-
ers. Despite the fact that a 
feeding station can be a dan-
gerous place for birds due to 
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much harder to understand why. 
Until we can crawl into their 
brains, all we can do is use logic 
and speculate. 

In general, birds are fairly 
noisy creatures. Most species 
make a variety of sounds, based 
in part on their varied activi-
ties and behaviors. Most birds 
will give frequent, short sounds 
known as contact calls, which we 
believe are intended primarily to 
keep them aware of other nearby 
birds. I suspect that accounts 
for most of what you hear from 
the birds around your feeders. 
If predators are watching your 
feeders, it’s more likely they’ll be 
hunting by sight, not sound. 

By making contact calls, birds 
know that others are around. 
They probably feel safer know-
ing that more eyes and ears are 
nearby to detect the presence of 
a predator. If and when a preda-
tor shows up, you’ll probably 
hear a number of sharper, louder 
noises from the birds—warning 
calls, alerting the other nearby 
birds of the danger nearby.

Mark S. Garland is a natural-
ist who leads birding and nature 
tours to many parts of the world, 
and teaches Road Scholar pro-
grams in his home region of Cape 
May, New Jersey. Email ques-
tions to him at questionmark@ 
birdwatchersdigest.com.

Most coffee destroys  
migratory bird habitat.  
ABA Song Bird Coffee  
protects it. Certified 
bird friendly by the  
Smithsonian Migratory  
Bird Center. 
aba.org/coffee

Maybe it’s time you 

switched to bird 

friendly coffee.
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Put stamps on your passport 
(and birds on your life list).

Group by Dodie Logue

IN MEMORY OF BILL THOMPSON, III
We are ever-grateful for the impact Bill made on the birding community.

Naturalist Journeys

Kansas’ Tallgrass Prairies
 September 14 - 22, 2019
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Don’t let wet 
bins interfere 
with bird watch-
ing.

PETE’S TIPS� PETE’S TIPS
by Pete Dunne

Recently, a birder asked me for 
my recommendation concern-
ing field guides.

My recommendation: Own 
them all. Each guide has its 
own strengths. All add some-
thing to the identification ma-
trix, some nugget of knowledge 
found in one guide but not oth-
ers that is going to lead you to a 
correct identification. However, 
one guide will certainly become 
your primary field guide, the 
one you turn to time and time 
again, the one that helps you 
organize birds in your mind. 

A Guide to Field Guides

To this end:
I find the Kaufman Field 

Guide to Birds of North America 
eminently user friendly. But I 
can’t get enough of the Sibley 
Guide to Birds. It’s time to stop 
thinking of the Sibley Guide as 
a mere field guide; it is more 
nearly a tutorial reference, 
packed with insights about 
birds and their habits and 
habitat.

The National Geographic 
Field Guide to the Birds of 
North America, with its careful 
analysis of  regional forms, is BR
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essential reading for western 
birders and any birder going 
to the rim of  the continent 
(e.g., the Rio Grande Valley 
and coastal Alaska) in search 
of  rare and elusive birds. But 
be aware, the three guides 
just mentioned only skim the 
surface. There are many other 
fine guides out there, some 
comprehensive, some special-
ized. Kaufman, Sibley, and 
Geo are merely your down 
payment on a birding library.

What about the Peterson 
Field Guide to Birds, Eastern 
and Western editions? Abso-
lutely. They have served bird-
ers well for generations. In 
fact, I’ll bet the authors of 
those other guides probably 
started with Peterson.

The Golden Guide (Birds 
of North America: A Guide 
to Field Identification, aka 
Golden Field Guide from St. 
Martin’s Press)? It’s still the 
utilitarian gem it always was, 
even if  it has been overshad-
owed by other more recent 
field guides. And, heads 
up: There are more guides 
in the pipeline. The ones I 
mentioned will help you get 
started.  

Pete Dunne is Ambassador 
for Birding for New Jersey 
Audubon and author of Pete 
Dunne on Birding, The Art of 
Bird Identification, The Art of 
Bird Finding, and Pete Dunne 
on Bird Watching.  
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Even the migrating  
birds wish they  

could stay longer.  ·11,000 acres of wilderness  
 ·7 miles of beach  
 ·All-inclusive stays consisting  
of accommodations, meals  
& Naturalist-led activities  
 ·More than 330 species of birds recorded  
 ·An Important Bird Area (IBA)  
by the American Bird 
Conservancy   
 ·Reserve Site by the 
Western Hemisphere 
Shorebird Reserve 
Network (WHSRN) 
 

LittleSSI.com 
866-855-0738 

Come celebrate the migration with Fall Birding Days,  
September 27-October 4, 2019 featuring guest ornithologists. 

PHOTO BY PETE OXFORD

Accessible only by boat,  
Little St. Simons Island is an extraordinary 
natural sanctuary on Georgia’s coast that 

welcomes just 32 guests to: 
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TTRUE NATURETRUE NATURE

by Julie Zickefoose

“This is one festival you have to 
do,” Bill said, and when Bill says 
that, I listen. “Beautiful place. 
Great people. Fabulous birds. 
Unbelievable photo ops. And 
it’s an adventure getting there. 
You’re in a valley in the moun-
tains with lakes.” I felt my pulse 
quicken. I looked at my calendar, 
took a deep breath, and said 
yes to the invitation to speak at 
the 2019 Winter Wings Festival 
in Klamath Falls, Oregon, held 
yearly around Valentine’s Day 
weekend. 

Accepting any speaking en-
gagement is a leap of faith, but 
this was a giant one, all the way 
to the northwestern corner of the 
country. And it was an adventure 
getting there, as winter travel so 

often is. A huge winter storm was 
busy blanketing the West with 
snow all the way from Oregon to 
Arizona, and I was thankful the 
festival organizers had advised 
me to pad my travel time with a 
couple of days for the inevitable 
delays. I learned a lot. I didn’t 
know, for instance, that San 
Francisco’s airport shuts down 
and turns into a ghost town 
when strong winds blow from the 
southwest. Nor did I know that 
last night’s takeout hot and sour 
soup makes a fabulous break-
fast. A night in San Francisco 
and I was on my way again to 
Medford, Oregon. From there, 
it would be a 90-minute drive to 
Klamath Falls, with the Cascade 
Range in between. 
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PLAY IT

TThe Divine, Underfoot: Klamath

Once again, I bowed to the 
wisdom of festival organizer 
Anne Wenner, who dispatched 
local birder B.J. Matzen, Esquire, 
over the Cascades to pick 
me up. I’d have been will-
ing to drive, but not hav-
ing to was a great blessing, 
given the five-foot snow-
pack and ongoing snow 
in the pass. B.J. proved 
the most gracious and 
informed of guides, taking me for 
a quick tour of Medford, with a 
swing through 4 Daughters Irish 
Pub, and Harry and David’s flag-
ship fruit store before we set out 
for Klamath Falls. I was settled 
in my room at the Running Y 
Ranch Resort by nightfall, look-
ing forward to the festival. 

B.J. and I started the next 
morning early, birding our way 
down to Lower Klamath Lake 
National Wildlife Refuge near the 

California line. If you 
have a yen for raptors 
and waterfowl, this is 
the place. I’m sure I saw 
more shovelers in 20 
minutes than I’ve seen in 
my entire life, all busily 
straining the mud of 

Lower Klamath Lake. The farm 
fields all around were dotted with 
rough-legged hawks and north-
ern harriers, and it was a treat to 
ogle the many color variants and 
plumages of red-tailed hawk. A 
single ferruginous hawk stood 
out like a stately gargoyle on the 

Tundra swans take off from Tule Lake, in the Klamath Basin of northern 
California and southern Oregon. 
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flat expanse. Occupying a star-
ring role in our day were a nesting 
golden eagle and countless bald 
eagles. The latter were once so 
scarce here, thanks to DDT con-
tamination, that every nest was 
intensively studied. 

Winter Wings, in fact, was first 
conceived 40 years ago by the 
Klamath Basin Audubon Society 
as a symposium for bald eagle 
research. From scientific paper 
presentations before a small audi-
ence of eagle researchers and fans, 
the event slowly morphed into a 
birding festival still staffed entirely 
by volunteers, even as Haliaeetus 
leucocephalus has graduated from 
endangered species to common 
fixture in the area. 

And what an area 
it is! The Klamath 
Basin is squarely on 
the Pacific Flyway 
and is host to great 
flocks of migrant 
and wintering 
waterfowl. Twenty-
four species of geese, 
ducks, and swans 
were spotted at 
2019’s festival. Typi-
cally, from 500 to 800 
bald eagles winter in 
the basin—the larg-
est concentration in 
the Lower 48. And 
what are those eagles 
eating? Waterfowl, 
supplemented with 
fish and the occa-

sional cow carcass. Every large 
gathering of waterfowl seems to 
have its attendant eagles, stand-
ing around on the ice like hopeful 
undertakers, hoping someone 
will fall ill. Anywhere waterfowl 
concentrate, a few will die, and 
bald eagles are only too happy 
to take care of those. One dead 
tundra swan can attract as many 
as 50 bald eagles, which swiftly 
reduce it to a puff of feathers on 
the ice.

Speaking of swans, I was ut-
terly unprepared for the tundra 
swans of Klamath Basin. I knew 
there would be swans, but their 
sheer numbers, their high, hollow 
voices, and the way their whites 
changed in every light regime 

A pair of tundra swans overhead. 
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bundled myself up in layers, 
boots and lined pants, and set 
out on a solo quest. There was 
a pebbled white line of them on 
what open water there was, and 
I set out to get close enough 
for some photos. It was a long 
walk, and it was very cold, 
albeit sunny. I amused myself  
by tracking ravens and redtails, 
admiring the writing of their feet 
and wings on the snow. I walked 
alongside a flooded barley field. 
The farmer had taken compen-
sation for a ruined crop, which, 
despite the flooding, produced a 
bumper load of grain. Because 
it was never harvested, the field 
was a banquet for granivores. 
Swans, geese, and ducks were 
happy to clean it up, and an 
explosion of voles did their part, 
too. Four northern harriers 
quartered along the snowy field 
beside me as I walked. Each time 
one would pinwheel onto its side 
and drop to grab a vole, a raven 

held me in thrall. The swans 
settled out as my favorite birds 
on our Saturday morning field 
trip along Upper Klamath Lake, 
billed as a “Casual Morning with 
Julie Zickefoose.” Led by local 
experts Kevin Spencer and Dave 
Haupt, our group reveled in great 
looks at all manner of ducks 
and raptors, eagles, and even a 
northern shrike, all set to the 
merry tune of singing red-winged 
blackbirds. 

It was one of the best birding 
mornings of my life, and I told 
Kevin so. He was a bit taken 
aback that the common wintering 
species they sorted through every 
day could bring me such enjoy-
ment. He smiled and replied, 
“Well, if it was that good a day 
for you, it was a good day for us, 
too.” But the quality of a birding 
day is all in your perspective. I 
come from a landlocked corner 
of southern Ohio, where water-
fowl and swans are in very short 
supply. No Pacific flyway for me. 
I felt I could watch those swans 
dropping into the lake for the rest 
of my life and never tire of it. As 
the light rose and died, the swans 
changed color, sometimes ivory; 
sometimes shadow blue or sunset 
pink, depending on the backdrop 
and the light. The blank slate 
of their white plumage took on 
color as if they’d been dyed. How 
could one tire of watching that? 

 After the field trip, I sur-
rendered to my swan fixation, 

Swans and the moon.
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mature female, chasing an adult 
male. From his talons hung the 
attenuated scraps of a drake mal-
lard, its green head and orange 
feet flopping as the birds fought. 
It was a stunning sight, and I was 
surprised to see the young female 
succeed in robbing her elder of 
his prey. She had a bright future 
as a pirate ahead of her. 

Finally, I was close enough to 
the swans to begin to shoot pho-
tos. Just a bit closer, and three 
swan heads came up. Another 
step or two, and five more heads 
shot up, until the entire flock 

was on alert. It made 
a striking image, but I 
knew what would come 
next—the whole flock 
would take wing. As 
exciting as that might 
have been, disturbing 
the swans was the last 
thing I wanted to do. 
Slowly, I turned around 
and retraced my steps, 
and was relieved to see 
their heads lower as they 
gradually relaxed and 
went back to dozing, 
preening and feeding. 
High, happy, mellow 
hoots replaced their 
low murmurs of alarm. 
Walking gently on the 
earth includes keep-
ing the peace with wild 
things. 

What a delight it was 
exploring the Klamath 

or a redtail would swoop in to 
try to cadge the prize. I took to 
photographing the interactions 
and was lucky enough to have my 
lens on a harrier when an arrow-
swift, tapered missile came in low. 
Black wingpits betrayed a prairie 
falcon, a rare gift for an Ohio 
bird watcher. Again and again, 
the falcon shot past, turned, 
and harassed the harrier, but the 
hawk managed to choke the vole 
down and resume her hunt. 

Meanwhile, bald eagles were 
scrapping overhead. I swung my 
lens on a pair—an enormous im-
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Bald eagles spar over  
an unlucky duck.
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Basin and its marvelous birds. 
Not to be outdone was the glori-
ous diversity of evergreen trees. 
The bark of very old ponderosa 
pines turns pumpkin-orange, 
glowing warm against the snow 
and their dark needles. Junipers 
of several species lend feathery 
textures, and firs tower, frosted 
with snow like a living Christmas 
card. Sifting through these forests 
on Running Y Ranch property 
were oak/juniper titmice (you 
can’t tell them apart), California 
scrub-jays, Steller’s jays, moun-
tain chickadees, and pygmy, 
red-breasted, and white-breasted 
nuthatches. I took a careful look 
and listened to the latter, because 
there’s some talk of splitting 
Pacific white-breasted nuthatches 
from interior birds. Their voices 
were certainly different. The 
clown-painted faces of a little 
troop of acorn woodpeckers were 
a delightful surprise, as were the 

deer slipping through the trees, 
said to be a cross between black-
tailed and mule. Despite two 
fervent searches, I missed seeing 
a white-headed woodpecker—all 
the more reason to return!

If you have an itch like mine, 
for the open spaces and shimmer-
ing colors of the Pacific North-
west, put Klamath Falls’ Winter 
Wings Festival on your list. A 
banquet of field trips will be your 
intro to landscapes and birds that 
will leave you breathless. Give 
yourself a little extra time to get 
there and some time afterward 
to wander, to see eagles spar and 
tumble overhead, to watch ivory-
white swans turn from peach to 
cobalt in the last light of day.  

Julie Zickefoose is eagerly 
anticipating the release of her 
new book, Saving Jemima: Life 
and Love with a Hard-luck Jay, in 
September.

a

Acorn woodpecker. Come Birding With Us!
Bird Watcher’s Digest 
is planning a Reader 
Rendezvous in the 
Klamath Basin in  

February 2020! For 
more information, visit
birdwatchersdigest.

com/rr. 
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Using Teleconverters to  
Extend Your Reach

True Nature

Birders Question Mark

Bird PhotographyBIRDING PHOTOGRAPHY
by Jim McCormac

WWhen it comes to photographing 
birds and other wildlife, bigger is 
usually better in regard to lenses. 
The rub is the expense. Huge 
prime lenses like 600mm and 
800mm glass cost a small fortune. 
You could purchase a nice used 
car for what one of these costs 
new. Although big lenses are the 
ultimate, they’re simply beyond 

the budget of most photographers.
There is another way to 

extend your reach (with DSLR 
cameras), without spending a 
king’s ransom. Teleconverters, or 
“extenders,” are stubby optical 
magnifiers that sandwich between 
the lens and the camera body. 
Two common teleconverter mag-
nifications are 1.4x and 2x. These 
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ACCommon yellowthroat. Canon 500 
mm and 1.4x teleconverter, at 
f/7.1, ISO 200, 1/500, +0.3 ex-
posure compensation.

© Kris Rowe   Focal Length: 500mm Exposure: F/7.5 1/2000sec ISO: 280

You’re never too far from a great close-up.
Discover the next generation ultra-telephoto 
zoom lens from Tamron.

www.tamron-usa.com

ONLY AVAILABLE
AT YOUR AUTHORIZED

TAMRON USA RETAILER

SP 150-600mm F/5-6.3 Di VC USD G2 
(Model A022)
For Canon, Nikon and Sony* mounts
Di: For APS-C format and full-frame DSLR cameras 

*Sony mount model without VC
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© Kris Rowe   Focal Length: 500mm Exposure: F/7.5 1/2000sec ISO: 280

You’re never too far from a great close-up.
Discover the next generation ultra-telephoto 
zoom lens from Tamron.

www.tamron-usa.com

ONLY AVAILABLE
AT YOUR AUTHORIZED

TAMRON USA RETAILER

SP 150-600mm F/5-6.3 Di VC USD G2 
(Model A022)
For Canon, Nikon and Sony* mounts
Di: For APS-C format and full-frame DSLR cameras 

*Sony mount model without VC
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are only a fraction of the cost of 
a big telephoto lens. Name-brand 
Canon teleconverters cost about 
$400 new. They can provide 
instant bolt-on magic. It takes 
only seconds to mount a telecon-
verter, and voila! Your 400mm 
lens becomes a 560mm if apply-
ing the 1.4x magnifier. Go for the 
“doubler,” and now you’re work-
ing with an 800mm lens. This is 
assuming you’re using it with a 
full-frame camera. Because most 
people use crop-frame cameras, 
multiply everything by 1.5x or 

1.6x, and your 560mm is really 
the equivalent of a 900mm, and 
the 800mm becomes a 1280mm 
lens. That’s some serious reach! 
We all know how tough it can 
be to get near wild animals, be 
it a bald eagle or bugling elk. By 
greatly increasing the lens’s reach, 
we’re able to get more of the 
frame filled by our subject, thus 
showing more detail. Lenses such 
as 300mm and 400mm—at the 
lower limits of what is effective 
for wildlife photography—are 
now in the game with teleconverters. JI

M
 M

CC
O

RM
AC

 (4
)

88

The owl effigy stares at the 
camera from 35 feet, shot at 
300mm.

Caption

The owl at 420mm – 300mm 
lens + 1.4x teleconverter.

300mm lens + 2x converter = 
600mm.

The owl at 840mm – lens + 
1.4x and 2x teleconverters. 
Not for the faint of heart!
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Nothing great comes without a 
price, though, and teleconverters 
have their cons. Adding addition-
al glass between the subject and 
camera sensor will always result 
in some deterioration of image 
quality, although the newest 
generation of teleconverters are 
the best yet at minimizing quality 
loss, and, in some cases, quality 
reduction is almost unnotice-
able. Adding a teleconverter also 
results in loss of light. With a 1.4x 
converter, you lose one stop of 
light. So, if your lens’s minimum 
aperture is f/4, it becomes an f/5.6 
lens. The 2x converter loses two 
stops—the f/4 lens is now an f/8. 
Thus, teleconverters work best 
when ambient light is abundant 
and the diminished apertures and 
attendant loss of light is not such 
a big deal. Good converters (I 
highly recommend buying brand 
name for your camera body) are 
fully wired so that auto focus 
works. Be aware that auto focus 
may slow down somewhat, and in 
some cases you may lose the use 
of certain focus points, especially 
with the 2x teleconverters. With-
out exception, from my experi-
ence, the 1.4x converters are much 
easier to obtain good results with 
than the 2x converters. It can be 
quite hard to achieve crisp focus 
with the latter, and they slow 
focus acquisition noticeably. The 
serious teleconverter user should 
consider micro-adjusting the lens/
converter pairs that they’ll be 

using. Dialing in these combos 
via micro-adjustments can help 
tremendously, but this subject 
requires its own article and is fod-
der for another day. In general, 
from my experience, the shorter 
the lens’s focal length, the better 
the teleconverter will function, es-
pecially if no micro-adjustments 
are made. My most common 
pairing is the Canon 500mm f/4 II 
and Canon 1.4x III teleconverter. 
That gives me a 700mm lens (on 
a full-frame camera), and as long 
as operator error doesn’t creep in, 
the combo produces tack-sharp 
images, and I’ve never micro-ad-
justed this pairing. For someone 
thinking about venturing into 
teleconverter land, I would rec-
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ommend starting with the 1.4x 
unit. Once one gets the hang of 
using the smaller teleconverter, 
then it might be time to consider 
using the trickier 2x converter. 

In the accompanying image 
series (page 88), I shot a small 
wooden owl effigy carving, which 
is about the size of a northern 
parula—our smallest eastern 
warbler. The distance from 
the carving to the camera was 
35 feet, a reasonable, real-life 
working distance for songbirds. 
My Canon 5D IV was securely 
mounted on a tripod, and for all 
shots I placed the center focus 
point squarely on the owl’s head. 
All images were made in manual 
mode at f/8, ISO 100, and + 0.3 
exposure compensation, in live 
view (to eliminate mirror slap) 
and using the 2-second timer de-
lay (to eliminate any operator-in-
duced movement). Shutter speed 
was about 1/320, but varied slight-
ly due to changing light. I used 
the brilliant (and inexpensive) 
Canon 300mm f/4 lens. As good 
as this lens is, it is a bit too short 
for many wildlife photography ap-
plications. I started with the bare 
300mm lens, then added a 1.4x 
teleconverter, and then switched 
to a 2x converter. So our focal 
lengths are 300mm, 420mm, and 
600mm. Just for kicks, I then pig-
gybacked the 1.4x and 2x convert-
ers together, joined by a 12mm 
extension tube (the teleconverters 
will not directly connect). That 

resulted in a staggering 840mm 
reach, but such a combo would 
be a difficult challenge to use 
in most field situations. These 
images were made as jpegs, and 
are completely unedited. Notice 
as the focal length increases, the 
background (bokeh) becomes 
increasingly blurred and creamy. 
These images show that, if used 
properly, teleconverters can 
create effective reach with lenses 
that would otherwise be too 
short for long-range shooting. 
Keep in mind that these im-
ages are completely uncropped. 
Cropping could greatly increase 
the size of the subject in the 
frame.

If you consistently feel foiled 
by wily birds and other wildlife 
that stay out of range, give a 
teleconverter a try. You might 
find yourself in the game and 
able to produce high-quality 
images of hard to approach 
subjects.

Jim McCormac spent 31 years 
working for the Ohio Department 
of Nature Resources, has authored 
or coauthored a half-dozen books 
including Birds of Ohio (Lone 
Pine 2004) and writes a col-
umn, Nature, for the Columbus 
Dispatch. He has had scores of 
photos published in many forums, 
and regularly writes about natu-
ral history on his Ohio Birds and 
Biodiversity blog: jimmccormac.
blogspot.com.
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M

by William A. YoungFar Afield

My spirits rose with the morn-
ing sun as I entered the Hender-
son Bird Viewing Preserve. As 
a young birder, I had never vis-
ited the West before, and I was 
eager to fill many empty boxes 
on my life list. When I stepped 
out from the visitor’s center, my 
eyes adjusted to the light and 
I looked out over a beautiful, 
yet alien, scrubby landscape. 
Water birds were feeding on a 
pond. As I raised my binocular, 
attempting not to be distracted 
by the numerous hummingbirds 
zipping past me, I made out 
avocets and stilts wading on the 
oasis, searching for their next 
meal. I smiled at the two new-

est additions to my life list and 
continued down the trail.

 As the sun grew intense, I 
added many more birds to my 
list. Black-tailed gnatcatcher: 
check! Nashville warbler: 
check! Rock wren: check! 

I paused and drank in the rich 
scenery. Everywhere I looked, I 
saw birds gracefully soaring, or 
squabbling over a choice tidbit 
of food. In the distance, French-
man’s Mountain emerged, shad-
ows contrasting on the ridges. 
I proceeded on, knowing that 
many more birds awaited me. 

Las Vegas (Spanish for “the 
meadows” or “the marshes”) 
is a booming area known for W
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Birding the Las Vegas Area:
So Much More Than 

Conventions and Casinos

conventions, corporations, and 
casinos. More than 40 mil-
lion visitors fly in and out of 
Las Vegas every year. But Las 
Vegas is not only home to those 
manmade structures. Wildlife 
flourishes in the desert. A good 
day birding around Las Vegas 
can yield many fascinating and 
uncommon finds. 

Since that first visit, my fam-
ily has made many subsequent 
trips to the area to see relatives. 
We are not attracted to the glit-
ter of the Las Vegas Strip, so we 
search out the more natural at-
tractions. On these trips, we have 
investigated many of the natural 
resources of the area. Among 
these natural gems are:  

Henderson Bird  
Viewing Preserve

A quick search on the eBird 
hotspot list for this area shows 
that the Henderson Bird View-
ing Preserve (HBVP) is one of 
the best birding locations in the 
region. I can attest to this fact 
after spending many hours ob-
serving birds there. The HBVP, 
a 140-acre preserve, offers many 
trails through desert scrub and 
past nine ponds. The property 
boasts a bird checklist of more 
than 270 species, including 
many local specialties and rari-
ties, most notably a black turn-
stone spotted in August 2015, 
the second for the state. 

The preserve had its begin-

Henderson Bird Viewing Preserve.
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nings in the late 1960s as a 
water treatment and reclama-
tion facility. As the third-largest 
body of water in the arid state 
of Nevada, it was irresistible 
to birds. In 1997, this birding 
paradise hosted a Christmas 
bird count, and soon after, the 
ponds were included in the 
International Shorebird Survey. 
Starting in 1995, the city of 
Henderson, the local Audubon 
chapter, and other organiza-
tions started to formalize plans 
for creating a bird-watching 
preserve when the facility’s mu-
nicipal utility function became 
redundant. On May 20, 1998, 
the former water treatment fa-
cility was declared a full-fledged 
nature preserve. 

If  you plan to visit the 
preserve (and I daresay you 
should), it is located at 380 
Galleria Drive in Henderson. 

My advice is to start early and 
bring water; temperatures soar 
quickly in the desert environ-
ment. The small yet informative 
visitor center is worth check-
ing out. Its staff  is friendly and 
helpful, which is exemplified 
by the time a staff  member 
spontaneously took me on a 
birding tour of the preserve via 
golf  cart! Ask a staff  member a 
question and they will go above 
and beyond to help you out. 

A good place for spotting 
many birds is the observation 
tower, located at the center of 
the preserve. From here you 
can see most of the preserve. 
After your walk to the observa-
tion tower and the surround-
ing pond, be sure to check 
Ponds Four and Eight, which 
often have exposed mudflats, 
providing amazing stopovers 
for shorebirds. Pond Nine has W
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Northern shoveler, male. 
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many islands that birds use 
to preen and roost. Be sure to 
check that half  of the pond for 
roosting ducks and cormorants, 
and the other half  for hunting 
harriers and chattering marsh 
wrens. In the past year, least 
bitterns have been observed on 
Pond Nine. 

On a typical summer morn-
ing, expect to be bombarded 
with most of the common  
western hummingbirds (Anna’s, 
Costa’s, and black-chinned), as 
well as many sandpiper spe-
cies, avocets, and stilts. Also 
anticipate warblers, and, if  you 
are lucky, white-faced ibises. 
Verdin, bushtit, and blue-gray 
and black-tailed gnatcatchers 
abound. In winter, shovelers, 
teal, diving ducks, and mal-
lards are copious. Ubiquitous 

are the American coot and 
common gallinule. Cormorants 
and flocks of gulls are usually 
present, and if  the stars align, 
greater roadrunners may make 
an appearance quite close to 
you. 

Check rarity reports online 
before your visit and the black-
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Black-necked stilts. 

Cactus wrens.
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Dining and Ac-
commodations: 
Hotels can be costly 
on the strip. Less 
expensive places to 
eat and stay are in 
nearby Henderson, a 
suburb of Las Vegas. 
Good hotels include 
(but are not limited 
to): Hilton Spring-
hill Suites; Tru, by 
Hilton; and Hilton 
Homewood  
 

Suites (their logo is a 
wood duck—perfect 
for birders!). Many 
restaurants are avail-
able, including fast 
food chains and local 
casinos. If you are in 
a Chinese mood, P.F. 
Chang’s is an excel-
lent choice. 

Birding: Hender-
son Bird Viewing 
Preserve (tinyurl.com/
Henderson-BVP),  
 

which is open year-
round with differing 
hours; Clark County 
Wetlands Park 
(tinyurl.com/Clark-
Wetlands); Red Rock 
Canyon (redrock-
canyonlv.org); areas 
around Lake Mead; 
and Clark County 
Museum (tinyurl.
com/ClarkCyMus) 
are all fabulous 
places to visit for 
avian fauna.—W.Y. 

If you go...
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American avocet.
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board in the visitor center upon 
your arrival for recent sightings. 
As you will discover, the HBVP 
has much to offer birders, from 
beginner to advanced, and 
nature enthusiasts alike. 

Clark County Wetlands Park
Another exceptional place 

to visit is Clark County Wet-
lands Park (CCWP). Located 
close to the HBVP, this 270-
acre preserve has several large 
ponds and streams, and the 
Las Vegas Wash bisects it. It is 
at 7050 Wetlands Park Lane, 
off  of Tropicana Avenue in 
Henderson, approximately one 
mile from Boulder Highway. 
The extensive visitor center was 
built in 2013 and features a the-

ater where wildlife productions 
are shown, a large educational 
main exhibit hall, and a gallery 
for park programs. 

The park had its beginnings 
in 1991, and every few years 
since, new trails or features 
have been added. Although 
the task of exploring this place 
may seem daunting at first, an 
excellent location to begin is 
the visitor center, located at the 
main entrance, which also of-
fers maps to the preserve. 

Start by birding the southern 
end of the preserve and begin 
your adventure by hiking down 
the Dragonfly Divide, a wide 
gravel trail most easily accessed 
by walking from the parking 
lot by the visitor center to the JO
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cul-de-sac and down the trail. 
Within a mile is a pond. Marsh 
wrens, with their secretive yet 
bold mannerisms and their 
chattering song, and double-
crested cormorants usually 
abound here. A trail circling the 
pond leads to a smaller desert 
oasis, but continuing down the 
Dragonfly Divide is a good idea, 
because it leads to more water-
ways. Eventually, the trail tapers 
off. Several trails leading off the 
divide are worth checking. 

Upon your return to the visi-
tor center, I recommend bird-
ing the north end of the park. 
A great destination is Turtle 
Pond, which has several board-

walks around it. Noisy and 
rambunctious gallinules and 
coots, as well as other water-
loving birds enjoy foraging 
in this area. The surrounding 
area can harbor perching 
flycatchers, the ever-active 
warblers, and skulking 
thrashers. 

From there, try winding 
your way through the trails 
to the Las Vegas Wash. 
Depending on recent pre-
cipitation (or lack of it), it 
could be bone dry or it could 
resemble Niagara Falls. After 
birding the area around the 
wash, you may want to con-
tinue in the northern end or 
proceed to the visitor center, 
where secretive rails, wrens, 
herons, and other birds 
frequent.
On a good day at CCWP, I 

have observed flocks of Gam-
bel’s quail scurrying away in the 
underbrush at my approach; 
a black phoebe; the always 
curious and vocal verdin and 
bushtit; many skulking wrens; 
several sparrow species; as well 
as numerous hummingbirds. 

And Some Others…
Although HBVP and CCWP 

offer many diverse glimpses 
into avian life, other interest-
ing places can be found not far 
from the Strip. 

Approximately 30 minutes 
west of Las Vegas is Red Rock JO
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magical feel that is almost un-
matched. 

The Clark County Museum, 
located not far from HBVP, is 
worth a quick mention. Not 
only does this superlative muse-
um entertain and educate about 
the Las Vegas region, but it also 
has recreated a desert park, 
complete with streams, ponds, 
walkways, benches, and bridges. 
Depending on the time of day, 
a variety of birdlife inhabits the 
property. Cactus wrens chat-
ter from their namesakes, and 
white-winged doves perch on 
the Joshua trees. Bushtits me-
ticulously search the foliage for 
food, and greater roadrunners 
run fearlessly through the scrub. 

Canyon National Conservation 
Area, where one can observe 
an astounding array of birds, 
as well as enjoy a multitude of 
historical and archeological 
opportunities. The area is heav-
ily visited, with an informative 
visitor center and outstanding 
trails. The best time to visit is 
in the morning because, around 
midday there is little shade, 
and water and bird activity dies 
down. Canyon wren songs echo 
musically off  the cliffs, while 
brown-crested flycatchers and 
western kingbirds scurry around 
in the dust; Woodhouse’s scrub 
jays scream from nearby bushes; 
and spotted towhee calls rattle 
off  the cliff. This place has a 

February 13-16, 2020
4 days of field trips, workshops, 

& presentations for birders, 
photographers, & families
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Indeed, whether one is on 
a short business trip, a long 
vacation, a family visit, or 
just passing through, the Las 
Vegas area holds fabulous 
opportunities for every bird 
and nature enthusiast to get 
outside and satisfy the itch to 
enjoy nature.  

William Young is a 16-year-
old birder residing in Lancaster, 
Pennsylvania. He has been 
birding for many years after an 
introduction to the hobby by his 
grandfather, a lifelong birder. He 
is an avid eBirder as well as a 
Lancaster County Bird Club and 
ABA member. This is his debut 
article in BWD. 
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AIRPORT CODE HRL

NOV. 6-10, 2019
KEYNOTE SPEAKERS:

PETE DUNNE & TED FLOYD
YOUNG BIRDERS TRACK  •  PHOTO TRACK

HANDICAP ACCESSIBLE TRACK

www.rgvbf.org
Registration Opens 7.29.19 

956-423-5565
info@rgvbf.org
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AUTHOR
READ-ALOUD

PLAY IT

A l  B A t t

II tend to look in the direction of 
birds.

I’ve heard a good deal about 
five-mile radius (5MR) bird-
ing. A birder needs another list. 
Life; North American; country; 
county; yard; park; refuge; rest 
area; zoo; birds heard on TV; 
birds seen while walk-
ing a dog; “green” 
(motorless) birds; birds 
seen through borrowed 
binoculars; and birds 
seen while walking with 
a grade-school teacher 
who loves flicker nesting 
boxes, appreciates good grammar, 
and hates grackles aren’t enough. 
Some birders keep so many lists 
they’ve had to hire assistants to 

Listening to 
an Enchanted 

Stump

keep them updated. You could 
keep a 5MR list of birds (or 
wildflowers, mammals, insects, 
and enemies) that you’ve spotted 
within five miles of your home. 
Encouraging local birding is a fine 
thing, and embarking on a 5MR 
makes one sound like a dangerous 

birder working for a British 
espionage agency.

Birding a “patch” has long 
been recommended. A patch 
is typically a small area that 
you bird frequently. I’m an 
advocate of patch birding. 
I’ve waxed rhapsodic about 

birding a patch. I’ve even birded a 
patch while sporting a soul patch. 
Walking a familiar trail is birding 
a patch. You notice things. Being AL

 B
AT

T 
(2

)

Cattle accessorized for a photo shoot.
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first time I scrambled onto Chig-
ger’s back, I expected to ride like 
the wind. I didn’t. I felt an intense 
pain in my leg. Chigger had bitten 
me. Then we took off like the 
wind until I was unceremoniously 
dumped in a humbling heap. 
Shanks’ pony might have been 
a slower method of travel, but it 
was less painful.

We had only one horse. My 
father grew up with horses, but 
he claimed to like career politi-
cians better than horses, because 
elected officials didn’t poop dur-
ing parades. Each day, I pursued 
reluctant cows. It wasn’t a search 
for the Holy Grail, but it was part 

accustomed to a trail allows you 
to see changes you might miss 
otherwise.

I grew up on a patch with trails. 
I went for walks for both pleasure 
and necessity. I walked the walk. 
Our farm was a place of mystery 
and toil. We had some cows, both 
dairy and beef. When I say some, 
I mean a lot. There were enough 
cows to go around and they went 
around free-range, roaming a siz-
able pasture made up of woods, 
marsh, grassland, and riparian 
habitat. Cows believed in getting 
significant exercise in those olden 
days, when a TV with a good 
set of rabbit ears bent correctly 
could pick up three channels, and 
fathers said, “Get up and change 
the channel.” It was even before 
houses had VCRs blinking 12:00. 

Everyone in my family had 
chores. I spent some time roam-
ing those areas, herding cows and 
fixing fences. When I say some, 
I mean a lot. All my wandering 
was done on shanks’ pony. That 
is, I used my legs as a means of 
transport. I could have ridden our 
horse, but the animal didn’t like 
me. 

I remember the day we ac-
quired that steed as if it were a 
long time ago. I was given the 
honor of naming the noble beast. 
I couldn’t decide whether to pay 
homage to Gene Autry’s horse 
Champion or Roy Rogers’ horse 
Trigger. I compromised and 
named the horse Chigger. The Not one of the cows Al herded.

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=103&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fbirdwatchersdigest.com


birdwatchersdigest.com  •  July/August ’19  •  Bird WAtcher’s digest104

of the process that led to getting a 
milk check from the local cream-
ery. I looked for cows. I suppose I 
was cowing, but I didn’t keep a list 
of the cows I’d seen.

My faithful canine companion 
Rex helped me. Farm dogs had 
chores. Rex was a cattle dog ex-
traordinaire, but her passion was 
chasing cottontails. She consid-
ered herself a rabbit hound. Dad 
said it was because she was part 
beagle. She did her job, but always 
found time to chase a rascally rab-
bit. She chased but never caught.  

Each day, as we walked the 
bovine patch, we passed a stump 
of an old tree that had been hit 
by lightning. The dead tree had 
been turned into firewood, but the 
stump remained. The area around 
the stump was prime cottontail 
rabbit territory.   

One day, as I pretended to 
drink dew from a chalice made 
from a Holstein horn, Rex rousted 
a rabbit from hiding and the chase 
was on. I expected Rex to return 
with her tongue hanging out, and 
she did. Rex sat down by me. She 
was exhausted on a hot day. I pat-
ted her head, offered some career 
advice, and told her how lucky I 
was to have her as a friend.

A cottontail often runs a dog 
in a circle, coming back to where 
the pursuit had started. Run-
ning around like Seabiscuit on a 
fast track is a preferred evasion 
tactic. As I talked to Rex, the 
rabbit came racing back and ran 

headfirst into the stump. It gave 
the stump a larruping good lick. 
Whether it was just the collision 
or it had other problems, the 
bunny expired right then and 
there. 

To Rex, the celestial gates had 
opened and a rabbit had fallen 
out. She’d nabbed her first rabbit. 
It was a sad ending for the rabbit, 
but a life-changing moment for 
Rex. From that day on, each time 
we went for our cattle walk, we 
had to stop by that stump. Rex 
sat and waited for that enchanted 
stump to perform its magic. 
Another bunny never butted 
heads with that stump, but Rex 
remained grateful for the past and 
hopeful for the future. 

Sigurd Olson, in Listening 
Point, wrote “...only when one 
comes to listen, only when one is 
aware and still, can things be seen 
and heard.” 

I have listening points. I’ve 
eagerly embraced numerous 
enchanted places—stumps and 
otherwise. Whether you call it a 
walk, a trail, a patch, or a 5MR, 
there are enchanting things to be 
seen and heard there. Many of 
them are dressed in feathers.

Al Batt is a writer, speaker, 
storyteller, and humorist who lives 
in Hartland, Minnesota. His first 
book is a collection of his stories, A 
Life Gone to the Birds, published 
by BWD Press, and available from 
Redstart Birding.
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IIt goes without saying that the 
symptoms of most diseases in 
any given organism are mani-
fested through its behavior. Even 
the common cold can cause 
the toughest of humans to feel 
lethargic and lead to coughing, 
sniffling, and wheezing spells. 
But can you imagine how your 
behavior would be affected by a 
disease that caused your fingers 
to grow abnormally long or 
crooked, some of them five times 
longer than the others or some 
curled back on themselves? How 
would you hold your cutlery? 
Groom and clean yourself? Use 
power tools and appliances?

Well, that challenge is exactly 
what a growing number of 
birds around the world are fac-
ing in recent years. Although I 
have reported on this phenome-
non in a past column, I recently 
had the opportunity to get the 
latest information. It is quite a 
detective story and is far from 
being solved.

This past March, I left my 
winter home and the balmy, 
consistently sunny weather 

of Baja California Sur to 
immerse myself  for a week 
in highly contrasting condi-
tions in Fairbanks, Alaska, to 
participate in the Alaska Bird 
Conference, a biannual event 
bringing together ornithologists 
from all over the state. Among 
them was Colleen Handel, an 
eminent bird specialist with 
the U.S. Geological Survey in 
Anchorage. I had the distinct 
pleasure of hearing the whole 
saga right from Handel’s lips. 
To my mind, it is just as much a 
story about human behavior as 
it is about bird behavior. 

It all started in 1998 with a 
friend telling Handel about two 
or three black-capped chickadees 
with grossly deformed bills visit-
ing her feeder. Handel went with 
a veterinarian colleague to her 
friend’s yard, where they caught 
the birds, affixed aluminum 
identification bands on their legs, 
and trimmed their bills before 
releasing the birds. She recalled 
the bills being extremely long 
and somewhat akin to those of 
crossbills, a songbird that has 

by David M. Bird

Deformed Bills
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by David M. Bird

evolved mandibles that purpose-
fully cross over one another as 
a tool to pry open pinecones. 
Handel next perused the scien-
tific literature to look for other 
reports on deformed bills, but 
at the time, she found just a few 
scattered reports, including some 
on tits (closely related to our 
chickadees) in Europe. 

Just two weeks later, a defini-
tive moment occurred. A photo 
appeared in an Alaskan newspa-
per depicting another chickadee 
with a similar bill deformity 
about 30 miles away. The author 

of the accompanying story had 
written about the pitiful but 
hardy bird mainly because it par-
alleled a physical challenge faced 
by her brother. The report greatly 
interested Handel, because 
she knew that chickadees were 
largely resident and not prone 
to traveling far. The two reports 
were not likely of the same bird.

After contacting the local 
Audubon authorities to seek 
other reports of bill deformi-
ties, Handel was inundated with 
observations from folks who fed 
birds, mostly all of chickadees at DI
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Red-breasted nuthatch with deformed bill.
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first, and then of a red-breasted 
nuthatch with a long straight bill, 
and later, the odd woodpecker. 
Many of the bills were grossly 
misshapen, varying from looking 
like a pair of scissors with the 
tips not meeting to ridiculously 
long mandibles curling up or 
down or even back onto them-
selves. Some even had mandibles 
that crossed over one another. 
She was onto something.

Handel next assembled data 
points to seek clusters, determine 
the distribution of the phenom-
enon, and perhaps find a pos-
sible cause, such as a pollution 
source. Eventually, it was picked 
up by USA Today and received 
national attention and much 
broader coverage. Handel had 

initially thought that the cause 
would become obvious, perhaps 
some contaminated birdseed or a 
poison used to kill bark beetles, 
but, unbeknownst to her, she was 
on a path that would consume 
her for the next two decades and 
more. 

I had first heard about bill 
deformities in birds more than a 
decade ago from Bud Anderson, 
a raptor expert living in the state 
of Washington and a close friend 
of mine, at an annual Raptor 
Research Foundation event. In-
dependent of Handel’s growing 
interest in the subject, Anderson 
presented a paper at that meet-
ing on misshapen bills mostly 
in red-tailed hawks found in the 
Pacific Northwest, speculating as 
to what might be causing it. He 
had even classified the deformi-
ties into categories according to 
their shapes. I was especially in-
trigued at the time, because I had 
just started a long-term research 
program examining the effects 
of brominated flame-retardants 
on birds of prey, using my fairly 
large captive colony of breed-
ing American kestrels at McGill 
University. I was already aware 
of the impact of these common-
ly used chemicals as endocrine 
disruptors in various organisms 
all over the world, and Kim Fer-
nie, my Ph.D. student, and I had 
already begun publishing papers 
on the subject. I was immediately 
convinced that the smoking gun 

Black-capped chickadee 
with decurved upper beak.
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for the deformed bills was in my 
hands. But I was totally wrong. 

It turns out that Handel was 
thinking similar thoughts, be-
cause she had heard of studies 
on selenium leaching out from 
farms in California and causing 
malformations in birds, as well 
as polychlorinated biphenyls 
and other toxicants in the so-
called “Great Lakes soup” caus-
ing deformities in water birds 
living in Lake Erie and Lake 
Ontario. At the time, it was also 
not a stretch to consider flame-
retardant chemicals because 
there had been some big fires in 
recent years in Alaska that were 
fought with those compounds. 

In the face of some skepti-
cism from her colleagues at the 
U.S. Geological Survey, Handel 
was given permission to initiate 
some capture-recapture studies at 
five different stations to acquire 
data on chickadees with normal 
bills, a study ongoing today. She 
immediately caught some birds 
with deformed bills but noted 
that it was occurring in both sexes 
and only in fully grown birds six 
months and older. She next set up 
some nest boxes and again had 
chickadees with “bad” bills using 
them. The idea at the time was 
to see if the females were some-
how maternally passing on the 
trait to their young via their eggs. 
We had found a similar second-
generation effect in the McGill 
kestrel colony with dicofol, the 
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last organochlorine chemical to 
be banned in North America. 
Handel next collected eggs, 
nestlings, and adults to deter-
mine the levels of organochlo-
rines and other toxic chemicals. 
Although she did find some 
scattered minor levels, there was 
no smoking gun. 

Handel also performed 
necropsies on those collected 
chickadees to look for internal 
abnormalities and the presence 
of bacteria and fungi. She did 
find some inconsistent infec-
tions but nothing concrete, just 
secondary problems, perhaps 
caused by the inability of the 
deformed birds to properly look 
after themselves. Interestingly, 
Handel also looked for a virus 
that could cause abnormal bill 
growth but found nothing. 

Meanwhile, reports of de-
formed bills steadily poured in 
from across the continent, involv-
ing raptors, northern cardinals, 
blackbirds, crows (from Alaska 
and the Pacific Northwest), 
chickadees, nuthatches, wood-
peckers, and a few gulls. In south-
central Alaska alone, 6.5 percent 
of the black-capped chickadees 
and 17 percent of the area’s 
northwestern crows were afflicted 
with the problem. Eventually, as 
many as 24 species with deformed 
bills were recorded in that state. 

Handel began looking for 
something that occurred in clus-
ters but was also able to spread 
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geographically. It was looking 
more and more like a disease. 
In an effort to find out how bird 
bills grew normally, as well as 
causation of abnormal growth, 
Handel brought Caroline Van 
Hemert, a doctoral student at the 
University of Alaska Fairbanks, 
into the picture to tackle the fol-
lowing questions. Were the bills 
not being worn down normally? 
Or were they simply growing too 
fast? (Bird bills consist of inner 
layers of bone covered by an 
outer layer of keratin. It turned 
out to be the latter: The outer 
keratin layers of the bills were 
growing one and a half to two 
times faster than the normal rate. 
But what was causing it? 

Finally, Handel and Van 
Hemert got a break in the case. 
In 2016, a disease ecologist 
named Maxine Zylberberg dis-
covered that the birds had RNA 
belonging to a virus in the same 
family that causes the common 
cold and polio in humans and 
foot-and-mouth disease in cattle. 
Zylberberg worked with Handel, 
Van Hemert, and a team of re-
searchers at the California Acad-
emy of Sciences, and the Univer-
sity of California San Francisco 
offered to use their advanced 
DNA and RNA sequence tech-
nology on the bird bill samples. 
A previously unknown virus 
belonging to the family of picor-
naviruses was found in every one 
of the birds with deformed bills 
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they examined, as well as in two 
chickadee samples that did not 
have obvious signs of the condi-
tion. The new virus was given the 
name poecivirus in reference to 
the genus name of the chickadee, 
Poecile.

A virus is certainly a conceiv-
able cause because, as Handel 
points out, it is highly prevalent 
in chickadees and northwestern 
crows, which live in very different 
habitats but are both social spe-
cies that could easily transmit a 
disease among their populations. 

The disease is not restricted 
to North America, either. In the 
U.K., bill deformities have been 
seen in significant numbers of 
great tits and blue tits. As many 
as 36 species have been docu-
mented with the affliction there. 
Corvids, such as crows, ravens, 
and jays, have been recorded with 
deformed bills in Europe, Africa, 
and Asia, as well. 

However, until scientists have 
successfully cultivated this new 
virus in the laboratory to allow 
for controlled studies, it is still 
too early to claim that this par-
ticular virus is the smoking gun 
for North American birds and 
for birds elsewhere in the world. 
And how the virus might actu-
ally cause the bill overgrowth 
is yet another question to be 
resolved. Both Handel and I 
think that perhaps it somehow 
interferes with the production 
of growth hormone. 

Regardless of the cause of the 
deformed bills, it is definitely a 
bad thing for our birds. If one 
likens a bird’s bill to our fingers, 
consider the potential impacts. 
With a grossly deformed bill, 
birds cannot feed or store food 
properly and, thus, may die a 
slow death by starvation. It is 
well known that tiny chickadees 
can lose 10 percent of their body 
weight during one chilly night, 
and they must constantly feed 
to fatten themselves up. And if  
they cannot preen their feathers 
effectively, then their plumage 
becomes matted and loses its 
insulative power, rendering the 
birds open to the elements. In 
cold climates like Alaska, an un-
healthy plumage is surely a death 
sentence. Most of the birds af-
fected are cavity-nesters. Without 
a healthy bill, excavating holes 
for nesting becomes impossible. 
Even the act of feeding one’s 
young becomes difficult with an 
abnormally shaped bill. 

Although she has not yet 
published her results, one of 
Handel’s master’s students, Lisa 
Pijot, discovered that males with 
deformed bills are more prone 
to being cheated upon by their 
mates, most likely because they 
have to spend more time away 
from the nest finding food and 
not guarding their females.    

I asked Handel where this bill 
deformity issue rates in the grow-
ing list of dangers to the world’s 
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bird populations and why she is 
not working on the problem on 
a 24/7 basis. Although it may be 
far too early to answer the first 
question, she pointed out that 
Jeff Walters of Virginia Tech 
recently discovered bill deformi-
ties in red-cockaded woodpeck-
ers, a highly endangered species. 
As for focusing on this problem 
alone, Handel understandably 
replied that there are many other 
important challenges facing wild 
birds, climate change being a 
prominent one. 

Another obvious question is 
whether the virus is a concern 
to those feeding birds. Although 
Handel does not think that the 

virus poses a health threat to 
humans, critics of the practice 
of using feeders to gather birds 
in one place, which could more 
easily spread disease, might feel 
vindicated if the virus is trans-
mitted orally or by feces. 

On the other hand, the virus 
was, in fact, discovered by some-
one feeding birds. As Handel put 
it so succinctly to me, “Honestly, 
without the public’s help, we 
would not even know of the exis-
tence of this virus—or the scope 
of the problem.” 

In any case, it is recommended 
that those who notice birds with 
deformed bills visiting their feed-
ers should clean the feeders regu-

Juvenile American goldfinch with a crossed bill. 
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larly with a 10 percent bleach 
solution to kill the virus. 

So, what are other ways that 
the public can help? If birds with 
deformed bills are seen at your 
feeder, Handel requests that you 
report them on the website of the 
Alaskan Science Center of the 
U.S. Geological Survey, alaska.
usgs.gov or email GS-AK_Beak_
Deformity@usgs.gov. 

Send your bird behavior ques-
tions and observations to David 
M. Bird, c/o BWD, P.O. Box 110, 
Marietta, OH 45750 or email 
your questions to bwd@birdwatch-
ersdigest.com.Visit his website, 
askprofessorbird.com.

a

Blue jay with a deformed bill. 

Northern mockingbird  
with crossed bill. 
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A Slant of Certain Light
illuminates the daunting acme of heaven’s gilded vaults,

as winnowing through great blank spaces,

dappled shafts of a soot-grimed sky, unmarred by nostalgia or regret, 
plunges the peregrine falcon.

She is cerulean agency on the wing, ubiquitous death
 tumbling toward an anxious and unsettled world.

In her focused lens shines sentience—a restive promise,
 steeled tension of things about to chance.

Some hold her alar flight, embellished by invocations 
of piercing scream,

  
is a sextant guiding the more laborious navigations we conclude 

against the jealous pull of gravity;

that she carries on her pinioned descent somewhat as primordial 
as nebular stardust;

  
that she is divinity ascending each spring on earnest columns of 
 mounting air that abide no sin;

that the stunning panoply of shadow-light from windswept billows
   presages the encroachment of deeper, more  
 lasting dusks.

But our paralytic stasis, the absence of any precise measure, blinds us
to the truth she exacts 

from her imposing summits: A swift congruence of talon-sharp veracity 
with a pigeon’s nadir—unspoken accord 
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decided in convolutions of spiraling velocity, blood-stippled down
drifting earthbound in silent reverence.

Her exploits thus appeal most forcibly to her own keen eye, her dim form 
yet receding with the light.

Gina Marie Bernard writes and teaches in Bemidji, Minnesota. She 
is also a dangerous, tattooed blocker for the Babe City Rollers roller 
derby team. Her daughters, Maddie and Parker, are the two halves of 
her heart.
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I

D a w n  H e w i t t

I hate insect repellents. I almost 
prefer to be bitten by mosqui-
tos than to spray nasty, toxic- 
smelling oily stuff  on my skin, 
or even on my clothes. I’m a 
fan of the No Fly Zone socks 
we sell at Redstart Birding, and 
I drape my head and shoulders 
with my Insect Shield scarf 
(held in place with a baseball 
cap) as my regular birding garb 
when I’m at a buggy locale. But 
still, sometimes insect repellent 
is genuinely necessary, especial-
ly where my skin is, of neces-
sity, exposed. Yuck.

But “yuck” is optional now! 
A few years ago while browsing 

gardening supplies at a big-box 
hardware store, I happened 
upon OFF!’s electronic Clip-on 
mosquito repellent. It uses two 
AAA batteries to run a fan that 
quietly disperses an odorless 
metofluthrin vapor. I clip the 
thing to my belt or belt loop, 
or over the edge of my pants 
or pants pocket, turn it on, and 
it works! The disk that holds 
the repellent lasts for 12 hours, 
and once opened, must be used 
within 14 days. Replacement 
disks come in two-packs. 

The Thermacell company 
generously sent Bird Watcher’s 
Digest three models of their 

 New-fangled Mosquito Repellents
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high-tech mosquito repellents 
for testing. All three use a heat-
activated compound—d-cis/
trans allethrin—that is emitted 
like odorless smoke or steam 
to drive the little blood-suckers 
from a zone 100-square feet or 
larger. The Thermacell MR450 
and the table-top Patio Shield 
are butane powered, with 
replaceable cartridges that last 
12 hours. Small, replaceable 
mats containing the repellent 
slide under a grid, and below it, 
a tiny flame provides the heat. 
Mats last four hours. 

Last fall, the staff of Bird 
Watcher’s Digest tested these 
models one evening on the patio 
of Bill Thompson, III’s house in 
the country. It takes 15 minutes 
for the mosquito-free zone to be 
created, and it was disconcerting 
at first to watch the plastic devic-
es heat up and emit “smoke,” but 
we soon enjoyed mosquito-free 
birding. It worked!

I haven’t used the MR450 
as a clip-on, although it comes 
with such an attachment. I’m 
not keen on having a live (small, 
contained) flame attached to 
my belt. But carrying these 
Thermacell devices from one 
table to another is probably less 
dangerous than moving a citro-
nella candle—and less smelly. 

The third model of the 
Thermacell repeller is the Radius 
Zone. It heats using a recharge-
able lithium ion battery (the 

charge lasts four hours), and 
uses a liquid repellent—enough 
to last 40 hours. I tested this 
one repeatedly in my low-lying, 
damp, very buggy backyard 
while weeding (and birding) last 
spring, and it, too, worked like 
a charm. I’ll be honest: I’m no 
longer testing it. I’m using it—
often. I’m not even aware of the 
device next to me until I move 
out of its zone of protection 
and get eaten alive. 

The MR450 creates a zone of 
protection 15-feet square, which 
isn’t quite large enough to accom-
modate a Big Sit circle (17-foot-
diameter), but two would do the 
job, and make the event much 
more comfortable—although they 
shouldn’t be used near food.  

All of these devices are more 
expensive than spray-on insect 
repellent, but in my opinion, they 
are every bit as effective, not at 
all gross, and the Thermacells 
protect everyone within the zone. 
I’m sold on them. 

For more information, 
including videos on their use, 
visit thermacell.com or off.com. 
They are available in most big-
box home and garden stores 
and online. 

Dawn Hewitt, with size 7.5 
feet, has donned the mantle of 
acting editor of Bird Watcher’s 
Digest, well aware that she will 
never fill the enormous shoes of 
her mentor, Bill Thompson, III. 

a
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IIn the two-month period be-
tween issues, Bird Watcher’s 
Digest sometimes receives dozens 
of fascinating and/or beautiful 
books about birds—too many 
to provide a full review of each 
one. Instead, with this column, 
we aim to inform our readers of 
noteworthy new titles.

Handbook of Bird Families
Jonathan Elphick, Firefly 

Books, 2019, 8x10 inches, paper-
back, 416 pages $35.

Have you ever heard of a 
sitella? Or wondered how many 
species of antbirds exist in the 
neotropics? And what in the 
world is a kagu? The answers to 
all these queries lie in the pages 
of this title. 

Opening up this book, one 

will find all the world’s bird 
families laid in in a systematic, 
taxonomic order. Each entry to 
this encyclopedic work begins 
with pertinent data relating to 
the family, such as migration, life 
history, and size. Well written text 
accompanies each entry, offering 
detailed information. An intro-
duction opens the volume, and 
a thorough glossary, appendix, 
and index conclude it.  Although 
more of a reference guide than a 
field guide, this book is perfect for 
both the globe-trotting ornitholo-
gist as well as the novice birder 
seeking to learn more about the 
world’s avian life. —William 
Young

The Hidden Meaning of Birds: A 
Spiritual Field Guide

Arin Murphy-Hiscock, Adams 
Media, 2019, 5 x 7.5 inches, 240 
pages, paperback, $12.18.

Do you ever find yourself  
looking to nature for guidance? It 
turns out, according to one Wic-
can High Priestess from Mon-
treal, your life list is full of omens. 
The myths and folklore provided 
for the jumble of bird families 
and species within this slim 
volume skew Eurocentric, but 
the pre-Columbian New World 
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and other regions are represented 
by sundry anecdotes. Murphy-
Hiscock also provides energy 
and elemental associations for 
each species; though many are 
disappointingly obvious (e.g., an 
osprey is linked to air and water), 
they could be appreciated by the 
divinatorially inclined. The birds’ 
scientific profiles are basic, and 
most of the illustrations are pub-
lic domain J.J. Audubon, so this 
might not be a top pick if you’ve 
spent any amount of time with a 
field guide. For the neophyte with 
a wide streak of woo, however, 
this is a decent-enough point 
of entry into both bird watch-
ing and ornithomancy. —Sarah 
Clark

101+ Common Birds of Costa 
Rica: A Birder’s Companion

Noel Uteña Chacón Bryan 
Robert Pollock, Neotropic Bird 
Project, Apple Books and Kindle 
only, 225 pages, $19.99.

The future of bird field 
guides is here like no birding 
app I’ve ever purchased—and 
my phone is heavy laden with 
them. This isn’t an app; rather, 
this e-book retains the format 
of a hardcopy field guide, and 
downloaded to the Books 
library on my iPhone. For each 
species, this e-book includes 
one lovely illustration, a stan-
dard range map plus an eleva-
tional range map, plus lengthy 
descriptions of appearance, 
similar species, behavior, and 
much more text than a conven-
tional field guide. Also embed-
ded are one or several sound 
files for each species. But there 
are also multiple videos, includ-
ing animation, and expand-
able pages. For example, page 
10 looks like a simple map of 
Important National Parks and 
Reserves. But click on it, scroll, 
and you’ll see that page 10 is 
size XL, with several additional 
maps of protected areas in the 
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country. Hardcopy field guides 
have fixed-length pages; an 
e-book has no such restric-
tions. The table of contents is 
only a finger-tap away, and it 
is possible to jot notes on each 
page—as I often do in paper 
field guides. The only drawback 
to the coolest field guide I own 
is that it provides only one 
illustration of each species. —
Dawn Hewitt

Natural Encounters: Biking,  
Hiking, and Birding Through  

the Seasons
Bruce M. Beehler, Yale 

University Press, 2019, 5.5 x 8.2, 
hardcover, 304 pages, $30.

Nature’s Calendar: A Year in the 
Life of a Wildlife Sanctuary

Colin Rees, Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2019, 6 x 9 
inches, paperback, 320 pages, 
$32.95.

We recently received two 
books on phenology (the 
study of  seasonal changes in 
the natural world), both set 
in the eastern United States, 
each written by respected 
ecologists whose knowledge is 
insightful, enlightening, and 
a fundamental component of 
their books. Both are journals 
of  sorts, meditative and evoca-
tive, transporting the reader 

to a peaceful place where 
life (flora and fauna) 
is exciting, but not al-

ways obvious to casual 
observers. Rees docu-

ments a year in the life 
(i.e., living things) of  Jug 

Bay Wetlands Sanctuary 
in southern Maryland; 

Beehler reflects on 36 years 
of  enjoying and studying 

nature in the Washington, 
D.C., area, with excursions 

from Maine to Florida, and 
as far west as Magee Marsh, 
Ohio. 

Neither of  these books is 
specifically about birds, but as 
most bird watchers appreciate, 
the web of  life of  which birds 
are an intriguing part is es-
sential to understanding birds 
and predicting their behavior. 
Both books are refreshing, 
uplifting, inspirational, and 
worth a read—perhaps taking 
a year to do so, comparing 
the authors’ observations with 
one’s own. —D.H.
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FFor some time now, we have 
grappled with a problem of 
Nyjer seed that ends up on 
the ground and, unless eaten 
by ground feeders, rots and is 
wasted. 

My husband Jim came up 
with the idea of attaching a large 
sieve to the bottom of our two 
feeders. Now there is very little 
wasted seed, since the birds regu-
larly hop into the sieve to eat 
as well as taking seed from the 
feeder directly. 

We were thrilled to see a pair 
of dark-eyed juncos eating in the 
sieve. Even the large mourning 
doves have found a way to have 
a meal there. It is quite a sight!

As the rainwater drains 
through, the edible seed stays 
relatively dry. For those who 
wonder about cleanliness: The 
sieve is emptied and washed reg-
ularly—just like our bird feeders.
On a recent weekend, song spar-
rows and two pairs of house 
finches came by and have stayed, 
along with American gold-
finches. 

Shirley and Jim Lockhart live in 
St. Catharines, Ontario,  near 
the Welland Canal, part of the 
St. Lawrence Seaway System.  
Retirement allows them to enjoy 
the birds that visit their suburban 
yard.

DIY Nyjer Catcher
S h i r l e y  l o c k h a r t

MY WAY

a

SH
IR

LE
Y 

AN
D 

JI
M

 L
O

CK
HA

RT

http://www.birdwatchersdigest-digital.com/birdwatchersdigest/july_august_2019/TrackLink.action?pageName=123&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fbirdwatchersdigest.com


birdwatchersdigest.com  •  July/August ’19  •  Bird WAtcher’s digest

PRDSEED.COM is your one-stop shop for wild bird 
seed, including safflower, Nyjer, sunflower hearts 
and chips, and custom seed mixes. Check out  
prdseed.com for all your bird seed needs! 
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Time & Optics Ltd

Competitive prices & Quality service!

Located between  
Berlin and Mt. Hope

6954 CR.77 MILLERSBURG, OH 44654  
Toll Free 866.308.0727 • 330.674.0210 

email: robert@timeandoptics.com

Your local dealer for the  
best brand name binoculars  

and spotting scopes

NOW AVAILABLE ONLINE

The Birder’s 
Directory: TRAVEL

Destinations
Tours

Festivals

Download it FREE at
birdwatchersdigest.com

2019 edition

Use our FESTIVAL  
FINDER online

Try it FREE at
birdwatchersdigest.com/ff

SWAROVSKI BINOCULARS 10-32; great optics! 
$1,250. 570-809-2929

FOR SALE
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NEW ZEALAND—WRYBILL BIRDING TOURS, 
NZ—The birding specialists. Amazing seabirds 
&  endemics. Unforgettable birding with the team 
that rediscovered the “extinct” NZ storm-petrel. 
Web: www.wrybill-tours.com; Email: info@
wrybill-tours.com

LOWER RIO GRANDE VALLEY—ALAMO INN 
B&B—Famous among birders for comfortable, 
affordable lodging, central location, outdoor 
store, optics, guiding. alamoinnbnb.com, or   
(956) 782-9912.      

SUNRISE BIRDING, LLC—Small group birding 
and wildlife tours with top guides, high standards, 
substantial savings, remarkable results! 
sunrisebirding.com, gina@sunrisebirding.com.
(203) 453-6724

TOURS, TRAVEL & LODGING

COME BIRDING WITH US! Join the staff of Bird 
Watcher’s Digest for great birding adventures. Visit  
birdwatchersdigest.com/rr for 2020 Reader  
Rendezvous!

Asian Adventures India—Classic North India 
Birding & Wildlife Experience with Asian Adventures.
Email: indianwildlife@gmail.com
Website: asianadventures.net
Phone: +91 9811704651

KAIYOTE BIRDING AND CULTURE TOURS—Ice-
land, Sweden, Colombia, Argentina, El Salvador, 
Sri Lanka, Mongolia, Sarawak Malaysia, Korea, 
Taiwan, and Uganda.  Based in Port Angeles, 
Washington, we also offer tours in Olympic 
National Park.  Check us out!  Contact Kaiyote 
at 970-556-6103, KaiyoteTours@gmail.com,  

www.pibird.com
720-320-1974

15 years of
high quality tours

Small Groups
Premier Local Guides
Competitive Pricing

WORLDWIDE
BIRDING
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Zeiss Conquest HD binoculars
If you need birding optics that are kinder on your wallet but still offer 
excellent performance, look no further than the Zeiss Conquest HD. 

When you buy the Zeiss Conquest HD, you’re getting a 
great binocular at a more affordable price, with a comfort-
able grip, bright images, fantastic resolution, a full set of 
accessories, and a lifetime limited warranty. Starting at 
$929.99.

126
See more great products online at redstartbirding.com  

Or call 833-262-1568
Ohio residents add 7.25% sales tax.

The BWD Nature Shop is now Redstart Birding. You’ll find all your 
favorite BWD products and more at Redstartbirding.com

Swarovski Companion CL binoculars
The Swarovski Companion CL birding binocular seems to have combined 
the most desired features of a compact binocular with the usability of a 
mid-sized binocular. If you’ve thought, “I want a binocular that is compact 
and lightweight but will work well in low light and not cost me $2,000,” 
then you were probably talking about the Companion CL.  Although it was 
designed for the travel and leisure market, many of our customers have 
found the Swarovski Companion CL to be a perfect birding binocular when 
you want to go small and are unwilling to sacrifice quality. Starting at 
$1,189.00.

Celestron Trailseeker binoculars
The Trailseeker is one of the least expensive roof-prism binocu-
lars that incorporates a high-quality dielectric coating on the 
prisms. The result is clear, sharp color contrast, making observa-
tion of subtle field marks that much easier. Lightweight, good 
close focus, and waterproof/fogproof—this is a good birding 
glass. Eyeglass wearers will appreciate the generous eye relief.  
Starting at $239.95.

Vortex Razor HD spotting scopes
The Vortex Razor HD angled spotting scope offers birders fea-
tures and performance that we typically don’t see in this price 
range. If you’re looking for a serious scope upgrade without 
breaking the bank or want your first scope to be one that you 
won’t outgrow anytime soon, consider the Razor HD. It’s beau-
tifully made (assembled in the USA). Starting at $699.99.
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See more great products online at redstartbirding.com  
Or call 833-262-1568

Ohio residents add 7.25% sales tax.

Swarovski EL binoculars 
Swarovski EL series binoculars took the birding world by 
storm in 1999. Today’s EL binoculars have undergone some 
serious improvements since then, and remain among the best 
binoculars for any bird watching. Swarovski’s innovative open-
hinge design provides a lighter feeling and more ergonomically 
comfortable binocular. The Swarovision optical system, featur-
ing field-flattening lenses and fluoride glass, makes images 
razor sharp, bright, and full of contrast. Not only are the ELs a 
pleasure to look through, but they will last a lifetime of hard 
use, thanks to the highest-quality materials and precision manu-
facturing. Manufactured in the Austrian Alps; crafted to meet 
the highest standards. Starting at $2,199.00.

Vortex Viper HD binoculars
The newly redesigned Vortex Viper HD fea-
tures larger prisms that offer improved bright-
ness and resolution. This beautifully-crafted 
binocular offers a lighter weight and an ergonomic grip, and 
will suit the needs of new bird watchers and old pros alike.  
Starting at $489.99.

Opticron Natura BGA ED binoculars
The Opticron Natura BGA ED binocular combines a slim de-
sign with great optics in this mid-priced birding binocular. The 
narrow closed bridge and rubber armoring provide a comfort-
able feeling of control and balance. A large central focus wheel 
and diopter on the right-hand side are made to be quickly and 
easily operated. Your purchase of the Natura BGA ED includes 
a case, strap, rainguard, objective lens covers, and Opticron’s 
limited lifetime warranty. Starting at $375.00.

Leica Noctivid binoculars
From the beauty of design, the simplicity and comfort of the 
ergonomics, and the precision of the mechanics, the Noctivid 
will impress even before you hold it up to your eyes. The optical 
system is engineered from state-of-the-art Schott HT glass and 
features a bevy of high-grade, anti-reflective coatings on every 
lens element. Field-flattening lenses introduce a panoramic 
view that is sharp from top to bottom and left to right. From 
eye relief to close focus, every feature you would look for as an 
essential for a good birding binocular is found in the Leica Noc-
tivid binocular for bird watching. Cover that with Leica’s lifetime 
limited warranty and all that’s left to do is add some birds. 
Starting at $2,699.00.
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Bino Dock 
Most birders have experienced the frustration of spotting an interesting 
bird while in a vehicle, grabbing their binocular, only to find it trapped 
against their chest by their seatbelt. Or, as frustrating, the binocular is 
in its case, stowed under the passenger seat or in the glove box. The 
Bino Dock solves those problems by converting a cup holder into a 
binocular holder. This clever new device uses rubber spacer bands for a 
firm fit in virtually any cupholder. When not in use carrying a binocu-
lar, it turns a standard cupholder into a size XL, with easy capacity for 
a phone, sunglasses, a small field notebook, and a few granola bars. 
#DM1196  $49.99.

Meadow’s Edge: Northern Bobwhites

“Though there hasn’t been a viable population 
of bobwhites here in decades, I have had intimate 
experience with them. I hatched some bobwhite 
eggs in my incubator in 2002. The white, pyriform 
eggs hatched in about 22 days, and the young 
were active right from the start, with large feet for 
running. When the males matured and started call-
ing, a neighbor complimented me on teaching my 
cockatiel the bobwhite whistle! My cockatiel is not 
that talented.” 

This is Stephen Leed’s 11th cover painting for BWD. Limited-edition prints, only 
100, are available from the artist, with an image size of 11 x 14 5/8 inches, for $45 
plus $6 shipping. Pennsylvania residents must add 6 percent sales tax. Send checks 
to Stephen Leed, 225 North Cedar St., Lititz, PA 17543-1102. Please allow two weeks 
for delivery. 

ABOUT OUR COVER ARTIST— STEPHEN LEED
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Lymeez 3D Mesh Tick Gaiters 
Prevent tick bites while you’re birding! Lymeez 3D Mesh Tick Gaiters feature a 
multi-layer design, with a thick mesh outer surface and an impermeable bottom 
layer. The mesh slows ticks’ climb by 4 to 8 times compared to other pant 
fabrics, and its fibers are bound with millions of microcapsules of permethrin 
repellent that release gradually. One pair per package. Each piece measures 12 
inches long. Adjusts to fit most adult calf sizes, up to a 19-inch circumference. 
Effectively covers the entire lower leg, the common target for tick ambushes. 
Easy on and off wrap design. Lightweight, durable, and breathable 100% polyes-
ter fiber content.  
Available in tan (#1191) and olive (#1190).  $29.97.
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